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INTRODUCTION


The world of dolls’ houses is one of the largest and most sought-after hobbies around the globe, going back thousands of years. The oldest examples of dolls’ houses were discovered in the Egyptian pyramids, and dated from at least five thousand years ago; they were used for religious purposes.


In the sixteenth century dolls’ houses were introduced into European countries. They were mostly known as ‘baby houses’, and were so called because at that time, dolls were referred to as ‘babies’. Another reason was that some were replicas of the bigger house that the owners lived in. Each house was uniquely built by skilled craftsmen, and decorated to the smallest detail, as might be found in any typical rich and noble household of that time. None of these treasures were intended for children to play with, but were displayed with pride to show the social status and wealth of the owners. The first recorded aristocrats and noble families to have these ‘baby houses’ lived in Germany, the Netherlands and England.
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Dolls’ house cabinet of Petronella Dunois c. 1676, displayed at the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam.





In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, dolls’ houses were also used for educational purposes, for young girls to learn how to run a household with servants. In the Netherlands, dolls’ houses were built a little differently and were called ‘Dutch cabinet houses’. Each room within the cabinet was highly decorated with beautiful wallpaper, delicate furniture pieces and expensive miniatures.


In the Victorian era dolls’ houses became quite a tradition amongst middle-class families. The dolls, miniature china, accessories and wooden furniture became more affordable. By then the dolls’ house was also introduced to smaller children as a plaything, and found a prominent place in the nursery.


After World War II, dolls’ houses increased in popularity and also in production in European countries and America. Factories started to mass produce them and their miniatures, consequently with less detail, and they were sold commercially for children at a much more affordable price. This continued to the present day, when both collectors and children enjoy their own versions of dolls’ houses.
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An original Triang dolls’ house, Model No. 76, from the 1950s.





This book is written for those wanting to venture into this amazing hobby, and is intended as a step-by-step guide to building your own dolls’ house, and decorating both the exterior and the interior.
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Part of the dolls’ house collection at My Miniature World.







CHAPTER 1


CHOOSING A DOLLS’ HOUSE


Choosing a dolls’ house is very exciting, especially if it is for the very first time. Some will go for their dream dolls’ house, some will look for one similar to the dolls’ house they owned during their childhood, while others have no idea at all what they want.


Choosing a dolls’ house is not always easy, especially for those who don’t know where to begin. A few aspects should be considered before any commitment is made to the work involved. Unfortunately this is a common mistake made by most newcomers to the hobby, who will often give up on the project at the very beginning.


There are a few options when it comes to constructing a dolls’ house. Most beginners would prefer to purchase a dolls’ house kit, as they consider this easier, and they can make their own modifications to the kit. Others want to design and build their own dolls’ house, and I can guarantee that this is not as difficult as some might think, even for a beginner. The possibilities for this method are endless. A few room boxes of the same size can easily be put one against another or stacked on top of each other, making a perfectly acceptable dolls’ house.


SIZE


The size and details of the project play a significant role when choosing a dolls’ house. Dolls’ houses come in different shapes and sizes, so the first thing to consider is where it is to be positioned; then take measurements of the area, and consider the surface or the piece of furniture where the finished project will be placed. This will give a clear picture of how big it should be. Sometimes it is surprising how large a dolls’ house can be, even if you might imagine it would have to be much smaller.
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An example of a dolls’ house built with three room boxes.
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An example of the exterior of a dolls’ house.
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A two-roomed dolls’ house, ideal for a beginner.





When purchasing a dolls’ house kit, always check the measurements of the finished building, either from the shop dealer, or as provided on the packaging. For a beginner I would suggest a four-to six-roomed dolls’ house as it is easier to handle and can be quite straightforward. A few beginners might only be interested in getting one huge twelve-roomed dolls’ house, but they might be better advised to try out a one-room box or a two-roomed dolls’ house before taking on a much bigger challenge. This will help to boost confidence and experience, it will give the builder a chance to learn from their own mistakes, and will give a better idea of what is involved in building a dolls’ house.


STYLE AND PERIOD


Like any normal house, dolls’ houses come in various styles and periods, and this is one of the most important factors to consider when planning to build a dolls’ house. You might prefer a period dolls’ house, which can be built in a particular era and time frame – though in this case make sure to keep to the period features, and never combine two different period styles unless the house is of a much later period, when a few earlier styled pieces can be added to the project. The décor of the exterior and interior of the house should be considered, as also the colour scheme and patterns, and the lighting, furniture and accessories that were used in that particular time.


If you are not sure of the details of a particular era, it is always best to do some historical research. The following is a guide to the different historical periods and the styles that distinguish them, hopefully making it easier for you to decide which you will prefer to work with.
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Tudor style: medieval living quarters.





Tudor (1485–1603)


Tudor is one of the oldest styles in dolls’ houses, going back to the time of King Henry VII and Queen Elizabeth I. Much of it is known as medieval, together with Renaissance and Gothic. Tudor-style houses are distinguished by their half-timbered buildings and their steeply pitched gable roofs, the decorative masonry of the chimneys and the leaded windows.
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A Georgian style little girl’s bedroom.





Georgian (1714–1830)


The Georgian style is typified by the terraced house dating back to the reigns of kings George I, George II, George III and George IV. A classical Georgian house was built in brick in a rectangular or square shape, with symmetrical windows and shutters. Baroque details might also be noticed in grand entrances, with columns, arches and high ceilings embellished with pediments and decorative mouldings.
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An example of a Regency style drawing room.





Regency (1811–1820)


The Regency era goes back to the early nineteenth century when King George IV was Prince Regent. Even though it is considered part of the late Georgian period, the Regency style mostly applies to the interior design, and the way the rooms were highly decorated in a neoclassical style. Regency-style houses were typically decorated with vertically striped wallpaper, and furnished with elegant furniture and the fine arts of the period.
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A typical Victorian style parlour.





Victorian (1837–1901)


‘Victorian’ refers to Queen Victoria’s reign, however, many factors in architecture and décor that are termed as ‘Victorian style’ became popular much later during Queen Victoria’s era, from around the 1850s during the Industrial Revolution. During this period wealth increased and families could afford to live in a three-storey terraced house with steeply pitched roofs, painted brick walls, ornate gables and painted iron railings. Rooftops were finished off with church-like finials and octagonal or round towers and turrets. Bay windows and porches were quite popular, and a few houses also had a small garden. Most of the interior colour schemes were dark, and rooms were packed with furniture. A few styles overlapped during Victorian times: for example at the end of the era there was a Gothic revival, and buildings fashioned in Italianate and Queen Anne styles.
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A middle-class style Edwardian bedroom.





Edwardian (1901–1910)


The Edwardian period refers to the reign of King Edward VII and is influenced by eighteenth-century French décor, mostly famous for its neo-Baroque architectural style. Unlike the Victorian style, rooms were decorated in much lighter colour schemes, and decorative patterns were less complex. Art Nouveau and Art Deco were quite influential during the Edwardian era. Domed ceilings and wooden floors were very fashionable at the time.
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An ultra-modern combined living room.





Other Styles


Always remember that this is your dolls’ house and you can decorate it in any style you like. Besides historical periods, dolls’ houses may be built in a vintage 1940s, 1950s or 1960s style, and there are ultra-modern and contemporary styles for those who prefer a new, fresh and clean look. Some may go for a theme based in fantasy, or for something more festive such as Easter, Halloween or Christmas. Just leave it to the imagination!


SCALES


Dolls’ houses and miniatures are also referred to as scale models. Scales define the ratio of the small model to the real, full-size object, and are expressed with a colon between the ratio, or as a fraction. The first number represents the model, while the second represents the units of the full-size object. Dolls’-house scales are represented by 1in as equal to 1ft.


Dolls’ houses come in various scales: ‘1:12 scale’, also known as ‘1in scale’; ‘1:24 scale’, also known as ‘½in scale’; ‘1:48 scale’, known as ‘¼in scale’; and ‘1:144 scale’, also known as ‘micro scale’. Micro scale is mostly used to decorate a tiny dolls’ house for the 1in-scale dolls’ house – in short, it’s like having a tiny dolls’ house for the real dolls’ house.
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Scales: a set of chairs in the same model but in different scales, starting from 1:12, 1:24 and 1:48.
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Micro scale: a miniature dolls’ house in 1:144 scale displayed in a 1:12-scale dolls’ house.





In the past, dolls’ houses rarely had uniform scales, but in the nineteenth century most dolls’ houses were built in ‘1:16 scale’ and ‘1:18 scale’. Nowadays the most common is ‘1:12 scale’, where 1in on the dolls’ house miniature equals 12in of the original object that has been copied. The smaller the second number of the ratio, the bigger the dolls’ house model or miniature. Technically, in this case, a 1:12-scale model is twelve times smaller than the real full-size object.


TOOLS AND EQUIPMENT


To build a kit or a handmade dolls’ house without any mishaps, it is essential that a suitable set of tools and supplies are ready to hand. The right tools make the process of building a dolls’ house correctly much easier. Below is a list of the tools that will be needed to build a dolls’ house, and their purpose. They can be found in hardware stores and craft shops, and can be purchased at a reasonable price.
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Masking tape (1): Masking tape is essential when building a dolls’ house. Ideally buy it in two sizes, wide and narrow. The wide tape is useful for keeping the dolls’ house together when it is being dry built, and to cover the electrical wiring in the walls or floor grooves. The narrow tape covers windowpanes and small parts of the building that the builder doesn’t want to paint while painting a surface area.
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Glue (2): Two types of glue will be needed: wood glue for when the dolls’ house is being constructed, and PVA glue or craft glue for floorings, ceilings and wallpaper. This glue can also be used for attaching soft furnishings such as curtains, and for covering furniture with fabric. Both types of glue give ample time to finish construction before it sets.
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Paint brushes (3): Various paint brushes in different widths and sizes will be needed. One of the most used is a size 4 cotton roller brush, approximately 10cm (4in) in length; it is used to apply an even undercoat to the wall, ceiling and flooring panels. A small paint tray will also be needed to fit the roller brush.


Art flat paint brushes are quite important for this project – at least two to three between 40 and 50mm (1.6 and 2in) wide will be needed. They are used to paint larger surfaces such as roofs and shading façades. A paint brush for glue will also be needed. For smaller pieces, and accessories such as doors, windows, stairs and miniature furniture, a range of flat paint brushes from 5 to 20mm (0.2 to 0.8in) in width will be needed. The object that is being painted determines the width of the paintbrush – thus the smaller the objects, the smaller the width of the paint brushes.




CLEANING PAINT BRUSHES


It is important that paint brushes are cleaned well after use. Make sure that the brush used for glue is not used for painting.
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Paints (4): Various paints can be used for the dolls’ house project. The most basic is white emulsion paint, which is water based. It is used to give an undercoat to the project before papering, bricking and decorating any part of the dolls’ house. Acrylic paints are also needed. They are water based and come in various colours, and are mostly used to shade and paint accessories such as windows, doors, roof tiles and even furniture pieces.
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Scissors (5): Three types of scissors will be needed while working: general use scissors to cut cardboard, wallpaper and other craft material; fabric scissors for any type of fabric material and fibre; and small craft scissors to cut tiny craft pieces that bigger scissors can’t reach. Make sure that all scissors are sharp and in good working condition.




WHICH SCISSORS TO USE


Never use fabric scissors to cut paper or other materials as scissors tend to lose their sharpness when used on tougher materials and textures.
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Blades (6): Blades are useful for cutting thick cardboard or scoring into wood and metal. A retractable blade knife is ideal for big and tough objects, while a scalpel knife has a much finer blade that is more precise and easier to use; these are good for carving, or trimming edges. A hobby knife set, which has a combination of different blades, is also useful.
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Tweezers (7): Tweezers can be used for holding on to very small objects, for example when picking up microscopic miniatures and putting them in place, especially when fixing them with glue.
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Measuring tools (8): A metal 30cm (12in) ruler is essential, for measuring wallpaper, flooring boards, carpets and even ceiling paper; also when drawing precise straight lines on both paper and wood boards with a sharp pencil; when scoring wood or soft metal; and when cutting cardboard using a scalpel knife or retractable blade knife. A measuring tape is best for bigger objects such as the walls of the whole dolls’ house. A hand-square tool is needed to get an exact 90-degree right-angle while constructing the dolls’ house, and a 45-degree angle for roofs and for cutting mouldings.
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Pliers (9): Various pliers will be used for the dolls’ house project. Small side-cutting pliers are useful to splice or cut wiring when installing the lights of the dolls’ house. The long-nose pliers and the curved long-nose pliers are used for bending angles in wire or thin metal smoothly and also to pick up small screws. Combination pliers are useful for gripping, cutting and bending wire.
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Clamps (10): Spring clamps and rapid bar clamps can also be used to keep walls, flooring and ceiling precisely in place. They are also ideal when gluing two pieces of wood tightly together.
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Hammer (11): Some dolls’ house kits will require a hammer, depending on the brand. A small, double-face soft rubber mallet will be needed for assembling the dolls’ house and for setting dowels that require non-marring blows. If the kit has small nails or tacks then a small hammer is needed. Never use a soft rubber mallet to drive in nails or tacks as this will damage the tool.
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Sandpaper (12): Sandpaper is especially useful for rough edges on wood boards. Sometimes kits need to be sanded down to have a smoother finish. The grit number indicates the abrasiveness of the material on the sandpaper. The higher the rating of the grit, the finer is the sandpaper. It is best to use a medium grit and a fine grit.
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Power rotary tool (13): This multi-functional tool comes in both battery-powered and corded models, the different bits making it truly versatile. It is ideal for drilling tiny holes and scoring out grooves and channels in the floorboards when wiring the dolls’ house. It is also suitable for cutting, carving, engraving, grinding, sanding, routing and even polishing.
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Fretsaw (14): A fretsaw is a bowsaw that cuts intricate wood works such as tight curves, and in this project arches and circular openings. The range of blade sizes and teeth per inch varies depending on how intricate and detailed the wood needs to be cut.
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Mini saw (15): A mini saw is a very useful for cutting wood quickly and accurately, such as in ceiling cornices, ceiling beams, frame mouldings, dado rails, floor skirting and low wall panelling. It can also cut other materials such as metal and plastic when the appropriate blade is used.
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Mini mitre block (16): This block provides an accurate guide when hand cutting timber joints at 45- and 90-degree angles. Using a mini saw is a very efficient and easy way to cut the ceiling cornice and the floor skirting without any mistakes.
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Safety glasses (17): Accidents do happen! When using most of the tools listed above it is important to remain vigilant and careful so no one gets hurt. It is also important to use safety glasses as these will help protect the eyes when cutting timber and drilling holes, just in case a piece of wood splits or the blade or drill bit breaks while working, sawing or cutting.


MATERIALS AND COMPONENTS


There are several materials and components that are essential in order to complete this dolls’ house project, whatever its design, style and size. Most of these items are found from dolls’ house suppliers, hobby shops and hardware stores.
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MDF (1): MDF is a type of fibreboard used to make the walls, ceiling and floorings. It comes in different thicknesses and sizes.
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Doors (2): Exterior and interior doors will be needed for this project. The exterior door must match the period and style of the dolls’ house. The number of interior doors needed will depend on the number of interior walls – for this project two to three interior doors will be sufficient. Door knobs and accessories are purchased separately.
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Windows (3): The number of windows used for a project will depend on the style and size of the dolls’ house. There is a wide range to choose from. Usually one window is sufficient for each room unless the room is quite wide, when two can be used. For this project a bay window will be used for the first room box, two medium-sized windows for the second room box, and two dormer windows for the third room box.
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Chimney stack and pots (4): For this project one chimney stack will be needed and at least two chimney pots for the roof. More than one chimney stack can be used if the style and size of a dolls’ house dictates.
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Roof tiles (5): Roof tiles come in different shapes and materials. For this project individual triangular wooden roof tiles will be needed to cover the roof.




[image: ]





Brick slips (6): In this project, the walls of the first room box will have a brick effect. Card stock brick slips in red will be needed in two sizes to cover the outer walls.
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Quoin bricks (7): Quoin bricks are needed for the second room box, which is on the first floor of the dolls’ house. These are made out of wood and come in a mixed packet of two sizes or as a whole strip.
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Decorative paper (8): Flooring paper, ceiling paper and wallpaper for four walls will be needed for each room. Decorative paper comes in various styles and sizes.
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Mouldings (9): Various mouldings are available, most commonly the cornice, the skirting and the picture rail. These can be purchased unpainted and in various lengths.
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Staircase (10): For this project, a staircase set will be needed, with hand railings, spindles and newel posts. Extra spindles, newel posts and hand railings will be needed to build a railing on the landing around the staircase well.
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Lights (11): Various 12-volt lights are available. They come in different shapes and styles for ceilings, wall mounts and even as furniture and floor lampshades. The number of lights that are needed for this project is based on the number of rooms and the preference of the builder. For the ceiling-light fixtures ceiling roses can be added. A 12-volt transformer device and socket connector strip are also needed for the light fixtures to work.
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