







PRAISE FOR THE CANDLEMAKER’S COMPANION

“The Candlemaker’s Companion is very nicely laid out, organized, and easy to follow. If you want to start a candlemaking library, it is a must-have.”

Richard Hansen, President
Bitter Creek Candle Supply, Inc.

“After being in this business for 29 years, I still refer to The Candlemaker’s Companion. It is the most comprehensive publication written in the last 25 years. I also refer new and experienced candlemakers to the book for problem solving and general information.”

Bob Irving
Dussek Campbell, Inc.

“I have told so many candlemakers about this book! It is an exceptional tool.”

Michelle Waye, owner
Candle Equipment and Sales, Inc.

“A few years back, I was interested in learning the art of hand dipping candles as a hobby and started scouting out information any place I could find it — bookstores, libraries, and the internet. There was a fair amount of resource material, but The Candlemaker’s Companion became my primary tutorial because it was written by an impassioned candlemaker and contained an interesting mix of technical, practical, and creative information. I devoured the entire book, confident that I was ready for my first dip, a yield of just 25 pairs. The first candles were wonderfully primitive and were received with great enthusiasm from friends and family. I was hooked.

With my partner, Gary Briggs, I’ve since created and grown a small cottage business that sells hand-dipped tapers to more than 1,500 stores across the United States. I’m certainly Betty Oppenheimer’s greatest fan, and you can be sure that every dipper we hire has mandatory reading of The Candlemaker’s Companion.”

Brian Schnetzer, founder
Aunt Sadie’s Candlestix


THE CANDLEMAKER’S COMPANION

A COMPLETE GUIDE TO ROLLING, POURING,
DIPPING, AND DECORATING YOUR OWN CANDLES

BETTY OPPENHEIMER
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“When you have a taste for exceptional people,
you always end up meeting them everywhere.”

—Pierre MacOrlan


A Plea from the Author

Please, please, please, burn candles! Too many people save them, look at them, fondle them, keep them wrapped up in a drawer or forever in the same centerpiece holder, never to be burned.

It breaks my heart. Candles look their best when they’re burning. The glow of a beautiful candle, different with every combination of wax and wick, is the source of candlemaking’s romance, ritual, and pride. I urge you to kindle your candles and your heart.

On a practical level, you will need to burn your candles to test the compatibility of your wax and wick. The more you burn, the less painful it will be to see your work go up in flames, and the more you will appreciate the fruits of your labor. And from a craftsperson’s point of view, you will want your friends and family to use the gifts you offer.

If they’re burning them, they’ll want more. In the industry, we call this “repeat business.” Lead by example, and burn your work!

My candle burns at both ends:
It will not last the night;
But, ah, my foes, and, oh, my friends—
It gives a lovely light!

—Edna St. Vincent Millay, “First Fig”
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INTRODUCTION
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The ways we humans use the materials available to us on this planet and how we make things work fascinate me. I’ve done arts and crafts all of my life; they’re my joy, my relaxation, my grounding. I’ve crossed the line between art and science in various fields that are loosely called “the practical arts.” My interest has taken me into fabric laboratories, goose down–processing plants, intaglio printing studios, kitchens, industrial laundries, and my own backyard garden. I’m a practical person who loves to make beautiful things and I’m blessed with a sense of color and design, an analytical mind, and a healthy curiosity.

Crafts provide me with an opportunity to fill my cup of wonder and to make things by hand. There is a special feeling of accomplishment when I use handmade products. There’s an earthiness about them, a sense of being a part of the ecology of the earth, of not wasting what has been given. Doing arts and crafts continuously renews my bond with the earth and nature. As a part of nature, and as a steward of the earth, I can take from the earth and fully utilize various foods and fibers, then return their seed to produce more. The natural arts allow me to create without polluting, to compost my mistakes, to grow new materials, and to feel tremendously grounded and centered in the process.

There is a sense of wonder to it all — how did people discover all these amazing foods, fibers, recipes, and chemical reactions we take for granted today? From controlled fire, to yeast for leavened bread, to the waxy coating on bayberries that burns in candles to provide light, we owe our lives and our comfort to these incredible discoveries, yet we rarely stop to notice them. The practical arts are simultaneously a scientific and creative pursuit — they represent the collective wisdom of our species. The spiritual aspect of these skills strikes me in imagined scenes of people performing these very same tasks throughout history. I find myself drifting off in thought while I stir a pot or weed a garden bed — what would it be like to do this if my life depended on it? What would I have been wearing, and how difficult would the lack of tools or different societal customs have made the task, compared with my modern-day re-creation of it? It’s the history — the spirit and the connection to all humans throughout time — that makes these arts so wonderful.

I have spent most of my free moments learning and practicing these crafts and my life is fuller for them, and I hope that, if enough of us participate in saving these wonderful, useful skills, we will never have to refer to them as “lost arts.” So now that you understand a bit of how and why I love arts and crafts, let’s move forward. This is, after all, a book about candlemaking.

My History with Candles

Besides fooling around with some milk-carton candles as a child, I never crafted candles until 1993 when my husband and I decided to “downsize” our lives and move to a small town on the Olympic Peninsula in Washington State. I had spent my prior career years in the textile and garment industry, in New York and later in Seattle, working in production and quality control. I applied for a job at a small candle-manufacturing company called Coyote Found Candles, and was hired as a candle dipper. It was a piece-rate job. I was paid for only what I produced each day, so I learned to do it fast and within Coyote’s quality standards.

Being naturally curious, particularly where crafts are concerned, I found myself nosing around the factory and began to want more involvement. Eventually, I was offered a job as production manager and supervised a production staff of nine to eighteen people, making and packaging dipped candles and a variety of other wax- and candle-related products. I designed new candles, formulated colors, and did research and development on new products.

Coyote offered me an opportunity to learn another of the practical arts, and to see how consumers responded to a high-quality, handmade product. It is true that candles can be mass-produced and sold at a lower price, but people do recognize quality, and there is no question that a handmade candle is a thing of beauty and a joy to burn.
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In ten years, Coyote Found Candles grew from one man in his chicken coop with an idea, a burner, and a can of wax to over one million dollars in gross sales! While this book is not about how to succeed in business as a candlemaker, it is clear to me that by using the methods presented in this book, you can make candles that are every bit as beautiful as those you buy.

People have been making their own candles, torches, and lamps for thousands of years. At this point, technological advances make the process easier than it has ever been. Once you’ve mastered the basic techniques of candlemaking, you’ll be limited only by time, materials, and your own imagination. This book will cover:

◆ the practical: the basic “how-to” for a particular technique

◆ the technical: answering the question “Why does this work?”

◆ the creative: inventing unique candles of your own design

The actual techniques of making candles are relatively easy. It is the various combinations of waxes, wicks, and methods that make this craft complex. Throughout the book, I will offer advice based on my experience, but much of your success will rest on trial and error and the materials you choose. The differences among materials and the impact these differences may have on your finished product are the challenge of candlemaking.

As you make candles, I strongly urge you to keep a notebook of the materials, temperatures, and techniques you use for each batch of candles so that if your candles are not quite what you had in mind, your notes will help you to figure out where the problems may have originated. Changing one component at a time will often help you figure out how to improve the product. At the least, your notes will help you remember what you did so you can repeat your successes. In looking at and burning the finished product, you can determine and track what needs to be changed.

One of the great things about candlemaking is that all of the wax can be remelted and reused, so no project is ever a total disaster. Materials can be mixed, colored, diluted, made into candles, burned for a while, and remelted for new projects.
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As you proceed with your candlemaking, you’ll encounter conflicting information regarding the “proper” use of materials from suppliers, particularly as to wax additives and wick sizes. While my research with candles enables me to offer the guidelines and recipes contained within these pages, I encourage individual innovation and use of regionally available materials.

This book is by no means an end. It is offered as a jumping-off point for the would-be candlemaker. Whether you choose to maintain historical accuracy or strive for optimum use of the most modern wax additives, the techniques outlined here will help you get started and further your adventures in candlemaking. Should this book spark your interest, I urge you to do further reading, and request, from the suppliers listed on page 183, as much information as you can get. Though available information may appear to be contradictory, in reality it offers opportunities to test and improve your own product!

Few people learn every technique thoroughly; most find their personal preferences and proceed to hone their skill in a specific technique, rather than remain partially skilled in many. Once you find your personal passion, explore it. There is a wealth of information available on candle-making in libraries, museums, craft stores, magazines, and even in children’s books.

Now let’s proceed with my treatise on the practical art of candle-making. May you find joy, relaxation, and grounding in the practice of this craft.
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“… joy delights in joy.”

— William Shakespeare, “Sonnet 8”


CANDLE NOTES

Keeping notes of what you do in candlemaking is very valuable and will save you lots of time in the long run. It’s not just a matter of remembering what you did; your candlemaking notebook is an ongoing history of what worked and what didn’t. My candle notes include:

◆ What type of wax and wick did I use? Later, when I’m burning my candles, I can go back to the notes and add comments on the good or bad results.

◆ How much wax, stearic acid, and other additives did I melt, and how much material was left over when I was done? By subtracting one from the other, I learn how much material was used in the project.

◆ At what temperature was the wax when I made the candle?

◆ Did I mix different types of wax? What did I use and in what quantities? What were the results?

◆ What colors did I blend, in what proportions to achieve what color? As in all arts and crafts, knowing how you made a color the first time will let you reproduce it a second time.

◆ How much and what kind of scenting agent did I use?

◆ If my candle is molded, I note how long it took to cool and its diameter. If you want to make several candles in one day and have only one mold, knowing this whole start-to-finish time is important.

◆ Where did I purchase the materials I used? I keep notes on where I buy my wicks, wax, additives, colors, scents, holders, equipment, molds, moldmaking materials, and anything else I use in candlemaking. If I order something from a supplier, I note the name of the person who took my order. As you get into more sophisticated waxes and moldmaking materials, you’ll probably need technical assistance from time to time and it helps if you’ve developed a relationship with an individual at your supplier.

My general rule about candle notes is to write down everything I would need to know if I wanted to explain what I’ve done to someone else in a few weeks. What would that person want or need to know?




CHAPTER 1
The History and Language of Candles

Humans have used light to lengthen and lighten their days for 15,000 years. Hollowed-out stones filled with animal fat and used as lamps were among the earliest light sources. Modern-day oil lamps work in much the same way, with a wick pulling fuel up to a flame. Early methods of torch lighting involved soaking papyrus, flax, or other fibers in resins, pitch, or natural oils and burning them as torches. This technique progressed to the use of twisted fibers dipped in various combustible substances that remain solid at room temperature. These dipped fibers were early versions of candles.

Lamps and Candles

If a fuel remains liquid at room temperature, like oil, the result is a lamp. If a fuel is solid at room temperature, like wax, the result is a candle.
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Liquid fuel is burned in a lamp.

Shine On

The word “candle” comes from the Latin, candela, “a light or torch,” and from candere, “to shine or be bright.”

WHAT IS A CANDLE?

A candle is a body of tallow, wax, or other fatty material formed around a wick composed of braided cotton threads and used for a portable light. In other words, a candle is a solid chunk of fuel wrapped around a wick. A candle works because the wick burns and melts the solid fuel into a liquid, which is transported by capillary action (“wicked”) to the flame, which vaporizes the fuel and burns it off.

A Brief History of Candles

It is hard to imagine the world of early candlelight, with its wide variety of materials, the hundreds of years with few or no technological breakthroughs, and the fact that the match (that little item we take for granted every day) was not invented until 1827!

Early candles were made of vegetable waxes produced from plants such as bayberries, candelilla leaves, candletree bark, esparto grass, and various varieties of palm leaves such as carnauba and ouricury. They were also made of animal tissue and secretions, such as spermaceti (whale oil), ambergris, and beeswax (insect secretions). Sometimes, entire animals such as the stormy petrel and the candlefish of the Pacific Northwest were threaded with a wick and burned as candles. Tallow candles were made of sheep, cow, or pig fat. All these candles were rather crude, time-consuming to make, and smoky.

Of the two kinds of candle fuel, beeswax was considered the better product as it burned cleaner than tallow and had a lovely odor compared to tallow’s rancid, smoky burn. Being scarce, beeswax was much more expensive. Only churches and the wealthy could afford beeswax candles. In fact, church rules insisted on beeswax candles because of the belief that bees were blessed by the Almighty. It was ordered that mass be performed by the light of wax made by bees, even during the day, as they represented spiritual joy.

Early chandlers dipped wicks into melted wax or poured wax over wicks repeatedly until a thick coating built up. In the fifteenth century wooden molds were developed, but they could not be used for beeswax because it was too sticky to release from wooden surfaces. The molded candlemaking method did make the process of forming tallow candles much easier, however, and tallow candles became more available and affordable. Still, candles burned quickly and their wicks had to be continuously trimmed (originally called snuffing) to prevent smoking.


DONATIONS

In the Middle Ages, church donations could be made in the form of wax, known as wax-shot or wax-scot. Wax was considered to represent the flesh of Jesus Christ, the wick was his soul, and the flame was the Divinity, which absorbs and dominates the flesh and soul.
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dipping candles
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hinged candle mold
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The oily candlefish was used as a torch.

By the seventeenth century, European state edicts controlled the weight, size, and cost of candles. In 1709, an act of the English Parliament banned the making of candles at home unless a license was purchased and a tax paid. Rushlights, made by dipping rushes or reeds in suet, were excluded from the tax and became the cheapest form of lighting. But, surprisingly, many peasants still bought the more expensive candles because their impoverishment meant less meat — and less suet — in their diet.

The nineteenth century finally brought with it a burst of new discoveries and inventions that revolutionized the candle industry and made lighting available to all. In the early- to mid-nineteenth century, a process was developed to refine tallow with alkali and sulfuric acid. The result was a product called stearin. Stearin is harder and burns longer than unrefined tallows. This breakthrough meant tallow candles could be made without the usual smoke and rancid odor. Stearins were also derived from palm oils, so vegetable waxes as well as animal fats could be used to make candles.

Also in the nineteenth century, a method was developed for braiding wick fibers. This caused them to bend over and away from a candle’s flame, where they would burn to ash and eliminate the need for the constant snuffing, or trimming, of a candle’s wick. In addition, chemical treatments were developed for wick fibers that made them less flammable, so candles would burn longer and more efficiently.

Matches, which were invented in 1827 using poisonous phosphorus, improved by the end of the century, eliminating the need for sparking with flint, steel, and tinder, or for keeping a fire burning 24 hours a day.

But probably most important of all, paraffin was refined from oil around 1850, making petroleum-based candles possible. The combination of paraffin, which burns cleanly and without odor, and stearins, which harden soft paraffin, with new wick technologies developed in the nineteenth century, revolutionized the candle industry, giving us the tools and materials we still use for candle manufacturing.
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CHANDLERS UNITE

Formal candlemakers’ guilds were in place by the thirteenth century, and the candlemakers in them were separated into tallow chandlers (those who made candles from animal fats) and wax chandlers (those who made candles from beeswax). In fact, the Paris tax rolls of 1292 listed some 71 chandlers.



While candlemaking materials improved, however, kerosene became popular as a less expensive and readily available replacement for whale oil lamp fuel. When this happened, oil lamps became the preferred source of artificial light. So even though candles improved in the nineteenth century, they never held as important a position as they did when they were the only available light source. In fact, twentieth-century sales in candles are on a par with late-nineteenth-century sales.

Nowadays, candles are used predominantly for romantic atmosphere, during electrical outages, and in spiritual quests and religious rituals. We share this with our nineteenth-century relatives — we never stopped using candles, even after we no longer needed them!

DO YOU SPEAK “CANDLE”?

In order for us to communicate clearly throughout this book, you need to know a few candle terms. Candles are named for their shape or by the method used to make them.

Candle Shapes

Container. Any candle that is poured into a container and intended to be burned in the container is a container candle. These candles are often made of soft wax and would not be able to stand on their own outside their enclosures.

The container also prevents soft wax from dripping. Since these candles are safely contained in a vessel, they are often used in restaurants and in religious rituals that require long-burning candles.

Pillar. A thick candle with a geometrical cross section such as a circle, oval, or hexagon is called a pillar. It is usually referred to by its diameter followed by its height. For example, a 3- by 6-inch pillar would be 3 inches in diameter and 6 inches high. Some pillars come in standard sizes for commercial and religious use but you can make many variations of pillars by using molds.

Novelty. These are irregularly shaped candles made by molding, sculpting, and/or pouring.


“I shall light a candle of understanding in thine heart, which shall not be put out.”

—The Apocrypha, II Esdras 14:25
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Candles are identified by their shapes.

Taper. These are the long cylindrical candles that kindle memories of historic candle-dipping. Tapers can be made by dipping wicks into melted wax, by pouring wax into a mold, and by rolling wax around a wick. No matter the method, the result is always candles made to fit into a holder.

Tapers are generally made ½ inch or ⅞ inch in diameter at the base because most holders are designed to fit these two sizes. There are, of course, exceptions, such as birthday candles (3/16 inch) and Danish tapers (¼ inch). Some specialty candleholders are designed to hold a taper larger than ⅞ inch.

Votive Time

Votives are generally referred to by the length of time they burn in their containers. The 10-hour and the 15-hour votives are the most popular.

Votives and Tea Lights. Although these candles originated in the church, the term now refers to small plug-type candles that are 1½ inches in diameter by 2 to 3 inches high. This shape has become popular for scented candles because their small size allows them to fit easily in small rooms, such as bathrooms.

As votives melt and become liquid in their containers, the wick uses up all the liquid fuel. If you burn a votive on a plate, the burn time will be shorter because the wax will drip and the wick will be unable to use it.

Tea lights are small votives used to warm pots of potpourri and to heat foods. They fit in smaller-than-standard votive cups.

Methods of Making Candles

Cast and Molded. These candles are made by pouring wax into a preformed mold or shape. Molds can be made of disposable materials such as milk cartons and sand, purchased in metal or plastic, found at garage sales and on the beach, or created by you out of rubber, latex, or silicone rubber. You can make any of the candle shapes listed in the previous section with the molding and casting method.

Dipped. These candles are made by repeatedly dipping a piece of wick into melted wax in a container, or dipping can. The results are called tapers because this is the natural shape that occurs as a result of dipping.

Drawn. This is an old method made new by modern technology. It involves pulling long lengths of wick (thousands of yards) through melted wax. This method works well for making small-diameter candles such as birthday candles, or the long waxed wicks used to light multiple candles called wax matches. In earlier times, some lamps were designed to hold wound lengths of waxed wick, which were unwound as they burned down. This method allowed a long-burning candle without a thick wax product.
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