
 
 
Polymer Clay 101 
 
Polymer clay is a versatile medium that can be enjoyed by the novice and the professional alike.  It 
can be baked in your home oven and does not require many specialty tools to work and shape it. 
Here are my top tips for getting started with polymer clay.  If you would like more guidance in your 
first forays into polymer clay crafting, feel free to shoot me an email or text message with any 
questions.  I am also available for tutoring and workshops if you want more hands-on guidance! 
 
Contact me via email or follow me on social media at 
aethelynd@gmail.com 
https://www.instagram.com/aethelynds/ 
https://www.facebook.com/aethelynds 

1- Start with good clay 
● I cannot stress enough that good clay is only marginally more expensive than cheap clay, but the time 

and effort you put into your creation will be the same.  Actually, you may wind up putting more time into 
using cheap clay as you struggle to deal with its shortcomings.  Here are some of the clays you are 
most likely to see on the shelves at the craft store and my thoughts on each: 

● Sculpey III - a very soft clay that cures with a slightly dull “plastic” looking surface.  It is not very 
strong and the super-soft consistency makes it hard, if not impossible, to get good detail.  It is 
useless as a caning clay as the colors will smear as you cut it.  I use this clay for two things.  I 
like filling in design “inlays” with it because it is soft and easy to press into the crevices of a 
harder clay.  I also use white Sculpey III to remove lint and other stains from my work surface, 
tools, and hands before touching other light-colored clay. 

● Sculpey Premo! - this is one of my favorite clays.  It is a good general-use clay that bakes up 
strong and takes detail well.  When it is conditioned it is easy to shape while not taking on too 
many fingerprints.  The colors are rich and come in a variety of specialty finishes. 

● Super Sculpey and Super Sculpey firm - both are very strong and hold detail well. Super 
sculpey is beige and has a slightly translucent finish, which makes it a decent base for skin 
tones.  It can be painted, sanded and drilled once it is baked.  Super Sculpey firm is even 
stronger and comes in a dark grey.  It too can be painted, sanded and drilled after baking.  The 
downside to painting on top of clay is that the colors will look “flat” compared to colored polymer 
clay.  You may not notice the translucence of polymer clay, but you will notice the absence in 
painted clay.  You can overcome this with various paint products and techniques, but that is a 
whole new class! 

● FIMO - I have tried to like this clay as many professional artists swear  by it.  In the early years 
FIMO was clearly superior to Sculpey’s products, but it is a very hard, crumbly clay right out of 
the package and even after lots of conditioning never feels to me like a smooth clay so much as 
layers of hard clay and clay conditioner. Those who love it tend to be artists with very warm 
hands as the extra heat can cause other clays to become too soft to work easily. FIMO bakes 
up very hard and holds details very well once  you get it to a workable state.  FIMO does make 
a line called FIMO soft which is much like Sculpey Premo, but is available in fewer colors. 
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● Kato Art Clay - firmer than Premo, but not crumbly like FIMO.  It takes longer than Premo to get 
to a workable state, but is top of the line for fine details and strength.  The colors available are 
designed for mixing and blending your own hues, which may be a bonus to some or a chore to 
others. 

● CraftSmart- Better than Sculpey III, not nearly as strong as Premo.  I haven’t Tried the 
CraftsSmart Professional yet. 

● Bake Shop - marketed as a “kids’” clay, it is soft and easier for little hands to shape, but it is not 
a strong clay and does not hold detail well.  Skip this one and reach for the FIMO soft. 

 
 
 

2- Condition the clay 
● Squish, roll, and play with your clay until you can bend it without the clay cracking.  If it remains crumbly 

and prone to cracking when bent after 5 minutes of working it, add a few drops of clay conditioner or 
mineral oil and work it in thoroughly.  Let it “rest” for 5 minutes and check your clay condition again.  It 
should be firm but malleable.  Handling it should not leave indentations and should cause minimal 
fingerprinting.  

● If you add too much conditioner, roll clay to approximately ¼” thick and sandwich between two index 
cards for 5 - 15 minutes to blot excess oil out. 

 

3- Work out air bubbles 
● Air bubbles weaken your creation.  Unlike ceramic clay, you  don’t have to worry about your creation 

exploding in the oven, but it will be much more likely to break and it may have visible lumps where air 
expands inside the clay while baking.  If you are baking clay to bond it to another surface (ie: a glass, or 
a wooden box), take the time to smooth out air bubbles.  You may need to lance the occasional 
stubborn bubble that is underneath the center of a sheet of clay.  Push the air toward the hole and 
gently smooth clay toward the hole until it disappears. 

 

4 -Mind your joints 
● If the joining place of two parts of your design are not “smoothed” together, use a bit of Liquid Polymer 

Clay or Bake & Bond to “glue” the pieces together.  Bulky pieces will hold on a bit better if you also 
have a bit of curved wire holding reinforcing the joint.  

 

5 - Consider an armature 
● If your creation- or part of it - is more than ¼” thick, you may want to build on an armature or “filler” 

material.  This ensures that the clay is completely cured at the thickest parts without overbaking any 
tiny details.  Over baking is not that big of an issue if your oven temperature is where it needs to be but 
lighter colors can darken or scorch if precautions are not taken. 

● A general rule of thumb is that polymer clay “likes” to be around ¼” thick.  This is partly to ensure even 
curing, which puts less stress on the entire composition as it bakes and cools, and partly because most 
polymer clays are strongest at ¼” thickness:  thin enough to flex under stress but thick enough to 
withstand normal handling. Parts of your design (flower petals, for example) will likely be very thin, but 
as long as they are supported underneath they will be fine. 

 

6 - Be sure any finishes you add are compatible! 



● Polymer clay generally does not need to be sealed, but if you use mica powders or other delicate 
finishes you will need to protect them.  Varathane, a water-based sealer works well as do the sealers 
and glazes made by polymer clay manufacturers.  There is a complete list on Ginger Davis Allman’s 
website, The  Blue Bottle Tree, that is updated and expanded regularly.  Check here for polymer 
clay-safe sealers and be sure to explore the rest of her site for invaluable tips on using and storing 
polymer clay  

○ https://thebluebottletree.com/?s=sealers 
● If you want to add decorations that will be damaged during baking to the surface of your project,  you 

can press them into the clay to leave a perfectly fitted indentation before you bake.  

- 7 - Tools 
● You don’t have to own a complete set of clay tools and you can find many tools by repurposing items 

you already have.  A few essentials are: 
○ Rolling pin - my favorite are the acrylic ones you find in the craft stores by the polymer clay. 

However, a piece of clean PVC pipe, ½” to 1 ½” diameter is easy to handle and gets the job 
done. 

○ Cutting blade - long, rectangular blades.  Whether you prefer them with or without the 
removable “grips” at the end is a personal preference.  These are great for slicing off a chunk of 
clay from the package.  Handy if you are using 2 oz blocks, but  I find them to be a necessity 
when using 1 lb blocks! 

○ X-acto knife - great for cutting out designs with precision and handy for slicing off pieces from a 
2 oz block of clay 

○ “Ball tools” - you no longer have to repurpose fondant tools, little metal balls on sticks are now 
easy to find on the clay aisle.  My favorite ones come with a silicone tip at the other end.  Ball 
tools and needle tools are handy for etching designs into clay, adding curves to small pieces, 
etc.   The silicone tips help move clay without leaving “tracks”. Remember when using a needle 
or ball tool to etch a design, to “drag” rather than “push” the tool.  You will smooth down some of 
the clay as you go and wind up with less buildup you need to remove when you are done with 
your line.  If you are just starting out, grab a tooth pick for moving small bits of clay, etching 
lines, or even using as a mini rolling pin in hard to reach areas.  

○ Cutters - cookie cutters, mini cookie cutters, etc 
○ Stamps - stamps are great at creating surface texture.  But so are rocks, rough bark (put plastic 

wrap over the clay before using these two as they could otherwise leave dirt and bits of wood in 
your clay).  Keep an eye out for textured items you could repurpose - the aluminum seal on the 
inside of the large can of Planter’s Peanuts has rows of raised dots that make an excellent 
texture tool.  Bits of old screens, jewelry, etc… don’t be afraid to think outside the box! 

 
 

 
 
8- Mind your temperature! 

● Your oven’s thermostat is not the best indicator of the temperature inside your oven at any given time in 
the cooking cycle.  Take the time to check your oven’s temperature with an inexpensive oven 
thermometer that you can pick up at Walmart or Dollar General.  The instructions on most packages of 
clay tell you to bake at 275∘F for 30 minutes per ¼” of thickness.  This is a good general guideline as 
long as you know your oven isn’t way off.  



● To further protect your clay from variances in oven temperature and from being scorched by a too-close 
heating element, place your creation on a ceramic tile and set it inside a covered baking dish.  You can 
use a couple of heavy-duty foil pans with one inverted to use as a lid.  Clip them together with metal 
binder clips from the office supply aisle. 

● Allow items to cool down before handling.  The clay is at its most fragile when it is finished baking but 
still hot.  

● If you are baking clay on glass, START with a cold oven and END with a cold oven.  Glass can shatter 
if the temperature change is too sudden and clay can become dislodged from glass after a successful 
baking if not allowed to cool and finish bonding. 

 
Basic Steps to designing faerie doors 
 
Before you start, think about where  your fairy lives and what materials she might gather to make her 
home. A country fairy may make a door of woven haystems.   A woodland fairy may have a door of 
bark.  One that lives in a meadow might have a doorway  carved into a blossom, and an urban fairy 
might use scraps from the recycling bin.  I find having a back story helps the rest of the design 
elements fall into place! 
 
1 - work from back to front.  Decide if your door will be set into the clay “blank” you received or if the 
entire blank is going to be the door.  Will you have a door frame?  If you have a wall around  your 
door, design and color it first after marking where your door will be. You may also want to etch wood 
grain or another texture into your door at this step.  
 
2 - windows - you can use a glass cabochon or other clear, flat bead for a  window.  Cut the hole 
slightly smaller than the cabochon and snug it in.  You may leave it clear for light to shine through or 
put tin foil on the back to reflect light (this looks best on colored or semi-opaque glass).  Add a frame 
to the front to help lock it in place. 
 
3 - add door frame, and decorative elements, remembering to work back to front.  If you are adding 
vines, remember that the “snake” of clay you rolled out will not have much surface contact with the 
clay below it.  You can either use liquid polymer clay to bond the two surfaces more tightly or press 
the “snake” against the clay to flatten the back of the snake against the fairy door base.  To avoid 
flattening your snake, either gently roll your finger side to side across the snake in a rolling motion, 
putting a little more pressure on the sides than on the top.  Another technique you may find easier is 
to make a “pinch” with your finger and thumb, and press along the length of the snake, making sure 
the point at which the thumb and finger meet is positioned at the top of the curve of the snake. 
 
4 - add surface treatments - a dusting of pearl-ex gives a shimmering bit of color that will highlight any 
texture or etching  you have added.  You can also add highlights with acrylic paints if you like.  
*******If you add surface color, you will want to seal the piece with Varathane or another polymer clay 
safe sealer like the Sculpey brand glaze sold at Michael’s and Hobby Lobby 
 
 



 
Additional tips for wine glass workshop: 
 
Creating a base layer of clay gives something durable for finer details to stick on.  The base layer 
should be about ⅛” thick (#1 or #2 if you are using the “pasta roller”).  Take your time putting on the 
base layer.  Smooth out all the air bubbles  then press and roll your thumbs across the clay to get a 
firm connection between the glass and clay.  
 
Remember when firing clay on glass, put the finished piece in the oven before turning the oven on. 
Start timing the baking process after the oven has reached temperature (30 minutes per ¼” of 
thickness at 300 degrees F.. go by the thickest part, don’t average it out).  Allow the piece to cool 
completely before removing it from the oven. 
 
Additional Tips for Monster Box 
 
If you want teeth to stick out, make them first and embed a small piece of wire in the “gum side” of the 
tooth.  Lay the teeth on a bed of baking soda or corn starch to keep them from developing a flat side 
when cooking.  Bake for 30 minutes/ ¼” in thickness.  Allow to cool before handling. Put a small kink 
in the wire to help it better adhere when you push it into the gum.  Make sure the gum and the tooth 
are snug against one another.For extra adherence you may want to add a drop of Liquid Polymer 
Clay or Bake N Bond (both made by Sculpey and both available at Michael’s craft store. 
 


