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Digital Printing Insights #5:  

Evaluating and  Choosing a Paper 
© 2009 Micha el E. Gord on 

Here is installm ent #5 of m y Dig ital Printing  Insig hts. This colum n (so far) has b e e n 
written from  actual questions from  m y custom  printer profile clients as well as questions 
from  fellow photog raphers.  

“Does the tone of the paper have that much effect on print color or is the problem due 
m ore to b a d m a nufa cturers profiles?” 

You b et! The tone of a paper (warm , cool, or neutral) has g re at effe ct on overall print 
color. This should b e e asy enoug h to d e d uce, but all thing s b eing equal, a warm  paper 
will prod uce a warm er print while a cool paper will prod uce a cooler print. 

“Sim ilarly, when bla cks aren’t d eep, is the problem  m ore likely to b e with the paper or 
with the m a nufa cturers profile?” 

It can b e b oth. Som e papers m ay not prod uce the Dm ax (a m e asurem ent of the d e epest 
b la ck than an inkset/paper com b ination is capa b le of prod ucing ) that you’d  like, and  
substand ard  “c anne d ” profiles (free profiles supplied  b y paper m anufa cturers) c an 
exa c erb ate this prob lem .  

“If the latter, how do you pick a paper without a good profile? Besid es color rendition, 
what else d o you look for when picking a paper? I rea lize the choice of paper is largely a 
viscera l response, but I’m  interested in technica l aspects I should check, for exa mple, 
m eta m erism  or bronzing.” 

N e arly all na m e-brand  papers availa b le tod ay are of hig h quality: wid e color g a m ut, 
g ood  Dm ax, and  g ood  surfac e finishes. W hen used  with Epson’s K3 inksets, for 
exa mple, you’ll g et g ood  results with alm ost any paper. For this reason, I g enerally 
d isreg a rd  color rend ition and  Dm ax and  inste a d  choose a paper b ase d  alm ost 
exclusively on surfa c e qualities. For m e this m e ans low reflectance (I’m  not a big  fan of 
sm ooth, g lossy papers); som e tooth but not too m uch (tooth= surfac e texture/roug hness), 
and  d efinitely no visib le bronzing  (the visib le “bronze” appe arance of pig m ents on 
paper) or g loss d ifferential (the visib le g loss d ifference of pure white paper a d ja c ent to 
inke d  paper). Once you’ve selecte d  a paper for its surfac e characteristics, a custom  
printer profile (visit www.greatprinterprofiles.com ) will optim ize the paper to your printer 
and  g et you the b est results possib le.  
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What are m y favorite papers? I use only two: Museo Silver Ra g, and  Hahnem ühle Photo 
Ra g  308g sm . I use Silver Ra g exclusively for m y Epson K3 prints, and  Photo Ra g  308g sm  
for m y Piezog raphy carb on pig m ent prints. I have consistently used  Photo Ra g  308g sm  
for a b out seven ye ars now.  

If you have any questions or com m ents a b out this topic, or sug g estions for future 
Printing  Insig hts, I would  love to he ar them ! Thanks for re a d ing .  
Michael E. Gordon is an award-winning fine art landscape photographer and respected digital print 
maker. Michael leads photographic workshops and tours and provides printing services and custom 
printer/paper profiles for photographers. He lives in Southern California with his wife Shauna and their 
menagerie of rescued animals. 


