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Ensuring that your safelight is functioning correctly is a critical step in maintaining the quality and
integrity of photographic prints during the developing process. A safelight that emits inappropriate
light or is too bright can fog photographic paper, leading to undesirable results. Therefore, it
becomes essential for photographers and darkroom enthusiasts to regularly test their safelight to
confirm it doesn't compromise their work. Two common and effective methods for testing the
safelight are: A) using the coin test, and B) turning off all the lights in the darkroom to observe the
paper's response over time. This article delves into these methods, explaining their procedures,
significance, and tips for accurate testing.

Understanding the Importance of Safelight Testing

Why Is Safelight Testing Necessary?

Photographic papers and films are sensitive to specific wavelengths of light, typically in the red or
amber spectrum. If the safelight is too bright or emits light outside its designated spectrum, it can
cause fogging or degradation of the images. Regular testing ensures:

- The safelight is operating within safe parameters.
- No unintended exposure occurs during the printing or developing process.
- Preservation of image quality and detail in photographic prints.

Common Safelight Issues

Some issues that can arise with safelights include:

- Overly bright bulbs or improper wattage.

- Use of incompatible safelight filters.

- Damage or deterioration of the filter material.

- Changes in the bulb or filter over time affecting the spectrum of emitted light.



Method A: The Coin Test

Overview of the Coin Test

The coin test is a simple, quick, and effective way to verify whether your safelight is safe for
photographic paper. It involves placing a coin on the paper under the safelight and observing any
changes over a set period.

Equipment Needed

e Photographic paper (unexposed)

¢ Coin (preferably a small, flat one such as a quarter or a penny)

 Safelight with the filter you intend to use

e Timer or clock

e Darkroom or a controlled environment

Step-by-Step Procedure

1.

2.

Set up your darkroom environment and ensure all other light sources are turned off.
Place the unexposed photographic paper on a flat, stable surface inside the darkroom.

Position the safelight at an appropriate distance, typically about 4-6 feet away from the paper,
to simulate normal working conditions.

Place the coin gently on the surface of the photographic paper, ensuring it makes contact but
does not disturb the paper's surface.

Turn on the safelight and start the timer. Common exposure durations range from 1 to 10
minutes, depending on the light's intensity and the paper's sensitivity.

After the designated exposure time, turn off the safelight and remove the coin carefully.

Cover or shield the paper to prevent any further exposure and wait for a specific period,
usually 24 hours, to allow any fogging or changes to become apparent.

Examine the paper under good lighting. Look for signs of fogging or discoloration around the
coin or across the surface.



Interpreting Results

- No fogging or discoloration: The safelight is safe for use with your photographic paper.

- Faint or noticeable fogging around the coin or across the paper: The safelight may be emitting too
much light or the filter may be compromised.

- Darkening of the entire paper: Indicates that the safelight is too bright or incompatible; it should
be replaced or the bulb wattage reduced.

Tips for Accurate Testing

e Use fresh, unexposed photographic paper for each test to ensure accuracy.

e Perform the test in a consistent environment, maintaining the same distance and exposure
time.

» Repeat the test periodically, especially when changing safelight bulbs or filters.

e Document results to track safelight performance over time.

Method B: Turning Off All The Lights In The Darkroom

Overview of Turning Off All The Lights

Another effective approach is to turn off all lights in the darkroom and observe how the
photographic paper behaves over time. This method helps determine if the safelight is emitting any
unwanted light that can fog the paper during typical working conditions.

Procedure for the Complete Darkness Test

1. Prepare a piece of unexposed photographic paper and place it on a flat surface inside the
darkroom.

2. Ensure the safelight is turned on and functioning, but all other light sources are turned off.

3. Set a timer for a specific duration, such as 15-30 minutes, depending on your typical working
period or the sensitivity of the paper.

4. Monitor the paper periodically during this time without opening the darkroom or exposing it to
external light.

5. After the set period, turn off the safelight and any other light sources.



6. Allow the paper to sit in complete darkness for an additional 24 hours to observe any fogging
or changes.

7. Examine the paper under good lighting conditions to check for any fogging, discoloration, or
other signs of exposure.

Interpreting Results

- No fogging or discoloration: The safelight is safe and not compromising the photographic paper.
- Fogging or faint discoloration: The safelight may be emitting stray light or is not suitable for the

paper type.
- Uniform darkening: Indicates potential issues with safelight filter or bulb.

Additional Considerations

- This method can be combined with the coin test for more comprehensive safelight evaluation.

- Regular testing ensures consistent results and helps identify when safelight components need
replacement.

- Always perform tests in a controlled environment to avoid accidental exposure to external light
sources.

Comparing the Two Methods

Advantages of the Coin Test

¢ Quick and easy to perform.
¢ Requires minimal equipment.

e Provides immediate visual feedback.

Advantages of Turning Off All The Lights

e Simulates actual working conditions more closely.
» Detects stray or ambient light leaks.

e Helps evaluate safelight performance over longer periods.



Limitations

e The coin test may not detect very subtle fogging issues if the exposure time is too short.
e Turning off all lights requires patience and longer observation periods.

» Both methods require careful interpretation to avoid false positives or negatives.

Conclusion

Maintaining proper safelight conditions is fundamental for producing high-quality photographic
prints. Regularly testing the safelight using straightforward methods like the coin test and turning
off all the lights in the darkroom ensures that the light does not inadvertently fog or damage the
photographic paper. The coin test offers a rapid check, ideal for quick assessments, while turning off
all the lights provides a more comprehensive evaluation that closely mimics actual working
conditions. Combining both methods provides a robust approach to safelight safety, helping
photographers uphold the integrity of their darkroom processes. Remember to document your
results, perform tests periodically, and replace or adjust safelight components as needed to
guarantee optimal darkroom performance.

Frequently Asked Questions

How can you test if the safelight in a darkroom is safe for
photographic paper?

You can perform the coin test by placing a coin on the photographic paper and then turning on the
safelight to see if the coin's outline remains clear without fogging the paper.

What is the purpose of turning off all the lights in the
darkroom during safelight testing?

Turning off all other lights ensures that any fogging or exposure is caused solely by the safelight,
allowing you to accurately assess its safety for photographic paper.

Can the coin test determine if the safelight causes fogging on
photographic paper?

Yes, if the coin's outline remains sharp and the paper does not fog after the test, it indicates the



safelight is safe; fogging suggests the safelight is too strong or inappropriate.

Why is it important to turn off all lights when testing the
safelight with the coin test?

Turning off all other lights prevents additional exposure that could interfere with the test results,
ensuring that any fogging is attributable solely to the safelight.

How long should you leave the coin under the safelight during
testing?

Typically, you should leave the coin under the safelight for about 3 to 5 minutes to observe any
fogging or exposure effects on the photographic paper.

What indicates a positive result in the safelight test using the
coin method?

A positive result is indicated by no fogging or exposure around the coin, meaning the safelight does
not affect the photographic paper, making it safe for darkroom use.

Additional Resources
The Safelight In The Darkroom Can Be Tested By: A Comprehensive Guide

Photographers and darkroom enthusiasts understand the critical importance of a proper safelight in
the film development process. A safelight is designed to illuminate the workspace without fogging or
exposing the photographic paper or film. However, even the most carefully chosen safelight can
sometimes cause unintended consequences if it’s not functioning correctly or if its safety threshold
is compromised. Therefore, testing the safelight’s efficacy and safety becomes an essential step in
maintaining a quality darkroom environment.

In this detailed review, we will explore two primary methods for testing the safelight: A) Using the
Coin Test and B) Turning Off All the Lights. Each method offers unique insights into the safelight’s
performance and safety, and understanding their procedures and implications can help ensure your
darkroom remains a safe and effective space for film processing.

Understanding the Importance of Safelight Testing

Before diving into testing methods, it’s vital to grasp why safelight testing is crucial:

- Preventing Film or Paper Fogging: A safelight that emits too much light or at inappropriate
wavelengths can fog photographic paper or film, ruining images.
- Ensuring Proper Exposure: Proper safelight functioning guarantees that the darkroom environment



remains safe for handling sensitive materials.

- Maintaining Consistency: Regular testing helps detect degradation over time, such as bulb aging or
filter deterioration.

- Compliance with Standards: Many photographic labs follow specific safety standards concerning
safelight use; testing ensures compliance.

A) The Coin Test: A Practical and Visual Method

The Coin Test is one of the most straightforward and widely recommended methods to verify the
safelight’s safety threshold. It involves using a coin as a visual indicator to detect fogging or
overexposure caused by the safelight.

Purpose of the Coin Test

- To determine whether the safelight’s illumination is safe for photographic paper.
- To establish the maximum safe exposure time under the current safelight conditions.
- To detect any unintended light leaks or deterioration in the safelight filter.

Materials Needed

- A standard photographic paper suitable for the type you typically use.
- A coin (commonly a quarter or similar coin with a known size).

- A darkroom timer or stopwatch.

- The safelight in question.

- A secure, dark space to perform the test.

Step-by-Step Procedure

1. Preparation of the Paper
- Cut a piece of photographic paper large enough to be easily handled.
- Handle the paper with clean, dry hands or gloves to prevent accidental exposure.

2. Setup

- Place the paper flat on a clean surface within the darkroom.

- Position the safelight at its normal operating distance from the paper as you would during actual
use.

3. Testing

- Place the coin on top of the photographic paper, ensuring it is in the area directly illuminated by
the safelight.

- Turn on the safelight and start the timer.



- Expose the paper for a specific, controlled duration, typically ranging from 1 to 5 minutes,
depending on the safelight’s wattage and filter type.

4. Development
- After the exposure, develop the photographic paper following your standard development process.
- Fix, rinse, and dry the paper carefully.

5. Evaluation

- Examine the developed paper for fogging or discoloration.

- The key is to observe whether the area under the coin remains clear of fog, indicating the safelight
is safe at that exposure time.

- If fogging is present, reduce the exposure time or evaluate the safelight’s filter and bulb.

Interpreting Results

- No fogging under the coin after the specified exposure time:
The safelight is considered safe for that duration, and you can proceed with standard procedures.
It’s advisable to establish a maximum safe exposure time (e.g., 1-3 minutes) based on your findings.

- Fogging occurs under the coin:
The safelight may be too intense or the filter may be compromised. You should take measures such
as replacing the bulb, replacing or cleaning the filter, or increasing the distance from the paper.

Advantages of the Coin Test

- Simple and inexpensive.
- Provides a direct visual assessment.
- Easily repeatable for regular safety checks.

Limitations of the Coin Test

- Subjective interpretation; fogging may be subtle.
- Does not quantify light intensity precisely.
- Conditions such as room temperature or paper sensitivity can influence results.

B) Turning Off All the Lights: Ensuring Complete
Darkness

The second method involves turning off all the lights in the darkroom, including the safelight, to
verify if any residual light or safelight leakage exists that could fog photographic materials.



Purpose of Turning Off All the Lights

- To confirm that the safelight, when turned off, is not emitting any unintended light.
- To check for light leaks or faulty fixtures.
- To assess the overall integrity of the darkroom’s light-tight environment.

Procedure for the Complete Darkness Test

1. Preparation

- Remove or cover any photographic materials sensitive to light.

- Ensure all safelight switches are turned off, and the bulb is removed if possible.
- Close all doors and windows to prevent external light intrusion.

2. Darkroom Setup

- Use a light meter designed for photographic work if available; set it to measure low light levels.
- Alternatively, use a digital camera with long exposure capabilities or a light-sensitive device to
detect any stray light.

3. Observation

- With all lights off, observe the darkroom environment.

- Use a flashlight with a red filter (if necessary) to inspect the room cautiously.
- Check for any visible light leaks around edges, door seals, fixtures, or cracks.

4. Measuring Residual Light
- Use the light meter or camera to detect any light levels that could fog photographic materials.
- Take long-exposure photographs or readings to identify faint light sources.

5. Document Findings

- Record any light leaks or unexpected light sources.

- If residual light is detected, troubleshoot by sealing leaks, replacing faulty fixtures, or improving
room insulation.

Implications of the Complete Darkness Test

- No light detected:
Confirms that the safelight and darkroom environment are sufficiently light-tight, and the safelight is
functioning as intended.

- Light detected:

Indicates potential issues—either the safelight bulb is malfunctioning or the room has leaks.
Immediate corrective measures should be taken to prevent fogging.

Advantages of Turning Off All the Lights



- Ensures the environment is truly safe for sensitive materials.
- Detects potential light leaks that could compromise film or paper.
- Provides confidence in the overall darkroom integrity.

Limitations of This Method

- Requires specialized equipment (light meter or camera).
- May need time and patience to detect faint leaks.
- Doesn’t directly test the safelight’s safety threshold but confirms the overall light-tightness.

Integrating Both Methods for Optimal Safety

While both the Coin Test and turning off all the lights are valuable individually, their combined use
offers a comprehensive approach:

- Use the Coin Test regularly to verify that the safelight does not fog materials during typical use.
- Perform the Complete Darkness Test periodically or after any modifications to the darkroom to
ensure no light leaks exist.

- Maintain a log of results to track changes over time and identify potential deterioration.

Additional Tips for Safe and Effective Safelight Use

- Choose the Right Filter and Bulb:
Use safelight filters designed for photographic paper and ensure bulbs are within recommended
wattage.

- Maintain Distance:
Keep safelight at an appropriate distance from work surfaces, typically 4-6 feet, to minimize
exposure.

- Limit Exposure Time:
Work efficiently within established safe exposure times to prevent accidental fogging.

- Regular Maintenance:
Replace bulbs and filters at recommended intervals and inspect for damage or deterioration.

- Document Procedures and Findings:
Keep records of test results and any changes made to ensure consistent darkroom safety standards.



Conclusion

Testing your safelight is a critical, ongoing aspect of darkroom management. The Coin Test provides
a practical, visual means of assessing whether your safelight is within safe exposure limits, while
turning off all the lights ensures the overall light-tight integrity of your workspace. Regularly
performing these tests helps prevent costly mistakes such as fogged negatives or printed images,
ensuring high-quality results and prolonged equipment life.

By understanding and implementing these testing methods thoroughly, photographers and darkroom
operators can maintain a safe, efficient, and reliable environment for all their photographic
processes. Remember, safety and vigilance are key to successful film development and a rewarding
darkroom experience.
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