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EXPERT TECHNICAL GUIDE 
PRINTING FOR INTERIORS 

GUIDE 2: WALLPAPER 



PRINTING INTERIORS – GETTING STARTED 
WITH PRINTING WALLPAPER DIGITALLY 
Wallpaper has been popular for hundreds of years and is a 

well established industry with a proud tradition and history. 

But as with so many other industries, things changed with the 

digital revolution. Over the last ten years or so digital printing of 

wallpaper has taken off and is on the rise. But there are some 

challenges and limitations for digitally printed wallpapers, and 

we’ll go through some of them in this article. 

Traditionally wallpaper production was a craft, requiring a 

lot of manual work. But like most other print applications 

profitable volume production demanded industrial methods and 

technologies. Today large volume wallpaper production is mainly 

produced in dedicated screen and flexo printing machines, and 

also gravure print technology. To print a 30 m roll with screen 

printing technology demands either a very large flatbed screen, or 

using arotary screen printing press. It goes without saying that the 

volume needs to be quite big to justify the start-up costs in these 

types of printing presses. 

Enter the digital printer and wallpaper printed on-demand. As with 

other types of digital printing there is no time consuming or costly 

printing forme to prepare for a digital press, although the prepress 

side of things can be quite demanding and time consuming. But 

for quite simple patterns, or when printing a particular motif on a 

smaller wall, like for example a map or a photo, the time needed 

to prepare the artwork shouldn’t be that long. The challenges 

when printing wallpaper digitally are instead in three main areas: 

limitations in substrates and textures,  limitations  regarding 

special inks and finally the economic and efficient finishing of 

digitally printed wallpapers. 
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SUBSTRATES AND  TEXTURES 
Anyone who has been shopping around for wallpaper knows what a 

fantastic variety there is to choose from. Some wallpapers are quite 

simple: a pattern printed on a flat surface, and typically on a quite 

thick paper stock. But many wallpapers have a surface texture that is 

an integral part of the design. Complex textured effects such as are 

found with flocked wallpapers are not normally possible to produce 

using standard digital printing methods. 

This is the first limitation for digitally printed wallpapers, because you 

may find that not all of those textured paper types will work well in 

your digital printer. Instead you are likely to find that you’ll have to limit 

your offering to some few paper grades and types, to be sure they 

will behave well and as predicted in the printer. But there are some 

structured vinyl substrates suitable for digital printing, depending on 

what printer and type of ink you will use. 

As usual the choice of substrate will also affect how to colour 

manage the artwork, so you might be better off limiting the number 

of papers to those you have tested and know can provide predictable 

colour results. 

Other considerations when choosing what type of paper stock to 

print wallpaper on is whether it should be self-adhesive or needs 

conventional wallpaper paste when hung. There are low tack 

self-adhesive paper stocks on offer, which can be removed and 

repositioned. Yet another consideration is the paper’s fire resistance. 

Even here there is quite a wide range of papers and substrates to 

choose among for digital printing, but it is a thing to be aware of. 



WHAT INK TO USE? 
As with all printing presses, both analogue and digital, a particular 

press or printer is designed for and optimised to use a certain type 

of ink. A big wallpaper printing factory may have a whole range 

of printing presses to switch between, depending on what type 

of final texture the wallpaper should have. If you plan to invest 

in a digital printer for wallpaper production you must choose 

carefully the technology that best suits your needs, because 

the digital printer can probably only use one type of ink. Within 

digital printing there are several main categories of inks used: 

aqueous inks, dye based, solvent based, UV-curable ink and latex 

inks, just to mention some of the most common. Whatever ink 

you use, you typically want colour accuracy, but also lightfastness 

and durability in general. Durability will mean different things for 

different people, and you might want to test out if your digitally 

printed wallpaper qualifies as being scrubbable, meaning that 

they it’s more durable than wallpaper that is washable. A washable 

wallpaper can be lightly cleaned using a sponge or damp cloth. 

Most paper wallpapers are probably only wipeable, and even that 

should be done with great care. 

If you are tempted to offer metallic inks for the artwork you will 

probably be disappointed with what is on offer when printing 

digitally. While there is some progress in this area, using real 

metallic inks remains a big challenge. You may however be able 

to print on some type of metallic substrate and possibly achieve a 

similar artistic effect to what you are looking for. It all depends on 

if the printer, and so the ink, can print on that substrate. The good 

news is that inkjet digital printing technologies can print on more 

or less any type of substrate. 
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Wallpaper on-demand, digitally printed, is definitely on the rise. Here an 
example from the collection at Hevensent, a start-up company founded by 
Janet Hodcroft, England. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

There is a wide range of printers to choose between suitable to print 

wallpapers digitally, here as an example the Mimaki JV300-160 using 
solvent based ink. 
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PREPARING THE ARTWORK 
Printing on wallpaper makes some special demands on artwork 

preparation. Often these demands are very similar to those 

associated with printing on rolls of fabric. An obvious difficulty 

is to calculate the pattern repeat and its possible overlap. There 

are various special software tools which can help with this, and 

also specialised Raster Image Processing (RIP) systems, like 

for example Caldera Textile Pro, with such features. Another 

common task is to try and limit the spot colours used in the 

design since these are costly to use in the printing press. When 

using analogue printing techniques you could technically use as 

many spot colours as you like, although this would be expensive. 

But when printing digitally you will have to translate the special 

spot colour to the closest match using the CMYK process 

colours. Some colours simply can’t be reproduced with CMYK 

only, and then you will need a printer with additional inks to 

achieve a larger colour gamut. Today it’s increasingly common 

to add Orange, Green and Violet to extend the gamut and reach 

up to 99% of Pantone colours. Make sure that the proofs clearly 

show how well a special colour can be matched on your system. 

To print a large map or photo on a whole wall as a mural, the image 

resolution needs to be very high to be of satisfactory quality. 

But the viewing distance comes into play, so the general rule of 

thumb that images should be at 300 ppi (pixels per inch, often 

mistakenly written as dpi, dots per inch, which really is about 

output resolution) could be stretched a bit. So if you consider  

a typical viewing distance for looking at the wallpaper is about 

one meter, you could accept as low a resolution as about 100 

ppi. But even so for example a 5x2.5 meter size image will create 

a 500 MB image at 100 ppi. Such large sizes have an impact on 

workflow which you need to take into account in production. 

FINISHING THE WALLPAPER 
While there are some challenges and limitations in the substrates 

and inks that can be used in digital printing, perhaps the biggest 

challenge is how to properly finish the printed wallpaper. By 

finishing we mean trimming or cutting the printed substrate to 

size ready for hanging. This must be done to tight tolerances, 

since by its nature wallpaper has to match exactly from roll to 

roll, especially with a repeated pattern. Precise registration is of 

course also crucial when printing a large image in several parts, 

or a big map. Both applications are very popular for on demand 

digital wallpaper production. While there are many digital printer 

types to choose among from vendors like HP and Mimaki, 

there are fewer vendors of dedicated postpress (or finishing) 

equipment for digital print production. If you only aim at custom 

made digital wallpaper production in small volumes and believe 

that you can charge a premium, then you might be able to handle 

the finishing process more or less manually. This will take quite 

considerable time and may require reprints if you exceed the 

tolerances, or make mistakes. For higher volumes and for digital 

wallpaper production in fiercely competitive markets, you will 

need to invest in fast and precise finishing equipment that works 

within tight tolerances. Customers won’t come back to you if they 

are not happy with the end result, which is when the wallpaper is 

hung successfully where it was supposed to go. 

So saying there are fantastic opportunities with digitally printed 

wallpapers, especially when combining creative design with the 

use of new materials, be it substrates or inks, or a combination of 

both. So go explore, and let your imagination go wild! 
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