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The Of Alternative Photographic
Processes

The Enduring Allure of The Of Alternative
Photographic Processes

In an era dominated by instant digital imagery and computational photography, a quiet
revolution is taking place. Artists, hobbyists, and even some commercial photographers
are turning their backs on the sterile perfection of pixels, seeking instead the tangible,
unpredictable,  and deeply  personal  world  of  handmade images.  This  movement  is
centred on what is often referred to collectively as alternative photographic processes.
But  what  exactly  does  this  term  encompass,  and  why  is  there  such  a  powerful



resurgence of interest in methods that were largely abandoned a century ago? This
article delves deep into the heart of this fascinating subject, exploring the history, the
techniques,  and  the  enduring  magic  of  creating  images  without  a  digital  file.  We  will
explore the essence of the of alternative photographic processes, a world where
chemistry, light, and human intervention combine to create truly unique works of art.

A Brief History: Before the Digital Age

To  understand  the  appeal  of  alternative  processes,  one  must  first  understand  the
context from which they emerged. Photography was not born as the instantaneous,
high-resolution medium we know today. The earliest pioneers, from Niépce to Daguerre
and  Talbot,  were  chemists  and  alchemists  as  much  as  they  were  artists.  They
experimented with unstable compounds, unpredictable light sources, and long exposure
times. For the first half-century of its existence, photography was an alternative process.
Every single image was a handmade object,  a physical artifact that was unique or
produced in very limited quantities.
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The term "alternative" is therefore a modern convenience. It refers to any photographic
process that falls outside the mainstream of conventional silver-gelatin printing and,
more recently, digital inkjet printing. These processes often rely on historic 19th-century
formulas, but they are not simply historical replicas. They are living, evolving art forms.
The of  alternative  photographic  processes  represents  a  deliberate  choice  to  reject
industrial  standardization  in  favour  of  craft,  spontaneity,  and  expression.  It  is  a
philosophy that values the journey of creation as much as the final image.

Key Techniques in The Of Alternative
Photographic Processes

The  world  of  alternative  processes  is  remarkably  diverse,  each  technique  offering  a
distinct visual language. Some of the most popular and accessible methods include
cyanotype, platinum/palladium printing, wet plate collodion, gum bichromate, and Van
Dyke  brown.  Each  process  demands  a  specific  relationship  between  the  artist,  the
negative,  the  chemistry,  and  the  substrate.



Cyanotype: The Blueprint of Photography

Perhaps the most well-known and entry-friendly alternative process is the cyanotype.
Invented by Sir John Herschel in 1842, this process produces stunning Prussian blue
prints. The chemistry is remarkably simple: a solution of ferric ammonium citrate and
potassium ferricyanide is brushed onto paper. The coated paper is then exposed to
ultraviolet light (usually sunlight) in contact with a negative or an object. After exposure,
the print is washed in water, and the unexposed chemicals are washed away, leaving
behind a stable, beautiful blue image.

Why it  matters:  The  cyanotype  is  a  perfect  introduction  to  the of  alternative
photographic processes because it requires no darkroom, no expensive equipment,
and no toxic chemicals. It teaches the fundamental principles of UV exposure and image
formation. Contemporary artists use it not only for traditional landscape and portrait
work but also for photograms and mixed-media pieces. The rich, velvety blue has a
hypnotic quality that digital prints simply cannot replicate. It is a process that celebrates
the fundamental joy of making a mark with light.
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Platinum and Palladium Printing: The Pinnacle of Craft

At the other end of the spectrum lies platinum/palladium printing, often considered the
most beautiful and expensive of all photographic processes. Popular from the late 19th
century until the First World War, this method uses platinum or palladium metals to
create the image. The resulting prints have a characteristic matte surface, a wide tonal
range, and an archival permanence that is unmatched. The metals are embedded in the
paper fibres, not sitting on top of a gelatin layer, giving the image a "three-dimensional"
quality.

Why it matters: This process is the antithesis of fast digital photography. It requires a
large-format negative, meticulous coating of handmade paper, and often a contact-
printing frame. The cost of platinum and palladium is prohibitive for many, but the
results are breathtaking. The of alternative photographic processes  reaches its
most  refined  expression  here,  where  the  photographer  becomes  a  true  artisan,
controlling every variable from the paper sizing to the development temperature. The
tonal  subtlety  of  a  platinum print  is  a  revelation,  offering a  range of  greys  and blacks



that seem to breathe.

Wet Plate Collodion: The Theatre of Imperfection

For those drawn to the dramatic and the unpredictable,  wet plate collodion is  the
ultimate adventure. Invented in 1851, this process requires the photographer to coat a
glass or metal plate with a sticky, ether-based collodion solution, sensitize it in a silver
nitrate bath, expose it while still wet, and develop it immediately. The entire process
must be completed within about 10-15 minutes. This means the photographer must
carry a portable darkroom into the field.

Why it matters: Wet plate collodion is the opposite of digital precision. The plates are
slow (ISO 1-5), the edges are often soft, and there are frequent imperfections, bubbles,
and flow marks. Yet this very imperfection is its greatest asset. The images it produces
have a haunting, almost ghostly quality, with a depth and luminosity that feels entirely
otherworldly. The of alternative photographic processes is vividly alive in the wet plate
community, where practitioners embrace the chaos and celebrate the unique character
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of each individual plate. It is a performance as much as a photograph.

The Modern Renaissance: Why Artists Are
Returning to the Darkroom

In a world of infinite digital reproduction, the physical object has become precious again.
An alternative process print is not a file; it is an object. It has texture, weight, and scent.
It is a one-of-a-kind creation that bears the marks of its making. This is the core appeal
of the of alternative photographic processes in the 21st century. It is a conscious
act of resistance against the ephemeral, disposable nature of digital culture.

Tactility and Presence: An inkjet print, no matter how high quality, is a layer of
ink on a substrate. An alternative process print has the chemistry embedded in
the paper. It feels different. It looks different from every angle.
Slowness and Mindfulness: These processes cannot be rushed. They demand
patience, preparation, and a deep understanding of materials. This slowness is a



meditative practice, a way of reconnecting with the act of seeing.
Uniqueness and Imperfection: Digital perfection is often sterile. The small
errors, the uneven coating, the slight chemical stain all add to the narrative of the
image. These are not flaws; they are fingerprints of the artist.
Sustainability and Archival Quality: Many alternative processes use simpler,
less toxic chemicals than conventional darkroom work. Furthermore, prints made
with platinum, palladium, or even well-washed cyanotypes can last for centuries
without fading.

Getting Started: A Practical Guide to Entering
This World

One might think that entering the world of alternative processes requires a chemistry
degree and a dedicated laboratory. While it is true that some processes are complex
and require significant investment, there are many accessible entry points. The key is to
start simple and build knowledge gradually.
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Essential First Steps

Start with Cyanotype: This is the gateway process. The chemicals are1.
inexpensive, non-toxic, and widely available as pre-mixed kits. You only need
water, paper, and sunlight.
Create a Digital Negative: Most alternative processes require a negative that is2.
the same size as the final print. You can create these using your digital camera,
photo editing software, and an inkjet printer with transparency film. This bridges
the gap between digital capture and analog printing.
Experiment with Papers: The choice of paper is critical. Different processes3.
work best with different papers. Watercolour papers like Fabriano Artistico or
Arches are popular choices for cyanotype and gum bichromate. Smooth, thin
papers work well for platinum printing.
Join a Community: The alternative process community is incredibly welcoming4.
and generous with knowledge. There are countless online forums, workshops, and
local groups dedicated to the of alternative photographic processes.
Learning from others is the fastest way to improve.



Be Prepared for Failure: This is perhaps the most important lesson. Not every5.
print will work. The chemistry will sometimes be wrong, the exposure will be off,
or the paper will react unexpectedly. This is not a failure; it is a learning
experience. The joy of these processes is in the constant experimentation.

The Philosophical Underpinning: Why We
Make

Beyond the technical skills, there is a deeper reason why artists are drawn to the
of alternative photographic processes. It is a form of slow looking. In an age
of scrolling and swiping, to spend an hour coating a sheet of paper, waiting for the
sun to expose it, and then watching the image appear in a tray of water is a
radical act of attention. It forces the photographer to slow down, to be present,
and to truly see the subject.

It  also redefines the role of  the artist.  In  digital  photography,  the artist  can take
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hundreds of images and select the best one later. In alternative processes, every
exposure is a commitment. There are no retakes. There is no Photoshop. The
image is what it is, a direct record of that moment in time and of the materials
used to capture it.  This constraint  is  liberating.  It  demands a higher level  of
intention and craft.

Furthermore, these processes often produce images that are richer and more
complex than a standard photograph. The tonal range of a platinum print, the
deep blues of a cyanotype, the texture of a gum print, they all add a layer of
interpretation to the image. The process itself becomes part of the message. This
is what elevates a photograph from a simple record to a work of art.

Conclusion: The Future is Handmade

As we look to the future, it is clear that digital photography is not going anywhere.
It is a powerful, convenient, and versatile medium. However, the resurgence of
the  of  alternative  photographic  processes  demonstrates  a  fundamental



human need that digital technology cannot satisfy: the need to create with our
hands, to engage with materials, and to produce objects of lasting beauty and
meaning. These are not merely retro exercises or nostalgic pastimes. They are a
vital, dynamic, and evolving branch of contemporary art. They remind us that
photography is not just about capturing an image; it is about the act of creation
itself. It is a dialogue between the artist, the light, the chemistry, and the world.
And in  that  dialogue,  there is  a  magic  that  no algorithm can ever  replicate.
Whether you are a seasoned photographer or a curious beginner, there has never
been a better time to step into the light and explore the infinite possibilities of the
handmade image.


