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The 49/79 error is not the most common problem 
that you will see in a laser printer (that would be the 
13 Paper Jam), but it is one of the more mysterious. 
Numerous things can trigger it, and it can be diffi-
cult to determine the exact cause. But the more you 
know about what the code means and what kinds of 
things can cause it, the better equipped you will be 
to troubleshoot it.

Note: due to their similarity, we will refer to the 
49 and 79 errors as a single error.

Background on Firmware

In a previous article (“Firmware Upgrades,” avail-
able on our web site), we discussed in detail what 
firmware is and what it does. See that article for full 
details, but in brief, the printer’s formatter board is a 
computer of sorts, and firmware is the program that 
tells the formatter board what to do and how to do 
it. It is permanently stored in ROM chips, either on 
the formatter board itself or on a SIMM or DIMM 
that plugs into the formatter.

Firmware Addresses

Both the 49 and 79 errors are firmware errors, and 
they are always accompanied by a 4-digit firmware 
address (for example, 49.4C02, or 79.01FE). The 
four characters after the decimal point are the firm-
ware address at which the error occurred. In theory, 
this is important information – if you had access 

to the firmware source code, and were able to un-
derstand it, you could see exactly what the firmware 
was trying to do at that address, and that would 
help pinpoint the cause of the problem.

However: (1) For any given printer, there are thou-
sands of firmware addresses – far too many to list 
them all in a service manual; (2) Even if you could 
see the firmware source code, it would be unintel-
ligible to you unless you are a software engineer; (3) 
The firmware is proprietary – HP does not want 
people to be able to see the source code. For these 
reasons, the 49 and 79 errors are listed in the manu-
als as 49.xxxx or 79.xxxx. For our purposes, the spe-
cific address is useless, and we must troubleshoot 
these errors on general principles.

The 49/79 error is telling you that the normal 
operation of the formatter’s CPU executing firm-
ware instructions has come to a halt. There are 
three types of things that can cause this: (1) the 
firmware itself is bad or corrupted; (2) the format-
ter’s CPU has failed or is being hung up by some 
other hardware problem, such as a defective acces-
sory plugged into the formatter; (3) the formatter 
has received bad data or illegal/invalid commands 
from the computer or network, and does not know 
how to respond.

Troubleshooting Sequence

1. Cycle the printer power to see if the error clears; 
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if not, go to Step 2.

2. With the printer powered off, disconnect it 
from the computer or network, and remove any 
JetDirect cards. Now perform a cold reset (details 
of this procedure differ for different printer models 
– consult the appropriate service manual).

3. If either Step 1 or Step 2 cleared the error, there 
is a good chance that the cause was a driver problem 
(the printer driver is the software on the computer 
or network that communicates with the printer) or 
a firmware problem. For most printer models, both 
the driver and the firmware are available as free 
downloads from HP’s web site. You can find details 
on how to download these files in our “Firmware 
Upgrades” article. Note that flashing the firmware 
as described in that article only works if you can get 
the printer to a “Ready” state. If you cannot clear the 
error, you may have to physically replace the firm-
ware SIMM or DIMM (see Step 5).

4. If neither Step 1 nor Step 2 cleared the error, 
there is definitely a hardware problem. Either the 
formatter board or something plugged into this 
board is bad. Power off and remove all unnecessary 
accessories such as hard disk drives, extra memory, 
etc. (If the printer has a firmware SIMM or DIMM, 
this must remain plugged in, and some printer mod-
els will not work unless at least one memory DIMM 
is present). If the error clears, one of the removed 
items is probably bad. You can determine which one 
by plugging them back in one at a time (cycling the 
power each time – never plug or unplug an acces-
sory with the printer powered on).

5. If you get down to the bare minimum (formatter 

with only the firmware SIMM or DIMM plugged 
into it) and still cannot clear the error, all that is left 
is to replace these items one at a time. We recom-
mend starting with the firmware SIMM or DIMM, 
since this is the less expensive alternative. Finally, if 
nothing else has worked, replace the formatter.

Note that the final step still involves a bit of trial 
and error, but much less than if you had to replace 
every possible item one at a time. By following this 
troubleshooting sequence, you can either solve the 
problem or eliminate most of the potential causes 
before spending any money!

		              —Dennis Kosterman
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