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INTRODUCTION
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Imagine, for a moment, you’re in a boutique, full of beautiful designer clothing and accessories. A gorgeous beaded necklace catches your eye and you walk over to investigate, only to find that the price is very much out of your budget. Disappointed, you leave the boutique, frustrated and empty-handed. Is this scenario familiar? I’m quite confident that to many of us it is. Well, the next time it happens, turn that scenario into an opportunity to create your own designer jewellery without the enormous price tag. Whether you want to simulate a semi-precious stone, create a complex design inside a cane or maybe just add a touch of whimsy to your wardrobe, this book is for you. And before you say,‘I can’t do that,’ let me share my story.


I was fortunate enough to grow up in a very creative family. My Dad could create and fix anything. My Mother and Grandmother taught me to sew. My Aunts created mixed media collage art when ‘Collage Art’ was not yet an art form. My Uncles were musicians and played in various bands. Is it any wonder that I would find myself in a creative profession? Before I began my polymer clay journey – or should I say addiction – I was a stay-at-home mother of two children. To me, crafts or creating anything was a source of stress relief, just a way to relax and wind down. I had a variety of creative hobbies: sewing; jewellery; decorative painting. When I got tired of one, I’d move on to another. However, I put off working with clay, any clay, for a long time even though, like many young children, I had loved modelling clay when I was a toddler. I would play with it for hours – I didn’t really make anything, but I could mix colours and stack shapes. I think I avoided working with clay in my adult years because it scared me. It was okay for a toddler not to make anything, but what if I tried and failed? I believed that somehow I had to take a lifeless blob of clay and miraculously transform it into a work of art.


I began my professional career by accident, after the birth of my daughter, Mariah. She was quite ill and spent most of the first two years of her life in and out of the hospital. I used crafting to pass the time and it drew the interest of the nurses, who would purchase what I made. Soon I was selling at art shows and eventually I began making matching jewellery for the clothing – and this is where I discovered polymer clay. The first time I used it, I was amazed. Actually amazed at a couple of things: first that I created something halfway recognisable and secondly that it wasn’t nearly as intimidating as I was anticipating. In fact, it wasn’t intimidating at all. It was then that I knew I had to make up for lost time. And so the addiction began!


My designs went from whimsical jewellery to creating whimsical characters, and I developed quite a list of collectors. After several years of travelling to shows, I knew I wanted to teach and share what I knew – I wanted to inspire people. I have now transferred to the design side of the business and I share my knowledge and skills by developing new products for manufacturers, appearing on craft-related television shows, writing books and teaching workshops all over the world. I don’t create as many whimsical characters as in the past, because now my focus is on personal accessories, embellishing everything and creating jewellery.
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So why am I sharing all this with you? Because, you may be just like I was: creative… yet afraid to fail. Afraid that you ‘just can’t do that.’ Many times people tell me,‘You make it look so easy!’ and I reply,‘That’s because it is – let me show you!’ I love seeing the look on my student’s faces after taking my class and realising ‘they just did that!’To a teacher, that is the utmost compliment. Let me reassure you, that there are no failures in polymer clay. There are only happy accidents and discoveries. Don’t be afraid to make mistakes; mistakes are necessary, learn from them and in this way you will refine your skills.


This book is filled with ideas to get you started on your way to creating your own designer jewellery, just like the items you saw in that boutique. The tips and techniques are there to make this experience a positive one.


I’ve designed the projects in this technique-based book to suit both beginners and those who are more familiar with polymer clay. I’ve given careful consideration to ensure they will appeal to a wide range of tastes and styles. Some designs are simple and quick, while others may take a bit more time to master. You may choose to create the projects exactly as they are presented and that is fantastic! However, you may choose to mix and match and throw in a little of your own personal style, taking the design of one necklace, but using the bead style of another. Whatever you choose and whatever your style, use this book as a stepping stone to create your very own designer jewellery. I hope it will give you inspiration and that you will be able to unleash the creativity that’s inside you waiting to jump out. Maybe one day, you’ll be one of those designers featured in that boutique.


Enjoy… and prepare for the addiction!
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TOOLS


As with any do-it-yourself project, for best results you need to have the right tools. Purchasing quality tools is necessary to achieve professional results and will also help to minimise frustration and make your creative process more enjoyable. Take time to review some of the tools featured here and become familiar with their uses.
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Clay tools


CLAY TOOLS


From left to right:


POLYMER CLAY BLADES:


Polyblades come in regular and flexible and are a main staple in my studio. They are extremely sharp and I use them for general cutting and slicing millefiore canes. Always check which is the sharp side before you pick a polyblade up. These blades are not recommended for use by young children and older children should be closely supervised.




TIPS


• Create a blade cover by rolling a log of clay approximately 5 mm (¼ in.) in diameter. Press the blade into the log and bake. Remove the blade as necessary for projects, placing it back into the cover to protect your fingers when not in use.


• Older blades can be sharpened against a piece of sandpaper.





NEEDLE TOOL AND HOOK COMBINATION:


The needle tool is useful to create dots and designs in your work. I also use it to sculpt with, such as for drawing the veins in leaves. The point will help when setting ‘eyes’ in your character beads. The hook end is useful to place delicate and tiny pieces onto your project when you are sculpting.


METAL STYLUS:


Use the stylus to impress indentations and details in sculpted beads. This tool is used in the ‘Sculpting’ chapter of this book and is also very handy to emboss metal.


RUBBER-TIPPED CLAY SHAPER:


This is one of the tools I cannot live without. I use it when sculpting to blend the seams between two joints, by simply ‘painting’ them – the rubber from the shaper grabs the clay and smoothes the seam. The pointed end is useful to create indentations in the clay, such as holes to take beads for eyes when sculpting.


CLAY CUTTERS:


Available in a variety of shapes and sizes from very small to very large. Some have little springs so that you can punch out the shapes, others are more like a cookie cutter. They are handy to have around, not only for measuring but to create decorative shapes to embellish your designs with.




TIPS


• Tools that have been taken from the kitchen and used with clay must not be used again for food.


• Flatten the clay with a roller before putting it through the pasta machine, to help it pass through the machine easier. Work from the thickest to the thinnest settings.





PASTA MACHINE


This is another tool that I could not live without. The pasta machine is handy for conditioning clay, rolling out flat sheets and creating a variety of Skinner blends (see page 17). It speeds up conditioning and saves wear and tear on your hands. The dial on the side adjusts the thicknesses of the sheets of clay – typically these range from approximately 2.5 mm (⅛ in.) thick down to paper-thin. To adjust the thickness, pull the dial outwards and twist it to the thickness desired. When the dial is released it should click into place.
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Pasta machine
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Bead rolling tools


BEAD ROLLING TOOLS


Here are three different types of bead rolling tools. I highly recommend having a set or two since they take the guesswork out of creating perfectly shaped beads, all the same size, quickly and easily. From left to right above:Tri-bead roller; Pro-bead roller;Tube bead roller. See page 14 for bead rolling techniques.
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Clay baking rack


CLAY BAKING RACK


The bead baking rack is essential for baking beads. The beads can be suspended on a pin, which stops them developing flat spots, and flat pieces can be placed on the bottom. The rack can also be used when slicing canes – place the cane on the acrylic tray and lay inside the rack. Slide the cane to the edge then use a polyblade to slice off even thicknesses of cane. The acrylic tray is also useful to roll logs of even thickness. The pins for baking are the diameter of common bead stringing wire.
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Texturising tools


TEXTURISING TOOLS


Nearly anything that can create an indentation can be used to texturize clay: an old piece of denim; burlap; wire mesh. Here are a variety of texturing tools, from left: impression tools on wheels, rubber stamps (make sure that they are deeply etched), coarse grit sandpaper, a rock, fibre and a bone folder.
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Jewellery tools


JEWELLERY TOOLS


Basic tools clockwise from left:


NEEDLE-/CHAIN-NOSE PLIERS:


These have tapered half-round jaws. Needle-nose pliers have jagged edges inside, chain-nose are smooth. Use to open and close jump rings and to wrap wire.


WIRE CUTTERS:


Used to cut wire, eye and head pins. Some are close cut, others cut at an angle. Do not use them to cut memory wire as this will damage the cutting edges – there are special cutters for this wire.


ROUND-NOSE PLIERS:


These have tapered jaws and are used to make loops in wire.


CRIMPING TOOLS:


Used to squeeze crimping beads and tubes onto beading wire.




MATERIALS


There are a variety of materials used throughout this book. Because polymer clay is such a friendly medium, it works well with products such as metallic foils, embossing powders and alcohol-based inks. When trying out a new product, make sure that it will not react with the clay, cause toxic fumes or create a fire hazard.
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Polymer clay


POLYMER CLAY


Polymer clay is a synthetic clay made from PVC plastic and is available in a variety of brands. It remains soft and pliable until baked in an oven. Each brand has a different feel – some are soft right out of the package, others are a bit stiff. Though the softer clays are easy to work initially, they lack strength after baking. Firmer clays are a favourite among those who create complex designs and are stronger after baking. For the projects in this book, choose a clay that is midway, not too soft and not too firm.




TIPS


• I work directly on smooth ceramic tiles purchased from the DIY store. They allow you to view your project from different angles and prevent distortion or fingerprints from handling. The clay tile can go directly into the oven for baking.


• While the clay is non-toxic and suitable for children, it’s a good idea to provide adequate supervision for young children.





CONDITIONING:


This is vital to the overall strength of your project. You can condition by hand, flattening and twisting until the clay is soft and pliable, but I recommend using the pasta machine. Slice off thin sections of clay and gently flatten with your fingers, then pass the slices through the pasta machine on the thickest setting. Fold the clay in half and repeat until it is smooth and pliable.


BAKING:


Follow manufacturer’s instructions for appropriate baking temperatures. I also use an oven thermometer to ensure that you are not baking too hot or too cool. If the clay is burnt, immediately remove it and take it outdoors to cool. Under-baked clay is brittle. Many people use a clay-dedicated toaster oven for baking, which should always be pre-heated. Toaster ovens tend to spike to high temperatures so monitor closely to prevent burning and smelly fumes.
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