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  Introduction


  This book presents a diverse assortment of animal mug rug projects for both the beginner and the experienced needle felter. Because every creature abounds in uniqueness, each project will present interesting challenges in needling. You will learn how to sculpt using felting needles, and also gain insight into the basic principles of wet felting in a way that is simple and accessible. No animals are harmed to create these adorable mug rugs!
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  THE BASICS


  Supplies


  FELTING NEEDLES


  The projects in this book use two types of felting needles, the star configuration for sculpting the head and the triangular configuration for decorating the flat body of each character. The barb configurations are barely discernible to the eye, even with a magnifying glass, so rely on a retailer to identify the needle for you. To distinguish one from the other, it might be helpful to mark the handle of one needle with nail polish. The work of the felting needle is done on the bottom inch of the needle, which is barbed. Hold the felting needle by pinching it between your thumb and finger and poke straight up and down. The barbs on the needle grasp the wool, and the poking motion forces the strands of fiber inwards where they entangle. It is important to insert and remove the needle at the same angle, since the needles are brittle and will break if mis­handled. Always remember to secure your needles safely when you leave the work area.


  Needling is a repetitive motion that could cause hand stress. There are several ways to minimize this.

  • Stretch your fingers often.

  • Use the correct needle gauge for the job.

  • Work on a flat surface with your elbow resting on the table.


  • Use a needling board that is only 1 inch thick.


  NEEDLING BOARD


  You must have a needling board under your project as you work so that the needle has a place to land safely as it penetrates the wool and pushes the fibers. The board used in these projects is blue board insulation, which is inexpensive and readily available at the local lumberyard. Since the barbs are located on the bottom inch of the needle, the needling board should be 1 inch thick. If the needling board is thicker than 1 inch, it may force your wrist upwards, creating an awkward needling position; if it is less than 1 inch thick, the needle may break if it hits the work table underneath. All needling boards degrade with use. You will notice that the needle barbs begin pulling bits of the board back up. When you start to see small pieces of board stuck to the back of the felt, the board needs to be replaced.


  FINGER GUARDS


  If you lift your project from the needling board to sculpt it, then finger guards are a must. Felting needles are sharp and painful and could cause infection if they penetrate the skin. Dimension manufactures a silicone fingertip guard that is less expensive than a box of bandages.


  SCISSORS


  A small pair of scissors with a sharp point is ideal for trimming tight corners and stray fibers. A larger pair of scissors will be needed to cut out the body. Because you will be trimming close to the edge, the larger scissors should also be sharp.


  PERMANENT MARKERS


  Markers are used for tracing the stencils or drawing freehand onto the pre-felt. They should be permanent to avoid smudging while you work and bleeding during the wet felting process. Use black for light-colored pre-felt and a metallic marker for dark-colored pre-felt.
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  Felting needles are available in a variety of configurations.
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  A needling board under your work protects you from the sharp needles as you push through the felt.


  WOOL FIBER


  There are many types of needle felting wools available, in a wide range of colors. Wool is prepared in different ways, and beginners may be confused by the choices. Carded fiber is easier to work with, both for needling and for wet felting. The projects in the book use mostly carded fiber except for the bear, which is done using combed fiber.
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  Fiber glossary


  Carded Fiber: Fiber that has been processed with hand cards. The process of carding wool mixes up the fibers, randomly organizing them. The teeth on the carding machine bend the strands of wool, making them receptive to entangling.


  Batt: A sheet of carded fiber ready for felting. Layers may be lifted off or added on, to adjust for thickness, and bits may be pulled off easily for needling. This is the ideal preparation for rolling the fiber of the head and also for creating the wet felt bodies.


  Combed Fiber: Also known as top, wool that has been combed so that the strands of fiber are lying parallel to one another. Combed fiber is challenging to use when needling the small details and requires more instruction for wet felting. Some of the projects suggest using this fiber for rolling the three-dimensional head because it provides a smooth surface with more luster; however, carded fiber may always be used instead.


  Roving: A strand of wool fiber available in varying widths that may be carded or combed.


  Pencil Roving: A narrow strand of fiber the approximate diameter of a pencil.


  Pre-felt: A sheet of wool that has been lightly needled. It may be used as a base to begin the body portion of each project. It is a delicate fabric and should be handled gently until it has been exposed to needling and agitation through wet felting. Pre­felt is available in a wide range of colors. Because each layer is very fine, two layers are recommended for the projects in this book. Be certain the pre-felt you choose is 100 percent wool.
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  OTHER TOOLS


  A ruler and a tape measure will be used frequently; a needle and threads in a variety of colors are needed to complete the projects, sewing the head to the body. A disposable razor, an iron with a steam setting, and lint rollers are all helpful tools to keep handy.



  Basic Instructions

  

  Head

  


  Each project in this book begins by creating the head of an animal. Wool fiber is rolled up tightly and needled to create a dense and rounded shape for sculpting. The barbs on the needle force the strands of wool to entangle, and as the strands are pushed, they cause the form to shrink in size and become a dense shape. There is no wet felting involved in this step. Specific proportions are given to assist you, but you may make your animals any size. Creating the head first is helpful in determining any adjustments you need to make to the size of the body. A needle with a star configuration is useful when forming three-dimensional shapes. These needles have more barbs and are therefore able to push more fiber and work quickly and efficiently when shaping a form.
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  For the head, first roll the wool up tightly and needle to create a dense shape as needed for sculpting.


  Body

  
  The second portion of each project is the body, the flat area where a mug will rest. A needle with a triangular configuration is ideal for adding the design onto the flat body. Specific dimensions are given to assist you in proportions, but you may make your animals any size. The stencils provided on pages 119-130 are versatile and may be reduced or enlarged according to your personal desire. The bodies are created one of two ways: using either pre-felt or carded fiber.


  Pre-felt: For many of the lighter-colored animals in this book, a white pre-felt base was used. Because it is such a delicate fabric, two layers are recommended for each project, which will create a more durable and usable finished product. Avoid using a white pre-felt base for the darker animals because the white fibers will show. Pre-felt is available in a wide range of colors, but it is a simple process to make your own felt from carded wool.


  Carded Fiber: The projects in this book may all be created by making your own felt. The process is simple and the supplies are readily available. The body is created with the same carded fiber that you used for the head. Set up a wet felting workstation as described on page 9 and follow the instructions for wet felting. If there is only a little needling done on the body design, a damp cloth spread over the surface and a hot iron will suffice to keep the fibers in place.


  Finish


  After wet felting, rinse the soap out thoroughly and use a hot iron to press the fibers. Be sure to place a towel between the iron and the felt to avoid burning the wool and to help absorb some of the moisture. Lay it flat to dry.


  Sometimes fiber from the pre-felt base will migrate through the surface. The more the design is needled, the less this happens. Use a disposable razor to shave the surface, applying the same amount of pressure that you would on your skin. Use a lint roller to pick up any loose shavings and then iron it.


  To complete the project, line up the head and body. Attach them together using a needle and thread. Stitch around the circumference, each stitch simultaneously picking up a little of the body and the head. One stitch every ¼ inch is sufficient to secure the two pieces together.
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Care

  
  Avoid using a washing machine to create or clean the finished felt projects in this book. The agitation is too aggressive, the results will be unpredictable, and it could cause irreparable damage to your work. Wool felt is a versatile, durable, and relatively easy fabric to care for. Felt may be spot cleaned with hot water and soap. Your project may be touched up with more needling and even wet felted again or trimmed at any time during its life (the head can be removed and sewn back on if necessary).
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