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INTRODUCTION


As an artist and designer, I love to craft and create for every occasion. Air-dry clay holds a very special place in my heart, and I’ve been drawn to it for its versatility and accessibility (no wheel or kiln is needed), but also for the therapeutic nature of working with clay.


I have been creating and sharing my air-dry clay projects for many years over on my Red Rocking Bird YouTube channel, where you can find lots of resources to explore.


In this book I’ll share with you a wide collection of creative and easy-to-follow project ideas for the home, all made from air-dry clay and using minimal tools. I love designs that are both beautiful and practical. The projects will start off simple, and as we progress through the book I’ll introduce new ideas and techniques, alongside little tips and tricks. You’ll gain a multitude of new skills that will allow you to move forward and let your creativity flourish.


The projects in this book are here for inspiration, so you can follow them exactly as described or put your own spin on them. Don’t worry if projects and ideas don’t turn out as you expected – experimentation and enjoying the creative process are just as important as your finished piece. When things don’t quite go to plan, this can be an opportunity to change or adapt to achieve a different end result. After all, clay is a forgiving medium – you can always start a new project or take a fresh slice of clay out of the pack. Try things out and develop new methods – we are all learning all of the time.


Clay is a great way to bring people together – it is a versatile craft medium for everyone, from young children to experienced artists – and in this book you will find many projects to enjoy with loved ones. All you need to do is buy a block of clay and get stuck in!


[image: ]
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MATERIALS & TOOLS


A block of air-dry clay is all you really need to begin your journey into clay. I really believe our best tools are our hands, and many items from our day-today lives can also be used as tools. I like to see what I have around my home to craft with, and you will pick up lots of tips throughout this book to help you use what you have and be creative, especially when you start out. That being said, here is a list of the basic kit I would recommend:


AIR-DRY CLAY


This clay (7) is exactly what it says on the packet – air-dry – meaning that the clay hardens naturally when exposed to the air. Unlike ceramic earthenware clay, air-dry clay doesn’t require a kiln to harden; you don’t even need an oven (as you do with polymer clay, which is also popular among crafters). Homemade air-dry clay is another option, but it doesn’t always work for all the techniques in this book, e.g. the score and slip method (see here). Personally, I find that the ingredients of homemade clay add up to about the same cost as purchasing a premade block of clay, so the ease of ready-to-use packs usually wins my vote!


When shopping for your clay, look out for the words ‘air-dry’ or ‘air-hardening’. To confuse matters, air-dry clay can have ‘modelling clay’ written on the pack (this usually refers to malleable clay that doesn’t harden), but this is followed by the words ‘air-hardening’, and that’s what’s important. Air-dry clay typically comes in 1kg blocks (2.2lb), but of course you can also get smaller packs of 250g (8.8oz) or 500g (17.6oz), and much larger packs (5kg; 11lb). There are many brands available, such as DAS (13), Jovi and Scola. In this book I use my preferred air-dry clay, DAS white, which is a putty-like colour when wet, and gets gradually lighter as it dries to a pure white. You can also purchase air-dry clay in other colours – for example, terracotta (orange) or stone (grey) – if you prefer.


Air-dry clay ‘light’ or air-dry clay ‘foam’ are different again. These come in a huge range of colours but don’t have the same texture as regular air-dry clay. They feel more plasticky, and, once dried, are very lightweight. I once added water to a fully dried piece, and it instantly turned to mush! These clays can be sealed to prevent this, and they do have their uses, but they are not the same as the ‘regular’, paper-based air-dry clay that I use in this book.


[image: A rolling pin is used to roll a ball of clay into a flat disc.]



WORK SURFACE


The key thing is that this surface is smooth and non-porous. I use tiles left over from our bathroom renovation and I find these provide a good, non-stick surface. Alternatives are a smooth glass or plastic chopping board, or a wooden board. A piece of fabric on a work surface is also an option. A damp cloth can be used to clean up surfaces.


ROLLING TOOLS


A rolling pin (9) or any other smooth cylindrical object, such as an empty glass bottle, works well to roll clay flat. I’ve used the barrel of a marker pen to roll out my clay on occasion! In the first chapter of this book, we’ll be rolling the clay a lot.


[image: An open packet with a block of clay. A table knife is next to the packet.]


CUTTING TOOLS


A table knife (14) or a scalpel work well to cut the clay into the shapes you need for each project, as well as for cutting clay from your block. Alternatively, a flat ruler (15) can be used to cut straight edges into the clay – simply hold it along your cutting line and press down firmly into the clay. This results in a lovely straight edge, which is really useful in many projects.


To cut more detailed shapes into the clay, I sometimes use a sewing pin or needle (4). A plastic drinking straw (2) is very effective for cutting small holes into the clay – for example, to thread twine through once the clay is dry.


Cookie cutters (11) work well with air-dry clay and there are many amazing designs. I have a set of really useful circular cutters that range in size from 20 to 120mm (¾– 4¾in) in diameter. The one I use most is 90mm, or 3½in. Don’t worry if you don’t have the exact size specified in this book; work with what you have or use a knife to cut around a cup/bowl.


[image: Circular and heart-shaped cookie cutters.]



SMOOTHING TOOLS


It is useful to have a small pot of water nearby when you’re working with clay. You can lightly dip your fingers into the water and use them for smoothing the clay. For smoothing larger surfaces, use a damp sponge. Any fine sponge works here – I use a new kitchen sponge with the scourer cut off. Alternatively, a damp paintbrush can help you get into the finer details. Air-dry clay slip (5), which I will talk about in the ‘Techniques’ section (see here), is also a great alternative to water for smoothing the clay.


[image: A person holds a bowl made of clay. A small container of air-dry clay slip is next to the person’s hand.]



SUPPORTS AND ARMATURES


When making 3D clay pieces, you can use ceramic and plastic bowls as supports to help shape and hold up your clay while it dries. Rolled-up tin foil (12), plastic balls (10) and other non-porous objects are also useful for this. These are taken away once the clay is dry.


Armatures are internal structures that support the clay, and these stay inside the clay permanently. I use tin foil, wire and sometimes pebbles and ping-pong balls, as the ‘skeleton’ inside the clay. I introduce the use of armatures towards the end of this book, in chapter 3.


SANDPAPER


Once the clay is fully dry it can be sanded to smooth out any imperfections. It is important that you do not breathe in the particles of air-dry clay, as this could be a health hazard. Work in a well-ventilated area, or sand outside if possible. I wear a half-face respirator mask that dust particles cannot penetrate. I cannot smell anything through this mask, so it would also be useful if you are thinking of trying out any resin crafts.


Fine-grit sandpaper of around 200 grit is what I use (3); the larger the number, the finer the paper. Avoid coarse sandpaper for finishing as it may leave scratch marks.


[image: A person places a template on a flattened piece of clay and cuts out the shape using a knife.]


TEMPLATES


Templates can be used to help cut clay shapes accurately or to make many copies of the same shape. You can find the templates used for the projects in this book. You will need tracing paper, a pencil, scissors and card to transfer these templates. You can, of course, create your own templates by drawing freehand designs or printing designs from the internet to cut out and use. I love using templates as they save time, allowing you to create the same project again and again with ease. It’s a good idea to keep your templates all together in a file so you have them on hand when you want to use them.


[image: A person uses a paintbrush to paint a cup made of clay.]



PAINTBRUSHES


Expensive paintbrushes are not needed but a mixture of flat and round acrylic brushes in a range of sizes (16) is useful if you want to decorate your air-dry clay pieces. Brushes can be used for painting as well as applying varnishes and sealants. Ideally, keep a couple of brushes just for varnishing so that they do not have any traces of paint left in them, as these could seep out and distort your project. Always wash your brushes well after each use. Acrylic paint (1) dries quickly, so it’s best not to leave brushes hanging around with acrylic paint on them. A quick tip: I often use the wrong end of a paintbrush as a tool for marking the clay – another way to really make use of what’s on hand.


[image: The surface of a clay object has swirls in yellow.]


PAINTS


I mostly use acrylic paint with air-dry clay. The brand of paint is up to you, but I would avoid the very cheap paints as you really do get what you pay for. Occasionally I also use watercolour paints (see, for example, my Hanging Pot). I recommend testing out techniques and experimenting to find a style you love.
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