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Hanging the 
Photographs
on the Wall

Part III
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First step is to indicate your level 
reference point

Realize that not all floors are really level. 
Not all walls are at accurate 90 degrees. 
Either way, you have to establish a top or 
bottom line that you wish to follow along 
the wall. You can mark this by using a tense 
string, a stable laser light or tape, or a firm 
guide as long light board.

First, we cover the floor with protecting pa-
per and lay each photo below the wall 
where it belongs. We separated them by 
subjects. This told us of where we had too 
many images and where we needed to 
be more careful with placement, and also 
to know were to set the captions.

In an ideal world all this should have been 
done beforehand, which we did, but hav-
ing the actual real print sizes on the actual 
real wall are different than a mock-up to 
scale in your office.

String should be colored 
so it stands out.

In order to keep the exhibit level across a 
long long wall, I felt it would be good to 
have a string across the entire wall. But,  
just realize that most string or wire or com-
parable material will sag.

So Cami and Ximena  realized that you 
need to tape the string strongly every few 
meters (the blue tape we used is not strong 
enough to really hold even string taut).

Charles Zidar kindly provided a laser light, 
a system readily available from a hard-
ware store, that was mounted on a level. It 

projected a level light on the wall Just be 
sure you have plenty of extra batteries 
handy, with you in the space where you 
are setting up. The batteries last a few 
hours and then need to be changed.  
You also need a tripod or light stand to 
hold the laser light.

The laser band of light has advantages 
(light is easy to see). Just be careful not 
to have your eye focus on the source of 
the light.

We recommend such a laser light. We 
thank Charles Zidar for introducing us to 
this cleverl gizmo. Indeed if you have one 
project vertical and one project horizon-
tal, you are all set.

I suggested to build with tape on strips 
of foam core a firm “box” with a level 
top and legs of identical height. This was 
easier to rest a photo on top of it, but as 
every photo and section had its own ar-
rangement, it was not practical always. 

In hindsight, the laser light leveling indi-
cation would have been absolutely the 
best way to handle everything.

Before setting your level there are some 
aspects that you need to have in mind, 
like the height of the images in the wall. 
The appropriate standard is to think 
about people in wheel chairs, if they can 
comfortable read the captions and see 
the images, that’s the level you want. 
When doing this try asking different peo-
ple if they are comfortable looking at the 
images, remember, everyone has to en-
joy your pictures from far and close dis-
tance, so make them available for them.

The line helps organize the images through the wall, so they dont look distorted. 
Be sure you measure the height often to keep the straight line, or use a laser level 
to have an exact measure.
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Layout on the wall

Most exhibits are a long row of identical 
photos. Same size, same position. 

I wanted to avoid a traditional layout at 
all costs. To replace the design concept 
of a row of same-size photos I had the 
photos in panels. We called each panel 
a mosaic since it had between two and 
twelve photos on a 42 inch image.  Re-
member, we selected 42” since Epson 
are 44” and HP are 42”. You never know 
what machine will do the print. In the end 
it was a 54” printer (or whatever) but we 
decided to keep to the 42” size to have 
one factor comparable to give a unity to 
the exhibit.

Often we would arrange several pan-
els together to form the equivalent of a 
single large photo (with the pink Pseu-

dobombax ellipticum photos). The con-
cept was to have a symphony of rectan-
gular shapes across the wall, rather than 
only one single size. However I have also 
seen exhibits of one-single-size. 

Ironically the next day (after setting up 
the expo), I flew back to Guatemala to 
continue research on a potential future 
fruit-and-nuts photo exhibit, and in the 
airport of Guatemala City there was a 
photo exhibit of cultural diversity. Every 
single photo, in two long long rows down 
the entire airport walkway, each photo 
was of identical size and identical shape.  
But because each person was so totally 
different in age, clothing, and ethnic ori-
gin, the exhibit was impressive. So I can 
understand the concept preferred by 
MOBOT for their exibits on these two long 
walls: individual large photos rather than 
mosaics of smaller photos. There are some 

very structurally impressive fruits and nuts 
of Guatemala, so individual photos of 
one fruit will be a good idea.

For our layout for 2012, one wall went per-
fectly in arrangement: the wall with the 
water lilies and ants.

The other wall layout had a few hiccups. 
If I were to do it over I would have kept 
the top constant height. But we felt by 
making a raised heights this would make 
the row of photos more imaginative.

I would also have preferred to have done 
more layout diversity: different poses of 
the panels. But it turned out better to 
keep them in groups and in a row.

So the exhibit was a learning experience. 
Fortunately during the three days of setup 

(two scheduled days of setup and one 
unscheduled day to replace the photos 
which had fallen off the rails or where the 
entire structure (photo + rail) had fallen 
off the wall) it was possible to speak per-
sonally with dozens of people who were 
viewing the images.

There were several photographers work-
ing with the wedding receptions which 
really like to schedule at the beautiful 
botanical gardens. One of the photog-
raphers of the bride, groom, and brides 
maids spent a lot of his time and inter-
est looking at the photos and asking me 
about how we did the photography. This 
reveals that photographers will enjoy this 
exhibit because they are seeing flowers 
and trees photographed in innovative 
ways (mainly with innovative lighting).

The level line helps organizing the images in a height comfortable for 
majorities, including disable people, kids, and adults. 
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Captions: what size, what length

We ended up with horizontal captions, 
page size. There are many styles of cap-
tioning an exhibit. One would be to only 
name the species and common name 
of the plant. But since 95% of the images 
in this particular exhibition were of sa-
cred plants or flowers, I felt our captions 
should mention in what aspect of Maya 
culture these trees or flowers can be 
found.

Captions in your layout

Captions (their size, shape, and posi-
tion), affect the beauty of your layout. 
Since my background is a professor and 
researcher, I felt I would prefer that peo-
ple have the opportunity to learn about 
the Maya interest in flowers and coni-
cal spines of ceiba trees. So I made the 
decision to include enough captions to 
at least introduce the story of Maya cos-
mology.

The disadvantage of having explanatory 
captions is that your exhibit becomes 
“caption-heavy.” But as an educational 
institute, and since the Missouri Botanical 
Garden is also dedicated to education, 
I felt I would experiment with descriptive 
style of captions (in other words, more 
than just listing the scientific name of the 
species).

Tape is what holds your 
exhibit together!

The “blue tape” comes in several levels 
of stickiness (which I was not aware of 
until the MOBOT painter kindly told me 
about the three different colors). Each 
color is a different stickiness. Blue is the 
least “permanent.”  But he said if you rub 
the blue enough it will get more sticky.

The official name of this tape is 3M 
Scotch Blue Painter’s Tape. I have used it 
for decades in setting up photographic 
backgrounds. So many times you need 
to take things but you want to be able to 
remove the tape quickly, easily, and with 
no residue.

• Blue is the “Original Multi-Surface”
• Green is “for painted or lightly tex-

tured surfaces”
• Orange is “for freshly painted non-

textured surfaces”

Also be sure to have other different kinds 
of tape (meaning stickiness, and color). 
For other tasks you want tape which 
really sticks. So do not limit yourself to 
Painter’s Tape.

TESA is my least favorite brand. Despite it 
supposedly being “German” most of the 
TESA tape I have tried to use behaves 
like cheap low-bid junk (in other words, 
made in Asia at a low bid factory with 
low bid components).

I prefer 3M products (even through this is 
also probably made-in-China).

We distributed the images along the wall, leaving appropiate space for the 
captions between the images. 
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Double stick tape

We could not find 3M brand Command 
mounting tape in a roll. The single strips 
were so short I did not understand how they 
could be effective. They were the length of 
a simple band-aid. I could not believe it. So 
we used VHB tape, from Remo One, cour-
tesy of GDS.

One photo already fell off overnight. It 
turned out this was a photo where we had 
put only a 3” strip of double-stick tape.  In 
other words, you need more.

How to apply double stick tape

I personally feel that mere pressing a bit 
down on the tape is not enough. I prefer 
to have the mounted photo really fully 
pushed onto the tape and wall so that at 
the first contact it really sticks.

Thickness of backing

There are many different thicknesses of 
backing material available We selected a 
thickness which was not too thick. We did 
not want the backing material to be too 
visible.

The mounting material was a few degrees 
curved on the first day. So you have to be 
careful that both ends are tight with tape, 
otherwise the image will curl over time.

Curing of foamcore and other materials is 
the greatest single cause of headaches in 
an exhibit.

Paper coming off the backing

When we brought one image back to 
the office in the car, part of the photo-
graph was coming off the material at 
the edge. We were able to stick it back 
down. But one advantage of having a 
border would be that there is no “edge” 
where the photo can easily be pulled off 
accidently.

One other photo began to peel off the 
backing. Otherwise this was not an issue. 
However having a two inch white border 
around each photograph would have 
had advantages. For example, if a corner 
did get dinged, the backing could be 
symmetrically trimmed top and bottom 
so the photo could be reused another 
year.

Applying the captions

We did not put any rail on any caption. 
We felt the captions should be relatively 
flush to the wall.

The captions were on 1/8” backing (Sintra 
or comparable).

Ximena put two horizontal strips of dou-
ble-stick tape on each sheet-sized cap-
tion. We do not expect any of these will 
fall off or even loosen.

Corners get nicked

We were told that unless we had cor-
ner protectors that the photos would be 
damaged at the corners. During mount-
ing we handled them carefully enough 
so this did not happen. But I would not 
be surprised if during moving and storage 
that corners would get dinged.

GDS, Harvey Meister explaining how to set the double stick tape on 
the foam boards so they can be mounted on the wall.
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Obviously when the photos began to fall off 
the wall several corners did get smashed. But 
it was not obvious unless you looked closely at 
each corner.

But if we had the photos mounted (like an art 
exhibit 20 years ago) the cost today would 
have been in the multiple thousands of dol-
lars. far beyond even the helpful budget that 
was available.

Time it takes to mount

I spent much of my day at my e-mail and 
Skype while I did the simultaneously the layout 
of the exhibit. Both Cami and Ximena have 
experience as graphic designers so they also 
had their own concepts. The layout on the 
wall went fairly well considering all factors.

Gustavo was able to come over the last hour 
and that made it possible to finish mounting 
the entire exhibit (close to 80 photographs). 
He and Cami returned the evening that the 
photos began to fall off, to help get them 
back on the wall.

It took an estimated two to three hours to 
mount the entrance poster, poster text, and 
the captions.  We mounted this separately 
since the first place that printed the captions 
was not able to achieve acceptable quality 
of the text. So we had to have the captions 
and the main introductory poster reprinted.

On Sunday Gustavo and Cami returned to 
MOBOT to rescue additional images that had 
fallen off the wall (due to lack of enough dou-
ble-stick tape; and due to lack of what dou-
ble-stick tape was used to be pushed firmly 
enough onto the wall). Plus the fresh paint of 
one wall we believe was a continual issue.

On the left images you can see the mosaics that fell off the 
wall, for several circumstances (check our Appendix A for 
our analysis on this situation); we had to repair some of the 
mosaics that fell down by re-taping them again. 
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Equipment Summary

•	 Blue	3M	tape, “Painter’s tape” 
(that will not tear off plaster or 
paint)

• Different other color 
strengths of 3M Painter’s 
tape

• Some other	kinds	of	tape that will 
really seriously hold things down

GDS provided us with 
• Roll of tape with no visible brand 

but it said REMO ONE 
• 3M Double Coated Poly-

ethylene Foam Tape
• Experiment with other brands 

and kinds of rolls of double-sid-
ed tape (specifically made for 
mounting things like photos on a 
wall).

•	 Line	level
•	 Carpenter’s	level (must be us-

able for vertical and horizontal 
leveling). 12 inches is best but I 
believe we had one 6” and one 
8” level (two are better than 
one).

• Tape measure in inches and cen-
timeters (two tape measures are 
useful)

• A	rigid	aluminum	measuring	stick 
often works much better than 
the cheap, wobbly, low-bid tape 
measures sold in Home Depot. 
Preferably two rigid aluminum 
measuring rods (they are about 
60” high). I work best in meters 
and centimeters, but some instru-
ments are only feet and inches.

• A laser	leveling	light is highly  rec-
ommended (courtesy of Charles 
Zidar).

• If you can get a second laser 
leveling light which can project 
pure vertical, this would be good 
to try.

•	 Scissors (90% of the scissors sold 
in the USA today are cheap junk 
from Asia; they don’t cut very 
well)

•	 Xacto	knife and fresh blades
•	 Ladder	of medium size (easy to 

carry). Be sure it is sturdy
•	 Chair
•	 Table
•	 Wheelie	or	cart for moving things 

from vehicle to the venue and 
around the room once you are 
there. (MOBOT provided one for 
us)

•	 Modem	or means to be on In-
ternet so you can communicate 
while outside your office

•	 Wrapping	paper (sheets, or if 
rolls, have an easy way to cut it). 
This is to keep photos from being 
scratched.

All the equipment is important to have, not only to mount the image, but to solve last-
minute problems and issues. 



14 15

Summary Comments on mounting the exhibit on the wall

At most stages of the actual printing process, the normal tradeoff 
is: print time vs print quality.

We did a mock-up of the exhibit on the wall of our office, but since 
no one room in our office is the enormous length of the MOBOT 
space, we obviously had to do the mock-up at a scale.  The mock-
up helped considerably but due to time pressure and the need 
to convert images from RAW format, we did not get a total final 
mock-up.

An electronic mock up is also a good idea, but the graphic design-
ers have many projects to complete simultaneously, so finishing the 
electronic (architectural layout) was not realistic.

But if you have time, and a person who can do an architectural 
interior layout, we recommend this, as then (in theory) you can 
move the images and captions around electronically.

Of course out in the real world other factors impinge, such as other 
aspects of the room,. We noticed that perhaps 70% of the people 
came into the room via the elevator, and not via the steps. 

We also observed that one side of the room achieved more atten-
tion than the other. We would suggest putting the brightest colors 
on the furthest wall (to encourage people to go to that other wall).

Although we have had exhibits of our photographs in Graz, Austria, 
St Louis, and a dozen in Guatemala, this is the first time we tried to 
avoid using nails, screws, and hanging wire. Visually, I prefer not 
to have fishing line, string, or wire holding the photographs, but 
after our experiences trying to use double-stick tape, until we can 
understand how to use 3M Command mounting tape, I would be 
nervous to attempt to use rails applied to the foamcore as the ve-
hicle to use double stick tape on. Mounting an exhibit will have ups and downs, but at the end it’s all worth it when you 

see the hard work you’ve put on it and how the people enjoy your exhibit.
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Appendix A
Analysis of the reasons why the 
photos were falling off the wall

The second day of installing the exhibit, 
one photograph on the wet-paint wall 
fell off. But on the third day many more 
fell off. We got to the building by 4 pm, 
and while we were there two more fell 
off. Plus, several photographs fell off the 
dry-paint wall also. On this wall we used 
the most tape. 

After spending two hours installing the 
captions, I began to inspect all the pho-
tographs on the wall, to try to see which 
were likely to fall off next. I found about 
six (three on the good wall; three on the 
recently painted wall).

In most cases the foamcore was sepa-
rating from the rail. This was day 3 
(counting the first installation day). So 
the images had been on the wall three 
days. Day 3 was the most humid of all 
the days, though the first day(s) were not 
exactly dry!

Need to establish 
(need to know, clearly):

Should the rails on the back of the foam-
core be horizontal, across upper and 
lower portions? Or should there also be a 
vertical rail near each edge? (so a total 
of four rails)?

How close should the edge of the 
rail go to the edge of the photog-
raphy? You do not want the rail to 
be visible (the idea is to have the 
photograph floating).

Since the rail came off the back of 
the foam core on at least ten pho-
tographs, what caused this? Not 
allowing the rail to “set” and bond 
fully (does the rail need to bond 
over one or how many days before 
it can be mounted?). 

If so, this kind of attachment con-
cept is not realistic when there 
is a two-day set-up period. We 
would have had to leave all the 
photographs flat on the floor, in 
front of the wall, with hundreds of 
people moving in and out of the 
room. There is no way whatsoever 
to have found space to have the 
photos bonding to the rail any-
where else. Although I guess we 
could have piled them up in sev-
eral piles (like old-fashioned piles 
of wood preparing for a bonfire to 
burn a “heritic”).  But I would need 
to understand better, with specific 
literature from the manufacturer 
and/or from installers with prior ex-
perience.

You can see that we settled the back rails (two of them) on each image with the dou-
ble stick tape. To set our images straight we used the Laser Level provided by MOBOT. 
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Sometimes the foamcore 
fell off the rail

We would see some rails still stuck to the 
wall, and the photo itself on the floor. This 
meant that the foamcore of the photo 
was not adequately bonded to the self-
adhesive side of the rail.

In most cases where the rail was coming 
off the foamcore, it was at the ends of the 
rail. This means either that the end was 
not pressed down hard enough by the 
installers, or else the foamcore was warp-
ing (curling). The humidity was high both 
installation days and the third day there 
was rain most of the day. If high humidity 
causes foamcore to warp, this is clearly a 
major factor.

When we noticed that a rail was coming 
off, if the center of the rail was still strongly 
adhered, we did not try to separate that 
part of the rail from the foamcore. Instead, 
we lifed up each end of the rail and 
slid the double-stick 3M Double Coated 
Polyethylene Foam Tape under the entire 
surface of the rail which was obviously 
detached. We then put the allowed dou-
ble-stick tape on the back of the rail (two 
parallel rows) and affixed that back on the 
wall, using as much pressure as we could 
exert (tough when up on a ladder but we 
did the best we could).

I would have learned a lot to see whether 
any repaired photos fell off a second time. 
If so, this would suggest several factors: 
the paint is not a kind to work well with 
double stick paint. And the double stick 
tape brand and chemistry is inadequate. 
Yet we were clearly told that thousands of 
comparable photos have been installed 

using this system elsewhere. This is why 
we are focusing on the humidity (caus-
ing warping), and the lack of the one-
day-bonding-need (which we did not 
do since we were not aware a one-day-
wait-period was either required or recom-
mended).

If the foamcore surface 
was not the fault

When a photo fell off the wall complete 
with attached rails, this meant that the 
double-stick tape did not adhere ad-
equately to the painted wall. This is now 
not a surprise for the wall painted the 
morning that we srrived. But for the other 
wall, it was unexpected.

For these photos which fell off, we then 
put two rows of double-stick tape; in 
the original hanging we put a single row 
(since we understood this was all that 
was needed).

After we repaired the photos Friday 
seven more fell off the wall

Seven fell off Saturday. Most were the 
ones where we had been told that we 
did not need to put tape all the way 
across!

No more rails came off the photos; only 
the entire item came off the wall be-
cause there were either not enough rail 
surface or not enough double-stick tape 
on the rails.

One more was about to come off, so 
Gustavo and Camila repaired this one.

Some of the images fell down and we had to repair them by replacing the  double 
stick tape. 
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If any rescued photos fall off 
a second time

If any of the photos fall off that have double rows of tape 
(the ones that we re-hung after repairing them), then the 
fault is the paint chemistry (it is not accepting the tape) and 
the double-stick tape chemistry (is not adequate).

If more of the photos fall off after being repaired, it is essen-
tial to see whether they are warping. It could be that if the 
rains continue the warping will also continue. Warping prys 
the foamcore off the tape or off the wall.

The exhibit opening posters were printed in St Louis. These 
two 60” high posters came to us with wide rails already at-
tached. We have no idea if a “one day bonding period” is 
needed for the  material they used for rails because by the 
time we had to reprint all the captions (because the first 
attempt had inadequate quality due to using a UV-cured 
system) we did not have any days left!

The wider rail on the 42” wide by 60” high poster image will 
be a good test. This is the largest single image of this exhibit. 
We will find out what backing material it had (Sintra or com-
parable is most likely). If this image stays on the wall it sup-
ports some of my observations: that the other rails were not 
sticking adequately, and that the foamcore was warping.

For whatever reason we clearly observed that the sticky 
side of the rail is not adequate even to hold the weight of 
a foamcore mounted photo. Either because there was no 
bonding-day, or perhaps because the installation crew was 
too gentle (assuming that if there was a sticky surface all 
you had to do was simply join the two surfaces and then 
press or rub the photo onto the rail).  The recently painted 
left wall is not a factor when the rail remains on the wall and 
the photo falls off the rail. This happened in about 40% of 
the cases; in the other 60% of the failing photos, the entire 
rail fell off the wall.

Although more photos fell off the recently painted wally, 
too many photos also fell off the wall which had several 
days to dry.
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Check	our	FLAAR	reports	on	
How	to	organize	the	printing	
of	a	Digital	Photo	Exhibit


