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X-RAY FILM

the finding out; the box contained about 40 
sheets of film, each four inches square.

I loaded one into a 5x4 darkslide, added  
a small bit of tape to hold it still and guessed at  
a speed of ISO 50. I shot a portrait of my cousin 
Dave sitting by the window, then I ran it through 
a tray of paper developer for a couple of minutes 
in total darkness with the assumption that long 
dev times would be unlikely in a medical 
situation. I popped it into the tray of stop bath 
and turned the lights on. I could see that my 
guess had been pretty close; I had a fairly well 
exposed and developed negative on a typically 
blue base. The film was quickly transferred to 
the fix, where it cleared rather speedily, and 
then to the water tray, where it was washed for 
10 minutes in running water.

I made a contact print of the negative and 
could see from the tonality of the skin that the 
film was not panchromatic. The reddish tones 
had darkened quite a bit, giving the look of 
having been shot through a dark green or blue 
filter. I realised that if this were true, I could 
process the film under red safelight.

The second shot was exposed at a more 
accurate ISO 32 and developed in used Ilford 
Multigrade paper dev for two minutes under  
a safelight. The final negative showed no signs 
of fogging, even under amber safelighting, so  
I shot a variety of subjects with it for a few more 

A 
BOut 20 yeArs Ago, I wAs 
chatting with my dentist before he 
began work on me and I asked him, 
just out of curiosity, if he had any  

X-ray film that I could experiment with. He said he 
had an old box of film, and he kindly gave it to me. 

Back at my studio I decided to have a play.  
I had no idea of how tonal or contrasty it would 
be, I had no information on developers or times 
and wasn’t even remotely aware about its spectral 
sensitivity or effective film speed, never mind the 
quality it might or might not have. The fun was in 

Bird’s wing. ‘This is from a 5x4 inch negative 

taken on an MPP MK VII while I was doing 

a workshop at Inversnaid in Scotland. It is 

lit only by an overcast sky and I have done 

very little to the image in the darkroom’

vision

s

Next time you find yourself in the dentist’s chair, remind  
yourself that you might be missing the opportunity of  
a lifetime. Andrew Sanderson explains how he came to use  
X-ray film and what he discovered about its unique properties

LEFT    David Quirke. ‘David is an old friend of mine. 

A very talented painter, though you won’t find 

much on the web about him. He is a shy man who, 

at the time of this portrait was going through  

a painful separation from his wife’
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weeks. Using it more regularly, I did find that two 
minutes was too long in fresh dev – one minute 
was generally enough and I could control the 
contrast of each individual neg by increasing or 
decreasing the time or the dilution.

W hen I moved darkrooms, the box of film was 
lost and I gave it no more thought until about 15 
years later, when I met a radiology nurse at an 
evening class I was running. I casually asked if 
she had a bit of outdated film in the back of the 
cupboard and she told me to bring my car in the 
next few days, as she were having a clearout!

I drove away with a pile of boxes nearly as 
high as myself, in a multitude of sizes from 
dental, right up to 20x16 inch blue base film.

I threw myself back into using the stuff and 
experimented with still life, landscape, nudes, 
pinholes and flower shots. Because it was cost 

free I could shoot anything I pleased and 
experiment with all kinds of variables. Many 
things didn’t work, because of the inherent 
contrastiness of some of the films (lack of 
shadow detail), or the tendency to totally block 
up if over processed in fresh paper developer.

I found that I preferred one particular type of 
film for large format work and this was 
orthochromatic. It was very slow – around 1.5 
ISO – and had a clear base with smooth tonality. 
This tonality was not as good as conventional 
film, but I liked what it did. Also, it was so slow 
that I could shoot using large format process 
lenses. These are generally from copy cameras 
or enlargers and have no shutter. 

Using X-ray film has proved to be a rewarding 
experiment – not everything works, but when it 
does, it’s great. B&W

Where to buy X-ray film

I did a quick search on the web and found the 
following links to sites selling X-ray film:
s www.sure-quality.com
s www.x-raysupply.com/_wsn/page2.html
s www.xray-supplies.com/CategoryItem.
asp?CCode=FILM
s www.angliandt.com/equip.html
s www.drssupply.com/special.htm
s http://rmxc.com
s www.ndxs.net
s http://gxcsupply.com/xray/xray_supplies/
film.htm

I can’t vouch for these sites, or the quality/ cost 
of their products as I haven’t personally used 
them. Alternatively, I wouldn’t mind selling on 
a little of the film I have – contact me by email 
at andrewsandersonphoto@talktalk.net

(Almost) everything you’ve 
ever wanted to know  
about X-ray film
s X-ray film comes in a few different forms. 
There are green sensitive, large format sheets 
(blue base), double sided versions of the 
same, panchromatic ‘diagnostic films’, and 
small scale X-ray sensitive, lead wrapped 
dental films. There are at least three different 
manufacturers and each company makes 
a number of specialist films. Each type has 
a different ‘quality’ and speed rating. 

s X-ray film is very useful for making large 
copy negatives for use with alternative 
processes where a negative the same 
size as the final print is required. Simply 
contact print a properly exposed and 
processed resin coated print face down 
onto the film under heavy glass.

s X-ray film is ideal for exposing in 
homemade pinhole cameras, as it is easy to 
cut to size and load. It gives better quality 
negatives than when photographic paper is 
used and can be developed in a tray of normal 
paper developer under orange or red safelight.

s X-ray film is not sensitive to orange light, 
especially from sodium street lighting, so 
cannot be used for night photography.

s The orthochromatic quality of  
X-ray film gives darker skin tones than 
conventional panchromatic films and 
gives an old fashioned look to portraits.

s The emulsion is very soft on these films 
while they are still wet, so care must be 
taken not to use tongs or drop sheets of 
film into a tray on to another sheet below. 

s The blue-based film can be used to 
make pleasant monochrome transparencies 
and can be toned sepia or blue.

Joanne Kilner. ‘This is a portrait  

of someone I met at an exhibition.  

I was initially taken for the amazing 

colour of her eyes and her deep red 

hair – neither of which can be seen 

on this picture! I asked her if I could 

do some portraits and she was very 

happy with the idea. A few weeks 

later we spent some hours in the 

studio and I got quite a few strong 

images from the sitting’

Jo Aylward. ‘Jo is another painter and friend, though to be 

honest, she is more my wife’s friend (and fellow painter). She has 

a particular style of dress and her look is very classical. I saw her 

sitting here on a recent visit to our house and did a couple of 

shots on a Pentax 6x7, but they weren’t working. I felt the look 

would be enhanced by the use of softer optics and an older style.

I took one shot, exposing for around 15 seconds on a Kodak 

specialist half plate camera using a lens from a copy camera’

s


