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Intermediate Photography 

Darkroom Paper 

Basic Vocabulary & Characteristics for Darkroom Paper: 

Paper Stock: there are two main categories of darkroom paper stocks – resin coated (RC) or fiber-based (FB) 
paper. 

Paper Surface/Finish: this represents the texture and reflectivity of the surface of the paper. Common surface 
finishes are glossy, matte, semi-matte, pearl and satin. 

Paper Weight: You will find papers come in varying weights including singe (S), medium (M), and double (D). The 
heavier papers are more expensive and require more attention in the development and drying stage because they 
are easier to tear or crease the emulsion.  

Paper Base or Tone: Darkroom papers vary in the tone or color of the paper base. You can find warmtone, cool 
tone and neutral base papers. Your selection in paper base depends on the visual aesthetic you wish to convey to 
the viewer.  

Paper Speed: Darkroom papers vary in how sensitive they are to light just like film. ISO numbers for film are more 
useful and more referenced by photographers whereas the speed of paper is often time ignored. Comparing paper 
speeds from paper to paper may become useful if you switch from one paper to another and want to get an idea 
about how the exposure might change. However, most times it is just as easy to start over with a test strip.  

Paper Contrast Grades: Darkroom paper comes in “graded” or “variable contrast” options. “Multi-grade” is 
another name for “variable contrast” (VC). Graded papers come in individual packs in grades from 1 (lowest 
contrast) to 6 (highest contrast). Grade 2 is considered “normal” contrast. You will not find all grades in all papers. 
(Don’t forget you can modify contrast through development strength as well).  

There are two main types of Paper Stock: Resin-Coated (RC) Paper and Fiber-Based (FB) Paper.  

The following exert was taken from “The Ansel Adams Guide, Book 1: Basic Techniques of Photography”: 

“Fiber-based papers are high quality rag papers that incorporate fillers and optical brighteners. They very in tone 
from white to cream. Paper can last for centuries, and properly processed photographs should be able to endure 
for as long as the paper they are printed on. The papers we use today were first introduced in the 1880s, and many 
of those first prints still retain their original qualities. 

“Resin-coated papers have a thin layer of plastic over a paper or polymer base to make them waterproof. When 
they were first introduced in the 1970s they proved to be unstable, and the images on them degraded quickly, 
especially if they were exposed to light. Significant progress has been made since then, but tests still indicate that 
RC papers and images undergo serious degradation over time. They should not be used to make fine prints.” 

Characteristics of Fiber-Based Papers: 

• Fiber Based papers were first used in the 1880s 

• Fiber-Based papers are usually high quality, higher than that of Resin-Coated papers. 

• Fiber-Based papers are used for professional presentation 

• They vary in paper tone from bright white to an off-white or cream color base. 

• If properly processed and stored fiber based paper can last for centuries. 

• Most Fiber Based papers have a dry down effect, meaning as the paper dries after being processed it gets 
flatter and darker.  

• The paper often curls after it dries. How much it curls depends on the manner in which it dries. 



• Like Resin-Coated papers, Fiber Based papers have many surfaces from matte, semi-matte, glossy, and 
also have different weights from single, to medium, to double. You can also choose between neutral, cool 
and warm tone papers. 

• FB papers come in multi-grade/variable contrast as well as graded. Multi-grade or variable contrast means 
the paper has a blend of two emulsions, one high contrast and one low, each containing dyes sensitized to 
respond to a different part of the visible spectrum. By using filters or by using a color head (variable color 
light source), you can change the contrast grade of the paper. So, in short, you can use filters to control 
contrast. Graded papers come in separate packs and range from Grade 1 (lowest contrast) to Grade 6 
(highest contrast).  

Advantages: 

• Archival Quality 

• Paper Quality is much nicer than RC 

Disadvantages: 

• Cost: FB paper is more expensive than RC 

• Drydown effect 

• Processing time is longer than RC 

More about Drydown Effect: Drydown effect is a term given to describe what the visual difference of fiber-based 
papers from the time they are wet to the time they are dry. Fiber-based papers dry down darker and with less 
contrast than when they are wet. To combat this, one must be aware that each paper has its amount of drydown 
effect. In other words, some papers dry darker and with less contrast than others. Be aware of the drydown amount 
of the paper you are using so that you can compensate your print time and contrast filter. There are darkroom 
printers who use methods to measure the amount of drydown thus giving them a more accurate way of dealing with 
this problem. Refer to this link for more information about these methods: 
http://www.lesmcleanphotography.com/articles.php?page=full&article=28 

 

Processing Times: (for Sprint Chemicals) 

• Developer: 2 minutes 

• Stop Bath: 1 minute 

• Fixer: 3 minutes 

• Water Wash: 1 minutes 

• Fixer Remover: 3 minutes 

• Water Wash: 10 minutes 

Helpful Links: 

https://www.lomography.com/magazine/65644-a-lomographer-s-guide-to-black-and-white-photographic-paper 

 

 


