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Introduction

THIS BOOK EXPLORES THE USE OF BEAD EMBROIDERY STITCHES to create fabulous beadwork. I’ll show you how to use old stitches in new ways and add some new techniques to push the boundaries and create a new dimension in bead embroidery.

We’ll explore common bead embroidery stitches and add some new ones. Surface stitches are the mainstay of bead embroidery, but as they say, it’s not over ’til it’s over. So I’ll introduce methods for embellishing the edges of a bead-embroidered piece. We’ll also explore combination techniques that can take bead embroidery from a surface design to a piece of jewelry, a wall hanging, a purse, and beyond.

At the back of the book, I give you nine projects with step-by-step instructions. These allow you to put the techniques from the previous sections into practice with some guidance. There are also numerous photos of other designs throughout the book. Photo descriptions (page 154) for these list the techniques and stitches used for each piece. You can use them as inspiration for creating an infinite number of your own unique and fabulous designs.

I think my favorite thing about bead embroidery is not only the capacity for variety but also the simplicity. Even if you can barely sew on a button, you can do this.

So get ready, get set, and go forth and create.
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CHAPTER 1
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Materials and Tools

In this chapter, you’ll find all the information you need about beads and components for your designs and the tools you ought to have on hand.


tip

Purchase the same color of bead in sizes 15°, 11°, 8°, and 6°. It’s often useful to have a selection of bead sizes of the same color to fit into a space as you’re covering a surface.



Seed Beads

Seed beads, small glass beads named for the seeds they resemble, are used throughout the projects. They’re round in appearance and are also referred to as rocailles. There are also seed beads, such as Delicas and Tohos, that were created especially for loom and other weaving stitches. These beads are more cylindrical in shape and therefore not as versatile for bead embroidery.

Seed beads are sized according to number; the higher the number, the smaller the bead. The most common size seed bead is size 11°. (Seed bead size is indicated by a number followed by the degree symbol, which is pronounced “ott,” or by a slash and a zero: 11/0.)

[image: ]


[image: ]

Other Beads and Components

A bead is anything that has a hole through it so it can be sewn on, strung, or woven.

Meanwhile, a component is anything else that you wish to incorporate into your designs but that doesn’t have holes. This includes cabochons (which are stones, gems, or other objects that have a flat back and a smooth, domed surface), rivolis, buttons, donuts, etc. Beads and components may be created from man-made materials, such as glass and acrylics, or from natural materials, such as genuine stones, shells, and more.

When selecting your beads and components, you need to consider the function of the end piece. It’s generally easier to choose beads and components for jewelry than it is for garments and home interior items because many beads are sensitive to excessive sun exposure or cleaning agents. It can be difficult to determine these sensitivities because dyes and coated finishes on beads are so pervasive and done so well that you can’t tell by simply looking at them. Accordingly, the best method is to test a sampling of the beads and components by using typical cleaners on them and exposing them to sunlight.

I also encourage you to create your beadwork independent of the item you’re working on so that the beadwork can be removed when, say, a garment needs to be washed. Apply an attachment method that suits the item, such as sew-on snaps, hooks, or Velcro. This is also helpful because your beadwork will probably last longer than any garment, anyway!

Needles

Beading needles are different from regular sewing needles: they’re much thinner and the eye is smaller. They’re made specifically for beading and are labeled “beading needles.” I prefer English-made needles because they tend to have a larger thread hole in relation to the needle size. Beading needles come in sizes 10, 12, 13, and up—the higher the number, the smaller the needle. For most of the embroidery in this book, I suggest you use a size 12 beading needle.

Beading needles also come in different lengths. The standard is a 2-inch (5 cm) needle; however, shorter needles—usually 1 inch (2.5 cm) long and referred to as sharps—are useful for difficult backings, such as stiff leathers. Long needles, up to 4 inches (10.2 cm), are also available and are useful when working with long beads.

Thread

Use beading thread in your bead embroidery projects; don’t use embroidery and sewing threads, which are too weak to support beadwork. Beading thread comes in various colors and is generally made from nylon (such as Nymo® or Silamide), and may be prewaxed. Threads are sized with an alphabetic designation, such as A, B, C, O, etc. Use size A or B for the projects in this book. The choice of beading thread, whether Nymo, Silamide, or a similar thread product, is a personal preference and any will be satisfactory.
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Backing Materials

There are two categories of backings used in bead embroidery. One is the under-backing (frequently just referred to as “the backing”), the surface onto which the beads are sewn. The other is the outer-backing, which is used in the final stages to cover the back of the bead-embroidered piece and protect the stitches. Basically, anything you can sew through is a potential backing, although fabrics and leathers are the most popular choices. Your choice of fabrics includes fused, woven, and leather; a full discussion of these can be found on page 17.
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Stabilizers

There are times when a project requires more stiffness, strength, or stability than is provided by the backings and beads. You can add this by inserting a stabilizer between the under-backing and the outer-backing. Flashing is a thin metal used in home roof construction, available at hardware stores. It’s very thin but stiff, and can easily be cut with tin snips or a pair of heavy, strong scissors. It’s a great stabilizer, especially for post-style earrings or pins. Flat plastic sheets cut from an empty milk or juice carton are also useful.
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Creating a Stabilizer

To create a stabilizer, first make a paper pattern. Trace the embroidered piece and cut the paper approximately 3⁄16 inch (5 mm) in from the traced edge. Lay the pattern on the flashing or plastic, trace, and cut out. Measure the stabilizer against the actual beaded piece and trim if needed. Be sure to leave space around the edge so that any edge stitching later applied is not affected. Also leave blank any other area that will have more stitches applied. Then glue the flashing to the under-backing. When the glue is dry, apply the outer-backing.



Findings

The clasps, jump rings, head pins, and other hardware used in jewelry creations are called findings. Most bead stores carry a vast variety of such hardware in metals ranging from inexpensive plated brass to more costly sterling silver, gold-filled, and gold.

CLASPS

Clasps provide a mechanism to open and close necklaces and bracelets. There are dozens of styles and types, such as hook and eye, hook and chain, toggle, spring ring, magnetic, and more. Most types are suitable for all uses; however, hook-and-eye clasps shouldn’t be used for bracelets because the clasp can open easily, allowing the bracelet to fall off.
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JUMP RINGS

Jump rings are small wire circles that join beadwork to some other kind of finding, such as a clasp. The ring has a slit in it that can be opened. You open the ring, insert it through the loop on the clasp and the loop on the beadwork, and then close the ring. Be careful not to open the jump ring by spreading the ends outward and enlarging the circle. This will weaken the ring and destroy the roundness. Instead, with a pair of pliers in each hand, twist the ring open by pushing one end forward and the other end backward. Close in the same manner, reversing the direction.
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PIN BACKS

Most pin findings have a thin strip of metal used to glue the finding onto a jewelry project. Because the pin finding (or pin back) will be glued to fabric or leather in the projects in this book, there are significant issues in terms of strength. To compensate for this, the best method is to “enlarge” the surface area that will be glued to the bead embroidery backing.
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1 Draw an outline of the project on a piece of paper.

2 Create a pattern from the outline, cutting approximately 3⁄16 inch (5 mm) from the outer edge.

3 Place the pattern on a piece of flashing (photo below) or other metal, trace, and cut the form from the metal.

4 Glue the pin back onto the flashing using a good metal-to-metal glue (usually an epoxy works best).

5 When dry, attach the flashing to the under-backing of the bead embroidery piece using an all-purpose, flexible glue (see Glue on page 13).

6 Apply the outer-backing, cutting holes in it to accommodate the pin.
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EAR WIRES AND POSTS

Posts, wires, clip-on findings—most of the types seen on commercial earrings are available to beaders, too. With drop-type earring findings, the mechanism has a loop used to attach to the beadwork. As with jump rings, don’t open it by spreading out the ends of the loop; instead, use a pair of pliers in each hand and twist open the loop, insert the beadwork, and twist to close. With post-type findings, there’s a post “pad” that’s glued to the beadwork. This can present strength problems similar to when adding a pin back (page 11). The solution used for pins works great for post earrings, too.
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The Toolbox

All of these tools are used in creating beadwork and are available in most bead and/or crafts stores and on the Internet.

SCISSORS

Look for a small pair of scissors with sharp blades—you want a pair that’s easy to handle. Additionally, a pair of curved manicure scissors is very useful for trimming.
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EMBROIDERY HOOPS

Embroidery hoops are available in many sizes. Use them to hold the fabric or backing taut while sewing. The issue with using hoops when embroidering with beads is that the hoop can’t fit over a fabric area that has a bead sewn on it. However, these can be useful when using a flexible backing such as a loose fabric and when the design can fit inside the hoop.

MARKERS

Use markers to color the backing material, draw your design, or mark key spots on your backing. I recommend colorfast, permanent markers in both a fine tip (for drawing lines) and a wide tip (for coloring in areas).

PLIERS

You need two sets of pliers in your beading tool kit: needle nose and round nose. Pliers are used to attach ear wires and other findings to beadwork. Use one in each hand to open and close a jump ring. Use the round-nose pliers to shape findings into a circle or loop. If you purchase these from a hardware store, be sure to get small sizes that are easy to handle.
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WIRE CUTTERS

It’s often necessary to trim the length of a head pin or other wire. Wire cutters known as side cutters are perfect for these purposes.

BEADING PAD

Made specifically for beading, these pads resemble a small fleece blanket with a nap like that of velvet. The pad provides a cushion that allows you to pour out small piles of beads that stay in place without rolling around. The beads sit on top of the fibers, making it much easier to pick them up with a needle.

WAX AND THREAD CONDITIONERS

Use beeswax and other thread conditioners to make bead thread more manageable. Some threads are prewaxed and don’t need any additional products. Base the use of these on individual preference.

LAMP

Good lighting is important for your comfort while beading. I recommend a small lamp that allows you to direct light at your work area. Several lamps are designed especially for beaders, with “true color” lightbulbs that help you select the right color beads.

Glue

The glue you use will depend on what you’re gluing.

• Fabric to fabric: Fabric glues are available as washable and not washable. Read the labels, and select the glue suitable for your project.

• Metal to metal: If you’re gluing a pin finding to metal flashing, use an epoxy (you mix the two parts together) that’s specified for use with metal.

• One type of material to another (fabric to glass, fabric to metal, etc.): Use an all-purpose glue to apply glass, stone, wood, metal, etc. to the backing. Read the description on the label of the glue to determine what the glue is designed for. Make sure it includes both types of materials that you’re gluing together. Also make sure the glue dries clear and is flexible.


tip

You can test an all-purpose glue by placing a small amount on a smooth, plastic surface such as the plastic from a milk container. After the glue dries overnight, try to pull it off. If the glue pops off quickly in one stroke, it’s not very strong. If it requires a good tug and you need to keep pulling to remove every bit, then it’s strong. Once the glue is removed, it should be bendable. If it breaks like a piece of glass, it isn’t flexible and I don’t recommend using it.




Materials for the Projects

Each of the projects lists the beads, components, tools, and other things needed to complete the project.

All of the projects call for seed beads. If a project calls for a size 11° seed bead, substituting another size bead is not recommended; however, you can use the following sizes interchangeably with the projects in this book: 14° and 15°; 8° and 9°; and 5° and 6°.

Note that for beading thread, I prefer Silamide or Nymo.

The projects also call for under-backing. (See page 10 for a full discussion of backings.) As a general rule, I prefer to use Lacy’s Stiff Stuff for the under-backing. In all the projects, the beadwork covers the entire surface of the under-backing, so its color isn’t critical. Lacy’s Stiff Stuff is generally available only in white. When the beadwork is dark, I either dye the under-backing or use a permanent marker to color it so the bright white doesn’t show through in between the beads. You can use any color as desired.

Outer-backing is incorporated in all of the projects. I generally use Ultrasuede. Because the outer-backing is completely hidden on the back side, its color isn’t critical. As a general rule, I use a color that matches the Sunshine Edge beads. However, any color will work.
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