The Perfect File for Printing

It may sound like a pipe-dream, but it really
is possible to get perfect files for output.
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o understand the perfect file, we
need to understand what makes up
a perfect file — also, whether we’ll
be creating those files or our clients will be
providing them to us. Here’s a suggestion:
I’ll explain how to make a perfect file, and
you give a copy of this article to your clients
so that they know how to make a perfect
file for you. Sounds good to me. (Let’s hope
they read it.)

TWO KINDS OF DATA

Every file is broken down into two basic
kinds of data — vector and raster. Vector
images are made up of many individual,
scalable objects. These objects are defined
by mathematical equations rather than
pixels, so they always render at high quality.
Vector objects consist of lines, curves and
shapes with editable attributes such as color,
fill and outline. Raster images are made up

of pixels in a grid, so I like to refer to these
as bitmap or pixel files. Pixels are picture elements — tiny dots of individual color that
make up what is seen on a computer screen.
All these tiny dots of color come together to
form the images in a pixel file.
A lot of people like to think of these file
types (vector/raster) as Illustrator or
Photoshop files. The problem with using
terms like Photoshop, Quark or EPS
(Encapsulated PostScript) to describe files is
that it assumes that the person you are
talking to understands what the ideal format
is for each of these applications/types. But I
believe this is the wrong approach.
I’m sure that on occasion you are told (or
perhaps tell others) that “an EPS file would
be the best for your image.” Well, this is both
right and wrong. First off, an EPS file format
can be created from either a vector or a pixel
file — just open up the data in your favorite
program and Save As (or Export As) an EPS
file. Bingo. Instant EPS file.
However, if the file that was saved as an
EPS started as a vector file, it will still have
attributes of a vector file after it’s been saved
as an EPS. Conversely, if a pixel file is saved
as an EPS, it will still behave as a pixel file
and will not show one bit of improvement
in scalability.
PROBLEM FILES

We recently had a van wrap job for a local restaurant. Here’s the logo we created as a vector file with Pantone
Match colors.
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I run into this scenario on a regular basis: A
client gets a new computer loaded with
Photoshop and he suddenly becomes “the
company designer.” That’s like me purchasing a microscope and calling myself a
“scientist.” So the client grabs his company
logo, places it into Photoshop and drops in
a few product photos, adds a nice blue background and saves the file as “Poster.EPS”.
They leave it at 8.5" x 11" so it will print
onto their $69 desktop inkjet proofing
printer. Then they get the sign-off from the

boss (based on the desktop print) and
deliver me an EPS file and a few color
proofs of a poster job that I’m asked to produce.
The problem is that the client wants 30"
x 60" posters for the trade show, and, last
time I checked, you cannot scale an 8.5" x
11" image up to 30" x 60" (call me crazy).
Trust me, the problem of the scaling is just
the cream on top of the problem. Let’s
review the problems with this file:
Resolution of the file is more than likely
going to be at 72-300 ppi in Photoshop.
If we could take this 8.5" x 11" file up to
30" x 60" (we would lose something due
to the fact that if you bring the 11" to
60", the factor is 545.45 percent, but if
you take the 8.5" and multiply this by
545.45 percent you get a graphics that
would be 46.3" wide) and we would have
a final resolution of 13-55ppi.
The next problem is the company logo: It’s
a pixel file; plus, it isn’t Pantone Matched.
Because the customer was inexperienced
working with a service bureau (me), they
flattened the file in Photoshop. And to
make it much worse, they saved the flattened file on top of the layered file just
before sending it.
Finally, the photos brought into the poster
were of too low a resolution for the final
output — probably lifted from the company Web page, which are generally 72 ppi
at about 2" x 3". So when we bump up the
Web image to 60", we end up with an
unrecognizable blob.
And finally, adding insult to injury, the
client needs the graphics for a trade show in
three days. After all, I told them I can turn
jobs around in 72 hours. Yikes!

Here’s one of the photos we used for the van job that I took using a four mega-pixel digital camera. We brought
the image into Photoshop. The next step is to silhouette the images.

RULES FOR PERFECT FILES

Okay, I’ve made my point about files that
are not going to work. Here are my rules for

The combination of both the vector logos and the silhouetted Photoshop images (saved as an EPS file).
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Perfect Files

Here is the layout with vector files and EPS files together. Note that the text lettering
was set up as vector files because they will be applied as cut vinyl on the van.

making perfect files, specifically vector, pixel,
PostScript and PDF files.
Vector Files
I believe that vector files are best because
they support Pantone Matching, fast color
correction, and scalability to just about any
size without losing quality. Programs that
produce vector files include Adobe
Illustrator, FreeHand and Corel Draw.
Vector fonts and some data are also generated in programs like InDesign, Quark and
PageMaker.
If a printer supports Pantone Color
Lookup, it’s best to keep Pantone images in
vector files as spot colors. Do not change the
name of the color. For example, when using
Pantone 485 Red for the main text in a
logo, calling the file “Text & Logo Red” will
make the RIP incapable of understanding
the color. Remember that spot colors are not
the same as process colors, so spot colors
converted to process will get lost at the
Pantone Lookup of the RIP.
If a RIP can’t match the Pantone color to
the Pantone Lookup Table, then print a
Pantone chart on the media to be used on
the job, then use a Pantone-to-Process
Chart to match the correct color that the
printer produces and change the file to
match the correct color number on the
Pantone chart. This will ensure that all jobs
print with the correct Pantone color (that is,
if the Pantone color can be printed on that
printer).
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The finished project. Beautiful!

Many people like to use Illustrator for
layout, so they put photos in the Illustrator
file and then save an EPS output file.
However, if the photos that were placed are
not high enough in resolution for the size of
the final print job, I’m stuck (unless the
client also includes the high-res photos separately on a disk when they submit the job).
Placing photos into Illustrator documents
makes the EPS file much larger and more
complicated for the RIP to handle.
Pixel Files
Most people think of a pixel (raster) file as
being an Adobe Photoshop file. Photoshop
can output many different file types,
including EPS. The main reason for saving
a Photoshop file as an EPS would be to
apply a mask onto the data image to send
the file out with an outline of the image. If
a client chooses to take their logo from a
nice EPS file and include it into a
Photoshop file, it should be created at a
high enough resolution for output (ideally
100 ppi at final size).
A hint: When starting a new Photoshop
file, be sure to choose a scale that corresponds with the final size of the image.
Always assume the largest scale. It’s easy to
make an image smaller and maintain resolution, but difficult to make one bigger
without losing data (and resolution).
When designing a 48’ trailer wrap, for
example, it’s a good idea to choose a scale of
1:12 so that every inch in Photoshop will be

12” on the actual trailer. A trailer would
probably work fine at 50-75 ppi at final
size, so the file could be 48" x 8" at 600-900
ppi (keep in mind, this would be a large
file.)
PostScript Files
All graphics programs output to a
PostScript (.PS) file when they print, but
when printing to a non-PostScript printer,
most programs will convert to that printer’s
language. All RIP’s love PostScript files and
know what to do with the data.
The problem with accepting a PostScript
file from a client is that if there was something wrong with the image(s) in the original graphic file, the PostScript file cannot
be fixed. So, unless the client is very good
and knows the output printing device to be
used, PostScript files should not be accepted
from the client.
PDF Files
PDF (Portable Document Format) files
are a great option for direct-to-press files.
With vector and PostScript files there may
be missing fonts, but with PDF files everything is included in the file, making them
great to view and print.
The setup is a little more difficult, because
most programs that output PDF files expect
them to be printed to an 8.5" x 11" printer.
We have a Castle file format for clients who
send Adobe Acrobat PDF files for direct
import to our print servers.

We have taken files created in Photoshop
and laid out in Quark with a file size of 138
MB, output them on a Durst Lambda and
compared them with the same file as a fullsize PDF that was only 38 MB. The result
was sent directly to one of our Onyx servers.
The two files were printed and no one
could tell the difference!
Needless to say, PDF files are now being
created and sent to our server on a regular
basis. We create files for full vehicle wraps as
PDF’s and they also work great. Another
nice thing about PDF files (if they are set up
correctly) is that the spot colors being called
out in the original file will be seen by the
RIP and match Pantone colors.
SOME FINAL THOUGHTS

If a client has Pantone colors called out in
their files and your RIP has a Pantone
Lookup (Pantone Match System), make
sure that all files are kept as spot colors in the
vector format. On the other hand, pixel files
should be saved as TIFF files unless there is
a mask in the file, in which case, the file
should be saved as an EPS. For final output,
take the pixel and vector files into a layout
program — like Quark, InDesign or
PageMaker — and output to the RIP as a
PostScript file. If your clients’ logos have
been tested on your printers and will show
the colors properly, then PDF files are the
fastest for output without losing any quality.
I have only touched on a few parts of my
rules for creating the perfect file. I left out
scanning, ppi vs. dpi — ppi input compared
with the printer’s dpi output — and many
other good things to know. But never fear,
just go to my Web site and find the document called Castle Preparation Guide and
this will fill in the blanks. Go to www.castlegraphics.net for more information.
Okay. Good luck. Be smart with your
money. I’ll see you on the show floor. DG
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