Printing Cards

Introduction/Managing Expectations

It's going to be nearly impossible to print out cards that exactly match the look and feel of the Wizards of the Coast cards. Color matching is itself a tedious and difficult endeavor and the settings to achieve perfect color matching will be highly dependent upon your specific printer and the paper you print on. If that weren't enough, finding the correct paper and card coating can be challenging and/or expensive, and authentic playing card paper may not be compatible with your printer.

 

If you want to mix printed IDC cards with WOTC cards you already own, by far the easiest and cheapest method is to print cards onto normal paper and sleeve them in front of WOTC cards. Otherwise, you can use sleeves with an opaque back. If you use fully transparent sleeves or none at all, I recommend printing out your entire deck in order to avoid marked cards due to color variations, material differences, etc.

 

This method will yield cards that are about 1.5 times thicker (60 sleeved cards will still fit in a Deck-Box), are a little more bendy, and have a little less snap than the official WOTC cards. Those properties are difficult to duplicate, and I made sacrifices to them which I felt improved the overall image quality, feel, and friction of the cards. On the positive side, these cards appear to be more scratch- and water-resistant than their Wizards of the Coast counterparts. This method requires some effort to get a full deck made, but overall I think the results are worth it.

 

Materials

What you will need (with the specific product I use):

· Print Template

· Printer (Canon PIXMA MegaTank G5020)

· Paper (Canon Matte Photo Paper)

· Spray Sealer (Dupli-Color Clear Acrylic Lacquer)

· Spray Glue (3M Super 77)

· Paper Trimmer (Fiskars Mixed Media ProCision Trimmer)

· Corner Rounder (Sunstar Kadomaru Pro)

· X-Acto Knife

· Metal Straight Edge Ruler

 

Print Template

I've created a template which shows cut lines and adds bleed around the edges of the cards. A little space is left between each card so you never have to make a cut along a card when it is on the "scrap side" of your paper trimmer. The template is set up to print four cards (four fronts and four backs) per US letter-sized (8.5 in x 11 in) sheet of paper, but it should also work on A4-sized paper as well.

The template also corrects the size of the cards by changing the DPI of the template image. Wizards of the Coast Star Wars TCG cards are standard poker-sized cards with dimensions of 63 mm x 88 mm. The images produced by the IDC seem to be sized for traditional poker-sized cards of 2.5 in x 3.5, which is close to 63 mm x 88 mm but not exact.

 

You can download the templates below. They are Photoshop files but can also be opened in an open source image editing software called GIMP if you are looking for a free alternative. To use them, copy/paste the images from the IDC printable PDFs onto the Cards layer and line them up with the guides. I have only tested this with The Last Jedi expansion. I noticed early expansions have different edges and are sized differently in the PDFs, so they will require different templates which I plan to eventually create. Also, non-unit cards require a slightly different bleed than unit cards since their edges are different. Thus, there is one template for each. The same goes for subordinates, but I have yet to create the template for them.

 

I've also created PDFs of The Last Jedi starter decks. The goal is to eventually create similar PDFs for all the expansions and prebuilt decks. Until then, you can use the generic templates to print cards of your choosing.

 

· 4 Card Letter Print Template (unit).psd
· 4 Card Letter Print Template (non-unit).psd
· Powerful Light.pdf
· Powerful Darkness.pdf
 

Printer

There are two main classes of printers to choose from: laser and inkjet. The printers available at print shops are likely to be laser printers. Both laser and inkjet have their advantages and disadvantages.

 

Laser

Laser printers typically have a lower cost-per-page, though the upfront cost of the printer and toner cartridges are higher. The resulting prints have a bit of a reflective sheen to them, which looks nice for cards. The image quality, however, leaves something to be desired. I found the contrast of some card images to be too high for many of the laser printers I tested (lowering the contrast in print settings did not help). A lot of details were lost in darker parts of the images, and it was legitimately difficult to determine what the image was supposed to be in some cases. For what it's worth, the laser printer I found with the best image quality was the Canon imageClass MF743CDW.

 

Inkjet

I did a lot of reading on print-and-play board game forms trying to find the best printing technique, and most of them recommended laser printers over inkjet. When it comes to printing Star Wars TCG cards, however, I disagree. If you use the right paper and print settings, inkjet-printed images are far superior to any laser printer I've seen. The main downside to inkjet printers is their exorbitant ink cost. If you plan to do a lot of card printing, I recommend investing in an ink tank printer. The one I purchased was the Canon PIXMA MegaTank G5020, and I've been very pleased with the image quality. Instead of using ink cartridges, you purchase bottles of ink and refill a reservoir in the printer. This keeps print costs much lower than other inkjet printers--the estimates I've seen are at or below laser printer per-page costs. Canon and Epson each have their own line of ink tank printers

 

Paper

According to my measurements, Wizards of the Coast cards are approximately 320 gsm by weight and are about 0.0119 inches (0.303 mm) thick. Almost any paper you find which approaches 300 gsm will already be thicker than an authentic card. The goal here is to find materials that have about the same weight, stiffness, and snap as a WOTC card while remaining as thin as possible and having a good printable surface--not an easy task.

 

The quality of your prints will depend greatly upon the type of paper you use (perhaps more greatly with inkjet than with laser printers). I highly recommend using paper designed specifically for your printer. For my Canon G5020, I used Canon Matte Photo Paper. It's reasonably heavy at 170 gsm, so back-to-back you wind up with something a tad heavier than a WOTC card. I also tried the thinner (106 gsm) Canon High Resolution Paper, which worked decently well, but the blacks were not as dark as I would have liked.

 

If you opt for a laser printer, many of the board game forms recommend printing on 24 lb (90 gsm) or 32 lb (120 gsm) linen cover stock, and I can affirm that the toner and linen paper combine to form a nice surface. The aforementioned image quality problems with laser printers kept me from settling on these materials, however.

 

If you want a cheaper, easier, and lower-quality option, you can go for 110 lb (300 gsm) cardstock. This can be printed on front and back. I recommend using the printer's duplex function for this to avoid alignment issues. Manually printing on the front and back is almost certain to cause misaligned fronts and backs, but duplex printing kept them very well aligned. This mostly limits you to laser printers, as most of the inkjets I've seen can only handle thin paper for duplex printing, if they support duplex printing at all. I was able to feed thick cardstock through the laser printers I tried. Just make sure you set the paper type to Thick or similar in the print settings so that the toner can properly adhere to the page.

 

Finally, you can purchase real, genuine playing card paper (for a price) from a link in this guide: https://www.lybrary.com/how-to-make-your-own-playing-cards-a-11.html. It's expensive and I was not able to run it through a laser printer with any consistent success. I could not produce a quality print with my Canon G5020 either (the ink never dried). This paper could produce some high-quality cards, but it seems that you need to find a printer capable of handling it.

 

Paper Trimmer

I have the Fiskars Mixed Media ProCision Trimmer. A guillotine-style paper cutter or, if you're careful, a metal straight edge and X-Acto knife would probably work fine as well. Every trimmer will have a "keep side" and a "scrap side" of the blade. In the image below, the keep side is to the left of the blade. Make sure the card you are making a cut on stays on the "keep side" of your cutter (or under the straight edge if using an X-Acto knife). Otherwise, since we're dealing with thicker paper, you'll end up with a side of the card that looks a little bent. 
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Example of a card that was cut on the "scrap side" of the paper trimmer

 

Don't purchase a paper trimmer with a sliding blade like the one below because both sides of the cut will end up looking bent as shown above.
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Also, don't bother purchasing a Cricut or similar die cutting machine. I thought it would end up saving me time with all the cards I planned to cut out, but it's very difficult to align properly and simply isn't accurate enough when you do. A simple vertical cut can be off by about 0.2 degrees, which over an 11 inch sheet of paper is a difference of about 1 mm. That may not sound like much, but it's enough to throw off the look of your cards. I was able to achieve far better accuracy with a manual slicer at far less expense.

 

Corner Rounder

Once your cards are cut, you'll need to round the corners. The WOTC cards have a rounded corner radius of 3 mm, which is about 1/8 inch and isn't the easiest size to find. I've also heard that the run-of-the-mill corner rounders you find at Michael's or other craft stores are of pretty poor quality, though I haven't tried them myself. I purchased the Sunstar Kadomaru Pro, and it's been able to sufficiently punch through all the paper I've thrown at it (though only one sheet at a time). The small setting on the Kadomaru Pro is the correct size. It ships from Japan, so it may take a few weeks to arrive depending on where you live. I've also heard good things about the Oregon Laminations Heavy Duty 3mm Corner Rounder. It looks very durable and appears to be capable of punching through thicker paper than my Kadomaru Pro, but it's more expensive.

 

Glue

I've tried 3M Super 77 and 3M 45 spray glues, and I haven't noticed any difference between the two. I suspect any spray glue that is designed for paper should work. I go with 3M Super 77 because it has a larger coverage area than 3M 45.

 

Sealer

I tried many different products before stumbling upon the one that yielded the right feel. I never would have guessed I'd find it in an auto parts store, but that's where I came across Dupli-Color Clear Acrylic Lacquer. This spray goes on clear and leaves the cards with a plastic-like coating, capable of sliding over one another. The downsides are that it does leave the cards with a bit of an odor, which I hope will fade with time, and the coverage per can is not great. I went through about two cans making a single deck, though I probably could be more efficient now that I know what I'm doing. It's clear and away the best card sealer I've found thus far.

 

The price on Amazon is a little steep. I bought mine at O'Reilly Auto Parts for about half of what Amazon is asking for, so check your local auto parts store first. This is the first and only automotive clear coat I've tried, so I'm curious if anyone can find a similar product out there, perhaps with better coverage area.

 

Other products I have tried:

· Mod Podge

· This goes on very streaky, and it's very difficult to smooth out the brush strokes. Ultimately I was able to get an acceptable level of smoothness, but it took too much time and effort to get it right... not feasible for making a whole deck. Positives: provided a good amount of stiffness and snap, decent feel and friction when brush strokes were properly smoothed out, it's not a spray so you can apply it inside. 

· Mod Podge Matte Clear Acrylic Sealer Spray

· This is basically an aerosol version of regular Mod Podge. It didn't change the texture of the paper very much, so the resulting cards didn't feel like real playing cards. It also had the tendency to pool up and create hazy, whitish splotches if you weren't careful.

· Minwax Polyurethane

· This one resulted in cards with the best snap, and I initially thought it would be the product to use. However, when spraying my second batch of cards, I found that it can leave speckles after the first coat. On top of that, the image doesn't look as good as with the Dupli-Color Lacquer. Being oil-based, it also has a slight yellowing effect, but that honestly wasn't an issue since it's almost undetectable.

· Minwax Polycrylic

· Goes on clear without yellowing but leaves a bumpy texture.

· Krylon Workable Fixative 1306

· Similar to Mod Podge Matte Clear Acrylic Sealer Spray in that it doesn't change the texture of the card much but without the hazy splotches problem. It still can go on a little splotchy if you aren't careful, but the main problem is that it doesn't provide a good texture.

· Krylon Crystal Clear 1303

· Largely the same as Krylon Workable Fixative 1306

· Krylon Matte 1311

· Basically the same product as Mod Podge Matte Clear Acrylic Sealer Spray. I didn’t notice a significant difference between the two.

 

 

Procedure

I use the procedure outlined in Method 3 of the following video (with some modifications) to create my cards.

How To Make Playing Cards - Dining Table Print & Play
  

There are two main reasons I use this four-card template method over others. Firstly, eight- and nine-card templates require either printing the card backs on the reverse side of the sheet or on a separate sheet of paper and gluing them on. In both cases, proper alignment is an issue. I have not been able to consistently and easily align the card back when printing on a sheet's reverse side without using duplex printing. Most inkjet printers can't handle duplex printing with paper thick enough to be worthy of consideration for playing cards. Printing the backs on a separate sheet allows you the freedom of manually aligning the cards, but this can be tedious and requires a light table or more involved folding method to get right. With the four-card template, you need only fold along the dashed line to get perfect alignment every time.

 

Secondly, the glue required to paste the fronts and backs together actually serves to stiffen the cards. I have yet to find any cardstock that is stiff enough on its own to pass for credible playing cards. The glue is the single most important ingredient towards making your cards stiffer and snappier.

 

Step 1: Print

When printing, make sure the page is set to Actual Size and not Fit or Scaled. Be sure to go into your printer driver's properties to change the paper type to match the paper you are using. Finally, set the print quality to the highest setting. For the Canon G5020, I set Media Type to Matte Photo Paper and Print Quality to High.
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Step 2: Spray

This step is the longest and most annoying. If you plan to sleeve your cards or don't mind them having a papery texture, you can probably skip this step. I think it's worth going through, however, to get your cards to feel more professional.

 

Go outside or to a well-ventilated area and spray the cards with your sealer, following the directions printed on the canister. The Dupli-Color lacquer says to apply two light coats followed by a third heavier coat. I've found it takes 4-6 coats to get to the glossy shine I'm after. The nice thing about this spray is it seems to have a decent margin for error. After the two lighter base coats, I've been able to spray the paper at a closer range and coat it fairly heavily without any drips, pools, or splotches.

 

The Dupli-Color lacquer stinks. A lot. In addition to spraying outside, I use a respirator to filter out the fumes. I consulted a chemical engineer (my dad) who said the chemicals in that particular spray smell nasty but shouldn't pose a risk to your health so long as you are in an area with good ventilation. He said if you want to get a respirator, you should get one that filters out organic vapors.

 

Step 3: Fold

After the final coat of sealer has dried, fold the pages in half along the dashed center line so that the fronts and backs of the cards line up. If you take a straight edge and score the dashed line with an X-Acto knife, it becomes much easier to get an accurate fold. 

 

Step 4: Glue

Go back to your well-ventilated area and spray the non-printed side of your card sheets with glue. Wait 30 seconds for the glue to get tacky before folding the sheets over and smoothing them out.

 

I do not sandwich a paper "core" between the two sides of the fold as shown in the video. Two pieces of Matte Photo Paper are already thicker than an authentic card, and, in my opinion, using even a thin 20 lb (75 gsm) sheet of printer paper for the core makes them a little too rigid and stiff. It's an option, though, if you prefer thicker cards. Most real playing cards use a black or blue core to block light, so I recommend using one of those colors if you go that route.

 

Step 5: Cut

Wait at least 15 minutes for the bonding time of the glue to elapse. Then, with the backs facing up, carefully cut along the inside edge of the solid cut lines, making sure the card(s) you are cutting is on "keep side" of your trimmer. The white corner markers are there so you don't lose the cut lines as you trim off paper. Be as precise as you can, but don't worry if a sliver of a white marker remains; that'll get removed when you round the corners.

 

If you're using the Fiskars ProCision or a similar cutter, start the blade on the end farthest from where your paper is and apply a bit of pressure while sliding the blade to ensure a clean cut. I've noticed the Matte Photo Paper sometimes frays a little when being cut. If you wind up with a frayed edge, don't panic. Take some fine-grit sandpaper (I've had success with 400 grit), and gently sand down the edge until it's smooth.

 

Step 6: Round

Round all corners of you cards with a 3mm corner rounder--the small size on the Kadomaru Pro.

 

That's it! Enjoy your very own, freshly made, semi-professional Star Wars TCG cards! If you cut out your cards soon after gluing them, you may notice that they are a little floppy. They will stiffen up over the next several hours as the glue dries. You may consider keeping them under a heavy book to make sure they get nice and flat.

