
Coming to terms

By Constance J. Sidles

On
Paper

When you choose a paper, make sure
Choice is good, but when it comes to
paper there can be too much of a good
thing. I checked out a paper manufac-
turer’s catalog recently and found I could
buy five different grades of paper with
three different finishes in five different ba-
sis weights. And that was just one kind of
web paper. I could also buy bond, book,
cover, and board papers.

The problem was, I only wanted to buy
one kind of paper for one job. My choices
were made more bewildering by the fact
that different kinds of paper are graded
and classified, even weighed, with different
systems. That’s because paper manufactur-
ers are historically very conservative. They
never throw away a term. If a paper was
once manufactured a certain way, then
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it is forever referred to in that way.
The result makes comparing apples to

oranges seem like child’s play. Let’s say
you’re looking for a sheet of medium
weight and middling grade. You decide to
compare bond papers with book papers.
You’ve heard that 20-pound bond is a nice
weight for your job, but you want to see
what a similar book paper would look like
and cost. You learn that 20-pound bond
paper is not the same as 20-pound book
paper. Not even close. So, you ask, what
is the equivalent of 20-pound bond? The
rough answer is 50-pound book. Different
basis of measurement.

Trying to find equivalent papers across
different grades may make you feel like the
tourist who asked an Irishman how to
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drive from Cork to Dublin. He was told,
“You can’t get there from here.” In other
words, you can’t really compare equivalent
paper sheets because there is no equiva-
lence: the characteristics are too different.

What you can do is learn the purpose for
which each paper is formulated. Then, by
looking at printed samples and matching
characteristics to needs, you can select the
paper that’s right for each job. Below are a
glossary and a table that might help clear
up some confusion. Look at the table first,
then check out the terms in the glossary.

Be aware that in each category, papers
are made at different levels of quality hav-
ing to do with weight, opacity, smooth-
ness, strength, finish, and runnability.
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you always ask to see printed samples.
If you’re going to print on both sides of
the paper, ask to see two-sided printed
samples. Check how the ink appears on
the paper. Is it absorbed or does it stay
more on the paper surface? Do the col-
ors look vibrant? Are details easily dis-
cerned? Is the paper surface adequate
for the effect you’re trying to create?

Also ask about the strength character-
istics you may need. Can the paper be
folded without cracking? Will it with-
stand staples or other binding? Can it
be mailed without damage?

Make sure you discuss with your sup-
plier exactly how you plan to use the
paper. Then listen to the supplier’s rec-
ommendations, check other paper mills,
and make your choice. ◗

Constance J. Sidles is a production consult-
ant and writer who lives in Seattle. Her
column “On Paper” appears in every issue
Glossary of paper types and finishes

Antique finish: Paper surface made with a slightly

rough texture.

Basis weight: Manufacturers’ system for classifying

papers by thickness and weight. To figure the basis

weight of a paper, manufacturers determine a stan-

dard-size sheet of paper (which varies, depending on

what type of paper it is), stack up 500 sheets, and then

weigh the total. Five hundred sheets of 50-pound

book paper cut to 25 by 38 inches, for example, would

weigh 50 pounds.

Board: Extremely heavy paper used for cards, covers,

and boxes. Also called index paper or tag.

Bond paper: Type of paper stock designed to be used

for business stationery and photocopying. It comes

with different finishes and in different colors, with

matching envelopes. It is formulated to withstand

folding and stapling, as well as heat (as it passes

through a laser printer or copier).

Book paper: Type of paper stock designed to be used

as a general offset paper. It is sometimes called offset

paper. It comes coated or uncoated. Uncoated book

papers are available with different textures of finish,

including antique and wove. Coated book papers are

available with three basic degrees of glossiness: dull,

matte, and gloss.

Bristol: A kind of thick, stiff paper measuring 6 points

thick or more. Sometimes called index.

C1S: Stands for “coated one side.” Some papers, nota-

bly cover stock, can be coated on one side and uncoat-

ed on the other side. Such papers are usually cheaper

than those coated on both sides. Generally, the coated
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side is the side that’s printed; the uncoated side is

usually left blank. Paperback book covers, for ex-

ample, are often printed with C1S papers.

C2S: Stands for “coated two sides.”

Calender: To make a paper smooth by running it

through highly polished rollers during manufacture.

Calendered papers have some of the printing charac-

teristics of coated papers but are much cheaper.

Cast-coated:  High-quality, very glossy paper made

by pressing the coating against a polished drum

while the coating is still wet. Cast-coated papers have

the best ink holdout of any papers.

Coating: A layer of clay and chemicals applied to pa-

per during manufacture. Coatings smooth out the

surface of paper, allowing the paper to reflect light

better and more evenly, which makes the ink colors

stand out more.

Cockle: A finish on bond paper that creates a puck-

ered surface.

Cover: A high-quality, heavy paper often used for

covers. It can be coated on one or both sides, or to-

tally uncoated.

Dual-purpose paper: Abbreviated DP, this is a bond

paper formulated to accept either toner or ink.

Dull: A nonglossy finish supplied by coating; smooth-

er than matte finish. (For instance, this magazine is

printed on dull paper.)

Felt: A textured finish that appears slightly woven.

Finish: The surface characteristics of paper. Finishes

can be created by running the paper over different

kinds of rollers, which can smooth and polish the pa-

per or apply different textures before the paper fully

dries. Finishes can also be applied by adding coating.

Gloss: A shiny finish, usually supplied by coating.

Index: A heavy card-stock paper; same as bristol or

board paper.

Laid: A finish with grids of parallel lines pressed into

the paper.

Linen: A finish with crossing lines, simulating cloth.

Matte: A dull finish, supplied by coating. With matte

papers, the buyer gets the improved runnability of

coating without the shine of gloss finish, which can

be hard on the eyes.

Parchment: A hard finish on paper, intended to

simulate real parchment (which is made from thin,

scraped animal skin).

Plate: Very smooth kind of finish.

Point: Unit of measure for calipering the thickness of

paper. One point equals .001 inch. (Note that this is

different from the point that is a unit of measure in

graphic design, which equals 1⁄72 inch.)

Text: A high-quality, soft-textured paper.

Vellum: A rough, almost pebbly finish.

Wove: A smooth finish with a light pattern.
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