how to do paper mache

how to do paper mache is a wonderfully accessible and versatile art form,
perfect for crafters of all ages and skill levels. From creating whimsical
masks to sturdy bowls and elaborate sculptures, paper mache offers a budget-
friendly way to bring imaginative projects to life. This comprehensive guide
will walk you through every step of the process, demystifying the techniques
and providing you with the knowledge to embark on your own paper mache
adventures. We’ll cover everything from selecting the right materials and
preparing your workspace to mastering the paste-making and layering
techniques, as well as essential drying and finishing methods. Get ready to
transform simple paper and glue into durable, creative masterpieces.
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Understanding the Basics of Paper Mache

At its core, paper mache is a composite material consisting of paper pieces
or pulp, sometimes reinforced with textiles, bound with an adhesive, such as
glue, paste, or wallpaper adhesive. The name itself originates from the
French words "papier" (paper) and "maché" (chewed), hinting at the process of
breaking down paper into a workable medium. This technique allows for the
creation of strong, lightweight objects that can be molded into virtually any
shape. The inherent strength of paper mache comes from the interlocking
fibers of the paper, which become rigid as the adhesive dries, creating a
hard, durable shell.

The beauty of paper mache lies in its simplicity and affordability. It
requires very few specialized tools, making it an ideal craft for home
environments, classrooms, or community workshops. The ability to recycle old
newspapers, magazines, and even junk mail adds an eco-friendly dimension to
this craft. Whether you are aiming for a smooth, polished finish or a more
textured, rustic appearance, paper mache can adapt to your artistic vision.
Understanding the fundamental principles will set you up for success,
regardless of the complexity of your intended project.



Gathering Your Paper Mache Supplies

To begin your paper mache journey, a few essential supplies are needed. The
primary components are paper and adhesive, but having the right tools and
supporting materials will greatly enhance the experience and the final
outcome. It’s always a good idea to have a well-stocked supply cabinet for
any creative endeavor, and paper mache is no exception. Having everything
readily available will prevent interruptions and allow you to focus on the
creative process.

Types of Paper for Paper Mache

The choice of paper significantly impacts the texture, strength, and drying
time of your paper mache project. Different types of paper lend themselves to
different applications. For beginners, readily available options are often
the best.

e Newspaper: This is the most common and readily available material for
paper mache. Its thinness allows for easy tearing and molding, and it
dries relatively quickly. The print can sometimes show through lighter
colors, so keep this in mind for your finishing touches.

e Brown Kraft Paper: Similar to newspaper but typically without print,
kraft paper offers a clean surface and good strength. It can be a good
choice if you plan to paint lighter colors.

e Paper Towels: While not ideal for the main structure due to their
absorbency and tendency to break down, paper towels can be useful for
adding a final layer to smooth out imperfections or create a textured
effect.

e Cardstock or Construction Paper: These thicker papers are generally not
recommended for the bulk of paper mache layers as they can be difficult
to saturate and mold. However, they can be useful for specific
structural elements or reinforcing certain areas.

e Specialty Papers: For more advanced projects, you might consider rice

paper, tissue paper, or even fabric strips for unique textures and
finishes.

Adhesives for Paper Mache Paste

The adhesive is what binds the paper fibers together and creates the hardened
shell. There are several effective options, each with its own pros and cons.



The consistency of your paste is crucial for successful application.

e White School Glue (PVA Glue): Diluted with water, white school glue is a
popular and effective adhesive. It dries clear and is non-toxic, making
it safe for children. A common ratio is 1 part glue to 1 part water, but
this can be adjusted.

e Flour and Water Paste: This is a traditional and very economical option.
A simple recipe involves mixing equal parts flour and water, then
cooking it gently until thickened. It's important to cook it to prevent
mold.

e Wallpaper Paste: Commercial wallpaper paste is designed to adhere paper

to surfaces and can be used for paper mache. Ensure you choose a non-
toxic variety and follow the manufacturer’s instructions for mixing.

Other Essential Supplies

Beyond paper and adhesive, a few other items will make the paper mache
process smoother:

e Scissors or a Paper Cutter: For preparing your paper strips. Tearing by
hand is also a common and often preferred method for a more organic
edge.

e Bowls or Containers: For holding your paste and water.

e Protective Covering for Workspace: Newspaper, old sheets, or a plastic
tablecloth to catch drips and messes.

e Gloves (Optional): To keep your hands clean.

e Brush or Sponge: For applying the paste, although hands are often the
best tool.

e Object to Cover: This could be a balloon, cardboard box, wire armature,
or any other form you wish to mold.

e Sandpaper (various grits): For smoothing the dried paper mache.

e Paints, Sealants, and Decorating Materials: For the final finishing
touches.



Preparing Your Workspace for Paper Mache

Paper mache can be a messy craft, so proper preparation of your workspace is
key to a stress-free creative session. Protecting surfaces from stray paste
and paper scraps will save you a lot of cleanup time later. Think of this as
setting the stage for your artistic endeavors.

Begin by choosing an area that is well-ventilated and where you won't be
disturbed. Kitchen tables, countertops, or even a dedicated craft area are
suitable. Cover your entire work surface generously. 0ld newspapers are
excellent for this, as they are disposable and absorbent. If you're using a
table, lay down a large plastic tablecloth or old bedsheets that can be
easily washed or discarded. Ensure the covering extends beyond the edges of
your workspace to catch any drips.

If you are working on a project that requires you to leave it to dry for
extended periods, consider a designated drying area. This could be a shelf, a
drying rack, or even a cleared space on the floor where the project won't be
disturbed. Make sure the area has good air circulation to promote even drying
and prevent mold.

Making Your Paper Mache Paste

The paste is the binder that holds your paper mache project together. Making
your own paste is simple, economical, and allows you to control the
consistency. While pre-made pastes exist, homemade versions are often
preferred for their simplicity and accessibility.

Flour and Water Paste Recipe

This is a classic and very effective method for creating paper mache paste.
It’s important to cook the paste to activate the starches in the flour, which
gives it binding power, and to prevent spoilage.

1. In a saucepan, whisk together 1 cup of all-purpose flour and 1 cup of
water until smooth and no lumps remain.

2. Place the saucepan over medium heat.
3. Stir constantly as the mixture heats up. It will begin to thicken.
4. Continue to stir and cook for about 2-3 minutes after it starts to

thicken, until it reaches a consistency similar to pancake batter or
slightly thicker.



5. Remove from heat and let it cool completely before use.

6. Store any unused paste in an airtight container in the refrigerator for
a few days. It may need to be re-whisked or slightly thinned with water
before reuse.

Glue and Water Paste Recipe

Using white school glue is another excellent and very popular method. This
paste is non-toxic and dries clear, making it ideal for projects where the
underlying paper color might show through or for painting.

e A common ratio for glue and water paste is 1:1 (one part white school
glue to one part water).

e Pour the glue and water into a bowl and stir thoroughly until well
combined.

e You can adjust the consistency by adding more water for a thinner paste
or more glue for a thicker paste. A slightly thinner paste is often
easier to work with for initial layers, while a thicker paste can be
used for later layers or for adding strength.

Whichever paste you choose, aim for a consistency that allows the paper
strips to be fully saturated without being overly watery. The paste should
coat the paper well, allowing it to adhere smoothly to the form. Test your
paste on a scrap piece of paper before starting your main project.

Choosing the Right Paper for Paper Mache

The selection of paper is a critical step in the paper mache process,
influencing the final appearance, durability, and ease of application. While
newspaper is the most common choice, understanding the properties of
different papers can help you achieve specific results for your projects.

Newspaper remains the go-to for many paper mache enthusiasts due to its
widespread availability and ease of use. Its thinness allows it to conform
readily to curved surfaces and it saturates well with paste. However, the ink
from the newspaper can sometimes bleed through lighter paint colors, so if a
clean, uniform base is desired, consider covering the newspaper layers with a
layer of white paper or using a primer before painting.



Brown kraft paper offers a cleaner, more uniform surface than newspaper. It's
a good option if you plan to paint your project with light colors or want a
less busy underlying texture. It’'s also quite strong and holds its shape
well.

For a smoother finish, consider using plain paper towels or even a layer of
plain white printer paper as your final layer. This can help to fill in any
small gaps and provide a more even surface for painting. However, be mindful
that paper towels are highly absorbent and can break down easily, so they are
best used as a finishing layer rather than for the bulk of the structure.

When preparing your paper, you can either tear it into strips or cut it.
Tearing often results in feathered edges that blend more smoothly into
subsequent layers, creating a stronger bond. Cutting can be quicker and
results in cleaner lines, which might be preferable for certain designs.
Strips are generally recommended to be about 1-2 inches wide and of varying
lengths, depending on the size and complexity of your project.

The Layering Process: Building Your Paper Mache
Structure

This is the heart of the paper mache process. Building up layers of paper and
paste creates the strength and form of your object. Patience is key here;
rushing the layering process can lead to a weaker or uneven structure.

Begin by dipping a strip of paper into your prepared paste, ensuring it is
fully saturated. Run the strip between your fingers to remove excess paste,
leaving just enough to bind the paper. Then, lay the strip onto your form,
smoothing it down to eliminate air bubbles and wrinkles. Overlap each strip
slightly with the previous one, ensuring complete coverage of the surface.

When working with a balloon as your form, be sure to leave an opening at the
neck of the balloon to allow for easy removal of the balloon once the paper
mache is dry. For objects with more intricate shapes, you might need to use
smaller strips of paper and more carefully shape them to conform to the
contours.

The number of layers required will depend on the desired strength and the
type of object you are creating. For a basic mask or bowl, 3-4 layers might
suffice. For more robust items, such as furniture or structural sculptures,
you may need 6-10 layers or even more. It’'s generally recommended to apply
layers in alternating directions (e.g., horizontally, then vertically) to
increase the overall strength and rigidity of the structure.

Allow each layer to dry partially before applying the next. This helps to



prevent the paper from becoming too saturated and the structure from becoming
too soft and unstable. However, for extremely robust projects, some crafters
apply multiple layers in one session, ensuring that the paste remains wet
enough for good adhesion between layers.

Drying Your Paper Mache Creations

Proper drying is crucial for the structural integrity and longevity of your
paper mache project. Incomplete drying can lead to mold, weakness, or a
distorted shape. Patience during this stage is rewarded with a durable
finished product.

The drying time for paper mache can vary significantly based on several
factors: the number of layers applied, the type of paste used, the humidity
in the air, and the ambient temperature. On average, allow at least 24-48
hours for a project with 3-5 layers to dry completely. Projects with more
layers or those made in humid environments may take several days.

To ensure efficient drying, place your project in a warm, dry, and well-
ventilated area. Avoid direct sunlight, as this can cause rapid drying that
might lead to cracking or warping, especially if applied to a form like a
balloon that will be removed. Turning the project periodically will help
ensure that all sides dry evenly.

If you are using a balloon as your form, once the paper mache is completely
dry, you can pop the balloon and carefully remove it through the opening you
left. You may need to gently tug at the balloon or use a slender object to
help detach it from the inside of the paper mache shell.

For larger or more complex sculptures, you might need to prop them up or hang
them to allow air to circulate around all surfaces. You can use wire racks,
empty boxes, or even hang them from a sturdy hook, provided the structure is
strong enough to support its own weight.

Finishing and Decorating Your Paper Mache
Projects

Once your paper mache creation is thoroughly dry and has achieved its desired
rigidity, the fun of decorating and finishing begins. This is where your
project truly comes to life and reflects your personal style and artistic
vision. The possibilities for decoration are nearly endless.



Smoothing and Priming

Before applying any color, you might want to smooth out any rough edges or
imperfections. Lightly sanding the surface with fine-grit sandpaper can
achieve a smooth finish. Always wear a dust mask when sanding paper mache, as
the dust can be irritating.

Applying a primer is highly recommended, especially if you plan to use
acrylic paints. A coat of gesso or a white acrylic primer will create a
uniform, opaque surface that will make your colors appear more vibrant and
true. It also helps to seal the paper, preventing the paste from absorbing
too much paint.

Painting and Coloring Techniques

Acrylic paints are a popular choice for decorating paper mache due to their
versatility, quick drying time, and ability to adhere to various surfaces.
You can use brushes to apply intricate designs or sponges for a textured
effect. Experiment with different color palettes, techniques like dry
brushing, layering, or even stenciling.

Other coloring options include tempera paints, watercolors (though they may
require a sealant to prevent smudging), or even spray paints. If using spray
paints, ensure you work in a well-ventilated area and wear a respirator.

Sealing and Varnishing

To protect your finished artwork and give it a professional sheen, applying a
sealant or varnish is a crucial final step. A clear acrylic sealant, Mod
Podge, or a spray varnish will not only protect the paint from scratches and
moisture but can also enhance the colors and provide a matte, satin, or
glossy finish, depending on your preference.

Apply sealant in thin, even coats. Allow each coat to dry completely before
applying the next. Two or three coats are usually sufficient to provide
adequate protection and a beautiful finish. For projects that will be handled
frequently or exposed to the elements, consider a more durable varnish
designed for outdoor use.

Adding Embellishments

Beyond paint, you can adorn your paper mache creations with a wide array of



embellishments. Consider adding googly eyes, glitter, fabric scraps, beads,
yarn, natural materials like twigs or shells, or even decoupage with
decorative paper or images.

Tips for Success in Paper Mache

Achieving a great paper mache project involves more than just following the
steps; a few tips can make a significant difference in your results. These
insights are born from experience and can help troubleshoot common issues.

e Consistency is Key: Ensure your paste has the right consistency — not
too thick and not too thin. This allows for easy application and good
adhesion.

e Work in a Well-Ventilated Area: This is important for drying and if you
are using any paints or sealants that have strong fumes.

e Be Patient with Drying: Rushing the drying process is one of the most
common mistakes. Allow ample time for each layer and the final project
to dry completely.

e Smooth Out Air Bubbles: Air bubbles can weaken the structure. Smooth
each strip down thoroughly as you apply it.

e Layering Direction Matters: Alternating the direction of your paper
strips in different layers significantly increases the strength of your

final project.

e Don't Over-Saturate: While paper needs to be saturated with paste,
excessive dripping paste can weaken the paper and prolong drying time.

e Test Your Materials: If you’'re trying a new type of paper, paste, or
paint, test it on a scrap piece first to see how it behaves.

e Embrace Imperfections: Especially when starting, don't strive for
absolute perfection. The charm of paper mache often lies in its handmade
quality.

FAQ

Q: What is the best type of paper to use for paper



mache?

A: Newspaper is the most common and easiest to use for beginners due to its
availability and flexibility. For a smoother finish, you can use plain
printer paper or even paper towels as a final layer.

Q: How long does paper mache take to dry?

A: Drying time varies, but typically, a project with 3-5 layers needs at
least 24-48 hours to dry completely. Factors like humidity, temperature, and
the number of layers will affect this.

Q: Can you paint paper mache before it is completely
dry?

A: It is best to wait until the paper mache is completely dry before
painting. Painting on damp paper mache can lead to the paint not adhering
properly, peeling, or causing the paper to become soggy.

Q: What is the best adhesive for paper mache?

A: A simple flour and water paste or a diluted white school glue (PVA) are
both excellent and commonly used adhesives. Both are non-toxic and effective.

Q: How many layers of paper mache are needed for
strength?

A: For basic projects like masks or bowls, 3-4 layers are usually sufficient.
For more durable items, aim for 6-10 layers or more, applying them in
alternating directions for maximum strength.

Q: How do you remove a balloon from a paper mache
project?

A: Once the paper mache is completely dry, you can pop the balloon and
carefully pull it out through the opening you left. You might need to gently
detach it from the inside.

Q: Can paper mache be waterproof?

A: Standard paper mache is not waterproof. However, you can make it more
water-resistant by applying several coats of a good quality sealant or
varnish, such as Mod Podge or a polyurethane sealant. For true waterproofing,
specialized sealants might be needed.



Q: How do you make paper mache smooth?

A: To achieve a smooth finish, use thinner paper strips, ensure each strip is
well-smoothed to remove air bubbles, and apply multiple layers. After drying,
you can lightly sand the surface with fine-grit sandpaper and apply a primer
like gesso before painting.
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