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RIPs for Ink-Jet Printers:
The State of a Large Market

IN THE past ten years, we have witnessed the fastest evolution of
any digital printing technology: ink-jet. The high resolution,
image quality, speed and low cost of ink-jet printers have re-

sulted in the demise of many previously relied-upon printing tech-
nologies. In 1994, Seiko Epson Corporation introduced its first
color ink-jet printer, the Epson Stylus Color. Six years later, Epson
ink-jet printers are found in many different work environments,
including homes, offices, industrial sites and (in 1998) a NASA
space mission. Epson is not the only vendor with such a success
story. Canon, Encad, HP, Roland and others have also jumped on
this bandwagon of opportunity and have been equally successful in
filling the demand for today’s computer-oriented society.

Although many ink-jet printers today offer impressive speed
and resolution, the quality of the printed output is only as good as
the quality of the data sent to the printer from the RIP. A RIP takes
the PostScript file, creates a display list of all the items on the page,
applies screening to images, and spits out composite or separated
bitmap files. All output devices are “slaves”; they simply print these
bitmap files, and poor input data to the printer results in a garbage
in/garbage out scenario.

Identify the workflow size

Choosing an ink-jet printer is generally considered the “easy part”
(and often the cheapest part) of an investment. The next task is to
decide which RIP you should use to drive the printer. Unfortu-
nately, there is no such thing as an ideal RIP for all users; if there
were, it would make the selection process much easier. However,
every user workflow has different requirements, such as trapping,
color management, file types, imposition, OPI support, network,
queue management and much more.

In order to decide which RIP is appropriate for a particular
user, it is important to identify the features of available RIPs, and
whether such features are appropriate for the end application. In
addition, it is important to assess the workflow environment in
which the RIP will be used, as all RIPs are designed for different size
workflows. Generally, there are three broad workflow sizes:
• Small workflows. These workflows are typical for designers and

service bureaus. The RIP is required to drive only one printer
with one print queue, and few features are needed in the RIP.
Typical RIPs for such workflows include CAD Link PhotoScript,
Strydent StyleScript or TechPool Transverter Pro.

• Medium workflows. Usually found in small-to-medium-size or-
ganizations, these workflows typically require the RIP to drive
more than one printer, to publish multiple printer queues and to
save paper by imposing two or more RIPped files on one page.
Typical RIPs for such workflows include Aurelon DeskCheck and
Wasatch SoftRIP.

• Large workflows. Mainly aimed at large organizations, or perhaps
several organizations that are networked across a WAN, these

workflows require the RIP

to offer advanced print
queue management, to
have robust multitasking
ability (the ability to re-
ceive and parse queued
jobs seamlessly while send-
ing data to several print-
ers) and offer superior
performance and process-
ing speed. Typical RIPs for
such workflows include
CreoScitex Brisque, EFI
Fiery LX, and Xitron
Navigator XPR.

Homework time

In this study, we have com-
piled a comparison table to
do the homework for you.
Our table analyzes many of
the current RIPs available for
ink-jet printers today, and
compares the key features
and specifications of each product. However, for the fullest details,
you should consult our Web site at www.seyboldreport.com/rips/
chart.html, which provides many additional specifications (and any
post-publication updates) for each RIP.

When assessing the various products in the comparison table,
it is important to understand each table field and its relevance to
the product. Listed below is an explanation of the different fields
used in the table:
• System type. RIPs are available either as software products or as

stand-alone systems. Contrary to popular belief, there is no such
thing as a “hardware RIP.” Although many people do refer to
boxed systems (such as EFI’s Fiery product) as hardware RIPs,
these are merely computers with a simple user interface and
preinstalled RIP software. A stand-alone system refers to a com-
plete “out-of-the-box” solution, where the RIP software is sold
with a computer.

• Platforms supported. This column lists the different operating
systems for which the RIP software is available.

• Printers supported. Only ink-jet printers are listed in this col-
umn. Some RIPs may drive additional output devices, such as
imagesetters, platesetters, or electrophotographic devices.

• PostScript interpreter. The PostScript interpreter is the core com-
ponent in a RIP; it parses the code, screens images and creates
the bitmap file. Many RIPs use third-party interpreters in their
RIPs, such as Adobe CPSI, Harlequin, 5D Jaws or GhostScript.

Just for ink-jet. Aurelon’s DeskCheck
is one of many RIPs developed specifi-
cally for ink-jet printers. The RIP is
available in several configurations (a
studio edition, a large-format edition,
a production server and a complete
system) and supports both Mac and
Windows platforms.
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The chart in this printed article necessarily focuses on basic com-
parisons. But on our Web site, space limitations do not arise, and
there you will find many more points of comparison to help you
in choosing a RIP. The entry point is www.seyboldreports.com/rips/.

In addition to repeating (and perhaps updating) the information
on these pages, we present the following details:

Creates ICC profiles? Some RIPs allow printer profiles to be cre-
ated by printing a target, measuring the target’s color patches
with a spectrophotometer and feeding the data to a profile-cre-
ation module.

Output device linearization? Ink-jet printers, like other digital
output devices, are not linear. Many RIPs compensate for non-
linearity by applying predefined transfer curves during the
rasterization process. (The RIP vendor supplies transfer curves for
the printer models that are supported.) However, some vendors
offer a printer linearization module, claiming that it is necessary to
build transfer curves for each individual printer, taking into ac-
count environmental variances such as relative humidity, which
can affect paper absorbency and ink droplet size.

In-RIP trapping? Trapping capability may be required if the proof
should show trapping that will occur in the final printed product.

Trap editability? For certain applications, manual trap editing
may be required. Some RIPs offer this feature.

Number of devices RIP can drive. Many RIPs have the ability to
drive more than one output device at a time. These might be
printers, but could also include platesetters, imagesetters, electro-
photographic plotters, etc.

Number of device queues that can be created. Print queues
provide users with the ability to print to a device using predefined
parameters, such as page setup, resolution, media type, target
ICC profile and more. If the RIP allows several queues to be cre-
ated, then different print queues can be assigned for differing
print applications.

Can the RIP create output files? Some users may require the RIP

to produce an output file from the RIPped data (in such diverse
formats as PDF, TIFF, JPEG, etc.) for soft-proofing, archiving or other
purposes.

What PostScript level does the RIP support? Not all RIPs offer
PS Level 3 support. This may be an issue for certain workflow
environments.

What PDF level does the RIP support? With the increasing use
of PDF files, there is a growing trend among RIP vendors to offer
native PDF support (i.e., a PDF file can be sent straight to the RIP
without converting it to a PS file). However, many RIPs are limited

in their PDF support, so it is advisable to verify whether the RIP can
handle the language level you will use.

Does the RIP have an imposition module? For ink-jet printers,
particularly medium- and large-format printers, the ability to im-
pose two or more RIPped files on one page to save media can
significantly reduce consumable costs.

Does the RIP provide 2-byte font support? Due to the large
number of characters in East Asian languages (anywhere from
2,000 to 6,000 characters in each font), they require two bytes
per character to reference their fonts, whereas Western language
fonts require only one byte. Not all RIPs provide this font support.
There are also differences in the file formats used by different font
foundries.

Does the RIP publish printer queues for network users? If
multiple users send jobs the RIP across a network, then the RIP will
be required to publish one or more printer queues.

Can the RIP spool and parse queued jobs while sending data
to a printer? For medium or high RIP usage, the RIP should have
the ability to spool and parse queued jobs while printing, or bottle-
necks may occur in the workflow.

Can users monitor status of queued jobs? For network use, a
queue status monitor application allows users to check on the
files waiting to be processed.

Can status be viewed remotely through a browser? For many
network environments, it may not be practical for users to go to
the RIP every time they want to view its queue status. Some RIPs
publish a Web page that enables users to view job status remotely
without a special application program.

Is there a priority system, whereby a rush job can be jumped
ahead of jobs already queued up? For certain workflow envi-
ronments, it may be necessary to assign a priority status to queued
jobs so that urgent jobs can be pushed through.

Support for output devices other than ink-jet printers? Many
of the RIPs in this comparison table offer support for other output
devices. This may be useful for workflows where one RIP is re-
quired to drive other devices, i.e., a platesetter or electrophoto-
graphic device.

Base price. The price stated in this field is the list price without
additional options. All prices are subject to change; buyers are
recommended to verify current prices before making purchasing
decisions.

Available modular options. Although a basic RIP product may
not have all the features you’d like, more functions may be of-
fered as a modular option at an additional cost.

More Details on the Web Site



Volume 30, Number 8 The Seybold Report on Publishing Systems

5

������� �
��	�
�� �


��	��� � 
�������� � 
������� � 
����������
����������� �

���������	�
����

���	������
�������� �

�����������
������� �

�
�� �
������� �


���� �

 

RIPS for Ink-jet Printers

Note 1. In 2001, the Cactus Ink-jet will be marketed by Onyx Graphics.
Note 2. Adobe has suspended development on PressReady.
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RIPS for Ink-jet Printers
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Note 3. In December, Yarc reported that it has suspended operations.
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• Color management system integrated with the RIP? With the
increasing adoption of color management, a color management
system (CMS) is a common component in many workflows to-
day. There is an increasing trend to apply color management at
the RIP, so that device independence in a file can be maintained
through the entire workflow, right up to the output system.

• Supports ICC profiles? As ICC profiles are the current standard
in color management, many RIPs provide support for this
format.

• Which input file formats are supported? Many RIPs offer sup-
port for multiple input file formats. A key consideration when
planning a RIP investment is to identify the file format used in
your current workflow and ensure that the RIP offers such com-
patibility. For example, if you use a PDF workflow, you do not
want to have to create special PostScript files for the RIP—you
want a RIP that accepts PDF files.

• Provision of OPI support? OPI servers are still a popular compo-
nent in many workflows today. For such workflows, it is critical
that the RIP can read and honor attached OPI comments from
the low-res images.

Conclusion

As you look over the tables on these pages, it may seem that the
market is overwhelmingly—and perhaps unnecessarily—complex.
But that’s because ink-jet technology has been such a success that
it can span a huge range of applications, and the market is big
enough that it’s worth optimizing products for each of them. With
a very little study of the tables (and some ruthless weeding out of
products that clearly don’t meet your needs), we think you’ll be
able to narrow the choices down to a manageable number.

Eliot Harper
eliot@attributes.co.uk
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