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Card m agic is  re ple te  w ith  possibilitie s  tow ard pre se ntation and m e th od, but it's h ard to spe nd 
m uch  tim e  on th e  cre ative  side  of th ings w ith out running into w alls. Spe cifically, w h e re  do you 
obtain cards h aving th e  back s and face s you ne e d, w h e n you ne e d th e m ? If im m e diacy is  
param ount, m any tim e s, th e  only solution is  to m ak e  th e m  yourse lf. So, naturally, inte re st in 
h om e m ade  card gaffs h as alw ays be e n strong. 

Th is  is  ne ith e r th e  first nor last book  to de al w ith  th e  art and craft of card gaffing. Inde e d, se ve ral 
good book s and vide os alre ady pe ppe r th e  m ark e t. W h y ye t anoth e r? A trite  answ e r w ould be , 
“Th e re ’s  m ore  th an one  w ay to sk in a cat”, but th at's a disturbing visual. Le t's go w ith , “Th e re ’s  
m ore  th an one  w ay to pe e l a black  tige r”. Now  th e re ’s an idiom  I can ge t be h ind. Any w ay you care  
to look  at it, th e re 's  a nich e  to fill. Th is  k now le dge  gap is  all th e  m ore  appare nt by th e  ince ssant 
stre am  of gaffing q ue stions on Inte rne t m agic forum s de spite  all th e  inform ation publish e d 
h e re tofore . H e nce , th is  book .

Ye t, re dundancy can be  annoying. So to save  space , w e  w on't dw e ll on applications (i.e . trick s). 
Th e y lie  outside  th e  scope  and purpose  of th is  book , w h ich  is  w ritte n w ith  th e  assum ption th at 
th e  re ade r is  fully aw are  of th e  possibilitie s. Furth e rm ore , aside  from  incide ntal usage , rubbe r 
ce m e nting and ink je t printing w ill not be  discusse d, as th e y h ave  alre ady be e n cove re d in gre at 
de tail e lse w h e re . Inste ad, w e  w ill focus on th e  le sse r- k now n "dry m ounting" te ch niq ue . 
Aw are ne ss  is  grow ing, but m ost ne ve r both e r to try it be cause  th e y th ink  it's e ith e r too e xpe nsive  
or th e y don't k now  w h e re  to be gin. Th is  book  is  m e ant to re m e dy th at situation. It tak e s  you ste p-
by- ste p and sh ow s h ow  profe ssional- q uality gaffs can be  m ade  using e asily obtainable  m ate rials 
and e q uipm e nt. W ith  practice , it offe rs an alte rnative  to rubbe r ce m e nt th at yie lds re sults anyone  
w ill be  proud of.

Th is  w ork  pre se nts som e  unusual construction m e th ods th at are  not de scribe d anyw h e re  e lse , 
distilling ye ars of painful e xpe rie nce  into a form  be ginne rs can e asily dige st. As w e ll, gre at care  
w as tak e n to avoid gue ssw ork  and spe culation. Eve ryth ing you se e  h e re  w as actually trie d and 
te ste d. In m ost case s, clarifying ph otograph s and illustrations are  include d to com ple m e nt th e  
te xt.

If cre ativity is  th e  fue l of innovation, th e n h om e  gaffm ak ing is  th e  e ngine  th at drive s m agic 
forw ard. It is  m y since re  h ope  th at you w ill find th is  inform ation to be  e m ine ntly practical, 
e q uipping you w ith  an e arne d sk ill th at re pays itse lf m any tim e s ove r. If noth ing e lse , it sh ould 
give  you a gre ate r appre ciation for all th e  labor th at goe s into constructing th e  gaffs you can buy 
in m agic sh ops.

Craig M atsuok a
2007
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Ste p one : Th e  righ t attitude

I applaud your se nse  of adve nture  in w anting to le arn th e  m ate rial in th is  book , but you sh ould 
k now  w h at you're  ge tting into.

Card gaffing is  te dious w ork . Frank ly, it’s  a ch ore . H ow e ve r, w h e n you find yourse lf q ue stioning 
th e  cost of th e  labor, conside r th is : Th e  e ffort you put into le arning th is  craft give s you th e  pow e r 
to fle sh  out your ide as. Finally, you can stop w ish ing and start h aving! Th ose  w e ird gaffs you’ve  
be e n fantasiz ing about in your note book s w ill com e  to life  th rough  th e  industry of your h ands. 
H ow  m uch  is  th at ability w orth  to you? O nly you can de te rm ine  th at.

D iscourage d ye t? No? Th e n do th is : Re ad th rough  e ach  proce dure  se ve ral tim e s first and try to 
visualiz e  yourse lf doing it all. Th at w ay, you w on’t ge t snagge d on th e  h orns of nasty surprise s. 
Be gin at th e  first page  and re ad all th e  w ay th rough  to th e  last. Th e  e xplanations are  progre ssive , 
and re ly on k now le dge  gaine d from  pre vious se ctions. So if you sk ip around, you’ll ge t lost.

Th e  be st advice  I can offe r is  to h ang in th e re  and w ork  in a room  w h e re  no one  can h e ar you 
scre am . Th e re 's  no royal road h e re . W ork ing w ith  dry m ounting tissue  involve s a gre at de al of 
patie nce  and atte ntion to de tail. You'll m ak e  m istak e s  aple nty and ruin countle ss gaffs on your 
journe y to pe rfe ction. 

D on't rush . Tak ing sh ortcuts w ill ofte n le ad to frustration and gaff crapitude .

Ge tting Starte d
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A good place  to be gin our discussion is  at th e  Unite d State s Playing Card Com pany. By 
unde rstanding h ow  cards are  m ade , you'll h ave  a be tte r ide a of w h at it tak e s  to prope rly gaff th e m .

Bicycle s be gin th e ir live s as h uge  rolls of line n/w ood pulp pape r m e asuring about four fe e t 
diam e te r. Th e y are  fe d into a pasting m ach ine  w h e re  tw o laye rs of th e  pape r are  fuse d toge th e r 
w ith  black  paste . U SPCC says it’s  th e  se cre t sauce  th at le nds durability, playability, and 
“sh uffle ability”. Ne xt, th e  drie d/cure d pape r is  give n a plastic lam inate d coating and se nt to a 
m ach ine  calle d a “crush e r” th at e nsure s  uniform  pape r th ick ne ss  be fore  it’s  h ande d ove r to th e  
printing de partm e nt. A dim ple d patte rn e m bosse d into th e  surface  cre ate s a te xture  calle d an “air-
cush ion” finish  th at e lim inate s sh ine  w h ile  im proving slip and durability.

Th e  finish e d rolls of lam inate d pape r are  infe d to a four- color h igh - spe e d w e b  offse t pre ss  th at, 
lik e  all such  pre sse s, prints on continuous rolls at a diz z ying rate . Th e  fre sh ly printe d pape r th e n 
z oom s straigh t th rough  a drying ove n w h e re  th e  ink  rapidly cure s. 

At th e  output, th ings start to look  m ore  fam iliar. Sh e e ts of fifty- four cards are  cut from  th e  roll, 
e ach  arrange d in a grid of e igh t cards w ide  by se ve n cards h igh . M ost of us h ave  se e n th e m  offe re d 
to colle ctors as “uncut sh e e ts”. Th e se  s h e e ts are  inspe cte d and fe d th rough  a m ach ine  th at cuts 
th e m  into h oriz ontal strips of e igh t cards e ach . You w ould th ink  a k nife  guillotine  is  use d, since  it 
can cut th rough  a th ick  stack  all at once , but th at’s not w h at h appe ns. Th e  m ach ine  cuts sh e e ts 
one  at a tim e , possibly for th e  sak e  of consiste ncy. 

Finally, th e  strips are  stack e d and loade d into a die - cutting m ach ine  w h e re  individual cards are  
punch e d out. From  th e re , it's on to inspe ction and pack aging.

As you can se e , m uch  h appe ns be fore  you can play Victor Frank e nste in.

Inside  th e  Factory
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Th e se  laye rs can be  se parate d w ith  a w ate rle ss te ch niq ue  calle d “dry splitting” or “dry pe e ling”. 
It's a fundam e ntal sk ill th at you'll ne e d to h ave  be fore  atte m pting anyth ing e lse  in th is  book . To 
ne w com e rs, th is  m igh t sound daunting. H ow e ve r, if you follow  th e  instructions in th e  ne xt se ction 
and de vote  an e ntire  practice  de ck  of Bicycle s to de struction, you'll be  pe e ling lik e  a pro soon 
e nough . Be fore  w e  be gin, w e  sh ould discuss w h y...

Playing cards h ave  th re e  laye rs. In figure  1, you can se e  th at tw o oute r laye rs sandw ich  a dark  gray 
ce nte r laye r.

Figure  1

O ute r laye r (back )

Ce nte r Laye r

O ute r laye r (face )

Playing Card Anatom y
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Th e  ce nte r laye r is  actually black  w ate r- soluble  glue , so w h y not soak  th e  cards in w ate r or ste am  
th e m  and be  done  w ith  it? Easy, righ t?

W rong. Th e re  is  noth ing q uick  and e asy about w e t splitting. It h e lps to unde rstand w h at h appe ns 
w h e n you soak  a Bicycle  playing card. It w e ak e ns th e  inte rface  be tw e e n th e  pape r and th e  plastic 
coating, m ak ing th e  surface  prone  to bubbling. In th is  fragile  state , it doe sn't tak e  m uch  e ffort to 
accide ntally te ar th e  w e t surface  of th e  pape r and crack  th e  ink . A rubbe r braye r can h e lp sq ue e z e  
aw ay th e  w ate r, but dam age  is  still h ard to avoid, particularly to th e  dim ple s of th e  air- cush ion 
finish .

Th e re afte r, m uch  tim e  is  w aste d in care fully drying th e  card. Eve n afte r it drie s  out, th e  finish  
ne ve r look s or fe e ls as good as it did be fore  th e  soak . Save  yourse lf th e  aggravation and stick  w ith  
dry splitting.

W ate r is all W e t
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Be ar in m ind th at you're  fraying th e  corne r 
into tw o parts: a th in laye r and a th ick  laye r. 
In our e xam ple  h e re , th e  th in laye r is  th e  
face , w h ile  th e  th ick  laye r actually consists of 
tw o laye rs: th e  ce nte r and th e  back . If you're  
confuse d, re fe r to page  7 again.

If you h ave  sh ort finge rnails, you'll find it h e lpful to use  a raz or blade  or a h obby k nife  to 
pry th e  corne r laye rs apart by about a m illim e te r. Th e n, grab th e  th ick  laye r w ith  e ye brow  
pluck ing tw e e z e rs  and pull it back w ard on itse lf to incre ase  th e  se paration by anoth e r 
m illim e te r or tw o.

Ge tting th e  corne r starte d is  trick y and m igh t be com e  th e  part of th e  job you’ll h ate  th e  
m ost. W h ile  you're  le arning th is, th e  corne r  m igh t e nd up look ing lik e  your rabbit h ad be e n 
ch e w ing on it, but k e e p practicing. You'll ge t be tte r. Avoiding nail de nts and w rink le  m ark s  
isn't e asy, but you h ave  one  th ing w ork ing in your favor: Th e  m ark s  are  le ss notice able  afte r 
you glue  th e  gaff toge th e r, so th e  corne r ne e dn’t be  flaw le ss.

Forge t w ate r. D ry splitting is  th e  w ay to go. It's q uick  and allow s you to h andle  th e  pie ce s  w ith  
little  risk . Th e re  are  diffe re nt dry splitting te ch niq ue s  and afte r a w h ile , you'll se ttle  on one  th at 
w ork s  be st for you. Som e  e xpe rt pe e le rs scrape  cards across a table  e dge  in one  q uick  
uninte rrupte d m otion, but th e  le arning curve  of th at approach  is  ste e p. Th e re 's  an e asie r m e th od 
w h e re  you pe e l th e  card a little  at a tim e  diagonally from  corne r to corne r. Expe rt Card Te ch niq ue  
te ach e s  it, but it’s  so fundam e ntal th at w e 'll e xplain it h e re  and add a fe w  h e lpful tips to m ak e  
th ings e ve n e asie r for you.

Dry Splitting

Start w ith  a fre sh  ne w  card and tap one  non-
inde x corne r against a h ard surface  until it 
de nts sligh tly (ph oto 1). Fray th e  corne r just 
e nough  so you can se parate  th e  oute r face  
laye r and be gin pe e ling.

Tap corne r against a h ard surface

W e 'll pe e l a face  for th is  tutorial. 

1
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O nce  you fray e nough  of th e  laye rs to ge t a 
purch ase  on th e m  w ith  your finge rs, lay th e  card 
(th ick  s ide  upw ard) on a h ard flat surface . H old 
th e  th in corne r dow n w ith  your m iddle  finge r 
and grab th e  uppe r th ick  corne r w ith  your oth e r 
h and. Ke e p your k nuck le s firm ly pre sse d against 
th e  card.

Now  pull back  and upw ard on th e  th ick  corne r by 
rolling th at h and back w ard on its k nuck le s w h ile  
your oth e r h and re m ains stationary. Th is  pe e ling 
action sh ould be  fairly rapid, ye t sm ooth  and 
controlle d. As you do th is, th e  se paration point 
advance s by approxim ate ly 1 cm .

Ne xt, m ove  your le ft se cond and th ird finge rs 
forw ard all th e  w ay up to th e  ne w  se paration 
point. H old th e  th in corne r dow n firm ly.

Grab close  to th e  se paration point w ith  your righ t 
finge rs and re pe at th e  pre vious pe e ling action to 
advance  th e  se paration point again.

2

3

4

5
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Congratulations. You dry split your first card, but don’t stop now . It’s  te m pting to 
ye ll “w oo h oo” and trium ph antly w ave  th e  fre sh ly sunde re d pie ce s  in th e  air, but 
re sist th e  urge . Your fam ily w on’t be  im pre sse d. Pat yourse lf on th e  back  and 
calm ly pe e l yourse lf a w h ole  de ck  of face s for practice . O nce  you ge t th e  h ang of 
it, you’ve  passe d th e  first m ajor h urdle  in card gaffing. M ost pe ople  give  up afte r 
tw o h undre d botch e d atte m pts. Not you. You’re  a de te rm ine d and patie nt 
m asoch ist. In oth e r w ords, you’re  w e ll on your w ay to be com ing a card gaffe r. 
H ooray!

W h e n you’re  done  ce le brating, discard th e  th ick  back  pie ce s  and k e e p th e  th in 
face s. W e  w ill soon put th at big pile  of face s to good use .

Succe ss = Practice  +  Practice  +  Practice

Continue  th is  gradual pulling proce dure  all 
th e  w ay across th e  card to th e  diagonally 
opposite  corne r. W ith  practice , you can 
de cre ase  th e  num be r of pulls it tak e s  to ge t 
to th e  oth e r e nd. Th e  fe w e r pulls you do, th e  
le ss rippling and distortion th e re  w ill be  on 
th e  pe e le d face .

Pulling back  at a sh arp angle  as sh ow n in 
ph oto 7 m ak e s  th is  e asie r. H ow e ve r, it can 
be  w aste ful since  it dam age s th e  finish  of 
th e  th ick  pie ce . If you're  planning to pe e l 
both  side s  of th e  card, you sh ould pull at an 
angle  th at's close r to pe rpe ndicular.

All four le ft finge rs m ove  up to th e  ne w  
se paration point and clam p dow n (ph oto 6). Your 
righ t finge rs grab th e  corne r ne ar th e  se paration 
point and pe e ls a bit m ore . Re m e m be r to roll 
back  on your k nuck le s.

6

7



12

Th is is only th e  be ginning!
You're  re ading just a tiny e le ve n- page  pre vie w  of "Th e  Gaff Factory". 
Th e  full ve rsion h as e igh ty page s  supple m e nte d by 126 color 
ph otograph s  and 23 illustrations. Also include d in th is  pack age  are  
ve ctor graph ics of card inde xe s  and pips th at you can m anipulate  
w ith in Scribus, a fre e  ope n source  D TP application.
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