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PREFACE


As a child, I spent a lot of time with my grandparents, who were both intrigued by crafts as well as being very practical. My Nanna taught me how to sew using an old-fashioned Singer sewing machine with moving foot pedals and introduced me to making objects with papier mâché, découpage and painting. I loved creating things with her and making items and rooms for my dolls.


My parents enjoyed the caravan life, so we visited many places in the UK, including model railways and model villages. I also went to see Queen Mary’s Dolls’ House at Windsor Castle and was enthralled by the detail in the miniatures, the grand decoration and the workmanship. There was something interesting in every tiny area and I believe this inspired my interest in dolls’ houses. I also had many holidays abroad, where I was captivated by the amazing buildings and architecture. This had a great influence on the detail in some of my dolls’ houses.


After leaving education and starting to earn my own money, I bought my very first ‘collector’s dolls’ house’ when I was twenty. I bought the pre-built six-room Georgian townhouse from Honeychurch. The internet was not commonly used, so the only miniature scene inspiration came from magazines and books. Fortunately, these contained information regarding miniature sellers and local exhibitions. I attended the Miniatura Show and a few others, and it did not take long for me to become completely hooked.


I couldn’t wait to start on my dolls’ house. My father helped me with the wiring for the lighting, but I successfully decorated the house and created many items to furnish it. I enjoyed the process so much that I went on to create a haberdashery shop and other buildings. Owing to changes in circumstances and limited space, unfortunately it became necessary to sell on some items.


Just before the Covid pandemic and the first lockdown, I purchased a kit to build a dolls’ house shop. I created a Music Shop and Café, furnished with the many miniature guitars and other musical instruments I had collected over the years, with a café upstairs. The shop made the cover of Dolls House World magazine.


As I kept sharing my creations on social media (you can see pictures and videos of my creations on my Instagram page – Sharon_Harvey_ Miniatures), a friend contacted me as she’d seen an advert for a new television programme, which involved dolls’ houses. I’ve always enjoyed watching craft reality competition shows, so decided to apply and was selected as a participant on The Great Big Tiny Design Challenge (Yeti Media Ltd).
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The cast and contestants of The Great Big Tiny Design Challenge 2022.





I very much enjoyed the experience, even though it was very stressful with time constraints and the crafting challenges. However, it was interesting to see behind the scenes. I learned so many new skills and methods, and it was perfect for trying out different materials.


Participating in the programme gave me the confidence to write this book, which I hope will in turn give you, the reader, the confidence to let your imagination run wild and make not just the scenes in this book, but your own creations as well.




CHAPTER 1


WORKSPACE, TOOLS AND MATERIALS


WORKSPACE


You need a suitable safe space when working on a dolls’ house or any miniature project. I use an old dining table in my conservatory, which is great during the day as there is plenty of natural light, and doors and windows can be opened if required. I use a small wardrobe with drawers to store my smaller tools and materials, as well as an old hairdresser’s trolley. This is very handy, as I can take the whole trolley or a drawer to my table and return when finished. All my drawers and boxes are labelled with the contents. When working with small things, it’s easy to lose items so it’s sensible to be organised.


Keep pets and young children away. This can be difficult as children are interested in tiny pretty things. This hobby is unsuitable for young children because of the small parts. The tools, such as craft knives, can also be very dangerous, so ensure that these are put safely out of reach. I used to have a cat who loved sleeping by me when I was making miniatures, but when awake would demand attention and walk all over my projects. She once stepped on some green paint and managed to put green footsteps all over the house! She loved going in my dolls’ house and while I found it cute and funny at the time, I struggled to get her out! She ended up knocking things over and leaving annoying little hairs everywhere. Pet hair, especially cat hair, sticks on pieces when they are drying, so it’s always best to keep pets away. Some of the products used may also be harmful to pets.


If you use tables and handsaws, ensure that your surroundings are safe. I wear reading glasses when working and would recommend wearing protective glasses to avoid any accidents if bits go towards your face. Ensure that your table is stable and when finished make sure you unplug and put everything away. When using glues and paints you may need to open windows for ventilation, as some products are harmful. Check instructions for safety information. You will also need a suitable and safe place to allow things to dry overnight, especially if objects are being held together with clamps. They should not be disturbed.


STORAGE BOXES




I have boxes for:


• polymer clay, such as FIMO, bottles and clay modelling tools


• beads, old bits of jewellery, fabrics, lace


• miniatures that I haven’t used for certain projects but could use for something else


• paints, stains and varnishes


• resin products


• cups for brushes, pens, pencils, modelling tools and long-nose tweezers


• bits of leftover wood, coffee stirrers, used matches and so on.


If you organise, it will be easier to find things!





TOOLS


Craft Knife


There are so many craft knives available, but I prefer those with a good grip on the handle. It can sometimes be tough cutting, so you need a good grip to ensure that the knife is stable and doesn’t slip whilst being used. You can buy packs with spare blades. It is recommended to keep changing the blades if you use the knife often. The sharper they are, the better the cut and that can be very important when making miniature items. Always dispose of old blades carefully. It is also useful to have a single larger blade from a Stanley knife, as this is good for cutting and slicing clay with a neat finish. Again, take care with blades and ensure that they are put away in a safe place when not in use.




[image: img]


A variety of the tools and materials that might be needed.





Metal Mitre, Handsaw and Angle Mitre Shear Cutter


Metal mitres are best, with mini ones for smaller projects. A handsaw is good, too, as it fits perfectly in the slots to ensure a good clean cut. You will need these if you intend adding cornice, picture rails and skirting boards to your creation. It will take time and a lot of practice to get this right. It can be very confusing which angle to cut your pieces, so that they fit and meet in corners. I’m quite experienced at this now, but it took me time and I still make mistakes. The walls in a project are not always exactly square, which makes it even more difficult, so you may have to use filler to hide the gaps.
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An angle cutter is great for cutting strips of wood at angles.





The angle mitre shear cutter is also a good tool for cutting strips of wood. It also cuts angles between 45 and 135 degrees.


Cutting Mat


A cutting mat is the perfect craft tool to ensure that worktops and surfaces are not damaged by crucial cutting and modelling work. The mat prevents blades from slipping, which results in neater cuts. The great thing about these mats is that you can also use them for lining up, measuring and painting. They are strong and can easily be wiped clean. They come in different colours and sizes. I use an A3 size mat, which is perfect.
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The metal mitre and handsaw are essential for cutting those tough corners.





Metal Ruler


A good quality strong metal ruler will help cut straight lines using a craft knife. You will need to press the ruler down firmly and the knife can then glide along the edge without any damage. It can also be used for measuring in millimetres, centimetres and inches. You will do a lot of measuring in this hobby!


Miniature Table Saw


I purchased a miniature table saw from eBay. There are a few different ones available and though this was probably my most expensive purchase, the cost is still generally reasonable. It has been fantastic for cutting straight lines and much quicker to use than a mitre and handsaw. However, it does have a very sharp rotating blade and you need to be very careful. Ensure that the guard supplied is always in the correct place when in use. Wear glasses to protect your eyes. The machine doesn’t use up much space and can be put away somewhere safe when not in use. I would recommend leaving a sheet of sponge on top as an extra precaution.
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The miniature tabletop saw is great for cutting very neat straight lines in wood, card and plastics.





Long-Nose Tweezers


These are extremely useful. As miniatures are so small, it’s hard to do anything just using your fingers. These will help to grip something in place while you are adding detail, cutting or painting. They are also very handy to help place and remove tiny items in the correct space. There are several different quality and types available. I tend just to buy a set of cheap ones, which do the job!


Sandpaper, Filing Emery Boards and Toothpicks


It’s useful to have an assortment of different grit sandpapers, although emery boards are amazing for getting into smaller areas and easier to handle when making miniatures. You can buy cheap packs of these online and they last a long time. Toothpicks are probably the tool you will use most, as they are perfect for applying all types of glue on to small surfaces, as well as helping to place something correctly. They can also be used for clay modelling.


Clamps


Small model-making clamps are helpful for holding pieces together while glue is drying, especially when making miniature furniture. These are inexpensive and available in packs. They are too light for general domestic clamp use, but perfect for miniature work.
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Clamps are a must-have when trying to hold things together.





Rolling Pin and Pasta Maker


Rolling pins are necessary if you plan to flatten clay. Using two pieces of the same thickness wood on either side of the clay helps to get the desired thickness. Always use an acrylic rolling pin, as clay doesn’t stick to these so easily. You can get clay-specific rolling pins.


Pasta makers are a practical tool if you want very thin clay and can be picked up relatively cheaply. They are useful to help soften clay and mix colours together, plus you can achieve marvellous marble-effect patterns. I have weak fingers, so always use a pasta machine. It rolls out perfectly smooth thin clays much more easily than if using a rolling pin.


Polymer-Clay Modelling Tools


If you intend using polymer clay, you will need some modelling tools. These can be purchased quite cheaply and are a great asset when trying to make food and other items in clay. You will need to experiment with the tools to discover the different textures they can achieve.


Mini Oven


It’s useful to have a small electric oven that will be used only for your creations. These are great for baking and curing modelling clay. They are also useful if you need to soften glue on pre-made dolls’ house furniture, so that parts can be removed if required. You can use a domestic oven, but you will need to be careful with fumes when cooking food afterwards.


Pretty Pleater


For curtains, a Pretty Pleater is one of the best tools for making tiny perfect pleats in the correct scale. I find that mass-produced curtains are bulky and don’t fall well, making them look unrealistic in a miniature room. It takes practice to use the Pretty Pleater, as when you push the material in it sometimes emerges in other areas. However, when you get it right, the results are perfect.
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A Pretty Pleater.





It is possible to make your own pleater by sticking several dowels or coffee stirrers vertically and parallel on a sheet of wood, then covering the whole thing with kitchen foil or cling film. The glue won’t stick to this. Another method is using dressmaker pins and manually pleating the fabric when it’s wet, so that it dries with pleats. This is good for making small drapes. Roller blinds and Austrian blinds are very easy to make.


Die Cutter and Shaped Blades


I love this inexpensive little tool for cutting intricate shapes from paper and card. Mine is manual, but you can purchase more expensive electric machines for larger projects. You can also purchase all sorts of shaped dies. Most people use these for greetings-card making, but I love to use them for my miniatures.


These are the main tools I use and it’s also useful to have a small craft hand drill when you need to make small, neat holes. It is possible to use a normal domestic drill but sometimes it may be too big to get into smaller areas. A selection of small sharp scissors will be necessary too. I will show how I use these tools in this book.
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I love the windows, borders and plant leaf-shaped blades with the die-cutter, but there are many different subjects available.





MATERIALS


There is no definitive list of materials for these projects. I have listed what I regard as the more useful items that are good to have to hand when making these creations. It is also useful to recycle everyday bits that you would normally throw away, as you’d be surprised how much can be repurposed with a little imagination.


Tacky Glue


This is probably my favourite glue, as it can be applied straight from the bottle but also with a brush. It’s so versatile and almost ‘grabs’ items on contact. It is strong and dries clear. Nor does it discolour like other glues, which can sometimes turn yellow. It can be a little messy on the fingers, but cleans up easily with soap and water. I have even added a little water to this glue to make the perfect wallpaper paste.


Gel Superglue


This glue has quite a thick consistency, which helps when gluing small items of furniture or other miniatures. Normal superglue seems to be too runny. Gel superglue is great for adding just a tiny dot of glue, but it must be shaken thoroughly before use to loosen the glue in the bottle. It is very strong and dries in just ten seconds, which is excellent when you don’t want to hold anything or use clamps.


Gel superglue is not suitable for clear plastics, as it can leave a cloudy effect on the surface. I once used it to glue tiny plastic glasses on to a glass-look plastic shelf; it looked okay, but the next morning the glasses and shelf had become cloudy from the reaction. So, you do need to take care with some plastics. I still can’t help getting this glue on my fingers, though. Take care, as it can stick your fingers together! Even though this glue is quite expensive, the small bottle does go a long way.


Wood Glue


A quality wood glue is a good investment, as it can be used for other things around the house. I would recommend using this when gluing the main pieces of wood together to form the wooden structures, such as the MDF in dolls’ houses. I prefer Gorilla wood glue, as it is excellent for bonding all types of wood, whether hard or soft. It even says ‘it’s good for outdoors’. It dries fairly quickly, though should be left for 24 hours to cure properly. It dries a natural colour, has a non-clogging lid and is fully paintable, which is important when making miniatures.
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These are my favourite glues that are used regularly.





Other Glues


You will probably already have some glues at home that you can use. Fabric glue may be useful if you intend making your own soft furnishings. Glue sticks are excellent for bonding pieces of thin paper to surfaces, like labels on bottles. Mod Podge is a good sealant glue for crafts such as découpage and gold leaf, so is also suitable for miniature making. You can use others such as UHU glue, which is great to glue clear plastics for which superglue isn’t suitable.
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I also use other glues for fabrics, anything I might have at home. The UHU glue is a great alternative to using resin.





Glue Gun


I don’t use my glue gun very often, but they can be handy. This glue should not be used for making wooden furniture or as a permanent adhesive, because it can melt in warmer temperatures and break apart. It does, however, work well with some fabrics. I have seen some creators making wine bottles out of the glue sticks themselves by melting the end and stretching it, but I’ve not been able to master this yet! Glue guns can also be used for making moulds and mouldings.


Tacky Wax and Sticky Dots


Tacky Wax comes in a neat small tub and is fantastic for positioning delicate miniatures in temporary areas, as it can be easily repositioned. I recommend using this for expensive miniatures. This is not a glue; it is like a putty paste. You just need a tiny pea-sized amount, then press the miniature down on the surface. The wax doesn’t cause any damage if it has been placed on polished furniture, but it can sometimes discolour and leave a mark on other surfaces such as wallpaper. The wax can be easily wiped away using a wet wipe or a damp cloth.
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A tiny pot of Tacky Wax will last a long time! The sticky dots are the round shapes on the tape.





Sticky dots come on rolled paper and are strong, flexible, sticky clear pads. They can be used for larger items. These don’t tend to mark like Tacky Wax can, but still be careful as they are very strong, so may remove surfaces and decoration papers.


Acrylic Paints


Acrylic paints are the best to use for miniatures, as they are fast-drying. Being water-based, they are easy to wipe away, but when dry they become water-resistant, which adds a good, secure surface to miniatures. You can dilute them with water, or add acrylic paint media. The possibilities are endless to achieve different results. There are many brands available, but when it comes to using them for dolls’ houses and miniatures there is no need to spend a fortune. I tend to buy colours that are on offer, or little tubes in a pack. You don’t use much, so the paint lasts a long time. You can even get away with buying just the three primary colours – red, blue and yellow – and, of course, black and white, which can be mixed together to achieve the desired colours.
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A selection of acrylic paints, paint testers and wood stain that I use regularly for my miniatures. I keep them together in one drawer.





I love to add Liquitext Acrylic Medium to my paints when applying them. It results in a nice smooth finish that is a little different from just using water. I found out about this product while being on the television show, which proved to be the perfect place to try out materials I had never used before.


I’ve also used home-tester paint pots and wood-stain testers, but these tend not to give the same quality of finish as acrylic paints when used on miniatures. You can, however, purchase model paints that are used for painting figurines and gaming pieces from good gaming creative stores. This is a high-quality paint and excellent for any finer detailed painting.


Don’t forget the paint brushes! You don’t need to spend a fortune on brushes, but it’s good to buy those that don’t lose their hairs. Obviously, for finer painting better quality brushes will give better results. Make-up brushes, including old used ones, are also handy.


Modelling Clay


There are many types of modelling clays available, but in my opinion the only ones suitable for making miniatures are air-drying and polymer clay. Air-drying clay comes in white, putty or terracotta. It has a good texture and is quite easy to work with, but you can’t model the finer details as you can with polymer clay. If you want to sculpt larger areas like tree trunks against walls or brick-look fireplaces, then air-drying clay would be suitable for this. You would have to sculpt your creation, then let it air-dry. This can take a few days depending on the thickness. When hardened, this clay can be filed, polished, drilled, painted and varnished. I personally haven’t used a lot of air-drying clay, but I have seen some great work produced.


I think polymer clay is more suitable for finer miniatures.


However, this clay has to be oven-baked to harden and cure. I use the FIMO brand of polymer clay because it comes in so many different shades and special effects. It is used for a variety of crafts including jewellery making and is perfect for modelling small and finely detailed miniatures.


I’ve seen all sorts of miniatures made from FIMO; in fact, pretty much anything is possible, though I tend to use it mainly for making food. If you intend trying out FIMO clay, I recommend that you also purchase Staedtler FIMO liquid decorating gel (or similar) as it is fantastic for adding sauce and juice-like textures to food.


UV-Light Curing Resin


Resin is ideal for making liquids and other items in miniature. The UV-light curing resin can be hardened within minutes, which makes it more suitable for some projects. Other resin can take a few days to cure fully.


Pastel Chalks


These are essential for adding colouring and texture to clay, especially for food. The earthy colours, such as yellow, gold, orange, brown and black, are the most useful, but it is good to buy a selection of colours in case you want to broaden your variety in food.


Craft Wood


Craft wood is available in packs of different types, shapes and thicknesses. I usually buy mine from eBay. Balsa wood can be useful in some projects as it is very soft – it makes the perfect ceiling beams in houses, for example. However, it is not suitable for making furniture, as it breaks too easily and would require additional layers to strengthen. Basswood is another type of craft wood, which is easier to work with, and you can also buy thin plywood. They all come in different shapes and sizes.
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