Candle Making: A Primer
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Joshua Marshall

Introduction
Are you having trouble finding that last piece to perfectly complement your home decor?  Or maybe you are an apartment dweller and your decorating options are limited due to not being able to paint the walls.  Perhaps you are looking for a great way to make personalized gifts for friends and family.  Are you looking for a new hobby to express yourself creatively?  If you answered yes to any of these questions, home candle making may be right for you! 
By making candles yourself you will not have to rely on store bought candles and you can personally tailor them to suit your needs.  Perhaps you want a red candle to match your interior decorating scheme, but are not fond of the scents of red candles such as apple or cherry.  By knowing how to make your own candles, you can make that red candle smell however you want.  This packet will show you how.  
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Safety First
Because you will be working with hot wax, it is important that you observe safety procedures.  It is a good idea to have a fire extinguisher on hand when you begin heating your wax.  Also, read and make sure you understand the manufacturer's safety precautions for your type of wax.  Here are some general guidelines to keep in mind when working with wax:
1. Never leave hot wax unattended.

2. Always use a boil bag to melt the wax.

3. Treat any wax fire as a grease fire.  This means you should use a dry chemical fire extinguisher or smother the fire.

4. Keep wax out of plumbing or drains as it will clog the pipes.

Overview

This instructional packet divides candle making into three parts.  In part one, you will learn about the design elements candles and about the various materials that are available to you.  In part two, you will the procedure for preparing the wax, and in part three you will learn how to mold your candle. At various points in the instruction, you will be asked to assess your own progress and to think on the process.  It is very important that you be as objective as possible for you to benefit most from this instruction. 
It is best to read through this instruction before you begin the process as you will want to be quick to get everything completed before the wax cools. After you have familiarized yourself with the content, you can refer back to this packet while you make your candle.  Answers to the assessments are provided at the back of this packet.
When you have completed this packet, please take a moment to answer some questions about the quality of the instruction and how it can be improved.

Let's get started.

Part One: Designing your candle
As you probably know, candles are made of wax. But did you know that there is more than one kind of wax available to you?  In fact, for each part of the candle: its size, shape, color, and scent, you have several options.  Let's spend a few moments to learn more about these different materials.

Size and Shape

When designing the size and shape of your candle, you are only limited by the amount of wax you have and what you can fashion into a proper mold.  You will decide whether you want your candle to be free standing, or if it will reside in a container such as a jar.  If you make a large candle, you may want to consider using multiple wicks to foster an even burn.  
Wax

You will most likely use one of three types of waxes in making your candle: paraffin, beeswax, or soy.  Although they all work well in candle making, each material has slightly different characteristics for you to consider. Let's look at each type now.

Paraffin

Paraffin is the most common type of wax for candle making.  It is similar in chemical structure to kerosene and has a melting point between 117 and 147 degrees Fahrenheit.  You can purchase paraffin wax at most hobby shops and it will come in a solid block.
Pros

Paraffin is widely available and is easy to work with.

Cons

The candles made from paraffin are sometimes brittle in nature and will not be suitable for carving. 
Beeswax

Beeswax is, as you probably guessed, made from the honey of bees.  It has been used for candle making for centuries and is regarded as mankind's first plastic.  It has a melting point of 140 and 147 degrees Fahrenheit.  Beeswax is also commonly available at hobby shops and will be packaged as a solid block.

Pros

Beeswax is easy to work with and is naturally scented.

Cons

Because of its natural scent and color, beeswax is not ideal for adding scents and coloring agents.  It is also expensive.

Soy 

Wax made from soybean oil is quickly gaining in popularity.  A relatively new invention, it has a lower melting point than either paraffin or beeswax and will yield a softer candle.  It holds scents and color very well and is available in some hobby shops in flake form.

Pros

Holds a scent and color very well.

Cons

Due to its lower melting point, soy candles may sometimes lose their shape in the summer.  
Here are some pictures of each type of wax and how they are commonly available:
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      Paraffin Wax                Beeswax                      Soy Wax
Color
When coloring your candle wax, you have two options.  You can use simple food coloring, or you can use wax color blocks.  Both options operate in a similar fashion, although color blocks will have other uses which we will discuss shortly.
Scents

Just as with coloring, you have two options to add fragrance to your candle.  You can either use fragrance oil or potpourri.  Fragrance oil will give you a more consistent scent and allows you to combine scents.  Potpourri will give you a more subtle scent and will be more textured.

Other Additives

In addition to coloring and scenting, you can also add other items to give your candle more visual interest.  Some popular items such as sea shells, potpourri and the aforementioned wax color blocks will add character to your candle.  Below is a picture of a candle with two of these additives.  
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First you can see that the designer added sea shells, which when combined with the blue coloring of the candle gives it a very ocean feel.  Notice also the dark blue chunks used to further add texture.  When choosing an additive, make sure that it will be able to withstand a fair amount of heat without damage.

Assessment One

Let's see how we are doing so far.  Complete the short assessment below.

1.  List the three types of wax commonly used to make candles.
2.  Two commonly used materials to color of coloring wax are _______ and  _______.
3.  _________and_________ are the two common materials used for scenting the wax.
4.  List some commonly used additional additives in making candles.
Let's begin designing your own candle.  You have some decisions to make before you begin making your candle.  Let's go back to the candle we looked at a moment ago and examine each of the design decisions this candle maker made.
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First, the candle maker had to decide on the size and shape of this candle.  In this instance, she decided on a large, free standing, three wick candle.  Next, look at the color.  This candle shows various shades of blue and was colored using wax color blocks.   This candle was also scented in a fresh linen aroma and fragrance oil was used for this.  We have already looked at the sea shells and wax blocks used as additives.  Do you see how each design element when skillfully applied makes a unique candle?  This candle is currently placed a blue ocean themed bathroom and makes a very striking appearance, fitting in perfectly with the rest of the decor.

Take a moment to put into your own words how to properly design a candle and write down how you would like your candle to look.  Once you have done that, compare it to the sea shell candle above.  Make sure you make a decision for each design element.
Assessment Two

Briefly discuss the decisions you made in designing your candle.  In your response you should include the type of candle you will make, its general size, its scent and color, as well as any additional additives.  Finally, why did you make these particular choices?
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

This is what the designer of the candle used as the example for the rest of this instruction had to say about her design decisions:

"I will be making a paraffin, free standing, pillar candle using one wick.  I will use one pound of wax to make it and it will be vanilla scented and cream to light yellow colored.  I will use fragrance oil to scent it and color blocks for the coloring.  I will not be using any additional additives. I chose this combination because my boyfriend likes the smell of vanilla and I wanted the color to match the smell.  The size and shape was decided based on the need to replace another candle that we have used up."








- Greta King

Does your response cover the same points that Greta's does?  Now that we have designed our candle, we can begin the process of creating it.
Part Two: Preparing the Wax

Materials Needed:

Candle Supplies



Wax (paraffin, beeswax, or soy)



A mold



Wicks



Coloring Agent (food coloring or wax color blocks)



Scenting Agent (fragrance oil or potpourri)



Additional Additives (sea shells, wax chunks, etc.)



Boil Bag

General Supplies



Stove top



Pot large enough to boil the wax



Hammer and chisel (or large flathead screwdriver)



Pencil or small dowel rod


Sticky tack, silly putty, or mold sealer



Kitchen Scale

All of these items are available at your local hobby supply shop or are commonly found in your home.

Step One: Breaking the wax

When you purchased your wax, you will most likely received either a large solid block, or a bag of flakes. If you are using flake wax, you may skip this step.  If you are using a wax block, please continue.

First, unwrap your wax and get your hammer and chisel.   
Now, place your chisel onto the wax at about a 45 degree angle and strike it with the hammer as shown below.
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You will want to use gentle taps at first to crack the wax.  This will help control the break and keep wax chips from flying everywhere.  Break your wax block into one inch cubes.  This will help the wax melt consistently.
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How much wax you break will depend on how large you want your candle to be.  The three-inch diameter, five-and-a-half-inch high pillar candle Greta is making uses one pound of wax. There are no standard formulas for figuring this; you will have to use your best estimate.  
Take a moment to visualize the procedure and spend some time practicing by breaking off small pieces of wax.

Assessment Three

Use the following checklist to assess how well you broke the wax.  

	Did you remember to...
	Yes
	No

	Place the chisel on the wax at a 45 degree angle?
	
	

	Start by gently tapping the chisel with your hammer?
	
	

	Practice a few times to get a good feel for it?
	
	


Step Two: Heat the wax to boil
Now that you have broken off the amount of wax needed, it's time to heat it.  On your stove top, place a pot large enough to comfortably hold the wax, place your wax inside of a boil bag, and tie it off. 
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Once you have the wax in the boil bag, weigh it on the kitchen scale.  This will help you determine how much scent and coloring to add later.

Fill the pot halfway with water and place the bag into the pot.  Turn the stove to medium.   As the wax heats, you will begin to see it melt until it is a thick liquid.
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REMEMBER: Hot wax should be attended to at ALL times.  Failure to do so can result in a fire.

Take a moment to put into your own words the procedure for melting the wax.  

Assessment Four

Use the following checklist to assess your competence in completing this skill:

	Did you remember to...
	Yes
	No

	Place the wax into the boil bag?
	
	

	Use medium heat?
	
	

	Attend to the wax as it melted?
	
	


Step Three: The Additives
Once your wax has melted completely, you are ready for your additives.  First, turn the stove OFF.  Now, untie your boil bag and open it carefully.  The wax will be very hot so use caution.  Now you can add your scents, coloring, and any other additives. 
For your scents, if using fragrance oil you will use one ounce or less per pound of wax.  Using any more oil will cause it to "sweat" out of the finished candle.  If using potpourri, you will add 1/4 to 1/3 of a cup per pound of wax.

For your coloring, you will only need to add a few drops of food coloring per pound of wax.  If you are using wax coloring blocks, use the maker's recommendation as each brand will be of a different concentration.
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The above picture shows Greta adding one teaspoon (roughly one ounce) of fragrance oil to her candle.

At this time, you may also add any other additives to your wax.  The possibilities are endless here, so use your best judgment.

Once you have added your additives, stir them into the wax until blended thoroughly.
Take a few moments to paraphrase the guidelines for using additives in the space below.
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________  
Go ahead and add your scents, colorings, and any other additives. 
Assessment Five
Use the following checklist to assess how well you added your scents, color, etc.

	Did you remember to...
	Yes
	No

	Turn the stove off?
	
	

	Use the correct measurements for each additive?
	
	

	Stir the mixture until blended completely?
	
	


Part Three: Molding the Candle
Step One: Prepare the Mold

All that is required to prepare the mold for the wax is to affix the wick securely.  Here's how to do that:

First, thread an inch of your wick through the hole at the bottom your mold but do not cut it, simply let it hang over the top edge.  Now, use your mold sealer (or putty) and secure the wick to the underside of the mold as shown:
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Now, wrap the rest of the wick around your pencil and place the pencil across the mold so that the wick is centered like this:
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Some molds may require you to use a barrier such as a release spray.  If this is the case, follow the makers instructions for applying the spray.

Paraphrase the procedure for preparing the mold and practice a few times.  Although it is a simple process, failure to execute it correctly could cause you to lose your wick, in which case your candle will be unusable.

Assessment Six

Use the following checklist to assess how you did.
	Did you...
	Yes
	No

	Coat the mold with release spray if required?
	
	

	Secure the wick using putty or mold sealer?
	
	

	Use a pencil to suspend the wick in the center of the mold?
	
	


Step Two: Pouring the wax

Now that you have prepared your mold, you can now pour in the wax.  To do this simply pour the wax into the mold, being careful not to spill any.  Be sure to save a little wax to top off the mold.
Caution: The wax is still very hot!

After you have poured your wax, your mold should look like this:
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As the wax cools, it will create a small crater around the wick.  This is called the well.  You will need to fill this using the wax you saved during your pour.  You will probably have to re-heat the wax as it has also solidified.  To fill the well, simply follow the same procedure you used to initially fill the mold.

Because of the danger of pouring the hot wax, you should take a moment to visualize this procedure.

Assessment Seven

Use the following checklist to assess how well you poured the wax.
	Did you...
	Yes
	No

	Pour the wax without spilling more than three grams of wax?
	
	

	Save some wax to fill the well?
	
	

	Fill the well?
	
	


Congratulations!  You have made a candle!  Only one more step to go before you can really enjoy your hard work.

Step Three: Removing the candle from the mold

It's finally time to remove your candle from the mold.  After you have waited for the wax to cool, which may take some time depending on the candle's size, you feel the outside of the mold and check if it has cooled.

Now, turn the mold over and remove the mold sealer to free the wick.  At this point, the candle should slide out on its own.  If it fails to do so, you should tap on the sides of the mold to jostle the candle loose.

If the candle still will not come out of the mold, that means the wax has not completely cooled.  If this is the case, you should wait to give the wax a chance to cool completely.  
In the space below, write in your own words how to properly remove the candle from the mold and what steps you should take if it will not come out easily.

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Assessment Eight

Use this checklist to see how well you were able to remove the candle from the mold.

	Did you...
	Yes
	No

	Check to make sure the wax has cooled?
	
	

	Remove the sealer to free the wick?
	
	

	Take necessary steps if candle did not come out of mold right away?
	
	


That is all there is to it.  By now you should have your new candle ready to burn and fill your home with whatever scent you have chosen.  
Assessment Answers
Assessment One: 


1.  Paraffin, beeswax, soy wax


2.  Food coloring, wax color blocks


3. Potpourri, fragrance oil.


4.  Sea shells, wax chunks, other items.

Assessment Two:


Answers will vary but you should have mentioned the size, shape, 
color, scent, and any additional additives.  You should have also 
given reasons why you made these choices.

All other assessment checklists:


You should have answered Yes to all items.

Instruction Evaluation
Please take a moment to comment on this instruction and answer the following questions:

Do you feel the instruction adequately covered what supplies you would need?


If no, why not?

What could be done to improve this section?
Given this instruction, were you able to prepare your wax properly?


If no, why not?

What could be done to improve this section?
Given this instruction, were you able to properly mold your wax?


If no, why not?

What could be done to improve this section?
Were you able to successfully create a candle to your liking?

What, in your opinion, were the strengths of this instruction?
What were the weaknesses?
Do you have any other suggestions for improvements?
