Instructor: David King                                                                               Photography Department


Printing Basics 1:  Test Strips

Introduction

This is an incredibly important starting point in print making yet over and over I see students skimping on their test strips, wanting to get right to the “good stuff” I suppose, but then wasting sheet after sheet of paper as they “chase” an exposure and/or contrast grade/filter for the image with which they are working.  This is false economy and false art.  Economically it wastes paper and time.  Artistically, it delays the truly creative portion while fighting the underlying technical aspect of getting the base print exposure down. 

Early in my career, in fact it was my first paying “apprenticeship,” I worked as a lab tech and photo assistant for a commercial photographer who shot photos of toys for Hasbro.  In those days sales reps actually carried real glossy photos in their portfolios and we made them all.  It was common that we would need to print 500-1,000 prints in a day, spread out over five to ten shots.  And we did it all by hand with no automated equipment: that was too slow.  Although the prints had to be uniformly perfect to satisfy the client, the commercial reality was that the “boss” made his money behind the camera not slaving over a cauldron of developer.  

The photographer was a stickler for print quality since the client was really a stickler for it and the photographer’s reputation and name were riding, potentially, on every print..  He shot generally excellent negatives with a full range of tones and normally in 4x5 format.  I learned more about printing in a six months of working for him than from reading all of the books then available.  And most of it flew in the face of traditional book learning.  It confused me since I was then devouring every book I could lay my hands on.  Yet the approaches worked and produced fast, high-quality prints.  Day after day, print after print.   

To my later delight, what I learned printing for him translated perfectly into my own work, both for commercially and art oriented photographs.  Better still, it allowed me to be out of the darkroom with a pile of top quality prints in my case ready to mat while others were still struggling with their first prints.

So here are my personal guidelines for making and analyzing test strips.  I believe this step is often the key to the whole process.  You will note, in keeping what I just mentioned, that in some cases these steps vary considerably from those you commonly hear from other photographers, texts, or instructors.  I’m not going to take the time to explain those standard approaches here since they can do it better and, in class, they have already been covered.  But if I know I am being “heretical” in some area I’ll try to explain why I use and advocate the approaches presented here.  Your “job” as a serious student is to try them all and give each a fair chance by really trying to make it work.  In class we’ll try both traditional and new approaches so you won’t be missing out.  Then, with a valid point of comparison, pick the approach that seems to work best for you and your work.   And then hone it to perfection.  But remember this: if it is taking you all day (or even, to my mind, a half day) to produce an excellent print from a high quality negative, then whatever approach you are using is inefficient and in error because there is no reason for it to take that long.

That said, there is NO proper, one-way-only to do anything in photography and anyone who tells you there is, is either lying, of incredibly narrow experience, or is trying to make themselves look like a guru.  Run from them as fast as you can.  It would make all our lives as instructors much easier if it were true and we all had a single standard, a single technology, single methodology or single paradigm that represented artistic TRUTH.  But such posturing is the defense of the small minded or lazy or inexperienced who know only what they learned from someone who knew only what they learned, etc.    

So I offer these guidelines not as THE WAY to do anything but because they work for me and seem to work for most of the students I have taught to use them, by speeding up this testing process and letting them get directly to the really creative part of the print-making process faster and several steps ahead of the pack.

So give it a try, what do you have to lose?  Unless, of course, you really LIKE spending hours to make a single print in which case this will not be for you.  But the best advice I can give you, even then, is, still, to not become a slave to any intellectual authority and especially not to any technology or methodology that seeks to turn an art into a science and make the practitioners not artists but engineers.  

Texts and teachers are an intellectually incestuous lot; it is hard to avoid it.  Textbooks are too often written not for students but to impress colleagues or mentors and to show that you know what they know so, by definition you must know what you are doing.  However, the truth is, no single approach works perfectly for everyone because, as artists, we see differently, create differently, and produce different images.  In the end, you must find the approaches that best allow you to express your own vision of your chosen subjects.

But no matter how you do it, if you learn to start the process with solid testing procedures that work for your images and expression, you will end up being better, faster, happier, and can more quickly get out of the dark and back out behind the camera where you want to be anyway. 

First of all, DON’T MAKE THE TEST STRIP TOO SMALL.

The test strip needs to be large enough to be able to show good portions of the image in which the complete range of desirable tones in that image exists in EACH step of the strip.  Though clearly there are special images— usually graphic images, abstracted shapes from nature, and some unique weather condition shots— that properly exhibit limited tonalities, it remains true that for most black and white photographic images, especially landscape and outdoor shots as well as commercial images, which together make up the bulk of most photographers’ work, if they are to be perceived by the human viewers as having depth and a sense of reality to them, they require both a good solid black that goes to the paper’s true black (if only in the deepest shadow areas) and some crisp brilliant highlight areas which sparkle with a hint of texture or other detail.  Of course the paper can get whiter than this but detail is lost and highlights look “blown out.”  Some areas of a print may properly exhibit this but for our testing procedure stick to the important tonalities on the print. 

If, then, the print is to exhibit the normal rendition with a full range of tones from paper black to crisp highlights, then each step of the test strip must have, at the very least, that range of tones.  It ought to have all of the tones though sometimes that is not practical.  This can rarely be accomplished with a test strip of less than 1/4th  of a sheet of paper (based on the long edge).  Don’t get chintzy with paper here.  I promise you, you will more than pay for it in the long run.

I use that ¼ sheet approach regardless of the print size unless a unique image allows for a smaller test.  Even if those tones might be located in an isolated area, the strip needs to be large enough to provide easy viewing of the options.

NOTE:  Sometimes, the tones are arranged in the image so that a full sheet of paper must be used to make test steps.  If that is what it takes—do it.

Setting the Initial Lens f-stop

Different photographers and instructors offer varying ideas on this issue.  The most common recommendation I’ve heard is to set the lens to the mid point in the f-stops available, usually somewhere between f5.6 and f11.  This is allegedly to take advantage of the point of maximum sharpness in the enlarger lens.  The enlarger lens is often the weak link in the image chain.  Rarely except for very high quality (and cost) enlarger lenses, are they of an equal or even similar optical quality to the camera’s taking lens.  So, it makes sense to want the maximum sharpness from the enlarger. 

In bygone days or with cheap lenses even today the aperture setting can have some major impact on the image.  But today’s top quality lenses from Nikor, Schneider, or Rodenstock are similarly sharp across the entire aperture range.  My Schneiders (40mm, 75mm, 135mm) showed no critical sharpness issues, even at the edges, through their entire range of apertures.

If in doubt about your own lens it is an easy test once you have a correct exposure at ANY aperture.  Simply make side-by-side comparisons with varying f-stops and adjusted times.  Remember, the enlarging process like the shooting process, exhibits a reciprocal relationship between intensity (aperture) and duration (shutter or timer) of the exposure.  If, in fact, there is a noticeable difference in print sharpness between aperture settings on your enlarger lens then the issue is over: the sharpest aperture is where you need to set the lens. (If you need longer exposure times at that aperture then you will have to use neutral density filters to achieve it.)  The only thing to generally avoid is the use of either of the extreme stops (full open or full closed) which are frequently where lens aberration(s), if they exist in a given lens, will show up the worst.

For my personal printing style, I want an aperture that will give me good print sharpness AND an exposure time of at least 20 seconds and more was fine.  Since apertures made no difference, the time became the exposure time became the important factor.   There are several reasons for that desired exposure time.  

· First it gives me time to smoothly make any modifications (such as burning and dodging) to the print.  In fact more time is OK with me as it lets me blend tones even better.  I have no problem with 40 or 60 second exposures if I need to do any dodging during the initial exposure.
  

· Secondly it helps assure a complete exposure of the emulsion layer of the paper, which is required for good solid blacks.  This is an important consideration that will come back as an issue later.  Paper emulsion, just like film emulsion, has a proper threshold exposure.  Just as film has a proper minimum exposure to reach threshold and place the general image tones mostly on the straight line portion of the D-Log E curve, so does paper but with the added problem that since we are viewing paper via reflected rather than transmitted light, we see fewer of the subtle tonalities, especially in the shadow areas.  That means that exposure time to place shadows where they will be properly seen in the finished print, the paper needs to be properly exposed and neither under nor over exposed.  When we get to the part on analyzing the test strip we will revisit this but for now be aware that the ideal exposure time for a print is one which is just sufficient to completely expose the emulsion layer and produce a D-max density on the print (but without additional exposure) in the areas of the projected image that are minimum density on the negative.  That will likely not happen with extremely short exposures.
  

· Thirdly, a longer time requires a smaller aperture that will cover most minor depth-of-field problems in the image projected on the easel that might be caused by an out-of-alignment enlarger or uneven easel and sometimes even a slightly buckled negative.  

That would mean that if I had to chose a given starting point, I’d normally chose at least f11 and drop to f8 only if absolutely necessary because the exposure times were out of control (well over a minute or two).   Shorter exposure times at wide apertures may yield a dark tone that will not get darker with added development, but it may not be a fully exposed emulsion printing to maximum density.  This is exactly what happens with film too.  Under-exposure can yield a tone that you can discern is the darkest part of the negative comparatively and with sufficient development can get very dense.  But it will NOT yield a good print with full tonal separation. 

Although any of those pre-set approaches can be made to work, I personally use a different approach to determining that first aperture setting.   I start by first stopping the enlarger lens all the way down and letting my eye adjust to that dimly projected image.  Then in very precise movements, I open the lens an f-stop at a time while viewing the projected image.  What seems to happen is that it starts very dim at the smallest aperture, then with each step of opening the aperture, the projected image gets a little lighter, a little more lighter, then, at some point, the image brightness seems to make a small but noticeable jump in incremental brightness.  That is, the perceived change in brightness increases from those previous changes.  When that happens I then close the lens back down a stop and do the test strip.  It usually gives me an indicated exposure in the time range I like with the correct exposure in the middle portion of the test strip. 

I was taught this visual perception trick early in my career.  I honestly have no idea why this works, but for me—and a number of people I’ve showed it to—it does, and nearly every time, IF the negative is a good one.  Give it a try and if it works for you, fine.  If not, pick a starting aperture based on instructions or even tea leaves and go for it.

What is the resulting f-stop with my approach?  I often have no idea and usually never look unless I know I will need to be reprinting the image and then will note it in my print log for future reference.  If I need to refocus and therefore need to open the lens all the way up then reset it to this aperture I’ll either then note the actual f-stop or, more commonly, simply count the stops to open the lens and then after refocusing, count them back to my testing exposure.  

If forced to guess about where it may generally end up, about all I could say is that it changes with negative density and contrast but is usually (again with a good negative) about 3 stops opened up from minimum aperture… give or take a stop or two.  

But you should be aware of other variables in the process.  If, when you print this image again the enlarger is not at the same height, if the bulb has burned some, and if the chemicals are not at the exact same dilution or exhaustion point, the exposure will change and needs to be retested anyway.

Test Strip Time Increments

There is an interesting if somewhat anal controversy among the technically oriented practitioners of the craft of photography about how to properly increment test strips.  (Note that I did NOT say practitioners of the ART of photography…)  

The old standby was to set the timer to two- or three-second exposures and proceed to build the steps up to roughly 25-30 seconds.  When using high-grade fiber paper I liked to use 2 seconds because it is a finer adjustment.   But you must be aware that 3-4 seconds is the usual recommendation these days due in part to the fact that some modern papers, especially RC papers, have an “intermittency” effect with short exposures and therefore will not give an accurate estimate of the effect of a longer single exposure based on several short exposures.  If you are using short exposures on the test strip and then getting a full test print that looks quite different than expected, and you know the timer was accurate, then it is most likely a problem of this effect and you need to use longer increments (perhaps as high as 4 or 5 seconds with some modern RC papers).

This also brings up another issue.  There is one other approach I recently heard about that I need to mention because I think it is very much in error.  Based on the use of mechanical timers that have been abused by student use and no longer hold good time in shorter repeating increments, the instruction I heard was to set the timer to some maximum exposure (30-45 seconds, for example) and then manually move the light blocking board as the timer counts down in whatever increments were expounded upon.  

In theory, of course, this works fine and avoids the timer-based problems as well as the intermittency-effect issues.  In practice, however, it just imposes another set of problems, chief of which are (a) it is not even close to accurate or precise since you are relying on your own reaction times as you watch the timer (assuming you can see it clearly) and (b) in trying to maintain evenly spaced increments, especially for new students, it is rare they can move from one steady point to the next steady point in under a full second and so each increment ends up being a slight gradient which renders all findings irrelevant. 

There is a solution to the bad timer problem that is far more accurate.  Set the timer to some increment and while watching your watch’s second hand, time the actual duration the light is on.  Adjust the timer to give you a desired increment based on your watch’s readings.  Now make your tests and note the number of increments.  When you have selected the correct increment, now multiply it by the actual time of each increment, then, using your watch again as a measure, set the time to wherever it needs to be to give the proper exposure time according to your watch. 

I wouldn’t be complete in letting you know the alternatives without also mentioning that the seriously obsessive among us point out (correctly) that paper, like film, increases density relative to exposure in a logarithmic fashion not a linear one.  And that means that the actual exposure increases in a normal linear test strip are farther apart in the shorter times and closer together at the longer total exposure times.  They then argue that this means that test strips should be done using stop or ½ stop or 1/3-stop increments instead of the linear and equally timed steps.  This can be done using modern digital electronic timers.  For 1/3-stop times simply take the common ASA/ISO scale, divide the numbers by ten (or ANYthing really) and use the result as “seconds” for the timer.  That is, for example, the ASA/ISO numbers of, say, 50, 64, 80, 100, 125, 160, 200, 250, 320, and 400 become times of 5.0, 6.4, 8.0, 10, 12.5, 16, 20, 25, 32, and 40 seconds. 

Well, yes, I admit this will truly give exposure segments in partial (here, 1/3) stops.  My response?  “So what?”  

If I have made two- or three-second increments and the proper exposure areas of the test strip is around 20 seconds where I like them to be AT A MINIMUM, then I have a very fine set of increments from which to pick (or estimate) a pretty good exposure time.   In fact it is finer than the 1/3 stop approach will yield (about 1/6-stop) and as any printer can tell you, at 20-30 seconds of print exposure, sometimes 1 second changes can make critical differences in the shoulder and toe portions of image’s density.  And those short and long increments are not in the range I want anyway.  Remember, the difference between a so-so print and a very good one might be a large jump; but the difference between a very good one and an excellent one is sometimes a very fine, often subtle increment.  If you are aiming for 10 second prints you simply cannot make fine adjustments nor can you burn and dodge smoothly.

My conclusion is that while I yield to their superior mathematics and am struck by their attention to the chemical-physical-optical minutia of the craft… I still continue to use my two-second approach with fiber paper as, in the end, to me it is more meaningful and better detailed.

Developing the Test Strip

This is simple and short.  Whichever enlarger setting you choose, make your test strip and then process it for the FULL development time indicated for the paper/developer combination you are using.  Do NOT pull the good test strip in shorter times just because it is starting to look “right” in the darkroom.  You MUST use the full development time indicated for that paper/developer combination.  Period.  End of discussion.  It is the only way to assure complete development of the emulsion assuming a sufficient exposure.

Analyzing the Test Strip

First of all, be sure to make your final analysis under GOOD LIGHTING conditions, ideally in the lighting conditions where the print will be displayed, otherwise, in just good bright light.  Do not judge prints in the darkroom unless you plan on hanging them for display in the darkroom.   However, having said that, there is no point in going through the entire cycle for a test that can be adjudged as incorrect even in the darkroom.  

If, by half way through the developer time nothing is appearing or only faintly on even the “darker” increments of  the test strip, then toss the strip and make another one with the lens opened up a stop.  If, by halfway through the developer time ALL of the strip’s segments are solidly printing well into black then toss the strip and make another one with the lens closed down a stop.

Remember, you want a strip that runs from a segment that even in the darkroom does not show anything darker than a light or mid gray to a segment that, even in the darkroom, is far too dark.   We can judge those extremes in the darkroom, just not the subtle tonalities of the correct segment.

The ideal test strip is going to give us two bits of information: an estimated print exposure time, and a point of reference to judge print contrast.  Traditional wisdom, following guidelines set forth by Ansel Adams in his book on printing, would have you look at the steps from lightest to darkest “chasing” the highlights as the determiner of print exposure.  By that approach, when they are as you want them, then look and see how the black areas of that segment are printing to judge contrast.  Rather than explain that approach in detail for you, I’ll simply reference the text (where it is also the recommended approach) and suggest you try it.   But here, I’ll tell you I think there is a better way to do it that yields more precise, technically and visually relevant evaluations and leads to much faster, more accurate analysis and therefore faster, better printing.  

The problem with the traditional approach is that highlight densities are subjectively chosen based on a desired visual effect, which, unfortunately, can be achieved with a number of subtly different print exposures.  So starting the analysis there and looking at the black areas in that wedge based on highlight densities does not tell you where the blacks REALLY are without reference to other wedges of the strip.  

And remember our discussion above?  Ideal print exposure is the one that just creates the printing paper’s D-Max in the areas of the negative’s D-Min.  This is true regardless of the contrast filter being used.  In order to get the maximum VIEWABLE tones in the critical low light areas of the dried image, the exposure needs to be precisely based on that area.  Otherwise several things can happen.

· First, and especially with an enlarger lens opened fairly wide, you can get a perfect highlight at an exposure that does not properly expose the paper’s emulsion.  The result is sometimes is a misleading “black” that is black by comparison only and not by density.  I.e. it is darker than any other area of the image but still not the paper’s D-Max.


· Second, if the black is actually overexposed at the point of good highlights, then subtle shadow tones are either going to blend in a way that is not obvious from the print or, worse, that show up now but are missing on the dried print.  (And, by the way, do see the last section on the “myth” of dry-down, which is a direct result, in my experience, of improperly printing these critical shadow areas flowing directly from the traditional testing approach.)  


· Lastly, a proper analysis of contrast can only be made when those critical shadow areas are being seen at precisely the point where they separate properly.  One can far more easily burn or dodge the highlight areas smoothly and transparently than to attempt to dodge deep shadows to regain tones or textures which usually ends up making muddy shadows.

So, in the end, by basing your estimates on highlights you are simply guessing based on your own perception and ability to view highlight textures and not on something far more objective.  

The result of that approach is that I see people who follow it, making full prints based on this guess from one test strip and then having to start chasing exposure and contrast in full sized images or doing multiple test strips to estimate contrasts.  Usually they have OK highlights and mid tones but shadows are either washed out and muddy or are black and spilling into the lower mid-tones.  So print after print is made trying to find the right burning/dodging combination that lets the print look proper to the photographer.  Paper flows and time passes as the print slowly corralled.

Personally I think that is a great waste of time and materials.  Of course you can spend hours working out the kinks and finally turn up a great print, but that great print is no reflection on your testing procedure, only on your patience and ability to stick with it.  Maybe if you only have one negative worth printing on a given day the time doesn’t matter.   Or maybe it is your badge of honor that you have to spend hours and days making a print.  To me it simply says you are not that great a printer.  And in my own case, when in the darkroom, much as I love printing, it frustrates me no end since I want to get on to other prints too.   So I use the approach I was taught back in those days printing for the toy photographer.  And it is diametrically opposed in approach to what we are normally taught.

What I do instead is to follow the shadows that should print as maximum (paper) black (D-Max) from the lightest toward the darkest segments of the test strip.  These are sometimes the little spots of shadows under leaves or bushes or rocks.  But there will nearly always be some repeatable area in my print that I want to go all the way to the richest black the paper is capable of printing BUT NO DARKER or I’ll lose that separation especially when the paper dries out and surface reflection changes.  

Remember, we are used to Zone terminology where a “Zone III” is the “darkest area with texture.”  But think about it for a moment:  that zone is a mixture of smaller tones from black to dark gray in which the black may be paper black and the dark gray spots that give us the sense of texture are even as light as a Zone IV.  Texture, per se, is created by shadows and highlights so by definition a Zone III area has at least both dark and light tones that “blend” overall into the average tone we call Zone III.  (This is critical when reading for Zone III in the camera as well but that is another issue…) 

“Well, that’s all interesting;” I hear you say, but why then chase the blacks on a test strip instead of the highlights?  Especially since the rest of the world seems to do it the “highlights” way?  I’m glad you asked.  

I do it because paper black is a known and discernable tone that is easy to precisely spot  and recreate since it does not get any darker as more exposure is added.    Therefore I am looking for the first test strip segment where the areas that should be paper black (deep, deep shadows without any detail or texture and darker than Zone II blacks) are as dark as they will print.  You can tell the same way you could tell it for a contact sheet.  If, in the next segment of the test, that area or spot does not get any darker then it is at d-MAX.  go back to the one where it first reached that d-MAX density.

The test strip segment that shows that first d-MAX density is my starting wedge because I know that is the correct minimum exposure time for that paper using that negative.  Period.  Any increased exposure will bleed my zone I’s and II’s together and into the Zone III areas and ruin that subtle texture that makes a print so rich and the shadows so luminous even though the additional time might make the highlights look good.  

If the shadow areas are really critical, especially when using fiber-based paper, dry the paper before making a judgment.  If there is still a gain in density (blackness) between the next-to-last wedge and the last one, then I will open a stop or ½ stop and make another test strip.  Generally however, one strip is sufficient even if it means that the whole sheet of paper needs to be turned into a test strip in order to see the range of tonalities in each segment.

There now only remains the issue of contrast or tonal separations on the test strip.  Are the tones especially the relationship between highlight and shadow too close or too greatly separated?  

By the way, this may sound like it is the same as when you are making contacts and looking for the exposure where the sprocket holes just disappear.   But that test is based on an evaluation of the film base+fog independent of the image areas and on the assumption that your perfect negatives have clear shadows.  When making a print, it is the shadows in the image that are critical, not the film base.  So the approach of chasing black is similar but the areas to evaluate are different.

Haven’t you ever wondered though why that is the approach taught to make judgments on proof sheets for overall exposure and contrast but not for prints?  Me too.  Well, the approach is still the correct one but with an important difference: few of us consistently turn out “perfect” negatives since our real world does not frequently display itself in a tonal range that precisely matches the film’s recording capabilities.  So when we are ready to actually make a print, we need to judge the shadow we have actually captured on the film, which may or may not correspond to the actual film base+fog density used for contacts.

So, once I’ve found the basic paper exposure based on the shadow areas, then I look at the highlights in that wedge where max black is first achieved.  Since highlights are subjective, I simply judge whether or not they appear as I want them for that image.  

· If, at the point of max black the highlights are as I want them, then I proceed to make a straight print of the entire image. (This print too is viewed by me as a “test print” to determine if any other manipulation will be required to other parts of the negative.)

· If, at the point of max black, the highlights are TOO LIGHT, then it means there is too much separation between the tones and the paper grade/filter is too high and needs to be lowered.  More exposure risks loosing the luminosity in the shadows.

· If, at the point of max black, the highlights are TOO DARK, then it means there is not enough separation between the tones and the paper grade/filter is too low and needs to be raised.

If you sense the need for a contrast change, do not throw away this first test.  Keep it for comparison with the next one to verify (a) are you going in the right directions and (b) to start getting a sense of how much of a contrast change is attained with specific filter changes.

To get a good feel for the overall image needs, print test strips at the varying contrasts and view them side-by-side.  This exercise will also start showing you how much contrast change is needed based on the first test.  It will also demonstrate that based on a mid-tone exposure, BOTH shadow and highlights change as contrast is changed by grade or filter.

NOTE: Another reason for making a larger test strip is that it is a better indication of whether that tonal separation on the strip is truly representative of the overall negative or simply contains some anomaly that needs to be burned or dodged even though overall contrast is OK.

Based on the analysis of contrast (if the first test strip is not correct) then I will change grades or adjust filters and make another test strip.   When you are preparing for a follow-up test strip with a different filtration do a complete test strip rather than just rely on some estimated change in exposure or on the built-in density compensation in some enlarger filter wheels.   As noted above, a simple overall exposure calculation is really based on a mid-tone correction and may effect the extreme areas differently.  Maintaining middle gray tones is not the only issue in contrast considerations and the only way to see the effect of contrast grade changes is a properly made test strip.  

As a point of reference, to see what true paper black looks like on the paper you are using, look at the areas between film strips on your contact prints or take a piece of paper cut for a test strip and lay it on the easel, remove your negative, open the lens and give it a 60 second exposure.  Then process it for the full development time.  If you are using a matte finish paper this exercise can be valuable for you to tell if you are achieving good density on the paper with your prints.  THIS is the black you will be looking for in your test strip segments.  

The only time this approach is varied by me is on those (for me) extremely rare occasions when the image is a low contrast one (such as in fog) and where I do NOT want to see a paper black.  Still, I follow the shadows or dark detail but now to the point of my preference rather than a specific and objective density such as paper black.

 So why has the old version hung on so long?  Well for one it was Sacred Text from one of the Gods of the industry.  And Sacred Text tends to get accepted and passed on without critique especially in academia where the Gods of the discipline in question are unquestionable.  But it was text written long ago and for a technology and chemical application no longer in use by most labs or photographers unless you are mixing your own brew to old formulae.  Somewhere along the line other approaches were tried and found to work.  So it was that my employer learned another way and passed it on.  It turns out that quite a few professionals of my acquaintance use the shadow method because results are critical; yet most artistes follow the Text without question because it provides a connection with the Gods of the past.  And, of course, it lets them bemoan (read brag) about the time spent in the darkroom making the print as if the harder it was the more artistic the result.  

All I suggest is that you try this and see if it works for you

Paper Dry Down: Fact or Fancy?

Yeah, we’ve all heard about it and, especially with fiber paper, try to make adjustments to prints to accommodate it.  But is it real?  The answer is “yes” and “no.”

What?  Is that some cop-out answer?  No, here is the situation.  The perception is real.  But the actual emulsion densities do not change.  How can these two opposite sounding statements both be true?  Because paper viewing is the result of viewing the emulsion’s image by light reflected from the surface not by transmitted light (through the paper).  Those shadow details you could see when the print was wet STILL EXIST in the emulsion.  You can verify it if you look at the print on a very bright light table.  

What happens is the wet paper reflects light differently than dry paper.  When dry, the surface scatters light more than when wet and so subtle dark tonalities are no longer obvious.  The effect is that, for example, you may no longer see the difference between a Zone I and a Zone II and so it all looks like Zone I and the perception is the paper must have gotten darker because you have “lost” some of the lighter shadow areas into a general dark mass.  This effect is greater on more matte surfaces since they scatter light more diffusely than smoother ones.  It is often less on RC paper (especially gloss) due to the surface coating that is like it is always “wet.”

This can get really confusing when reading journals because you see charts where a densitometer was getting different readings after drying.  But it was a reflection densitometer used to judge prints.  And it measures the reflected light, which as we just noted, has changed due to surface scattering so not as much is returning to the instrument.  Why is this a darker reading when sometimes, to us, it actually looks like we have lost black depth as well as tonal separations?  When we perceive light as scattered it looks lighter.  But for the densitometer, scattering the light returns less of it to the probe/sensor and less light makes it think it is darker.  But a transmitted reading would show the original densities are still there.

The argument over whether it is “real” or not, or what causes it, is fascinating but for our purposes here is irrelevant.  The perception is real and predictable.  And for a visual subject, perception is what counts.  So, again, to make sure that the prints made on fiber paper, when finished, are as you want them, it is always best to dry the test strips (you can speed dry the tests on fiber paper in a microwave or with a hair dryer) before making your final evaluations.

Why Do This Testing?

Believe me, I know that this test thing is a pain and seems sometimes like the endless processing of meaningless bits of paper when all you really want to do is get your hand and eyes on a full sized print. But, in the end, proper preliminary testing will not only speed up the overall process it will also save materials.   A good testing procedure can have you and a good negative to the printing stage within two to three tests.

It will also start training your eye to look for the nuances of tone and tonal separations that are the hallmark of fine printing.  And the more you print and purposely evaluate these tonal differences and the more you then make modifications based on those evaluations and see the changes, the sooner you will be able to simply look at a piece to evaluate and know what to do.  It is not magic; and it is not intuitive; no one is born with this.  It is simply, and always, the result of specific, performance-based practice at trial and error judgment of tests based on objective tonal areas (like paper black) that at some point “gels” in our brains and we “get” it.  From then on, printing life gets real easy.

This also trains us to see the weaknesses in the negatives themselves which leads directly to greater care in making the original exposures and the processing procedures.  The result is better film exposures which give better prints which lead to even better negatives… and so on.

Test Strips for Print Manipulations

Yeah, yeah, I’ve heard it too.  If you listen to the purist and Zone crowd they’d have you believe that all you have to do is get the exposure and development correct and every single area of your image will perfectly print out as a straight print with no other work.  And sometimes that actually happens.  But more frequently there will be some area of the image that was simply off the scale or, for purely valid artistic reasons you would like to be darker or lighter than it will normally print even though the basic exposure and contrast is correctly expressing your vision for the subject.  Those areas may require some isolated increased or decreased exposure (burning or dodging) to make them appear as you want them.  The overall testing will generally not tell you about these areas except by dumb luck.

However, to avoid, again, making multiple full prints and wasting hours on guesses, you can also “test” these areas by making a test strip using the base exposure already determined and then making your additions to or decreases from that.  This secondary testing also works to save time and costly experimentation when making contrast burns and split contrast printing when using variable contrast paper.  Make your base test based on the important areas (i.e. skin tone for portraits) then your secondary tests on top of that initial exposure using the modified filtrations/exposures.   

Bottom line:  the most common instruction I give when students are trying to evaluate a print and asking for help is to send them back into the lab to make another—or a proper—test strip.               NDK 
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