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The Tiled Path

“I found I could say things with color and shapes that I couldn’t say any other way—things I had no words for.” —Georgia O’Keeffe

The day that I threw caution to the wind and just started gluing stuff to other stuff, questions arose that I was unable to answer. Now, more than twenty years later, through trial and error, I have found my creative comfort zone, where I can create with reckless abandon. Nothing is safe from me and my glue.






There are many mosaic tile artists that I admire, and I’ve had the honor of taking classes from a few of them. Without exception, every class I’ve taken has taught me something that either saves me a great deal of time or provides just the creative permission I need to learn a new technique and nurture my creative self.
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My attraction to china, tile, found objects, and castoffs has brought a lot of joy (and a little clutter) into my life. At times, it can become overwhelming. There is so much cool stuff to glue, so many ways to glue it, and so little time. A piece of chipped china can be reincarnated a thousand ways. But that’s the beauty of the craft: old things become new again, and discarded objects hold renewed value.
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Laurel Skye is one of the great mosaic tile artists I have taken classes with.
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This is a whimsical and random journey with infinite possibilities. Anyone, and I mean anyone, can create a masterpiece of found objects that will ignite the creative spirit. Whether it’s a funky random declaration or a fine arts finished piece, it’s all good!
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This book was written as a basic guide to the world of mosaic tile and found objects. I’ve included many of the tips, tricks, and techniques that I’ve learned along the way. I hope this book will help to answer many of the questions that you may have regarding this art form, and blow a little breeze of creative inspiration your way, too. The projects in this book were designed with beginners in mind. They involve just enough cutting to give you a gentle push, providing the momentum you need to begin your own journey down the tiled path.
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Like any respectable pilgrimage or expedition, when you begin this journey you must take an oath. You have to acknowledge that you’re creative, or at least promise never to say that you’re not creative (even if you claim to have only bought this book for the pictures).

Everyone is blessed with creativity, even if you haven’t discovered it yet. Mosaic tile and found object art is the best way to prove your nay-saying self wrong. Fear of artistic exposure can be intimidating. Just performing the process and putting it out there for all to see takes courage. But since there isn’t one right way to do this, what have you got to lose?

The basic mosaic tile process I use


	Find the base.

	Choose a color palette and theme.

	
Gather materials—tile, china, jewelry, buttons, game pieces, stained glass, other glass, marbles, gems, and stones—that fit into your chosen palette.

Mosaic Basics


	Don’t like what you’ve glued? Remove it.

	Grout color wrong? Live with it.
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	Prepare the surface properly, to get the pieces to stick securely—it’s worth the extra effort!

	Start moving the pieces around until you reach a design that you’re happy with.

	Cut materials to fit into the design you’ve decided on. If pieces don’t lie flat, cut them smaller.

	
When you’re happy with your design, start gluing your project with the appropriate adhesive. If it’s a larger project with many sides, glue the shards in sections, allowing drying time before moving on to the next area.
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	Let the glued surface dry a minimum of 24 hours.

	Grab your grout, water and/or additive, and disposable gloves.

	Grout.

	
Clean the grout from the piece.
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You can paint grout with acrylic paints if you want—after it’s dry, of course. Painting grout can be very messy and tedious, but it is doable.





	Let the grout dry.

	Polish with a soft lint-free cloth.

	Enjoy.

	Admire.

	Smile.




Pique Assiette

The term pique assiette was originally applied to the art of making mosaics with the pieces of broken plates. It is now often used for any kind of mosaic making.
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Materials

You don’t have to go very far to find cool materials and quirky found objects you can use in mosaics: old keys, jewelry, knick-knacks, medals, buttons, small toys, game pieces, old china, ceramic tile, and stained glass, just to name a few.
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Tesserae n. pl. (tes-uh-ree) A standard mosaic tile term that describes all of the bits and pieces that are applied, with an adhesive, to a base or surface.
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Vitreous glass tile is a very popular glass tile that comes in thousands of colors. The tiles have a flat top face and ridged back. Vitreous glass tiles are durable, stain resistant, and a good choice for projects that will brave the elements.
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Stained glass comes in thousands of colors, textures, and sizes. Most people remember beautiful stained glass windows adorning houses of worship and cathedrals. Adding stained glass pieces or shards to your projects will provide a magical visual touch that sometimes cannot be captured using anything else. One caveat to working with stained glass is that its thickness doesn’t match that of china or tile in most circumstances.
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This glass-on-glass project, one of the many projects that can be created using stained glass, won first place in an annual recycled art contest.
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Smalti are handmade irregular rectangles of opaque glass in brilliant colors. They have irregular pitted shapes with a very reflective surface.

[image: img]

Ceramic tiles are available in hundreds of colors, sizes, and shapes; they come in glazed or unglazed styles. You can purchase ceramic tile by the piece or by the sheet with either paper or mesh backing.

To remove the paper backing from tile sheets, soak the tile sheet until the paper floats off. Make sure to recycle the paper so you don’t clog your drain. Tiles with a mesh backing can be pulled off the backing, or you can glue sections of the tile to your surface with the mesh still attached to the back.

Stones are another interesting addition to a mosaic. You can choose to use polished stones, pebbles, river rocks, marble, granite, or slate. Semi-precious stones, such as turquoise, lapis lazuli, alabaster, quartz, and agate, are also wonderful additions to a mosaic.

Do not attempt to cut stones with basic tile tools. Check with a local tile store or rock shop to seek out assistance in cutting stone.
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Everything else

China

Porcelain

Glassware

Seashells

Mother of pearl

Mirror

Colored bottles

Cracked windshield glass

Sea glass

Marbles

The list of materials you can use for tiled projects is almost endless.

More . . .

Glass jewels

Glass gems

Jewelry

Medals

Figurines

Buttons

Game pieces

Keys

Silverware

Wine corks

Small toys

All materials should be free from dirt, grease, and dust. Soak seashells and stones overnight and rinse until the water runs clear.
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Basic Tools

Besides a sturdy base, tesserae, and a good adhesive, the only things you’ll really need are:


Safety Equipment


	Always wear safety goggles when cutting and breaking up tesserae.

	A dust mask or respirator should be worn when mixing powdered grouts, adhesives, and cements.

	Disposable latex-free gloves should be worn when handling grouts, adhesives, and cement products.

	Always read and follow all safety instructions.
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Cutting Tools

Tile cutters are designed for cutting ceramic tiles, crockery, and china. Better tile nippers have tungsten-carbide cutting edges and spring-loaded handles.
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Wheeled glass nippers have a set of wheels on spring-loaded handles. They can be used to cut glass, mirror, glass tiles, and the like, as you would with tile nippers.
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Glass cutters, used for cutting and scoring stained glass and mirrors, come in many varieties. My preference is a pistol-grip glasscutter. You will also need a corkbacked ruler and running pliers, which break the scored glass.
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Other Basic Tools

A few other basic tools are always good to have nearby. Many of them are basic household items.


	Wire cutters

	Needle-nose pliers

	Self-closing tweezers are a little more expensive than regular tweezers but well worth the investment. Make sure to keep them glue-free!

	Small hammers are used for breaking large tiles, crockery, glass, mirror, and such into randomly shaped pieces. Ordinary household versions are suitable, but I prefer using a smaller hammer to help control the break.

	Always use an old kitchen towel to cover pieces that you break with a hammer.

	Tools for nipping, pushing, and prodding are handy for moving pieces into place and scraping out excess adhesives, mastic, mortar, or grout. Toothpicks, shish kebab skewers, tweezers, and dental and manicure tools are just some of the options.

	Foam paintbrushes are great for applying sealer before gluing.

	Sandpaper to roughen surfaces.

	Painter’s tape to cover delicate areas before grouting.

	For cleanup, keep on hand: newspaper, a roll of paper towels, sponges (look for ones with smaller holes), vinegar, and water.
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Adhesive Spreaders

There’s not a set way to spread adhesive. It really depends on your personal choice and the adhesives that are being used. Tile floats and trowels of different sizes and types are useful for applying grout, adhesive, and mastic to larger surfaces. For small work, plastic spatulas, butter knives, and palette knives work great. PVA and epoxy adhesives can be applied using small paintbrushes, popsicle sticks, and so on.

Grout Spreader

You may find situations that call for a grout spreader. Again, tile floats come in a variety shapes and sizes and are available at most home improvement stores. For smaller projects, gloved hands usually seem to work best for me!

Shaping and Smoothing Tools

A Dremel tool is a small handheld rotary grinder with multiple bits for grinding and smoothing surfaces. A really great tool to learn how to use, it’s available at most home improvement stores.

Power Max II Grinder is a professional grinder that helps to smooth and round out the sharp edges easily.
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Adhesives

Many of our visitors to my studio at 225 Water Street think that we create our mosaic tile pieces by embedding objects into wet concrete. While this is a very effective process when making some tiled projects (see page 84), our process for most projects is to prepare the surface, glue the pieces to the surface with the appropriate adhesive, let it dry, grout, and then seal the piece.
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To assure success in all of your projects, it’s best to read the label and follow the directions from the manufacturer. There is a perfect adhesive out there for every surface. Choosing to just use whatever you have on hand may prove to be a mistake. Pay close attention to your choice of adhesive, especially for outdoor projects. If it’s not weatherproof and waterproof, don’t use it. Extreme heat and cold can create cracks that may fill with water and dirt, eventually destroying the piece. While there are many to choose from, I stick with the ones that have worked for me.

An acrylic-based poly vinyl acetate (PVA) adhesive such as Weldbond is the adhesive of choice for many mosaic tile artists. The reason that I recommend Weldbond adhesive is that through the years I have found it to be the only true PVA adhesive that really does what it says. Weldbond is a nontoxic white glue that dries clear and can pretty much glue anything to everything.

Weldbond can be applied in various ways. You can apply the glue directly onto the tile, or the surface, from the bottle, or you can “butter” the back of the tile with the adhesive using a popsicle stick.

Although I have found that a PVA adhesive is unmatched as a non-toxic primer for porous surfaces, I wouldn’t recommend it when gluing objects that come into contact with water or are exposed to the outdoor elements.

So what is the best adhesive for outdoor projects?

Waterproof adhesives such as Clear Liquid Nails, GE clear Silicone II, Lexel, or E6000 glue, are popular adhesives for projects that may be exposed to water or the outdoors. Again, read the directions carefully to make sure the adhesive you choose meets the needs of your project. Most waterproof adhesives are applied directly from the tube to the piece being glued.
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