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CHAPTER 1

Introduction



Ihave always been fascinated by scale – by things that are too big or too small. A fly’s eye under a microscope, or a whale hanging from the roof of a museum were always the inspiration for me. Some of my work used to be painting huge murals for advertising and in people’s homes, but I turned instead to the more convenient creation of pieces for dolls’ houses and have done this now for more than twenty years. Trying to make each piece as realistic as possible can become quite an obsession and I know that thousands of people find the challenge to be an enjoyable and absorbing pastime.
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Getting settled with a cup of coffee and a snack ready to dream up your first miniature project.



Creating miniature worlds for dolls’ houses involves a lot of different skills, but making food is a great way to start. Tiny food can be quite forgiving as a project because no two real foodstuffs are ever identical and the sizes and colours can vary endlessly. The pieces I am creating in this book are predominantly made using polymer clay. This type of clay is easily available, cheap and comes in an amazing range of colours. Most of the other resources I use are also basic and easily available. I began learning to make tiny food before the internet was around, so I had to source most products from shops and develop a lot of methods for myself. Nowadays, social media can provide a huge source of ideas and alternative methods; a quick scroll can give you so much inspiration.

This book will also introduce you to some basic model-making techniques, such as caning, dry- brushing, mould-making and so on, which can be used in lots of ways to make all kinds of different dolls’ house food and accessories. You are limited only by your imagination!

INSPIRATION

Depending on what kind of projects you have done in the past, getting started can be tricky. A good idea is to choose one thing rather than a whole meal and take your time with it. The advantage of making pieces using clay is that if you’re not happy, just squish it up and start again. If you have, or are planning, a dolls’ house, this will provide a good source of inspiration – for example, what style or period is the house and what would the people in it have around the house? A fancy Victorian house would have a beautiful fruit display and fresh produce in the kitchen, raw meat, vegetables and crusty bread. A modern-style apartment might have pizza or sushi on the table.

Another good place to look for ideas is cookbooks and food magazines. I always pick up the latest free food magazine in the supermarket. The photos of food are usually clear and close up, which helps when understanding how to create the look of real food. As tempting as it is, copying other miniaturist pieces, or assuming that you know what a cabbage looks like, are not always successful: working from life or from photos of real food is really important. Copying other models of food means that you may end up accentuating any mistakes the model-maker has made and potentially missing something that gives the piece a sense of realism. Following a reference will show you the little touches of colour or texture that make a piece ‘real’. Besides, copying something from life makes the final piece completely unique and truly yours.

SCALE

Getting the scale right is something people really worry about when making dolls’ house pieces. However, once you have made one or two things, you will usually start to get a feel for scale and it becomes much more natural and easy to judge. The usual scale sizes are 1/6, which means 1 inch for every 6 inches in real life. This scale is used for Barbie, Sindy, Action Man and G.I. Joe and dolls of that size.
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Using a real apple on a plate to work out what size your model apple should be compared to its plate.



The next is 1/12, which means 1 inch for every 12 inches in real life. This scale is the most usual in modern dolls’ houses and the one I will mostly be using in this book. Old dolls’ houses, such as the one my mother had in the 1940s, were 1/16. This size is slightly smaller than the modern 1/12, but a lot of things can be compatible for both, for instance a 1/12 side plate is a perfect size for a 1/16 dinner plate. Everything just looks a little more dainty in 1/16. If you are working on a 1/16 house, you may have to do a lot more measuring than with 1/12, but once you know the measurements you need for plates and so on, lots of online stores will sell these by measurement rather than scale.

The next scale down is 1/24, which is half the size of 1/12 and is often the size used when you buy kits to make an entire room, a shop and so on. You need good eyes to make pieces this small, but if using the caning method it is relatively easy to keep shrinking the piece until it fits this size. It is a good idea to keep detail to a minimum, as lots of fussy detail at this scale will only be a blur. After this, the scales go down to 1/48 and on into the hundreds, which are used in dioramas and railway models. Food at this point becomes something better represented by using textured paints, rather than trying to model it individually.

I have found that the more you work in one particular scale, the more you get used to what size things should be and it becomes something that you can just do by eye. Of course, you can measure the sizes exactly if you wish – for example, for 1/12 scale, measure the real item then divide this by 12 to achieve the desired scale. I find the easiest way is to have objects around you of the correct scale to compare your pieces to. Looking at an apple on a plate or in your hand, for example, you can see what size that apple should be in comparison. It is therefore a good idea to buy some plates, serving dishes and jars in the scale of your choice and keep them near whilst making your pieces so that you can keep an eye on the size.

Sometimes if things have layers and additional pieces, they can become oversized. I find that cakes tend to expand with each layer of icing. A cake that gets out of control and too wide for its plate can be cut smaller with a cutter and re-iced. The good thing about starting with food for your dolls’ house is that food is a very forgiving subject. It is always a bit wobbly and irregular – an apple can be as small as the palm of your hand, or as large as two hands, depending on the look you want.
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Battenburg cakes large and small. The full-size cake is 12cm tall and its 1/12 dolls' house version is 1cm tall. These cakes come in snack sizes, too.




CHAPTER 2

Getting Started



Before beginning your miniature projects, it is a good idea to create a quiet workspace, where your pieces won’t be knocked or squashed. A good light is important for working on a small scale; craft lamps are great, although a desk lamp with a daylight bulb would also work. Your work surface needs to be flat and protected from razor cuts with a cutting board or thick mounting board. I use a fresh sheet of white paper on top of the board for each new project, as I find it easier to judge colour and texture against a white background. Paper is also good because the pieces don’t stick to it too much, making it easier to move them on to a tile for baking. Some people like to work on an acetate sheet because the clay piece sticks enough that you can pick up the sheet and see the model from all angles without it falling off.
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Lots of tiny pastries and biscuits on a ceramic tile waiting to be put in the oven.



BAKING

I recommend using a white tile on which to bake your items. If a piece is delicate or likely to break, it is best modelled directly on the tile, thereby avoiding the risk of breakage when transferring from the work surface. The polymer clay, once baked on the tile, comes off quite easily and stray colour can be wiped off before starting your next make.

White ceramic tiles can be bought easily from hardware or tile shops and are the best thing to bake your pieces on as they conduct heat well and the objects don’t stick to them. I find using a metal tray sometimes increases the temperature too much for the clay and can cause it to burn. Modelling a piece directly on the tile means you don’t have to move it around while it is still soft, and cutting pieces on tile is also better as the surface does not scratch.

MAGNIFICATION

People often ask whether I use magnification whilst I’m working. I think that this is a personal preference, but other than my usual glasses I don’t find it helps; it just seems to make my fingers seem huge and ungainly. Craft lamps, however, often have a built-in magnifying glass if you decide to use one.

STORAGE AND SCALE

It is a good idea to arrange the things you will need around you so that they are within easy reach. You will need pots for tools and a set of little drawers, such as those used to store nails and screws is also helpful. You will also need a few plastic bags in which to store baked and unbaked pieces (separately). Unbaked polymer clay cannot be stored in hard plastic boxes or storage drawers as it reacts with the plastic and melts it; similarly, it can’t come into contact with baked clay as it has the same effect. A few mixing pots and lolly sticks are also handy. In this book, I have used clear plastic disposable shot glasses to mix liquid clay, texture gel and resin. I have done this only so that it is easier to see the mixture in photographs. In reality, I use a mixture of old bottle tops, pots and paper cups, which are cheaper and not single-use plastic. Liquid clay and pigment can also be mixed on a ceramic tile and the residue wiped off afterwards.

It is also very useful when working on a project to have objects around you of the right scale, such as the plate, dish or board on which you will display the piece, or some accessories like knives or glasses so that you can judge the correct size of your item. You could even have a scale person watching over you – this is very useful when deciding how big each piece should be compared to a person. Storing projects and clay properly covered stops them from attracting dust and fluff.

CLAYS

There are many different brands of polymer clay on the market and I use a few different ones. Each type has slightly different instructions for use and different baking temperatures. It is important that you read the information on the specific clay you have chosen before baking it. These differences are why I am not giving exact temperatures for the projects, as these will vary depending on the brand of clay. The strength of pigment is also different in each type of clay, so amounts of colour are also estimated. A few experiments with mixing colour will get you used to how pigmented each clay colour is, but it is always best to use less than you think to start with, as you can always add more colour. Also, if using dry-brushed colour on your piece, the base colour should be paler so as to give a better effect with the pastel colour.

When using polymer clay, it is important to manipulate it into a good consistency for modelling. Take the clay you want to use and begin by warming it in your hands. Press and knead the clay over and over itself to make it consistently soft and pliable. Adding colour involves taking small amounts of coloured clay and kneading and folding this into the base colour until it is a solid colour. This mixing is particularly important with translucent clay, because if not thoroughly blended the baked piece will contain streaks of translucent colour. If you mix too much clay, leftovers can be stored in a plastic bag for another project.
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The colours of polymer clay I have used most, along with a couple of standard mixes.



The other type of clay that I refer to is liquid clay. This is just translucent polymer clay but in a liquid form. It can be used to seal pieces, as well as to glue them together, or glue them to plates and so on. It is also used to make sauces and icing, and can be coloured with acrylic paint or pastels when a more translucent look is required. Another use for liquid clay is to mix it with regular clay to form thick pastes and spreads such as peanut butter or chocolate icing. I prefer to use liquid clay as glue as often as I can in projects. It can be used on baked clay objects that can then be re-baked to set the liquid clay.

This is a list of my most often used clay colours:

* translucent – my most used ‘colour’, as when mixed with other clays it gives them a natural juicy quality and also helps to make them more flexible; translucent clay is white until baked

* white – can be a little crumbly, so I often mix it with a small amount of translucent clay to give it some strength and flexibility

* caramel brown

* dark brown

* golden yellow

* basic red

* burgundy red (useful for fruits and berries, as well as for meat)

* olive green

* leaf green

* black.

I also use the following colours, some of which can be made by mixing with other colours, or by tinting with pastel pigments:

*light lemon yellow

* orange

* blue

* purple

* candy pink

* aqua blue (only used in the Liquorice Allsorts project)

* silver (can be used when making fish and also marble boards, but is not essential).

With these colours it is possible to make all the colour mixes that you will need for your tiny food projects. Following are three standard mixes that will help to speed things along:

Meat mix (raw)

This mix consists of translucent clay mixed with tiny amounts of white, burgundy red and dark brown. Looking at an image of the meat you are creating, start by adding a tiny amount of each colour to the translucent clay, then adjust as necessary according to the type of meat it is.

Meat mix (cooked)

This mix will begin with white clay and then tiny amounts of burgundy red, dark brown and caramel brown. Again, the amount of each colour will vary depending on the type of meat. Some meats, like bacon or ham, may look more real with a couple of slightly different colour mixes in one piece.

Pastry mix

This mix is for anything baked, such as bread, pies, biscuits and so on. The mix consists of white clay with a tiny amount of golden yellow and caramel brown. For bread, very little colour is required, as most of the colour comes from the dry-brushed colour effect, but for biscuits and pie crust it would be a little darker.
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Using a soft dry brush and artists’ pastels to add layers of gradual colour to the clay before baking to give it a natural look.



TECHNIQUES

Layering

Layering is a method used to create a striped appearance in the clay. Coloured sheets of clay are layered on top of each other, then pressed down to make the stripes as thin as required. This method is used with different shades of green to make the layers in corncob leaves and the stripes of a prawn’s body. It is also used to create a fade-in colour such as when making lettuce, where you start by layering a dark colour and then increasingly paler colours on top, so that when pressed together the colour fades from one side of the clay to the other.
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Layering sheets of different coloured clay on top of one another and pressing them together creates either an ombré or a striped effect.



Chopping

This method is used to create an appearance of mixed ingredients, such as the inside of a fruit cake or a salami sausage. It is done by taking pieces of the chosen colours and chopping them up together with a single-sided razor blade (see below for the tools required for these projects). After you have chopped the pieces, re-form them and chop again. The more times you do this, the finer the mix of colours in the final piece. It can also produce a good effect for granite or corkboards.
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Chopping different coloured clays together using the single- sided razor creates a textural multicoloured look that is good for projects like fruit cake.



Caning

Caning is a well-used technique in the making of miniatures, but it does take a bit of practice to get used to. I would suggest starting with a simple design such as a bull’s eye or a biscuit. Begin by creating a disc of colours using a baton of the central colour, then wrap this in an even ribbon of the next colour, then the next, so as to create a fat disc with the layers of colour in the middle.

Next, the cane needs to be made smaller in width, but much longer. Take the disc in your thumb and forefinger and wrap them as much around the disc as you can. Begin to push your finger and thumb together, pushing the disc evenly around the edge. The disc should begin to reduce in width and start to be a little longer. Turn the disc while squeezing in order to keep the pressure even. As soon as the disc starts to get longer, you can gently draw your hand down the length of the cane, pulling it longer. It is very tempting just to roll the baton on your work surface to lengthen it, but this can cause the pattern inside to become twisted.

As the cane gets longer, it can be cut into manageable pieces, which can then be pulled separately. Only once the canes are as required can you give them a quick roll on the work surface to make sure that the outside of the cane is nice and smooth and round. Some parts of the cane, the ends in particular, will not retain the design very well and that is to be expected. Once the cane has been pulled completely, cut off the fatter and less perfect ends.
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Caning is the method by which you can create an effect within a disc of clay, then pull and shrink it to make it smaller while keeping the integrity of the image inside. Perfect for a project such as fruit slices.



Canes of clay can be baked and sliced, or left unsliced for texturing and shaping later. If you choose to store your cane unbaked, wrap it in a plastic bag, then when you come to use it hold it in your hand to warm up for a few minutes to avoid it being crumbly when cut. The caning technique, once mastered, can be used for any project where lots of similar objects have to be made, such as sweets and fruit slices, or even book pages or butterfly wings.

Moulding

In this book I often use silicone moulds to create pieces. To make these moulds, I use a two-part silicone moulding medium that is easily available in craft stores. To make the moulds or to capture textures to use in your pieces, mix equal parts of the moulding medium and knead them together the same way that you would mix clay. Any small object such as a seed pod, bead or leaf can then be pressed into the mould mix and left for the mix to set before removing. These moulds can be used as they are, or clay can be baked in them. To mould the clay, make sure that it is nicely warmed in your hand and pliable, form it into a ball and push it carefully into the mould, ensuring that no air gets in with it. Once it is well pressed into the mould, place it in the fridge for a few minutes to firm up before taking it out of the mould. Using a cocktail stick to help lever the clay out is fine, as you can tidy the base afterwards.
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