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ALTERNATIVE PROCESSES
CYANOTYPESAND SALT PRINTS PART2
In the second of this two part series, Brian Young discusses SirJohn Herschel's role in the early
history of photography, and describes contemporary processes for making and toning cyanotypes

aving put aside his researches into
photography in 1835, William
Henry Fox Talbot was rushed into

announcing his discovery in 1839 by the
unexpected announcement from France
that Louis Jacques Mand6 Daguerre had
'invented' photography.

It is at this point that Sir John Herschel,
the most brilliant mind of his generation,
enters the story. He was a polymath, not
cnly graduating from Cambridge in 1 81 3 as

the Senior Wrangler (the top mathematics
undergraduate) but doing groundbreaking
rvork in photochemistry as early as 1819 -
rvhich he hadn't bothered to publish.

Herschel and Talbot were friends. Shortly
after Daguerre's announcement, Talbot
visited Herschel at his home in Slough. Her-
schel's wife wrote at the time, "l happen
to remember well the visit to Slough of Mr
Fox Talbot, who came to show Herschel his
beautiful little pictures of Ferns and Laces
taken by his new process. When something
was said about the difficulty of fixing the
pictures, Herschel said, 'Let me have this
one for a few minutes', and after a short
time he returned and gave the picture to
Mr Fox Talbot, saying, 'l think you'll find
that fixed'."

This was the beginning of hyposulphite of
soda fixing. Because of his earlier studies,
Herschel probably knew more about pho-
tography than anyone. He was the first to
Jse the word 'photography', and the terms
' negative' and'positive'.

When Talbot returned from Slough, he
began to look for ways to improve on his
paper negatives of 1 835, one of the draw-
backs of which was the very long exposures
needed, even in bright sunlight.

Some great discoveries come about
purely by accident - at least, that's how
the story goes. One day, in the autumn
of 1840, Talbot was working in his labo-
ratory, re-sensitising old sheets of treated
paper that had been exposed but, for some
reason, were blank. While coating a sheet
with silver nitrate solution, he inadvertently
flooded it with a solution of gallic acid.

To his great surprise, an image appeared:
an image resulting from what must have
been a few seconds of exposure, which had
been hidden in the paper until revealed by
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happy accident. The notion of the chemi-
cal development of a latent image had been
discovered.

Talbot realised that here was the answer
he had been seeking. A paper negative that
could be exposed for a relatively short
time, developed to reveal the image, and
subsequently used to print a positive image
on another sheet of his treated paper. The
salt print had arrived.

Talbot called his invention a calotype and,

after tweaking it a little by coating the nega-
tive with wax to make it translucent, pat-
ented the idea in 184,1.

Meanwhile, Herschel was busily invent-
ing the cyanotype. Unlike Talbot's process,
which used silver salts, the cyanotype made
use of the photosensitive properties of two
iron salts: ferric ammonium citrate and po-
tassium ferricyanide.

Herschel had perfected the cyanotype
process by 1847, and historically has been


