
THE BUSINESSTHE BUSINESS

There are few more fulfilling experiences 
than seeing your images in their full 

glory.  With printing technology  
more accessible than ever, what does  

it take to make it big?

BIggINg IT Up 
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THE BUSINESS

At his west London studio, fine art photographer Tim Hall has a 17-inch wide, eight-colour printer which produces 
artwork up to A2. For anything larger, he outsources to one of two print houses, theprintspace and Metro Imaging

hile nano 
technology 
has been 
transforming 
our lives, the 
world of print 
has gone the 

other way. Rather than shrinking to fit, 
many photographers want to make it big. 
But is large-format printing a worthwhile 
investment for your business? 

The pleasure of producing large, 
accurate prints also offers tantalising ways 
of expanding your profit margins. But 
taking matters into your own hands can 
also introduce the technical challenges 
of calibration, colour accuracy and 
paper choice. So what are the benefits of 
investing in large-format printing yourself 
rather than outsourcing to a lab?

The Large Format (LF) printer market 
is expected to experience high growth in 
the coming years, with the market’s value 
set to reach nearly $1 billion by 2020, 
according to MarketsandMarkets. Print 
labs are also in demand with one facility 
recording an average growth of 30 per 
cent year-on-year for the last five years.

The market is growing. In the second 
quarter of 2015, HP cemented its status  
as the top supplier of LF printers (followed 
by Canon and Epson) shipping 31,600 
in what’s usually the slowest quarter of 
the calendar year. Statistics from the 
International Data Corporation also 
showed that shipments across the board 
had increased by 1.3 per cent from the 
second quarter of 2014.

Nick White, Epson’s business manager 
for professional graphics and commercial 
imaging, has his own ideas about why the 
appeal of LF prints is growing. “Fewer 
images are being printed because more 
people are looking at their images on 
computers. Those that are printed, tend 
to be bigger,” he says. “I think it’s linked 
to the fact we all have big televisions now. 
With today’s 50-inch televisions, it’s not 
unusual for photographers to sell prints at 
those dimensions.”

Others explain it in even grander terms. 
Paul Gallagher, co-owner of Aspect2i, a 
photography workshop company, argues 
printing does more than just make an 
impression; it’s the natural conclusion of 
the photographic journey. “When you’re 
out with your camera,” he says, “you 
collect reflected light. When you look at 
the image on a monitor, it’s transmitted 

light. It’s only when you look at the image 
on a piece of paper that it is once again 
reflected light. It’s the end of the journey. 
That’s what making prints is all about.”

“I like to print my work large,” says 
Tim Hall. “Size is important.” The 
London-based fine art photographer, 
who specialises in travel, landscape and 
portraiture imagery, sells his work on  
a grand scale with examples of his prints 
reaching three metres in length. “Although 
some of my images can work small, at the 
moment I am in the mode of going big.”

With up to 80 per cent of his income 
based on print sales and even his 
commercial jobs ending up on paper, Hall 
is an advocate of making a statement. 
“People like it big,” he says. “Images can 
look more impressive. You obviously need 
a big wall to hang them on but they just 
have a bigger impact.”

Under the guise of Aspect 2i, Gallagher 
and business partner Michael Pilkington 
run a series of photography courses that 
incorporate the Epson Print Academy; 
an educational course devised to help 
you produce your own exhibition-quality 
prints. “A lot of people get these machines 
and are in the dark. You’ve got to learn, 
and that’s where we step in.”

SENSE OF CONTROL
But investing in a LF printer, plus the 
associated inks and the media, can be 
daunting compared with the convenience 
of uploading your images to a lab. So why 
take matters into your own hands?

“It is complete control,” says  
Gallagher. “A lot of what you create in 
Photoshop or Lightroom can be lost 
in translation when it goes down the 
line to an external printer. It can be 
difficult to get the colour environment 
on your computer speaking to the colour 
environment of a print house. It knocks 
the edge off the professionalism.”

And many photographers are more than 
happy to take the controls. “One of my 
customers was spending £40,000  
a year outsourcing materials and print,” 
explains Douglas Kerr, managing director 
of Roskerr, a supplier of LF printers, 
media and consumables. “She eventually 
bought the machinery and was able to pay 

People like it big. 
Images can look 
more impressive. 
They just have a 
bigger impact.
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 CASE STUDY

Outsourcing  
your printing to 
a professional
Kate O’Neill of Metro Imaging outlines 
the benefits of delegating to a specialist

When it comes to outsourcing your large-
format printing, you have options. Some 
online printers offer an automated service 
with quick turnaround times; theprintspace 
can have prints ready for pick-up in around 
four hours or dispatched within 48. Others 
focus on the technical side.

But if you’re looking for a higher level of 
attention to detail and consumer service, 
you’re  probably better off heading to a 
physical printing shop. 

that’s certainly what Kate O’Neill, 
Metro imaging’s marketing and partnership 
manager, believes. With over a decade of 
experience in the photography industry, she 
suggests print is attracting a new breed of 
professional image maker. 

“We are seeing a trend in people returning 
to the tangible,” she says. “We receive a 
huge amount of interest from instagram 
photographers who are beginning to 
exhibit. it’s a fresh market of photographers 
who have come to photography from a 
completely different angle. they will be 
shooting for Adidas or Nike and they’ve 
never seen a 35mm film.”

For first timers, she says there is no 
substitute for someone holding your hand. 
“We provide reassurance, especially if you’re 
printing for the first time. in the digital age, 
many photographers can go years without 
printing. if you’re printing for the first time, 
you want to do it right.”

even those with more experience can 
benefit from some guidance, she says: “At 
Metro, we have seven master printers who 
set up relationships with our clients – if you 
come to Metro you would probably partner 
up with one of those printers. From then on 
you would communicate with them and they 
would advise you going forward.”

And when it comes to cost and choice, 
O’Neill says outsourcing still comes 
out on top: “it would be a mistake for 
photographers to think that all their work 

will suit a certain type of paper, so if you had 
a printer in your studio you might be limited. 
here we have 19 different papers, each one 
with its own profile, so you can experiment 
with different types of print.

“More importantly, you still have to 
prepare, test and make sure you’re happy. 
that’s a huge part of your day while you 
could send your files off to your lab and be 
taking on more commissioned work. it has  
a lot to do with time management.”

Left: Metro Imaging in EC1. Top: producing a mural size 
photographic Duratran. Above: the company offers 19 
different paper types for you to experiment with

Using the latest generation Epson machines, Metro 
Imaging’s Inkjet Creative Studio allows you experiment 
with very quality photographic prints of up to 64” 
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Canon’s ImagePROGRAF is the company’s latest attempt to capture the large-format printer market. With fierce 
competition from HP and Epson, technical innovation in this arena is likely to continue for some time to come

THE BUSINESS

 

for it with her first venture. She’s doing it 
herself rather than getting someone else to 
do it for her. It saves a lot of money.”

Kerr says he’s seeing increasing 
numbers of photographers taking up the 
reins. “It’s happening more and more 
as printers become easier to use, more 
adaptable and the quality improves.”

NEW pRINTERS
In recent months, manufacturers have 
launched new LF printers to capitalise 
on the trend. HP’s DesignJet models 
claim to simplify the process, while Epson 
introduced four new inkjet models in  
a choice of 24-inch and 44-inch 
widths. Not to be left out, Canon’s 
ImagePROGRAF PRO-1000 17-inch 
printer was the first of a new series 
of desktop devices geared towards 
photographers. 

And this is just the latest stage in an 
evolving business, says Gary Vaughan, 
Canon’s European marketing product 
manager (Wide Format Group). “When 
we first started producing LF printers they 
were capable of producing photographic 
prints, but in general they were aimed at   
a wider audience,” he says. “Around 2006, 
we started developing new machines to 
address specific requirements. We ended 
up with a range covering five, six, eight 
and 12-colour printers.”

Canon’s 12-colour LUCIA EX pigment 
ink printers are aimed at photographers 
looking for fine art high-quality prints. 

Designer, photographer and 
film-maker Clive Booth is 
known for using selective focus 
to create intimate studies. He 
is also obsessive about keeping 
full control over the prints from 
his Canon imagePROGRAF.
he points out that outsourcing 
the printing of your work can 
become extremely complicated. 
“if i outsourced my work i 
wouldn’t be able to have full 
control over the colour and 
quality of the output,” he argues. 
“But if i produce the prints 
myself, i know that the image  
i make will be exactly as i want 
others to see it.

“All computer screens are 
different,” he continues. “the 
printer’s monitor wouldn’t 
necessarily be calibrated the 
same [as mine] and nor would 
their printer. As a result, it’s very 
likely that i’d be spending a lot 
of money on outsourcing my 
print, but wouldn’t like the prints 
i received back.”

that’s why he has a colour 
managed workflow within his 
studio. “My monitor is calibrated, 
my printer is calibrated, the 
paper is profiled and even the 
light that illuminates the prints is 
measured. Within this space,  
i can control how the ink and 
the colour will sit on the paper. 
having this capability to control 
my work is really important.”

 CASE STUDY

Clive Both explains why he 
likes to be hands-on when it 
comes to printing his images

Keeping control

“They’re for pro-amateurs looking to 
sell their imagery,” Vaughan explains. 
“They’re for people who want to print 
whatever they’re working on and know it 
is produced with the colour they expect. 
The aim of having that amount of inks is 
to achieve the widest colour gamut.”

While innovation has created specific 
tools for each task, the biggest hurdle of all 
has also been lowered, relatively speaking. 
“Prices haven’t necessarily come down,” 
says White, “but they have remained 
the same for the last 10 years. Broadly 
speaking, an A2 printer now has a street 
value of about £750 plus VAT. The very 
first sheet-only printer we introduced ten 
years ago was about the same price.”

MEDIA OpTIONS
Printer technology may have diversified, 
but even greater strides are being made 
in media. Today, copper, glass and 
aluminium, to name but a few, are viable 
options and even in the traditional world 
of canvas and photo paper, things have 
become intriguingly diverse.

“We have different grades of photo 
paper such as premium satin, ultra satin 
and a brilliant white satin,” says Kerr 
discussing the options. “We have pearl 
and metallic paper, and matt poster paper. 
The photo paper is around 270gsm and the 
canvas is about 340gsm, and they come in 
various sizes from 17 up to 60 inch. The 
most popular is 24 and 44 inch.”

The increasing range of papers may be 
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London-based fine art photographer, Tim Hall, who specialises in travel, landscape and portraiture imagery, 
makes good use of large-format printing, with some of his prints reaching three metres in length 

 
 ADVICE

The dangers 
of using third-
party inks
Why using the wrong inks in 
your large-format printer can 
lead to a printing disaster

exciting but Chris Roberts, owner of Paper 
Spectrum, a supplier of photographic, fine 
art and giclée, warns that it can be a 
double-edged sword. “People can get 
confused,” he says. “Defining what you 
want from a paper isn’t that easy.”

Paper Spectrum offers 26 photo paper 
types, and Roberts says the final selection 
depends on the aesthetic the photographer 
wants to achieve. “I am often asked by 
amateur and professional photographers 
what are the best papers to use,” he 
explains. “Lustre is a good, general-
purpose paper that will print nicely. Then 
there’s the premium silk brighter paper 
and the fine art brighter paper, both of 
which will give the image extra punch 
and a wider range of blacks and colours. 
Basically, you pay more for the extra edge 
on the image. We sell less of gloss papers 
because they are reflective and not so easy 
on the eye.”

Paper weight is another consideration. 
Roberts stocks photo papers up to 320gsm. 
While thickness doesn’t influence the final 

look, he says it helps with longevity. “It’s 
a combination of paper weight and fibre 
content, so if you want a print that is fully 
archival then you would choose a paper 
that is 100 per cent cotton or rag fibre with 
no optical brighteners in it,” he explains.

TIppINg pOINT
But at what point does printing yourself 
or renting a machine supersede the 
benefits of using a lab? “It’s not simply 
an economic consideration,” says White. 
“It depends on the shape of your business 
and whether you have time for printing or 
your time is more profitably spent taking 
pictures. And then there is the emotional 
consideration of wanting more control.”

“It’s horses for courses; it depends 
on your workflow,” says Gallagher. 
“Professionals with a fast turnover, say 
social photographers, wouldn’t want to 
start feeding paper into a printer, but 
anyone with a slower pace of work who 
produces really high-quality work and 
wants to make prints should look at a LF 
printer with full calibration.”

With relatively inexpensive studio 
printers and the ease of sending files to 
labs, the impetus is back on the splendour 
of ink. “We all know commercial clients 
want digital files but ultimately the 
pursuance of photography should be 
completed by the presentation of a fine 
quality print,” concludes Gallagher. 
“That will never change.”
Mark Alexander

A lot of what you 
create can be lost 
when it goes down 
the line to an 
external printer.

After investing in your camera 
kit and studio printer, should 
you try to cut costs when it 
comes to buying ink? 

Paul Gallagher, co-founder 
of the photography workshop 
company Aspect 2i, believes 
you’d be very wise not to. 

“the biggest mistake anyone 
could make is to put third-party 
inks into their printer,” he says. 
“there’s no comparison. if you 
rush a relative into hospital 
after a terrible accident and 
the doctors ask you for their 
blood group, you wouldn’t 
say, ‘Put any blood in; it’s red’. 
it would kill them, and that’s 
the same with printers. the 
colours and the contrast would 
not match up. you would never 
get a consistent print or colour 
accuracy. On your head be it, 
but the printer will die.”

it could also harm your 
business. “it’s a bugbear with 
people, but there’s no other 
way. if you scrimp on inks, it will 
show in your work. i’ve seen 
loads of portfolios and the ones 
that stand out as poor, even if 
the camera craft is brilliant, are 
those using third-party inks. 
you can see it a mile off.”
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