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How is best to print 
your photographs for 
the exhibit?

Part II
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What kind of printshop?

•	 Fine	art	giclee	atelier
•	 Sign	shop

•	 Franchaise	sign	shop
•	 Family	sign	shop	in	strip	mall
•	 Large	regional/national	sign	printing	

facility
•			Architectural	sign	shop
•			Specialty	graphics	shop	(high	end	
photography)

Tend	not	to	do	signage,	just	good	pho-
tography.	The	advantage	is	that	they	
know	how	to	handle	photographs.

Disadvantage(s)	could	be	cost,	and	that	
they	do	primarily	photos	so	will	tend	not	
to	have	all	the	other	workflow	equip-
ment.

•			Print	the	images	yourself

But	you	still	have	to	mount	and	finish	the	
prints.	There	are,	however,	places	which	
will	mount	and	finish	the	prints	for	you.

At	GDS	printing	on	their	Epson	GS6000	our	images	for	
the	photo	exhibit.	



4 5

How many passes?

We	accept	8	passes	bare	minimum;	we	
prefer	12	to	16	passes	if	possible.	How-
ever	most	printshops	will	never	spend	
this		much	time	and	ink.	We	understand	
this,	but	if	this	is	your	first	time,	be	aware	
of	all	the	shortcuts	that	a	busy	printshop	
automatically	takes.

To	do	maximum	passes,	to	do	custom	
ICC	profiles,	and	to	do	everything	com-
parable,	will	take	half-again	more	time.	
Or	may	be	twice	the	time.

What about a RIP software?

If	you	print	the	photos	yourself,	you	will	
need	to	learn	how	to	handle	RIP	soft-
ware.	Although	most	introductory	level	
printers	(Epson,	Canon,	and	Epson)	
have	RIP	built	in	for	some	models,	you	
will	get	better	results	if	you	know	how	
to	handle	RIP	software.	We	have	many	
separate	PDFs	from	five	to	eight	years	
ago	(when	we	evaluated	RIP	software).

If	you	have	a	printshop	handle	the	files	
you	yourself	do	not	need	to	interact	
with	the	RIP	software.

Outoput file extensions

Typos	or	misunderstanding	what	the	
printer	wants,	or	needs,	occasionally	
results	in	a	file	having	the	wrong	exten-
sion.

We prefer to work with .TIFF
and not .JPG

Some	printshops	will	prefer	to	
receive	the	images	in	JPG	(JPEG,	
“Joint	Photographic	Experts	
Group”)	format.	We	prefer	to	stay	
with	.TIF	format.	

The	common	format	used	is	.tiff	
(tagged	image	file	format,	tiff)	
because	maintains	a	good	qual-
ity	and	its	not	so	heavy.	If	you	
decide	to	use	.tiff	files,	stick	with	
it	through	all	of	your	files.		In	the	
output	pop-up	windows	in	Pho-
toshop,	when	asked	about	the	
.tiff	compression,	be	sure	you	use	
the	LZW	compression,	because	it	
creates	a	lighter	file	but	with	great	
quality.

Printshops	will	want	a	low-res	JPG	
because	it	prints	faster	because	
the	RIP	software	can	work	faster	
with	a	small	file.	I	intensely	dislike	
using	small	files	in	general	and	
JPG	in	particular.

Test	printing	our	images	at	IJ	Technologies.	

We	want	to	thank	the	
helpful	staff	at	
IJ Technologies with	their	
support	and	guidance	
through	our	test	printing.
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We	want	to	thank	the	
helpful	staff	at	
GDS with	their	work,	
support	and	guidance	
through	our	printing	for	
the	exhibit.

Select the ink
•	 Solvent	inks
•	 Eco-solvent
•	 Bio-solvent	(greenwashing;	I	have	

never	been	a	fan	of	this	word-smith-
ing	ruse).

•	 Low-solvent,	mild-solvent,	lite-solvent

This	is	the	colorful	ink	you	get	from	Seiko	II.		I	
call	it	mild-solvent	ink.	Lots	of	color	POP.	But	
the	Epson	heads	on	the	Epson	GS6000	can	
potentially	produce	better	resolution.

Although	the	odor	of	Epson	eco-solvent	ink	is	
acceptable	(compared	with	the	awful	odor	
of	other	inks),	the	GS6000	odor	is	not	“invis-
ible.”

•	 UV-cured	inks
•	 UV-cured	compared	with	LED-cured:	

what	is	the	difference?
•	 Water-based	inks
•	 Pigmented	water-based	inks
•	 Dye	water-based	inks
•	 Latex	ink
•	 Resin	ink

UV	ink	is	normally	unacceptable	for	text	un-
less	the	printer	is	new	and	high	res.

You	can	see	that	the	printing	quality	of	the	Epson	
GS6000	provides	a	great	detail	and	color.
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Why not use textiles to showcase your 
photos?

Using	textiles	as	a	media	for	your	photo	ex-
hibit	is	not	the	best	idea,	because	in	an	exhi-
bition	the	purpose	is	to	show	amazing	high-
quality	detailed	images,	and	by	printing	on	
fabrics	you’ll	not	get	this.

The	porosity	of	the	fabric,	the	ink	absorption	
and	 the	 thread	 structure	makes	 the	 image	
look	a	 little	 bit	 blurry	 on	 close-up,	 so	 that’s	
why	this	type	of	printing	is	used	in	big	scale	
printing.

Although	 the	market	 offers	 bright	 inks	 and	
fabrics	 to	 be	 printed	 with	 a	 textile	 print-
er,	 sometimes	 they	 look	 like	 low-saturated	
colors,	so	the	purpose	of	exhibiting	stunning	
images	is	lost.	

Select the printer
Every	printer,	each	different	ink,	does	some-
thing	well	and	is	not	prefect	at	other	things.	
Solvent	ink	tends	to	offer	the	best	color	pop	
but	has	VOCs.	Eco-solvent	 is	 less	nasty.	For-
tunately	 the	eco-solvent	 ink	of	Epson	 is	ac-
ceptable	in	sense	of	odor.	The	odor	is	not	in-
your-face	nor	unbearable.

Select the media 
(for the ink and for the printer)

For	 our	 exhibition,	 the	 print	 shop	 recom-
mended	using	a	Glossy	Adhesive	Vinyl	(	3M	
IJ35C10,	Adhesive	Gloss	Vinyl).	This	material	
was	great	because	it	provided	a	little	glossy	
effect,	and	can	be	mounted	on	 the	gator	
foam	easily.	

Select the size of each photo

Selecting	 the	 size	 of	 each	 photo	 impacts	 every-
thing	about	the	exhibit.	You	need	to	decide	the	size	
of	the	image	according	to	the	space	provided	to	
exhibit.	Just	keep	on	mind,	that	the	image	has	to	be	
big	enough	to	be	seen	comfortable	and	nice,	and	
not	pixelated	because	it	is	so	big.	

You	must	also	take	in	consideration	that	not	only	
photos	will	decorate	the	walls.	If	you	are	adding	
an	explanation	box,	information	about	the	piece	
or	the	entire	exhibition,	you	will	use	important	
space	that	must	be	considered	before	everything	
gets	printed.	

Here	you	can	see	Nicholas	analizying	
the	differences	of	using	a	glossy	and	
a	matte	media.	The	lower	sample	is	a	
glossy	and	the	reflection	of	the	light	
causes	the	image	to	be	lost.
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Select the quality mode

Most	signage	is	printed	as	fast	as	the	printer	will	go.	
Because	most	billboards	are	viewed	from	a	distance	
(and	you	are	probably	in	a	speeding	car,	and	you	
are	looking	through	the	glass	of	your	windshied),	the	
image	can	be	50dpi	and	look	great.	Ten	years	ago,	
airbrush-painted	billboards	were	probably	25dpi.

Our	 images	were	printed	at	720	x	720	dpi	with	Ep-
son	printheads.	This	is	Quality	2	level.	Full-res	would	
have	been	a	different	quality	 level,	 1400x720	dpi,	
but	because	Monday	of	opening	week	was	a	na-
tional	holiday	(Labor	Day),	and	because	the	prints	
had	to	be	trucked	from	Bloomington	3	hours	 to	St	
Louis	we	accepted	Quality	2.	As	 it	 turned	out,	 this	
quality	was	twice	or	three	times	better	than	16-pass	
on	a	UV-cured	printer	(which	attempted	to	do	the	
captions).

I	tend	to	offer	minimum	of	150	dpi	to	a	printer.	Over	
300	dpi	 is	 too	much	 information	 for	most	 RIP	 soft-
ware;	 takes	 too	 long	 to	 process.	 However	 please	
realize	that	Durst	Lambda	technology	may	require	
giant	files.	But	inkjet	printers	can	usually	handle	150	
dpi	acceptably.	We	prepared	our	files	at	300	dpi	so	
we	could	resize	at	last	minute	if	necessary.

The	print	 shop	manager	put	 the	files	 to	220	dpi	 to	
ease	the	workload	on	the	RIP.

When	we	needed	to	have	the	captions	printed	by	
another	place,	they	told	us	to	lower	the	resolution	to	
100	dpi.	They	then	gave	this	file	to	an	elderly	Mimaki	
UV-cured	flatbed	printer.	The	output	was	so	bad	we	
returned	the	entire	job	and	said	it	was	unusable.

So	what	we	learned	is	that	almost	every	printshop	
will	try	to	get	you	to	lower	the	resolution	so	it	does	
not	take	too	much	time	to	RIP.		Of	course	if	they	had	
a	RIP	software	which	could	RIP	while	it	prints,	the	RIP	
time	might	not	be	as	much	of	a	block.

Warning about using a UV curing printer

Flatbed	printers	today	(2012)	if	they	have	a	small	drop	size	
(8	picoliters	or	 less)	can	do	acceptable	 text	 (if	 the	print-
heads	 are	 in	 good	 condition).	 But	 the	 UV-cured	 flatbed	
that	attempted	to	print	our	captions	was	terrible.	The	text	
was	shadowy;	the	text	was	splattered;	the	text	was	weak	
if	in	gray	color	and	not	solid	gray.	This	was	a	printshop	in	St	
Louis.	 	 The	photos	 themselves	were	printed	 in	 Illinois,	and	
not	with	UV-cured	ink.

Epson	printheads	are	best	for	photographs;	not	CAD	draw-
ings.	Although	you	can	get	okay	 text	with	an	Epson,	 ten	
years	ago	I	never	ever	would	have	wished	to	attempt	print-
ing	 important	 text	with	 an	 Epson.	 HP	 thermal	 printheads	
were	so	much	better.

Today	in	2012	the	latest	generation	Epson	heads,	and	small	
picoliter	quality,	at	full	number	of	passes	can	probably	ac-
complish	acceptable	text.	But	when	we	had	the	captions	
printed	with	a	piezo	head	(UV-cured	 ink)	 the	output	was	
really	awful,

The	letter	W	was	almost	solid	ink	(from	splatter).	Plus	there	
was	horizontal	banding	(but	that	can	also	happen	with	old	
thermal	heads).

With	the	UV-cured	printer	(probably	vintage	2004	or	2006)	
the	photographs	were	also	terrible:	no	accurate	detail;	and	
too	much	sandy	texture.		Today	you	can	get	much	better	
results,	and	I	would	be	tempted	to	do	a	photo	exhibit	with	
a	high	end	VUTEk	or	Durst	printer	(if	at	maximum	number	
of	passes).	But	on	any	printhead	with	30	picoliters,	never.	I	
will	need	to	check	on	the	picoliter	drop	size	of	the	Mimaki	
(note:	Mimaki	printers	today	are	significantly	better).

Plus	on	the	phone	they	sounded	pleasant,	sincere,	and	on	
the	phone	 they	 said	 they	could	produce	what	we	were	
looking	for.

They	were	a	 long	drive	 from	our	office,	 so	 there	was	not	
time	to	visit	them	earlier.	By	the	time	we	visited	them	they	
had	printed	all	the	captions,	plus	four	photo	introductions	
(two	of	these	were	unusable;	all	four	had	serious	banding).

Images	being	prepared	for	the	lamination	process	after	
being	printed.
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Select the backing material (mounting) 
and the framing

When	choosing	a	backing	material	 you	 have	 to	
notice	different	aspects,	such	as	budget,	purpose,	
availability,	style.	Will	the	expo	move	to	other	plac-
es?	How	far	and	how	soon?	If	you	pretend	to	use	
several	times	your	printed	photos	it	is	better	to	se-
lect	a	protecting	frame.	In	this	way	their	quality	will	
stay	longer.

In	the	budget	area,	we	had	to	consider	this	first	be-
cause	we	were	setting	an	exhibit	in	other	country,	
so	we	need	to	be	 really	careful	 in	finding	places	
that	had	a	complete	workshop.	

We	wanted	our	images	to	pop-out	the	wall,	so	the	
printshop	 recommended	a	Gator	 foam	with	 rails	
in	the	back	to	make	it	highlight	from	the	wall.	 	 In	
the	print	shop	they	set	the	images	in	this	backing	
material,	so	it	was	comfortable	for	us	just	to	pick	up	
the	images	all	settled.	

Some	exhibitions	are	selling	intended,	so	many	pho-
tographers	 frame	 their	 images	with	wood	 frames	
and	non-reflective	glass.	So	again,	depending	on	
your	purpose	and	budget	you	can	decide	what	
to	do.	 It’s	also	good	to	ask	for	 recommendations	
in	the	place	where	you	are	exhibiting;	sometimes	
they	 have	good	contact	 information	 on	printing	
and	 framing	places	 that	 they	had	worked	 in	 the	
past	with.	

There	are	several	display	options,	that	will	definitely	
save	a	lot	of	time,	money,	and	still	they	look	very	
professional	and	neat,	like	the	Innova	backing.	This	
Jetmaster	 System’s	 mounting	 cardboard	 frames	
comes	pre-cutted	and	ready	to	fit	the	image	and	
assemble	 it.	 It	 comes	 in	 predefined	 sizes,	 so	 you	
choose	 the	media	 you	 like	 for	 your	 images,	and	
set	them	in	the	design.	

On	the	right	image	you	can	see	how	the	images	pop	out	from	the	wall	by	using	a	back	rail	of	foam.	
The	left	image	shows	a	close-up	detail	of	the	foam	board	used	to	set	the	phorographs	in	the	wall.	

When	looking	for	a	printshop	be	sure	they	have	all	the	needed	workshops	to	satisfy	your	needs,	like	
GDS	they	had	a	whole	framing	workshop,	cutting	area,	mounting	area	and	more.	
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Defining	 the	 style	of	 the	 framing	and	mount-
ing	will	depend	on	many	aspects,	but	 it’s	 im-
portant	to	consider	that	the	image	is	the	one	
that	has	to	pop-out,	not	the	frame.	When	hav-
ing	fancy	over	decorated	frames,	 the	 image	
just	fades.	Simple	lines,	neutral	colors	and	sim-
ple	materials	are	recommended.		When	using	
foam	boards	 you	 can	 leave	 the	 image	with	
no	 border	 (or	 in	 Italian	 passepartout);	 when	
using	 this	 technique	 you	 leave	 a	 border	 of	
foam,	and	if	the	foam	is	white,	the	border	will	
be	white).	Or	you	can	mount	the	image	over	
the	foam	without	borders,	like	we	did,	and	still	
they	look	great.	

For	the	image	captions,		the	printshop	recom-
mended	an	adhesive	vinyl	mounted	on	a	PVC		
board,	and	we	set	them	in	the	wall	using	dou-
ble-sided	mounting	tape.

Captions

We	 decided	 to	 have	 the	 captions	mounted	
on	white	 core	material.	 The	 photos	were	 on	
black	core	material.

We	decided	to	have	the	captions	flush	to	the	
wall,	not	 sticking	out	 (the	photos	were	delib-
erately	mounted	to	stand	out	about	one	cen-
timeter	from	the	wall).

What if you bring in a good material 
that you like?

Problem	is	 ICC	profiles.	 If	your	media	has	fully	
developed	profiles,	then	it	will	be	okay.	If	you	
do	custom	profiles	yourself,	that	is	even	better.	
But	most	sign	shops	would	not	tend	to	take	the	
time	to	do	custom	in-house	profiles.

Our	captions	(upper	left	and	
lower	right	images)	were	printed	
on	a	adhesive	vynil	media	and	
mounted	on	a	pvc	board,	while	
our	images	(upper	right	image)	
were	mounted	in	a	rigid	gator	
foam	board	with	back	rails	to	cre-
ate	a	different	effect	by	popping	
the	image	from	the	wall.	
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Select the pre-treatment 
and post-treatment

Some	 media,	 according	 to	 its	
physical	and	chemicals	 features	
and	 the	 ink	 used,	 need	a	 treat-
ment	 to	 improve	 the	 ink	 adhe-
sion	and	obtain	better	results,	so	
be	sure	if	you	are	using	a	special	
media,	 to	 coordinate	 with	 the	
print	 shop	 using	 it	 to	 obtain	 the	
results	you	expected.

Lamination vs coating

Lamination	 is	 much	 more	 cost-
ly	 than	 coating.	 No	 waste	 with	
coating.		With	lamination,	you	cut	
off	the	excess	and	throw	it	away.

Combination	 of	 hot/cold	 lami-
nation;	pressure	 sensitive,	 “trade	
show	 quality”	 No	 glare,	 no	 hot	
spots.

Satin	 matte,	 rather	 than	 matte	
(too	much).

The	lamination	process	is	important,	especiallyl	when	the	images	are	being	prepared	for	an	exhibit,	because	it	protects	the	
image	and	the	colors	last	more.	
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Installation: you or an experienced company

Some	galleries	have	a	trained	equipped	staff	to	set	the	whole	
exhibit,	but	some	galleries	don’t.	So	be	sure	to	plan	in	advance,	
whether	they’ll	provide	staff	or	not.	
We	set	our	exhibit,	and	MOBOT	provide	us	useful	tools	like	a	la-
ser	leveler,	a	cart	and	a	painter	to	prepare	the	wall.	

There	are	also	companies	dedicated	to	event	set	ups	like	ex-
hibits,	cocktails	and	more.	 If	you’re	going	to	use	their	service,	
communicate	your	 ideas,	 timing,	and	plans	 in	advance	and	
always	be	in	contact.		If	you	are	going	to	use	their	service	we	
recommend	to	be	physically	there	on	the	mounting	day	to	help	
supervise	and	approve	the	installation	process.	You	will	also	be	
able	to	make	last-minute	decisions.	

Summary on reality check of print shops

If	you	are	doing	an	exhibit	of	fine	art	photographs,	a	sign	shop	
may	not	always	understand	 the	 traditions	of	 this	application.	
What	is	acceptable	for	“a	sign”	for	them	and	their	clients,	may	
be	unimagineably	inadequate	quality	for	an	exhibit	of	profes-
sional	photographs.

If	you	do	a	photo	exhibit,	you	may	be	better	off	with	a	photo	
studio	or	giclee	production	 studio.	 The	downside	 is	 that	 they	
may	not	have	all	the	mounting	options.	Plus	a	photo	studio	may	
be	very	expensive.

And,	as	we	found	out,	to	do	text,	you	might	wish	to	spend	the	
extra	time	to	search	for	a	printshop	with	a	printer	that	is	really	
good	with	text.

And,	always	ask	 for	a	 sample	 in	advance.	 If	we	had	 seen	a	
sample	from	the	sign	shop	we	could	have	saved	them	a	lot	of	
wasted	time.	But	because	someone	had	given	us	the	name	of	
this	printshop,	we	figured	they	were	okay.	

Installing	an	exhibit	is	a	tough	work,	so	prepare	it	in	advance;	be	sure	you	have	all	the	tools	you	
need,	all	the	materials,	and	extra	things	you	could	need.	
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1103	Dr.	Martin	Luther	King	Drive,	Unit	2B
Bloomington,	IL	61701

P:	309-829-3298
F:	309-820-8001

We	want	to	thank	Harvey	Meister		and	their	team	
for	their	help,	support	and	guidance	through	the	

printing	of	the	photographs	for	our	exhibit.	
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Check our FLAAR reports on 
How to organize the printing 
of a Digital Photo Exhibit


