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ou can earn considerable profit
with your large format printer. As
one person told me, “I made lots of
money with my ColorSpan.” I have
met other people who have earned a
handsome living with their Encad,
Epson, HP, Roland, Mutoh, Mimaki,
Iris, Ixia and all the grand format
printers as well. 

We recently received an e-mail from
another ColorSpan owner; he com-
mented that he had earned over a
million dollars Canadian in a single
year due to the productivity of his
printer. Other people also report that
they have paid off the entire pur-
chase price of their Encad, HP,
Roland or other printer with a single
large print job.

On the other hand, several print
shops have reported going out of
business, or close to it, because they
bought the wrong printer. The
biggest mistake is to presume that
one single printer can do all jobs. Of
course this is what the printer ads
try to lure you with, namely enticing
promises. In the real world, profes-
sional sign shops and large com-
mercial companies may have rows
of different printers each cranking
out a particular kind of sign or other

job. Naturally most people start off
with just one easy-to-use printer and
then after the first year of gaining
experience they acquire additional
and/or other kinds of printer tech-
nologies so they can handle a wider
range of jobs.

The second mistake is to swallow the
hype and misleading advertising
claims of what a printer can accom-
plish. The advertising piece for a

printer shows a giant mural or a nat-
uralistic cactus plant life-size (15
feet tall) but does not warn you that
it can take three to five hours to do a
single print of those dimensions at
the top dpi claimed in the specifica-
tion. This is a definition of poten-
tially misleading advertising. Plus,
the red flowers on the cactus would
have faded, along with the green, in
just a few days. Using that very
printer and ink, fading has been
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If you know which equipment to select, your output will be easier to sell. The
selection of a scanner is just as important as the selection of a printer. FLAAR
uses two Heidelberg Linoscan scanners for output on an Epson 7500.
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detected on certain materials after
just one day outside in the sun.
Actually we have this same printer
on our campus at Bowling Green
State University (BGSU); it took
several months of tweaking before it
produced the first usable print (it was
bought by the Art Department before
FLAAR landed on the campus). Yet,
two other printers have produced
award-winning images since the first
day they were plugged in.

So if you are a commercial prepress
company, as we would expect as a
reader of this industry magazine,
then you would probably wish to
learn which printer might be the
most productive for your specific
needs. Perhaps our experiences can
assist you (we have six different
large format printers in-house).

FLAAR is non-profit, so we find
different ways other than commer-
cial profit to get satisfaction in pro-
ducing the best quality at the most
reasonable cost. But the people who
read the FLAAR reports on large
format printers run sign shops,
quick-print or reprographic shops,
do prepress proofing, and CAD or
GIS printing; others have a photo
lab or fine art studio. They need to
earn a living with their wide format
inkjet printers. Thus we work hard at
gathering information that can assist
them in making a decision. 

The f irst step in large format
printing is to learn what you need to
print. Then it becomes necessary to
determine which of the many
printers is actually most appropriate
for the job.

Products & Markets
So let’s dedicate this introductory
article to itemizing all the ways you
can get into large format inkjet
printing. Following are some of the
many kinds of prints you can do.
Each is a potential source of
income. Your large format printer
can do all kinds of things (pre-

suming you opted for the appro-
priate kind of printer).

Legal Graphics
•Courtroom graphics, charts, and
statistics;
•Crime scene reconstructions; and
•Traffic accident reconstructions.

Vehicle Graphics 
(solvent inks are best but you can use
pigmented water-based inks as well)
•Bus wrap, truck wrap; and
• Any and all signs and decorations
on vehicles.

Building Graphics
•Billboards;
•Building wrap, covering unsightly
construction and scaffolding; and
•Banners.

Theater Graphics
•Costumes, such as period costumes
printed on inkjet fabric; and 
•Stage backdrops and stage curtains.

Hotel, Restaurants, Casinos
All traditional signs, backlit signs,
floor graphics, promotions, etc., in
addition to:
•Surfacing of the gaming tables (it’s
possible to place ads everywhere);
•Menus;
•Directories;
•Awnings;
•Swimming pool bottoms; and
•Plus the same items you can print
for home use, namely wallpaper,
murals, curtains, tablecloths, even
upholstery.

Home and Office Use
•Custom wallpaper or murals;
•Curtains, drapes (print directly onto
textiles or via dye sublimation);
•Sheets, pillow cases, blankets;
•Floor covering (yes, you can even
print on floor tiles of various mate-
rial, even rugs);
•Kitchen tiles (ceramic tiles via dye
sublimation);
•Bathroom tiles;

Even a printer originally made for CAD and GIS drawings can nowadays produce
exhibit quality images. Dr. Nicholas Hellmuth with a Hewlett-Packard DesignJet
1055cm and 800ps in the FLAAR evaluation facility, Francisco Marroquin University.
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• Table cloths;
• Towels (via dye sublimation);
• Photos of all sizes;
•Clothing, t-shirts, caps, and more,
via dye sublimation or direct
printing; and
•Coffee mugs.

Commercial Signs
•Billboards;
•Window displays and backdrops;
•Banners, including banners that
airplanes tow (you can get two-
sided banner material from Rexam);
•Pole signs;
•Directional signs;
•Backlit (illuminated bus stop
signs, etc.);
•Point of purchase (POP) which is
also known as POS, point of sale;
•Floor graphics (be sure to have
anti-slip lamination…as well as
insurance);
•Trade show displays;
•Vending machines, gas pump
wraps;
•Inflatable graphics (which go
across streets like an arch); and
•Balloons and sails on sailboats.

Signs Can Be Used for…
•Classroom Teaching—charts;
•Exhibits, displays;
•Event signage—everything from
advertising to directional help;
•Safety notices;
•Identification;
•Recognition of achievement, such
as “employee of the month”;
•Display of mottoes, logos for brand
identification;
•In-store signs to promote sales,
specials, bargains, prices, other pro-
motions, aisle markers;
•Concepts and seasonal and holiday
themes (Christmas, Easter, etc.);
•Sponsor signs at sports events; and
•Sails for sailboats.

In-house Graphics Department
(for corporation or institution)

Instead of paying high prices outside
you can save money by putting your
own wide format printer inside your
building and print things yourself.

•Visitor welcome notices, sign-in
procedures;
•Directional signs;
•Floor plans, maps of the building,
campus or complex;
•Fire safety notices, evacuation
maps and notices;
•In-house training: charts/flip-charts;
•Business meetings, presentations
to the board (pie charts, bar charts);
•General announcements;
•Motivational posters: 

°Quality awareness, 
°Achieving production goals,
°Customer appreciation (tips on
how to accomplish);

•Decoration, f ine art giclee or
photo-realistic images;
•Floor graphics;
•Murals, especially entrance area
and board room murals (make the
boss happy);

•Sales statistics, sales motivation,
employee of the month with photo;
•Cafeteria menus, health notices;
•Parking lot signs, notices “we are
not responsible….”; and
•Promotions and notices posted in
the elevators.

Printing on Textiles
•All of the textile printing in cate-
gories above in clothing, home use
and signs, as well as flags; and
•Silk, yes, you can print on silk with
many large format printers.

Photography, Fine Art
•Murals;
•Displays, exhibits;
•Reproductions of fine art; and
•Photographic enlargements of all
kinds—especially portraits and
landscapes.

Nicholas Hellmuth is a photographer and art historian by training (Harvard,
Yale, and PhD from a European university). He began his career in digital
imaging in 1996 with a grant from Japan’s Ministry of Public Education to
offer training to Japan’s National Museum of Ethnology in scanning of
35mm color slides. That same year an American foundation donated an
additional $100,000 to Professor Hellmuth to provide further training in
digital imaging to himself and his staff.

In 1997 BetterLight found out about the FLAAR program of digital pho-
tography in museums and asked Dr. Hellmuth to be beta tester for an inno-
vative tri-linear scanning system to do circumferential rollouts of cylindrical
objects (such as ancient Maya funerary vases). These photographs were sev-
eral hundred MB in size, so Encad graciously provided a NovaJet printer to
evaluate as an output device for museums and universities. Nicholas began
writing reports on his experiences with this digital imaging equipment.
Readers were fascinated that an actual end-user would discuss his own mis-
takes in the learning curve in order to save others from those common
errors. With this encouragement, Hellmuth expanded his services. Now, five
years later, his reviews just on www.wide-format-printers.org will be read
by over 168,000 people this year on a single Web site (he has 11 other Web
sites in three languages read by a total of a million individuals in 42 coun-
tries worldwide). Dr. Hellmuth is consultant to an increasing number of
companies in the digital imaging marketplace. In addition to his position at
Bowling Green State University of Ohio, Hellmuth is director of the Digital
Imaging Technology Center at Universidad Francisco Marroquin,
Guatemala where he still does photography of ancient art at the Museo
Popol Vuh on the campus.

About the Author
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CAD, GIS
Government Planning Departments
•Drawings of all kinds, architectural
designs and engineering maps;
•Aerial photographs;
•Computer generated images; and
•Artist’s renderings.

Proofing
Since most readers are in the pre-
press world, you already know proof-
ing is a multi-million dollar industry.
DuPont and other companies make
special proofing media,
but for merely proofing for
position, layout and basics,
you can proof on anything,
including raw newsprint
(if you have an HP 1050 
or 1055 and SeeColor or
ColorBus RIP). For proof-
ing on normal materials,
the standard proofing RIP
is any of several, such as
BES T, O.R.I.S., Proof-
Master, or many other
color management RIPs.

Specialty Printing
•Magnets, yes, you can get magnetic
material in 24-inch rolls for inkjet
printing and/or dye sublimation heat
transfer;
•Metal foil; and
•Solid metal.

Wrapping Material
Most inkjet media are too thick to be
folded, hence is not suitable for
wrapping material. There are excep-
tions, however. The HP DesignJet
1050 and 1055 can print on wrap-
ping paper (it can print on Kraft
paper and on newsprint so I presume
it can print on wrapping paper also).
To get the best color matching, how-
ever, you must generate your own
ICC profiles and ideally you need
coated media. You only get full
colors if the paper you print on has
an inkjet ink receptor coating (of
powder affixed to the paper).

Stiff and/or Rigid Material
Every year new printers come out

which allow you to print directly
onto thick watercolor paper, onto
foam core (gatorboard), and even
onto solid metal, glass, and leather.

Printing On Two Sides
Most inkjet media can be printed
solely on one side. Double-sided
media is available, but rare; contact
BrightCube. It is not easy to fold
inkjet media, since it tends to be
thick but there is specialty media
which can indeed be folded.

Use Your Imagination
You can probably come up with all
kinds of other potential and prof-
itable uses for inkjet printing.
Museums and art galleries, car deal-
erships, travel agencies, airports,
hotels, restaurants, real estate com-
panies, sports arenas, stores of every
kind, and even government offices
such as the Post Office are ideal
places for you to sell your signs.
Temporary events and promotions
are especially good venues for tem-
porary signage. You can earn a
profit practically everywhere. One
person wrote to us asking what
printer was useful for doing “erotic
lifesize cutouts.” Hey, why not, after
all, this is America. 

Considerations
Now that your mind is calculating
the potential income from these
markets, you have to face the reality.
First the good news: inkjet printers
have progressed impressively in the
last three years. However there are
still no standards for performance.

So one manufacturer will label his
output as “photo realistic” whereas
an actual photographer would not
accept that output unless the
viewing distance were a hundred
yards and high up (out of sight) on a
billboard. Another manufacturer
will designate their printer as “faster
than all other printers” but you find
out the output is unusable. Yes, the
output has to be thrown away
because no client would buy it. We
actually did a print at the advertised

speed with the media that
the printer manufacturer
supplied. It was mainly
useful to line the refuse
container the next day.

Thus the single most
important thing you can
do is ask around. Don’t
ask the manufacturer;
don’t ask the dealer (they
all have their pet installa-
tions). Instead, on your
own, find an actual com-

mercial facility that uses the printer
you are thinking about purchasing.

Our staff has written a Survival
Guide on how to interpret adver-
tising—how to figure out what the
printer will really be like once it is
out of the showroom and in your
own facility. But your needs, your
background, your business may be
different than ours. Thus we recom-
mend that even after you utilize the
assistance of our university reports
you still find a colleague, even a
competitor, and learn from their
experiences about large format
inkjet printers in your world.

Personally, I would be very careful
about considering a used printer
unless you are willing to write it off
the first year and accept it as pri-
marily a machine for practice and
training—but why not practice and
train on the current models. There is
usually a good reason a used
machine is for sale; there is usually
an even better reason that the

Some report they have paid off the entire
purchase price of their printer with a
single large print job. On the other hand,
several reported going out of business, or
close to it, because they bought the wrong
printer. The biggest mistake is to presume
that one single printer can do all jobs. 
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Widgetprinter 101 has been replaced
by the WidgetWonder 102 model.
Usually there are two reasons: the
previous model had a few glitches
and new technology calls for a new
model anyway.

FLAAR assists about 100,000 indi-
viduals and companies a year
choose the printer, RIP, inks, media,
or laminator. Thus, if there is
interest among the readership of this
magazine, we will be glad to write
additional articles to offer sugges-
tions on how to not only survive but
also on how to prosper in the world
of large format digital imaging.

For example, what about the care
and feeding of your new printer? It
will need to be fed a certain kind of
image, in terms of resolution. Thus
our institute specializes in evalu-
ating drum scanners, flatbed scan-
ners, and tri-linear large format
scanning back camera systems.

Once you have a good image and a
good printer, you very quickly learn
that you may need a correspond-
ingly appropriate RIP. Fortunately,

FLAAR is blessed since our col-
league professor, Charles Spontelli
in our College of Technology at
BGSU has a master’s degree from
Rochester Institute of Technology.
His specialty is in color manage-
ment, so proofing, RIPs, and digital
printers are part of his professional
experience. We currently have about
seven of the leading RIPs available
for evaluation on our campus.

Once you have all this, you may be
shocked to find your red image turns
out with a purple cast to it. Yet, if you
print the identical image, with the
identical ink and the same printer,
but on a different brand of paper, it
turns out green. Welcome to what
could be metamerism (if you have a
certain kind of ink on a specific
piezo printhead); or you may simply
need color management and learn
about proper selection of media. Yes,
if you print the identical image on
ten different kinds of paper you will
most likely end up with ten totally
different color combinations. Yet,
with color management tools and
software from Monaco, Pictro-
graphics, X-Rite, GretagMacbeth

and other appropriate companies
you can solve all this, as many of
you have already found out.

All these aspects of large format
digital printing are where BGSU’s
Center for Applied Technology is
working. Their f irst step was to
arrange to bring FLAAR on campus
as consultant. So now FLAAR+
BGSU is working to prepare pro-
grams to help people expand
beyond traditional prepress.
Virtually everyone reading this
article comes from a professional
background with more than enough
experience to enter—and survive—
large format inkjet printing.

On the other hand, you can very
quickly buy the wrong equipment
and just as quickly spend lots of
money on things that may not quite
work as advertised. However, if you
have the right printer(s) for the job,
you can get our share of return on
investment in the billion-dollar large
format inkjet printing market.

Photographs by Marlon Castillo,
Francisco Marroquin University. 

Right: Nicholas Hellmuth inspects output from the Epson 7500 on media
from Parrot Digigraphic. Below: Photographs on the wall were printed
by Hewlett Packard DesignJet 5000ps; image of Guatemalan textile held
by Hellmuth was printed by Epson 7500 on media from Parrot
Digigraphic. Both thermal printheads (HP) and piezo printheads
(Epson) offer benefits as well as a few minor drawbacks. Most large print
shops have at least one of each technology. 


