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Introduction

 

The natural world is not only infinitely fascinating to study but also a wonderful source of interesting color combinations, shapes, textures, and patterns. As long as I can remember, I’ve always been amazed by how the observable world works and have found beauty in its visual aspects. I was blessed to have grown up in a rural area, where I could find patches of undeveloped and intrinsically wild land that has been untouched by human endeavor. All I’ve had to do to come face-to-face with unending sources of inspiration is to step out of my back door.

My relationship with nature is not unique; there is a deep and inherent need in all of us to connect with the natural world, the world that is somehow apart or other from human influence. For millennia, humans have used handicrafts as a way to capture imagery from nature. From the earliest prehistoric cave paintings and the ancient metalwork created by ancient Egyptians, to the elaborate hand- and machine-sewn clothing of the Victorian era and the artwork of Impressionist painters, you can find bits of inspiration pulled from the natural world in every artistic endeavor and craft imaginable.

Beading (and, more specifically, beadweaving) is an ideal medium for creating pieces of art that incorporate themes, shapes, colors, and patterns drawn from nature. The materials that are used for bead weaving are incredibly beautiful and intrinsically pleasurable to work with, but they become elevated when used in a way that evokes imagery from the natural world. The beading projects within these pages are inspired by animals, plants, flowers, microscopic imagery, geology, astronomical phenomena, and other observable wonders of the natural world. And I’ve included all the resources and instructions needed to bring these pieces to life.

The Tools & Materials and Techniques sections explain what you’ll need to complete each one. The subsequent parts of the book contain projects for different kinds of jewelry: necklaces, bracelets, and smaller accessories, such as earrings or a brooch. Beaders with experience creating intermediate-level projects will find new and challenging techniques in each project, while beaders with less experience will find projects that are easier to master at the beginning of each section and can then build their skills with the more difficult projects toward the end of the section. I hope beaders at any skill level will find inspiration in the design, color patterns, and the intricate detail found in the pieces throughout the book.

No matter which projects you choose, the jewelry you create will become pieces that you have made with well-chosen materials and engaging techniques. They’ll be stunning works of nature-inspired art to be proud of, to be cherished, and to be appreciated throughout the generations.









Tools & Materials

 

Tools

BEADING SURFACE

Arguably the most important tool that you will use is a beading surface. Your surface should allow you to spread out your beads so you can easily pick them up with your needle. There is a large variety to choose from, ranging from simple and inexpensive versions to ones that are artfully decorated and pricier.

The simplest and most common beading surface is often referred to as a beading mat, which consists of a rectangular piece of Vellux®, a reversible fabric that has a soft, fuzzy appearance. Vellux has a core of thin polyester foam; nylon hairs are attached to the foam on both sides at a 90-degree angle. These hairs are long and stiff enough to allow you to easily maneuver a needle through the holes of your bead without catching it on the polyester core, making this an ideal surface for beading. Vellux beading surfaces are often sold at local bead shops and are very inexpensive.

There are many other beading surfaces produced in a factory setting or made lovingly by hand. They range from storage cases with built-in beading surfaces that hold a project in place for travel to cushioned, decorated, and ergonomic surfaces designed to sit on a lap. Some take the form of sticky gel-like sheets designed to hold your beads in place. The sizes of these products span from just a few inches in width and length to more than a foot (30.5 cm) across.

No one beading surface is superior to the others; they all have their benefits and shortcomings. The beading surface you choose should be the one on which you feel the most comfortable working, no matter what situation you may find yourself beading.

NEEDLES

It’s a good idea to keep your beading kit stocked with a variety of beading needles. Beading needles are usually of Japanese or English origin. Unlike ordinary sewing needles, they have an eye whose diameter does not exceed the width of the needle’s shaft. This allows them to pass easily through beads, even if you’re needle is holding two strands of thread.

Beading needles are sized like wire gauges; the smaller number sizes denote thicker needles and the larger number sizes denote thinner needles. Sizes 10, 11, 12, and 13 are most commonly used for beading projects that include many size 11º and 15º Japanese seed beads. Smaller needle sizes, such as the hair thin size 15 beading needle, may be needed in select projects that utilize size 14º or 15º Czech seed beads, which are even smaller than size 15º Japanese seed beads. Size 12 beading needles are my go-to needle size for 90 percent of the projects I complete. They are sturdy and do a great job of passing through size 15º and 11º seed beads without wearing out quickly.

No matter what size needle you are using, you will need to have extras on hand. Over time, beading needles will bend and eventually break from all the strain caused by pulling your thread tightly or taking up the slack in your beadwork.

SCISSORS

You can use any type of scissors to cut beading thread, as long as they are sharp enough to do the job. I like to use small, inexpensive sewing scissors that fit inside a box that I can carry around and keep with the rest of my beading tools. Keep in mind that fishing line thread will eventually dull the blade on most types of scissors. Some companies manufacture specialty cutters or scissors designed for fishing line thread, but I have found that my sharp, small scissors do the job well enough. When they stop working as well as I would like, I just buy a new pair!

BEAD SCOOPER

Inevitably, you will need to clean up a spill of beads or put beads back into a small tube or bag when you’ve finished using them. In those instances, a bead scooper is absolutely indispensable. It makes these tasks much quicker to complete and is more efficient than using your hands. I prefer the small metal triangular version of this tool as it is easy to handle and funnels beads into small openings.

PLIERS

Pliers are not completely necessary for most beadweaving projects, but they are useful for pulling needles through tightly filled bead holes, breaking beads that were added accidentally, and straightening bent beading needles. In addition, they can be used to set crystal stones into settings, which can eliminate the need to create beaded bezels for large stones. Flat-nose or chain-nose pliers, which have a flat surface on the inside of their jaws, are the best choice for these uses.

BEADING AWL

Like pliers, the beading awl is not an essential tool, but it is incredibly useful for two tasks: removing beads from your beadwork and undoing beading stitches. An awl allows you to break a bead from the inside out, which prevents sharp pieces of the bead from cutting the thread. Its pointed tip is also ideal for picking thread out from between beads.

TAPE MEASURE

Tape measures, particularly the flexible plastic kind that retract into a circular storage unit, are helpful for measuring the dimensions of finished projects and the materials that you’re using.


Beader’s Tool Kit

I keep a small portable box with everything that I need to work in it. It comes with me wherever I’m working on a project. These are the items inside:


− Needles

− Scissors

− Bead triangle or scooper

− Pliers

− Beading awl

− Small spools of thread

− Tape measure





Materials

THREAD

There are many different brands and types of beading thread on the market, but they all fall into two basic categories: nylon thread and fishing line thread. Nylon thread is great for projects where flexibility is desired. Fishing line thread is better for projects that need more tensile strength or that will experience more strain while being worn, such as very heavy pieces. Among the different types of fishing line threads, I prefer to use the braided variety because of its superior strength and resistance to fraying.

SEED BEADS

Beadweaving is all about seed beads! These tiny glass beads form the structural basis for most beadwoven projects. Most seed beads on the market are manufactured in Japan, Czech Republic, and China. I prefer Japanese seed beads because their sizing is consistent, and there is an incredible array of sizes, finishes, and colors available. Since the sizing of Japanese beads is slightly different from those produced in the Czech Republic, it’s best to stick with Japanese seed beads.

CYLINDER BEADS

Though technically a type of seed bead, cylinder beads have a distinctly different shape. Their walls are the same width from top to bottom, creating a symmetrical tube. These beads are wonderful for creating structure in beadweaving because they fit together like bricks.

PRESSED GLASS BEADS

You can find all different sizes, shapes, colors, and finishes of glass beads produced in many places around the world. I am partial to Czech glass beads as they are made using the same techniques that have been used for centuries to create very high-quality beads with a stunning array of colors and finishes. The most common sizes range from about 3 mm to 10 mm or larger.

TWO-HOLE BEADS

Though they are technically a type of pressed glass beads, two-hole beads deserve their own category. The second hole allows you to add them to beadwork in a way that wouldn’t be possible with just one hole. You can find many types of two-hole beads, including Duo beads, tile beads, two-hole daggers, and two-hole cabochons.

CRYSTAL STONES

Crystal stones are one of my favorite materials to use as a focal point in my designs. The highest quality crystal stones are made in Austria and mimic the look of gemstones, but they come in a much wider range of shapes, colors, and finishes. They add a touch of glamour to projects that primarily use seed beads, for a fraction of the cost of a natural stone, and they look just as good or even better.

CRYSTAL BEADS

Like crystal stones, crystal beads come in a wide variety of shapes, sizes, and colors. The highest quality ones are also made in Austria. Since they have holes, they add a touch of sparkle to beadweaving projects without the need to create structure to hold them in place. My favorite crystal beads to use are bicones and faceted rounds.

CRYSTAL PEARLS

Crystal pearls are an amazing replacement for freshwater pearls, which are getting more difficult to find in different colors because of environmental and economic concerns. These beads can dress up an ordinary seed bead project and turn it into something very special. I always keep a large variety of 3-mm and 4-mm round pearls on hand as these are the most common shape and sizes to use in beadweaving projects.

FINDINGS

Findings are the metal jewelry components, such as ear wires, head pins, clasps, jump rings, and pin backs, that can be used to finish bead-woven projects. You’ll find the quality of these items can vary greatly depending on the manufacturer and materials, but more often than not, local bead stores will carry the higher-end options.
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