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David

• Started working at Enfocus in 1996
(Tailor, PitStop…)

• Helped to start the Ghent Workgroup in June 2002
• Co-founded Gradual Software in 2004

(Switch)
• CTO at Four Pees from 2008

(working with callas software, axaio software, 
Elpical, InSoft…)



Christian

• 30+ years of experience in several companies and roles:
– bleuprocess (Founder & owner)
– agileStreams, now Four Pees France (Founder & CEO)
– Gap Systems (Implementation Consultant, then COO)
– Enfocus (International Sales Account Manager)
– Nestlé (eBusiness Project Manager & Graphic Chain Expert)
– Société Alsacienne d’Aluminium, now AMCOR (Prepress Manager)

• Currently serves as Head of Customer Success at Four Pees
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A brief history of PDF/X 
and derived standards



PDF (ISO 32.000)

PDF/X-1a 1.3
199920012003

PDF/X-4 1.6
20082010

PDF/X-6 2.0
2020

GWG 1v4

GWG 2022



PDF/X-1a PDF/X-4 PDF/X-6
1.3 1.6 2.0

CMYK, gray, 
spotcolor

No transparency

All color-managed 
color spaces

Live transparency

Layers

JPEG-2000 
compression

Page-based output 
intents

Dpart information

CxF information

Object-based black-
point compensation

Additional colorant 
information
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Evolution driven by RIP technology



RIP technology

• The RIP (Raster Image Processor) is in charge to convert the 
original PDF into a raster image that the platesetter or 
printing machine can understand

• Older RIPs had to convert the PDF into a PostScript file first
– As PostScript does not understand transparency, file has to be

flattened during the conversion from PDF to PostScript, using the 
CPSI (Configurable PostScript Interpreter)

• Modern RIPs, such as APPE (Adobe PDF Print Engine)-based
or Harlequin-based can directly process the PDF
– They are able to honor modern features of PDF natively
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Transparency flattening









Penguins Penguins Penguins 
are the are the are the 

best!best!best!



Original Flattened Result



Problems

• It complicates the PDF files
– Makes the PDF file bigger in size
– Makes it more difficult to print

• It reduces editability
• It can cause alignment issues (white lines)
• It can cause color issue (text / vector vs image)

• NO – flattening IS NOT the same as ripping.
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Modern features



Modern features of PDF

• Live transparency
– Almost every file contains some sort of transparency now!

• Layers
– This is useful to separate content
– This has allowed to add automation to the workflow
– This is needed for the ISO 19593-1 standard (processing steps)



Modern features of PDF

• JPEG2000 compression
– This allows to decrease the file size with a higher quality than

JPEG (can even be non destructive)

• Color-managed images
– This allows to keep the best color accuracy you can get with

images using extended gamut (6 or 7 colors for example)



Modern features of PDF

• No question!
You are going to get PDF files that contain
– Live transparency
– Layers
– JPEG2000
– Color-managed images

• Everything here will be lost when converting these
PDFs into a PDF/X-1a standard!
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Risks, risks, risks



I want to use PDF/X-4! 
But I have seen files where…

You have my deepest sympathy.

Now use PDF/X-4.



Good prints Bad prints

You are a printer…
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Communication and testing



Communication

• Communication between stakeholders of the chain
is KEY!

• Of course, you’re not going to switch from PDF/X-1a 
to PDF/X-4 over the weekend without telling
anyone and expecting that this will solve ALL of 
your issues!



Testing

• To ensure that your workflow (and the workflow of 
the other stakeholders, upstream and downstream) 
is behaving correctly, you have to make tests to see
if everything is in order

• How?
– The Ghent Workgroup provides you the best tool to test 

this: the Ghent PDF Output Suite
– Available for FREE here: https://gwg.org/gos5/



The Ghent PDF Output Suite



The Ghent PDF Output Suite

• The Ghent PDF Output Suite allows you to test 
CMYK, SPOT and CMS parts of your workflow

• Each patch comes with a description of the purpose
and explanation of the (possible) errors

• Easy to use!
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Questions?



Copyright Notice:

This presentation is copyright of Ghent Workgroup. If you’d like to reproduce it in whole or in part; on the web, 
in a magazine or elsewhere; whether in the original English or in translation; please contact admin@gwg.org. 

Permission will usually be granted very quickly and easily for any use that will help to spread accurate 
information throughout the graphic arts industry.
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