
Cyanotypes (sun prints) 

Background 

A cyanotype or sun print is one of the earliest photographic printing processes, which 

was invented by William Herschel in 1842. It uses iron compounds rather than silver. 

Nineteenth century botanist Anna Atkins created cyanotypes of natural material placing 

specimens directly onto coated paper and allowing the action of light to create a 

silhouette effect (a photogram). Engineers used the process well into the 20th century 

as a simple and low-cost process to produce copies of drawings, referred to as 

blueprints. 

What is happening? 

In a nutshell: the paper has been painted with a liquid mixture of two iron compounds 

that react to sun light (UV light) to turn the paper blue. In more detail: The two iron salts 

do not react with each other in the dark, but when they are exposed to ultraviolet light 

the iron compound ammonium citrate becomes an iron salt. This iron salt then reacts 

with the potassium hexacyanoferrate to form an insoluble blue compound, also known 

as Prussian blue. This is a process called reduction. Washing removes the soluble, 

unreduced (unexposed) salts, leaving behind a deep blue and white image. The image 

intensifies upon drying when the reduced iron salts oxidise.  

Longevity of the print: 

The print might fade if exposed to strong direct sunlight over a period of time. Should 

you experience this fading, your image can generally be restored to its original blue 

intensity by storing it in a dark environment for a short time. 

Safety: 

Once the paper has been pre-prepared with the UV light sensitive solution the process 

is non-toxic and does not present any significant health risk. That said, the wash water 

should not be shallowed and adult supervision is necessary. 

Trying sun prints at home: 

The easiest way is to buy pre-prepared paper packs. Then you only need sun light and 

tap water. There are different brands names, for example: Sunprint Paper, Sunography 

Paper or Solar Paper.  

Web resources: 

http://www.alternativephotography.com/wp/processes/cyanotype/cyanotype-classic-

process - How to do the whole process from scratch.  

 

http://shop.silverprint.co.uk/Silverprint-Solar-Paper-5x7-Inch-35-

Sheets/product/2172/2172/ - Solar Paper. 

http://www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B004T0YMGK - Sun print fabric. 


