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The salt printing process was invented by Fox Talbot in 1840 and is considered one of the first 

photographic processes. He first did photograms of foliage around his home in Lacock in the UK. 

He then used salt printing to make paper negatives which was the first negative to positive 

process. 

THE PROCESS 

On your watercolor paper place 4 pencil dots to indicate the corners of the negative. I always 

write on the back of the paper the type of paper.  A good quality watercolor paper is coated 

with a 2% salt (sea salt or lab grade salt) and a 2% citrate solution. Always use distilled water. I 

add a little of gelatine for sizing. Let the paper dry or use a hair dryer to speed it up. 

The dried salted paper is now coated with a 10% solution of silver nitrate. The silver nitrate 

coating can be done in dim light. Do NOT use UV light.  Always use distilled water. A drop of 

blue food coloring will confirm the evenness of your coating. Use either a foam brush, hake 

brush or a glass coating rod. A foam brush soaks up a lot of sensitizer. If your negative needs a 

bit more contrast to print well, a few drops of a 10% solution of potassium dichromate will help. 

Again, allow to dry or use a hair dryer to speed the drying process up. 

 

 



 

SENSITIZER QUANTITY 

4X5 use 0.4ml 

8x10 use 1.6 ml 

11x14 use 3.08 ml 

 

                 

 

EXPOSURE 

Sandwich your negative and your salt/silver coated paper into a contact printing frame.  An 

assembly of a board, glass and binder clips can work as well. 

Exposure in a UV light box will give more consistent results. Sunlight can be used, but the UV 

light is never as constant as in a UV light box. 

Doing a test strip is recommended. My exposure times (EV 9) varies from 8 to 20 minutes. Often 

10 to 12 minutes works well. 

 

 



PROCESSING A SALT PRINT 

TRAY 1  Wash the print in a 2% salt bath that is slightly acidic (¼ cup stop in a quart of tap 

water) for 5 minutes. The salt coating solution will work well. Dump the milky 

white developer and replace with plain tap water. 

TRAY 2  Plain water wash for 3 minutes. 

TRAY 3 Fix with a 10% sodium thiosulfate fixing bath for 4 minutes. Regular Kodak 

 Fixer is too strong and will likely bleach out your image. 

TRAY 4 Hypo clearing bath, a 1% solution sodium sulfate, your typical HCA. 

WASH 20 minutes in a print washer. 

Finally mount and display and enjoy! 

PAPERS I USE 

I prefer to use hot pressed watercolor paper that contains a high cotton content. 

Aqua Bee Mixed Media hot pressed 

Union Square hot pressed 

Arches Aquarel hot pressed 

Canson XL 

Fabriano Studio hot pressed (seems to take a longer exposure) 

Safety concerns 

The salt solutions are harmless. 

The silver nitrate is another matter. When mixing the silver nitrate solution: 

ALWAYS wear goggles for eye protection. 

ALWAYS wear nitrile gloves to prevent staining of your skin. 

ALWAYS use an apron to prevent staining of clothing. 
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