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INTRODUCTION The Magical Art of Cyanotypes


“To love beauty is to see light.”

—VICTOR HUGO

[image: decorative image]
Madge Evers, Crowd Pleaser




Light as Art


Cyanotypes are born from the sun. When the sun’s rays touch a surface coated with a simple mixture of two chemicals, a reaction unfolds that transforms a seemingly blank sheet of paper into a rich, vivid blue. The reaction itself may be simple, but the results feel like visual alchemy, a delightful magic that anyone can conjure.

[image: captioned image]
The work of artists Brooke Sauer and Dora Somosi shows the dynamic range of the cyanotype art form, whether capturing the details of various mushroom species as Sauer has done in Travelogue or the towering beauty of a tree as depicted in pieces from Somosi’s By Her Side series.


Cyanotypes are striking and evocative. The deep blue background and ethereal white outlines call to mind the hues of the natural world: the sky threaded with clouds, the sea frothed with whitecaps, moonflower white spilling across forget-me-not blue. Despite the simplicity of the process and the color palette, cyanotypes are wildly adaptive, capturing the minute intricacies of a fern or mushroom, even the ephemeral movement of the waves.

[image: captioned image]
Paper of any size can be used to make a cyanotype. This large sheet depicts a 7-foot tree fern branch and the plumes of giant toetoe grasses. Madge Evers, Tree Fern





What Is a Cyanotype?


Developed almost 200 years ago, cyanotypes were among the earliest photographic processes. Making a cyanotype is straightforward—it involves combining two iron salt chemicals in liquid form, applying that liquid to a surface, then exposing the surface to light. The sun’s ultraviolet rays, or those of a UV lamp, transform the chemicals to create a striking blue. Any objects set on the chemically treated surface protect it from the light, preventing the chemical reaction from occurring. The result is a white image on a vivid blue background. This elementary form of photography does not require a camera, a darkroom, or special equipment; its simplicity allows creativity to shine.

My first encounter with the compelling blue of a cyanotype was with an image made by commercial photographer Elizabeth Zeschin, known for her striking portraits, elegant architectural interiors, and detailed still-life photos. In the 1980s I was an aspiring photographer and managed Elizabeth’s studio in New York City. Elizabeth’s portfolio contained a gorgeous blue-toned photo she had created with the cyanotype process. I’d never seen anything like it. The impression was lasting; Prussian blue gave the image a sense of timelessness and planted the seed of an idea I hoped one day to pursue.

[image: captioned image]
Elizabeth Zeschin’s beautifully captured cyanotypes served as my introduction to the art form. Elizabeth Zeschin, Papaver Somniferum


[image: captioned image]
Elizabeth Zeschin’s beautifully captured cyanotypes served as my introduction to the art form. Elizabeth Zeschin, Anemone Hupensis


As a gardener, I love the idea of dormancy, of plants saving their energy in order to emerge when the time is right. Ideas and seeds, it turns out, have a great deal in common, both waiting for the right time to blossom. The ideas planted by the cyanotype I first saw in the 1980s broke dormancy in 2019 when I gathered a collection of pressed flora for a mushroom spore print series called The New Herbarium. The Prussian blue of the cyanotype returned to me. An internet search provided enough information to glean that, with just a few materials, I could in fact return to cultivate ideas from the past.

[image: captioned image]
Luminous Blue was made by creating a digital negative of Luminous Herbarium (on here), then using the negative to make a cyanotype contact print (see here for more).


[image: captioned image]
Luminous Herbarium depicts chervil, yarrow, and Queen Anne’s lace. It’s part of The New Herbarium series in which I use mushroom spores to reimagine the centuries-old process of collecting and preserving plants for science and art.


The ground proved to be fertile. My engagement with the cyanotype process quickly changed the way I saw the plants in my garden and in the woods near my home. In truth, it changed the way I saw everything. My attention began to linger on the texture and shape of leaves, the translucency of a flower’s petal, the tiny seed sprays left once a blossom had faded. I have loved plants for a long time—their exuberant growth cycles, their culinary and medicinal uses, and the lessons they teach of decay. The cyanotype process gave me fresh eyes and new reasons to love the natural world around me.




Why Explore the Cyanotype?


As you begin to create cyanotypes, you’ll find countless reasons to love the art form, but these are some of my favorite aspects of creating cyanotypes.

Accessibility. The essential components of the cyanotype process are potassium ferricyanide, ferric ammonium citrate, water, and sunlight. The two chemicals are easily obtained from art supply stores and online; water and sunlight are, for now, free. You’ll also need some basic tools, but they are inexpensive or can be fashioned from materials you already have.

It’s magic! It’s science! Whenever I teach a cyanotype workshop, I’m always energized by students’ enthusiasm and wonder at all stages of the process. Chemicals react with sunlight, then water, undergoing striking transformations that captivate our attention. Everyone’s first cyanotype experience is punctuated by oohs and aahs.

It’s not digital. Sometimes I find relief in analogue activities. Digital tools can be used when making a cyanotype, but today’s process remains quite similar to the process used some 200 years ago. I’m no Luddite, but stepping away from a screen can be a breath of fresh air.

It’s forgiving. There are many happy accidents in this process. It’s always a bit experimental and surprising in the best way. If a cyanotype doesn’t work the way I planned, I can employ techniques such as bleaching and recoating that allow me to alter the image and to add new layers.

That blue! Literature abounds on the positive psychological impact of the color blue, with any number of possible attributes. For me, it evokes an elemental connection with both water and sky.






[image: A cyanotype of inventor Sir John Herschel] A Visual History of Cyanotypes


1842 Sir John Herschel discovered the cyanotype process.

1843 English botanist Anna Atkins used Herschel’s innovative process to create a groundbreaking book titled Photographs of British Algae: Cyanotype Impressions—the first book illustrated entirely with photographic images. Struggling with the difficulty of creating accurate drawings, Atkins transformed her collection of British algae into mysterious photographic images containing various shades of blue.

Scientific Origins

Despite its seemingly magical qualities, the cyanotype process originates in science. In 1842, Sir John Herschel discovered that a chemical solution, when applied to paper and exposed to ultraviolet light, created a distinctive Prussian blue print.

Initially Herschel used the process to replicate his notes. He would coat a sheet of paper with the chemical solution, then write his notes on a sheet of transparent paper, place it on top of the coated paper, and expose the materials to sunlight, creating a perfect copy. Herschel was a photocopy pioneer—117 years before Xerox!

Herschel, a science-meets-art hero, is also credited with coining the term photograph, literally meaning “to draw with light.”

[image: A cyanotype by botanist Anna Atkins of algae]
[image: An antique cyanotype of a house on the shore of a river]
1870–1880 Cyanotypes became widely used in the construction industry to re-create architectural plans, giving rise to the term blueprint for the ubiquitous cyan schematics.

1900 The simplicity of the cyanotype process made it popular among amateur photographers, and cyanotypes were featured in travelogues and on postcards and birthday invitations.

1900–1920 During the late Victorian Arts and Crafts Movement, artists like self-taught printmaker and photographer Bertha Jaques

[image: An antique cyanotype of architectural schematics of a house, thus the name blueprint]
[image: A cyanotype of flowers by artist Bertha Jaques]







[image: A cyanotype of orange slices]
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[image: A cyanotype of a geometric print]
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Making It Your Own








	Mix up a light-sensitive chemical solution.

	Apply the light-sensitive solution to a sheet of paper, coating it completely. Let the paper dry.

	Arrange materials (plants, stencils, or other objects) on top of the paper.

	Expose the paper to ultraviolet light, whether artificial or sunlight.

	Monitor the development, watching the light-sensitive coating on the paper turn bronze or silvery gray, until the exposure has developed to your liking.

	Remove the objects from the paper. Rinse the paper under running water for 5 to 15 minutes to wash off the light-sensitive chemicals.

	Hang the paper or lay it flat to dry.
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