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In The Rockford Files, the hero keeps a printing press in the back of his car; when an investigation requires, he creates a new identity by printing up new buisness cards on the spot.  Claris Easy Business Cards makes your computer and printer into the same kind of print-on-demand business-identity setup.  It is a neat design tool for those of us who are not dedicated to design.


The concept is simple:  Paper Direct — and other firms selling desktop publishing supplies — offer a variety of pre-printed business-card backgrounds.  Printed ten to a page, with laser-perfing to separate the cards with little evidence, these backgrounds have a colored border or edge or other decoration.  


Easy Business Cards knows about these preprinted business-card backgrounds.  Click on the New Card command, and the style gallery dialogue is called.  Pick a background; the right side of the window displays the standard Paper Direct offerings.  One problem: It does not seem possible to browse different backgrounds from this window; the assumption is, you have already made a choice, apparently.


Pick a category.  Variations on standard business card layouts, with and without clipart are shown.  Options include general and "designer" models.


Pick an orientation.  Be conservative and have your card printed "portrait;" live on the wild side and choose a more avant garde tall format.


Clicking the OK button moves the program to the customizing phase.  The design chosen is displayed in a mini-drawing window, with rulers and an adjustable grid (not visible, but snapable).  Click on text boxes to change the text, or add new boxes.  Click on supplied clip art images to change them, or add your own.  Easy Business Cards reads all the usual Windows graphics formats; if you have a preset logo in .WMF or .BMP format, or saved as a clipboard image (my favorite quickie solution), import it using EBC's clipart manager (or, read it into the clipboard using the Clipboard Viewer,. then paste it).


If this is too hard, EBC comes with a set of standard clipart, some of it black-and-white and some in color.  Use the clipart gallery to pick; make your selection and it is pasted in the card for final placement.  Help for all commands is directly available from the on-screen help line at the bottom of the windows; the usual Windows help facility provides more detailed discussions when wanted.


The drawing window has a browser for preprinted backgrounds.  Move the slider and different possible card backgrounds pop up behind your text.  This ability to preview different backgrounds is perhaps more useful than the new-card command style gallery function.


Design finished, print to the stock selected (a generous supply — a half-dozen different designs, four ten-card sheets of each — comes in the box, along with a Paper Direct catalogue and a discount offer).  The stock will run through a laser printer; it should run through most color inkjet printers, too.


If a more professional print job is your choice, save to disk or choose a photo-ready output option.  Easy Business Cards includes a plug for a print-it-by-mail service, but most local instant printers should be able to do plain cards (or, if they have a copy of the program and the preprinted card-stock, they could do the “ten-up” cards in quantity).


Do you want special effects?  If you use a laser printer, try out the gold and silver foil included in the sample package.  Stick bits of this over the black laser-printed text you want in color (use those little sticky dots you can get in the stationary story; the sample kit doesn’t seem to have them) and “print” the page again as a blank page.  


A couple downsides:  I tested this program on a machine running a late-beta of Win95; I ran into Win95 problems that showed up whe EBC couldn’t find the typefaces it installed after a system reboot.  It is not clear how much of the difficulty traces to something the Claris installer did.


A more serious consideration:  Paper Direct offers only a limited number of backgrounds, and EBC seems geared to handle only the current offering.  If Paper Direct offers more designs, there is no clear path for adding those designs to the gallery.


A design consideration:  You can design for plain card stock, but that is not what this program is for.  But if you use the pre-printed backgrounds Paper Direct sells to a nationwide market, there is a risk that you will hand your card to someone, and that person will hand you back the same card design.  It’s a variation on the two-women-at-a-party-in-the-same-dress gag.  And it has happened to my certain knowledge.


Another design consideration:  These are instantly recognizable as do-it-yourself cards; that can be an image problem.  EBC does have nicer designs, and more professional looking designs, than most folks come up with on their own.  In fact, the EBC layouts are better-looking than those used by some design-book authors.  But the preprinted backgrounds, the dull, flat printing, and so on, are giveaways.


That is not to say the do-it-yourself b-card routine is a bad one.  A lot of us have done this for years, if only to test new designs.  With a papercutter (to whack up cover stock -- which will pass through some laser printers and some ink-jet printers -- 12 cards to the sheet) and a can of Krylon (spray lightly on laser-printed cards; it makes the fused lettering a tad higher and melts it a bit, for that thermographed look and feel), some neat things are possible.


Claris Easy Business Cards is a good solution for the do-it-yourselfer not inclined to the whole procedure, and not overly worried about showing up with a card that looks a lot like everyone else’s.  It is not terribly costly to try, and it is a neat idea.  For the dedicated user of this kind of colored stock, the obvious companion product comes from Paper Direct -- a set of templates for use with a number of wordprocessor and design programs matching the different paper and brochure stocks that go with the pre-printed b-cards EBC features.
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