
You want to make art, but the days and weeks slip by, and other, “more impor-

tant” things always seem to take precedence over your artistic journey. What 

if all you had to be responsible for this week, artistically, was to draw, write or 

decorate the front and back of one small piece of paper? Could you do it? 

This chapter will help you record a year of your life. Every week, your task 

is to create one card—just one card! The small size of one card ensures that 

you can take it everywhere, and the world can become your art studio. Doodle 

and write on your card. Collage, stitch, perforate, even drive over it—anything 

to make a memorable mark. In a year’s time, you will have a complete deck of 

fifty-two cards.

Tie Together in Various Ways

Your cards can be unified in any number of ways: by theme, by palette, 
by repeated imagery. In the card set In the Garden, carved rubber stamps 
of bees, bugs and flowers were used in different combinations. A large 
flower stamp is usually on the back, and the bugs and bees are usually on 
the verso, but I did not adhere to any strict rules.

Getting Started
Buy a high-quality stiff paper from an art supply 
store, such as a four-ply bristol paper, or a 
heavyweight printmaking paper such as Rives BFK 
or Somerset. Using a tabletop paper cutter, make a 
jig to cut the paper to the same card size. (See the 
card-cutting demonstration that follows.) Cut all 
fifty-two cards at once, and cut a few extra just in 
case. It is easiest to cut them all to one size before 
you begin. 

The size of the cards is up to you, though slightly 
oversized cards give you more room to record your 
thoughts. You might want to try a square format, 
a rectangle, a diamond, a circle or an oval. You 
could even consider making your cards each have 
a different amoebic shape. Perhaps you have a 
wonderful box already that you wish to keep the 
cards in—this could determine the exact size of 
your deck of cards.

chapter three
Card Set Art Journals

Choose a Box to Fit Your 
Card Set

For this card set, I bought and 
altered a plastic index card box 
from an office supply store. I made 
copies of egg drawings onto card-
stock and used colored pencils 
and heat-sensitive foil to decorate 
the cards. The suits are organized 
loosely around the idea of the arc 
of the hatching of an egg.
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Cut Your Cards
One thing that can unify a card set is to make all of your cards 
exactly the same size. Rectangular and square cards can be cut 
almost perfectly using a tabletop paper cutter and following along 
with these steps. (If you don’t have a tabletop paper cutter, a local 
frame shop, school, office or printing center is bound to have one 
you can use.)

it’s all in the cards

2 Make the Second Cut 
Put the cut edge against the 

ruler bar of your cutter and make a 
cut perpendicular to the first cut. Square Cards, Seasonal Theme

The backs of these cards all have leaf silhouettes, and 
the fronts depict trees and celestial symbols. They are 
organized loosely through changing seasons. The text 
is personal, relating to daily life.

Trees and Comets Card Set
26 cards, 4" × 4" (10cm × 10cm)
Rives BFK, rubber stamping, colored 
pencil, ink, gouache resist

Amorphous and Circular Cards
To make amorphous-shaped cards, create a pattern out of a piece of lightweight 
cardboard to trace around. For round cards, trace around a lid or plate of the 
desired size. There are also round and oval cutters, but it would only be worth it 
to buy one if you plan to make more than one deck of circular or oval cards.

MaTerialS
bone folder

bristol or printmaking paper 
(enough to make about 60 
cards)

drafting triangle

masking tape

ruler

tabletop paper cutter

3 Cut the Width and Height 
Determine the width you want your cards to be. Tape a drafting tri-

angle onto the cutter so that the 90-degree corner is at that width.
Hold the squared edge of the paper (the two cut edges) against the 

triangle and ruler bar, and cut. Repeat for all cards.
If cutting square cards, there is no need to move the triangle. To cut 

rectangular cards, move the triangle so the distance between it and 
the blade is the height you want your cards. Tape the triangle in place. 
Hold the card against the ruler and triangle, and cut. Repeat for all 
cards.

1  Make the First Cut 
 Tear or cut large sheets of 

paper to a size that will fit into your 
tabletop paper cutter. Do this by 
folding, creasing and using a bone 
folder to tear along the crease, or 
by tearing against a ruler.

Lay the paper along the raised 
ruler or bar perpendicular to the 
blade at the bottom of the cutter. 
Cut one edge of each sheet. 
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Create a Unifying Look All at Once
So that you don’t have to struggle with a blank page (a tiny blank page can be 
just as daunting as a big one), you may want to create the basics of one whole 
season of cards at once. For example, you might spatter a paint texture all over 
the backs of your cards, and tea stain the other side. Or, you can buy or carve 
a rubber stamp that could define one side of your cards. This way, part of your 
art making can be responding to the marks that are already on the cards.

Acrylic and Lace

These card beginnings are made 
by laying a piece of rectangular or 
amoeba-shaped paper on cards. 
Lace was laid on top of that, and 
thinned black acrylic was sprayed 
through the lace.

Gouache Resist

These card beginnings were 
made using the gouache resist 
technique.

Finishing Touches

Rounding the corners of your cards 
creates a nice finishing touch. You 
can find corner rounders at hobby 
and art supply stores. 

Stencils and Sprayed 
Paint

These card beginnings were made 
by spraying paint around simple 

stencils.

Sprayed Paint and  
Gouache Resist

These card beginnings were made 
with a combination of gouache 
resist and sprayed paint.

Unifying Devices for Your Cards
In most card sets, there is a unifying device. Usually 
the backs of the cards are all the same, or there is a 
border or other design on the face of the cards that 
is uniform for all. Your cards don’t have to adhere 
to any of these conceits, but they can. Thinking 

about the design tenets set up by a deck of playing 
cards or tarot cards can inspire your ideas about 
how to begin your own set, by figuring out not only 
what to keep, but what things you want to change. 

30 Receive downloadable bonus materials when you sign up for our free newsletter at artistsnetwork.com/Newsletter_Thanks.  Visit artistsnetwork.com/AlternativeArtJournals for a bonus demonstration by Margaret Peot.       31



Hibernation card-set journal
30 cards, 6" × 4" (15cm × 10cm)
Rives BFK aged with lemon juice, rubber stamping, 
stencils, colored pencil, ink

Mylar Stencils

The crow and the 
hatching turtle were 
made with mylar stencils. 
The stencil plastic is 
transparent, so you can 
see through it to your 
planned design. It cuts 
easily with a craft knife. 
The nice thing about 
stencils and stamps is 
that they are reusable for 
making more cards.

Lemon Juice, Lace  
and Acrylic

The paper was aged before being 
cut to size. I sprayed bottled lemon 
juice through lace and let it dry, 
then baked it in the oven for a 
short time until the golden color 
developed. The rabbit footprints 
and the moon are from stencils, 
printed with a small cosmetic 
sponge and acrylic paint. 

Make a Deck With Friends
Excited about the idea of making a card set? Can’t wait a year? Find three art-
making friends and make a card set in a quarter of the time! Each participant 
can be responsible for creating one suit of cards and making four color cop-
ies of each card (front and back) onto cardstock. At the end of thirteen weeks, 
exchange your sets. 

You may want to get together one evening to cut all the cards and decide on a 
unifying device. That device could be a visual thing, a design similarity, or some-
thing thematic. Perhaps you could do a summer vacations theme, or landscapes, 
or life changes. If you live far apart, assign one person to cut the cards for every-
one and divide and send them out.
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