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Square brooches, mixed silk ribbons and leather flowers worked onto linen.





[image: image]PREFACE[image: image]




[image: image]




Embroidery has been a huge part of my life for over a decade now. Rarely a day passes that does not involve a needle, thread, a piece of fabric and a cup of tea. I am one of the few who have been fortunate and disciplined enough to expand this passion into a career. Bearing in mind I hadn’t stitched so much as a button back on prior to starting my threeyear apprenticeship at the Royal School of Needlework, it has been quite a journey. For me, embroidery began as more of an interest than a true love. Fast-forward several years and now any ‘free time’ that presents itself is more often than not spent in my studio. I truly hope this love of stitching stays with me indefinitely.


The vast majority of my work now revolves around teaching – I feel it essential that I pass on the substantial array of techniques I was able to master while studying full time over those three years. Embroidery at times has been referred to as a ‘dying art’; however, the recession seems to have brought an increased level of interest and many eager-to-learn students into my world. More people than ever are excited to learn these skills. Teaching not only allows me to pass on these skills, but also keeps me on my toes with what’s going on in the current embroidery world. With that in mind, I ensure my work uses traditional skills in contemporary ways – allowing this art form to be as relevant today as it has been in days gone by.


This book will take you on a creative journey through ribbon embroidery stitches, surface stitches used in ribbon embroidery, stumpwork (raised embroidery) and goldwork (metal thread embroidery) techniques that utilize silk ribbons. Each technique will be displayed with clear illustrations and text, allowing you to follow every stitch step by step. A wide variety of photos from my own work demonstrating these techniques are included, hopefully to inspire readers to create their own beautiful pieces. Often a stitch will be learned from a book, but the key is knowing when and how to apply that stitch to achieve maximum effect. This book also includes projects for readers to undertake, ensuring the content absorbed is realized in the best way possible – by putting it into practice. The projects will begin with the simple techniques, and progress in difficulty and effectiveness as readers work their way through them. Wherever possible, I will provide specialist hints and tips, aiding skill level acquisition and workflow. Vital insider information on suppliers, materials and equipment is also included.


I hope this book will start you on a long and rewarding affair with ribbon embroidery, where you will be entranced by the beauty and delicacy of this enduring art.
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4mm silk ribbon and stranded cotton worked onto linen.
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Ribbon embroidery is a form of embroidery that uses ribbon either in the needle, which is then stitched into the fabric, or ribbon that is worked away from the fabric using a different thread and then applied to the work. Traditionally these ribbons were made of high-quality silk, which made them very luxurious; today people use a wider range of ribbons, but synthetic ribbons do not create such richness. Ribbons made of one hundred per cent silk are still the preferred medium.


Silk ribbon embroidery dates back to the seventeenth century, and originated in France. Ribbons were embroidered to embellish clothing, huge rosettes were worked onto men’s coats and often floral sprigs were embroidered onto the elegant clothing of royalty. These items would have been worked by professionals in workrooms. They were very time-consuming to make – silk ribbon-embroidered gowns in the 1700s were very ornate and would have taken hundreds of hours to create. This, combined with the cost of the materials, meant that these items of clothing were very expensive to buy. Silk ribbon embroidery then flourished on the European continent and also travelled to America, where it grew in popularity.


In the Victorian era silk ribbon embroidery was more accessible and was commonly used on items such as quilts and clothing. This meant more people were able to own an item that had some ribbon embroidery on it, making it a more recognized embroidery technique. Ribbon embroidery was used by ladies to show off their embroidery skills on household items. These pieces were often worked in dusky pinks and sage greens, and therefore this is the image that people often have when you initially mention ribbon embroidery.


Sadly, ribbon embroidery went out of fashion towards the end of the eighteenth century and other embroidery techniques replaced ribbons. Ribbon embroidery was reintroduced to the fashion industry by the French couturier Charles Worth (1826–1985). As industry developed the processes involved in producing ribbons and the number of countries producing them increased, ribbons were more accessible and therefore cheaper to get hold of. This meant that, again, ribbons were more widely seen and recognized as an embroidery technique.


In the nineteenth century amateur embroiderers started working with ribbons again; stitching ribbon onto clothes came back into fashion, with ribbon embroidery used on handbags and gloves. Plain items such as shawls were embellished with floral designs to liven them up.


Today ribbon work is still a relatively unexplored embroidery technique, as it is rarely taught and practised; but once people have tried it, they are often hooked. The speed and simplicity of ribbon embroidery is always a pleasant surprise and the delicacy of the ribbons means that really stunning pieces can be created. Silk ribbon is now a thread that is mass-produced, so in theory it should be easy to source. However, with the decrease in the number of haberdashery shops in the UK, the availability of silk ribbon is mostly restricted to online shops. When you do find a supplier, the range of colours available is huge; you can really get carried away! Online you are really spoilt for choice with the range of colours, widths and whether the ribbon is plain or patterned. The only downside is not being able to touch the fabric or see the colours in real life. Therefore, some purchases may not be quite right when they arrive, but can always be used for another project.


WHY RIBBON?


From the moment I saw the range of silk ribbons available and then started to learn and experiment with the technique – I fell in love. It is a beautiful technique and some of the simplest embroidery stitches really come to life when stitched with ribbons. Ribbons are a little unpredictable; they crease and fold, and this movement gives them a life you do not get with other threads. A lot of the stitches used are simple – something you can pick up quickly and put to many uses, which is hugely important to me. Our lives are so busy now, having twenty minutes to sit and stitch for most people is a huge luxury. In ribbon embroidery, after a little practice, twenty minutes is enough time to produce something that is effective and very pretty.


When first viewed from the eyes of a beginner in ribbonwork, stitches look complicated, but when they are broken down, most are very simple. These simple stitches are very versatile. Ribbon embroidery can be added to other techniques; as the result is often slightly raised, it is very effective in adding dimension to a piece of work. It is rarely worked completely on its own, as you get a better effect when additional surface stitches are added. This helps to add details that you are not always able to achieve with ribbons due to the size of the ribbon. Traditionally, ribbon embroidery designs are floral, as ribbons lend themselves to portraying petals/leaves and flowers. Floral designs are still very popular, but more contemporary designs are now appearing. I like to experiment with other techniques, and use them in places where you would not expect to see ribbon.


Ribbon embroidery really is a simple technique. Having said that, some stitches and techniques are simpler than others. If you are struggling to master a stitch, use a wider ribbon as it is often the fiddly nature of a narrow ribbon rather than technical difficulty of a stitch that is causing the problem. It really is that simple. Ribbon embroidery is a very forgiving technique. With floral designs in particular, you also have the advantage of using ‘nature’ as the perfect excuse as to why not all of the petals are the same shape or size.


Designs can vary from the majority being worked in ribbons to those that have just an accent of ribbon. There are very few rules, making it a fun technique to explore. It is also worth bearing in mind that a little ribbon can go a long way. By adding a few simple ribbonwork stitches, pieces can really come to life. So think small to start with – less is sometimes more. But just to warn you: ribbon embroidery, like all embroidery, is very addictive and once you have started, it is very hard to know when to stop.


This book will take you through a large number of ribbon embroidery techniques and stitches. It will also guide you through some additional stitches and techniques that I feel work well with ribbon embroidery. This is from my own experience and I hope that you feel free to try out different things as you go. I hope this book inspires you to think ‘oh what about…’ as that is my job – to inspire you to pick up a piece of ribbon and play. See what happens. Ribbon embroidery is very free, and there are very few rules.
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4mm and 7mm ribbons worked in a heart shape onto linen and then made into a wedding ring cushion.
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Mixed fancy threads.
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MATERIALS AND EQUIPMENT


Many embroiderers have a range of equipment; this chapter aims to take you through what you need for ribbon embroidery. The list is relatively small and you will probably have most of these things already. At the back of the book is a list of suppliers – so you can buy any missing items before you start to embroider, or as and when you require them.


RIBBONS


The most common question regarding ribbon embroidery is whether the ribbons have to be silk. For most of the techniques in this book, the answer is yes. Silk ribbons are so delicate that they behave in a certain way that allows you to create folds. If you choose to use a stiffer ribbon, it would not behave in this way, so the end result would be different. That does not mean you cannot try – of course you should experiment – but when following the instructions in my book, using silk ribbons will produce the effects that I have demonstrated.


Organza ribbons are the next best thing – organza is very delicate so you are able to manipulate it. However, organza is a sheer fabric, so its appearance is quite different to opaque silk.


RIBBON WIDTH


The width of the ribbon you work with will depend on the effect you would like to produce and the size of the design. The most commonly used ribbon width is 4mm, and unless otherwise stated, the majority of pieces in this book use 4mm ribbon. If you are planning on working a larger piece, you may wish to use wider ribbons, as this will enable you to cover areas more quickly. Silk ribbon for ribbon embroidery is also available in 2mm, 7mm and 13mm widths.




[image: image]


13mm and 4mm silk ribbons.




Silk ribbons are generally sold by the metre. They are either plain-coloured or variegated. With plain colours, generally it is safe to order some ribbon and then if you run out, order more at a later date. However, as with any thread there may be a slight variation in the colour if the thread is from a different dye batch. Often you cannot see the difference, but if working a large area in one colour, working with a thread or ribbon from a different batch can ruin a piece, as any slight change can be very noticeable.


With variegated ribbons, each dye lot can be quite unpredictable; they are not dyed to create a repeat pattern, for example gradual shading going from light to dark, and then that exact sequence repeated. The dyeing process is often quite random, which produces gorgeous ribbons but makes matching colours quite difficult if you run out. If you require your embroidery to be consistent or wish for each stitch to appear the same, it is best not to use variegated ribbons.


Therefore, I suggest that you always over-order ribbons to ensure that you have more than enough of each colour ribbon. You will always find a use for any leftover ribbon in future projects.


It is essential to use plain-coloured ribbons as well as variegated ribbons – incorporating too many of the very pretty variegated ribbons together can make a design look messy, as the viewer’s eye is jumping all over the place. Using a smaller colour range means that the viewers’ eye is able to work across the piece, taking in all of the design. Try to limit your colour palette: select two or three main colours and then pick an accent – see the colour theory page in Chapter 2 on design for guidance on how to pick colours that work well together. Having said that, variegated ribbons are great for the embroiderer who is not confident with using colour – some of the decisions are made for you by the ribbon! For example, in the left-hand spool in the photograph at the beginning of this section, pink and yellow have been mixed to create a mix of pink, orange and yellow. This can be used as the colour range, adding in an extra pink or orange and then an accent of a green to break it up.


Plain ribbons are a little cheaper than variegated ribbons, and you also have more control over the colour of the stitching – if you want a yellow flower, that is exactly what you will get if you use ribbon in a solid yellow colour. If you use a variegated ribbon, you may hope that the first flower will be yellow and the second will be a mix of yellow and orange, but it is difficult to work out how much ribbon each flower will use up and therefore what part of the colour sequence in the ribbon will form each flower. There are a few stitches – generally ones that are worked off the frame – when the ribbon is cut; these are stitches where you can pick which part of the variegated ribbon you wish to use. This can end up being quite wasteful, however, as you cut out the pieces of ribbon you wish to use and you end up with bits that are too small to use and will need to be thrown away. Plain colours are also easier to use if you are working from a design source such as a photo. Since there is such a wide range of colours available, matching the colours closely should not be a problem. You can then create shading by working a few different colours of ribbon within the design or the specific area.


If you plan on doing a lot of ribbonwork, it might be a good idea to invest in shade card produced by the manufacturer of the ribbon. These shade cards will often have a small piece of each colour of ribbon they produce, which allows you to carefully colour-match the ribbon to your design. These shade cards are generally available to buy, but as colours change regularly, it is important that you always refer to the most up-to-date card. Please note that the colours of these samples may vary slightly, again due to dye batch issues. Shade cards are also available for stranded cottons if you wanted to try to match cottons to your ribbons.


OTHER THREADS


Silk ribbons are fairly costly; for this reason, a lot of designs will use other threads combined with ribbons. This keeps the cost of the embroidery down, but also adds depth to the piece and often a range of different textures. Stitches made using ribbons are often raised above surface stitches worked in other sewing threads.


Silk ribbon is very smooth, so if you want to create contrast in your design, you may want to think about what other threads you would like to use. If you have any spare threads, give them a go – there are no rules to what you can work with. Whatever type of thread you use for embroidery and sewing, don’t use lengths longer than approximately 30cm. This is the optimum length to preserve the best quality of the threads while working and is also a comfortable length to stitch with.
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4mm ribbons stitched using a range of surface stitches onto a linen background.




STRANDED COTTONS


These are cotton threads, often bought in a skein. The most popular brands produce threads that are 6 ply (meaning that there are six strands of cotton twisted together in a skein). You can work with any number of these threads. They are readily available and come in an extensive range of colours. Before you start to work with the threads, you should ‘strand’ them. This means taking them all apart and putting them back together until you get the desired thickness. Stranding the cottons allows the threads to lie more smoothly than they do in the original skein, as when they are made, they are twisted together. There is no correct number of threads to use in the needle; this depends on the desired effect and the stitch you are working.


COTTON PERLÉ


This is a 100% cotton thread that you work in the needle without separating the strands. It comes in a range of sizes and colours. Perlé thread has a slight twist and a silky, round appearance. It is important when working with perlé thread to use the correct length of thread (30cm), as this thread will start to unravel if it is overworked. If doing a lot of dense stitching with perlé thread, you may wish to use a slightly shorter length of thread or make a conscious effort to change the thread more frequently.
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Crewel wool, stranded cottons and perlé.




WOOLS


The most popular wool used in embroidery is crewel wool; this is 2 ply wool. As with cotton perlé, you do not separate the strands of the wool. Crewel wools come in a huge range of colours. These wools are not so favoured at the moment and are therefore not always available on the high street, so best to look online for them. Wool is naturally a more delicate thread compared to cotton, so you will need to be a little more careful when using it. If passing it through the fabric a lot, keep an eye on the wool to ensure it is not thinning. If you notice the wool has got thinner, it is best to start a new piece, as the existing thread will have become weakened and could easily break when stitching.


GOLDWORK THREADS
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Gold threads; check thread, pearl purl and spangles.




Goldwork, also known as metal thread embroidery, is a very detailed subject in itself. It is unlike any other embroidery and there is a huge range of threads available. If you wish to learn about goldwork in more depth, there is a list of recommended books in the further reading section at the end of this book. A lot of the threads are made of metal; for this reason is it very important that you use a separate pair of scissors to your usual needlework scissors when working with them, as cutting metal will blunt scissors over time. Other threads have a cotton core with a paper wrapped around. No matter what type of goldwork thread is used, the threads are never worked in the needle. A piece of sewing thread is used either to couch it down or as a thread passing through it, just as you would apply a bead. Couching down is when a thread lies on the fabric and another thread is used to secure it with a series of stitches worked over the top. In goldwork, the goldwork thread is laid on the fabric and the sewing thread is worked over the top. The idea is that the sewing thread is not visible for most techniques; the gold thread is the main focus, so the stitches securing the gold thread are discrete. Passing through is a similar technique to that used when applying beads. A needle and thread is used to pass through the goldwork thread. The metal thread can be cut to different sizes to get different effects.


The threads with the cotton core running through (Japanese thread, check thread, passing and rococo) need to be finished correctly. If these threads are cut at the end of a design, the paper will start to unravel and the cotton core will be exposed. To finish these threads off correctly, use a chenille needle to take the tails of these threads to the back of the embroidery and oversew them into the back of the embroidery.


Metal thread embroidery requires a lot of practice; these threads are less forgiving than general embroidery threads and therefore require more attention and skill. Due to the way the threads are made, they behave quite differently to other threads. Before you start to work with goldwork threads, it is a good idea to experiment with them, as this will help you to understand their properties. Traditional metal threads are made in the UK by a couple of small companies. The exclusivity of these threads and the complexity of the production method mean that they are relatively expensive. The threads are generally made to order, so it is best to plan ahead and allow a little time for the threads to be made. As well as the threads produced in the UK, it is also possible to get some threads from outside the UK. These threads are not quite as refined, but they often come in a larger range of colours.


Metal threads need to be stored correctly. When you buy the threads, they often come in acid-free bags; this is the best way to store the threads. It is a good idea to also store threads in their acid-free bags in a plastic box or container, as the threads are quite delicate and you can cause damage to them by putting heavy objects on top of them. When working with metal threads it is also recommended that you use beeswax. Pull your sewing thread through this wax before you start stitching with it. The wax strengthens the thread and reduces the chances of the sewing thread being caught on the metal and damaging it.


NEEDLES


When working with ribbon in the needle, it is essential to use the correct size needle. The ribbon needs to pass through the eye of the needle easily. If the eye of the needle is too small, the ribbon will easily become damaged, before you have even started to stitch with it. As the ribbon is silk, it is very easily damaged, so test the eye to see if the ribbon fits in it nicely before you start. When working with 4mm, 7mm and 13mm ribbons, chenille needles ranging from sizes 20 to 16 work well (the bigger the eye, the smaller the size number). When working with alternative threads to ribbons, embroidery needles are best, ranging from a size 12 to a size 5 (once again, the smaller the eye, the bigger the size number).
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Sewing bag with image of ribbon embroidery printed onto leather, with pins, pencils and scissors inside.




Chenille needles are generally the best needle to use for ribbonwork. A chenille needle has a large eye and a big point – take care when working with them as they are very sharp. Chenille needles enable you to pierce the fabric and create a small hole that the ribbon can then follow through, so that minimum stress is put on the ribbon. Ensure that you do not catch the needle on the ribbon as this can cause a flaw in the ribbon that looks like a pull or ladder. You can continue to work with a ribbon when it has a flaw; however, it will depend on what stitch is being worked as to whether the flaw will show in the finished work. Sometimes it is possible to gently rub your nail down the ribbon and the flaw will disappear slightly (enough for it not to be visible when you are stitching.)


For some woven stitches you may find it easier to work with a tapestry needle (similar to a chenille but without a point). This means that the needle will not catch and damage the ribbons that are already worked on your design. When a stitch used in a project in this book requires a tapestry needle, this will be listed in the materials list. Generally, tapestry needles are not used to bring the needle up or down through the fabric, as it is very difficult to pierce the fabric with a blunt needle. You would start the ribbon off using a chenille needle and then swap to a tapestry needle for weaving, and then change back to the chenille needle to finish off. Embroidery needles (small needles with a larger eye than a sharp) should be used for the rest of the embroidery stitches and techniques. These needles come in a range of different sizes. The size of the needle should relate to the thread you are working with.




Hints and tips


Not sure what needle to use? The size of the needle eye should relate to the thread/ribbon you are working with. If the eye is too big, it will create a very large hole in the fabric, which is still visible after the stitch is worked. It will also mean that the thread/ribbon will keep coming unthreaded. If the eye is too small, you will struggle to get the thread/ribbon through it and this could cause damage to the thread/ribbon. It will also mean that you are wasting time threading your needle – time that could be used for stitching. Generally, you should use a needle with the smallest eye that your thread will pass through comfortably.




EMBROIDERY FRAMES


An embroidery frame is used to keep the fabric tensioned while you are stitching. As the frame keeps the fabric still, it ensures that the tension does not change, and therefore is consistent throughout the piece you are working. In theory, all embroidery projects should be worked in some kind of embroidery frame.


The type of frame you work with really depends on the size of the embroidery you wish to create and the fabric it will be worked onto. The whole design needs to fit into the frame. Silk ribbons are so easy to damage – you do not want the frame to press against any of your work, as this will flatten the ribbons and could damage the ribbon and all your hard work. The best approach is to design your piece of embroidery and then pick the frame to work it in, or pick your frame and design your piece to fit the frame.


The type of frame you choose may also depend on what you wish to do with the end piece of embroidery. If you plan for the piece of embroidery to be mounted and therefore pulled very taut over a board, the stitches need to be worked to the same tension, compared to when making a cushion where the embroidery at the end will be relatively loosely stretched around a cushion pad. If you work an embroidery on a really taut frame and then plan on using it for a cushion, when you remove it from the frame, the fabric will relax but the stitch tension will still be tight. This will cause bubbles in the fabric that will only be removed if the fabric is pulled as taut as when it was worked.
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Table clamp and embroidery hoops.




As with most embroidery techniques, there are a lot of frames available that are all suitable for ribbon embroidery. Generally, for my ribbon embroidery I use a ring frame with a seat base, as this allows me to work effectively whilst sitting on the sofa or on a chair. For ribbon embroidery in particular, it is easier to work with a frame that allows you have both hands free, as this will make manipulating the ribbons so much easier compared to using a hand-held frame, and will give you greater control over soft and delicate ribbons. Stitching with two hands takes a bit of practice. Don’t worry if you can’t master it straight away; keep practising. Working with two hands improves accuracy of stitching and, once mastered, will increase the speed at which stitches can be worked.


Where the frame you choose does not require the fabric to be attached to it by stitching it on, remember to remove the embroidery between work sessions so that the frame does not mark the fabric. Sometimes the frame can cause a halo effect where dust, dirt and even sunlight have marked the fabric inside the frame. It is also important that, when you stop stitching, you protect the embroidery with a piece of tissue paper or a clean piece of fabric, so that that it will not get marked or stained – a pillowcase is useful for protecting a piece of embroidery as it covers both sides of the fabric. It should then be stored somewhere dry and clean until you are ready to continue stitching.


The frames described here are merely suggestions. Feel free to experiment and find out what is best for you and your workspace. As long as the frame is holding the fabric so that is smooth, it can be used for ribbon embroidery. Whichever frame you pick, ensure that the fabric is slightly bigger so that you have room around the edges of the frame – this means that you have space to mount the embroidery or to turn it into a cushion when you are finished.


HAND-HELD RING FRAME


These are normally round and consist of two hoops. The top hoop has a screw that needs to be slightly loosened and then the top hoop will lift off. You then place the fabric on the bottom hoop and put the top hoop back on. The screw is then tightened slightly to ensure that the fabric is tight in the frame. The fabric needs to sit neatly in the hoop – you do not want any puckers or creases. To pull out any little wrinkles or puckers in the fabric, gently work around the frame, pulling outwards to ensure that the fabric is smooth. If the fabric is really creased, it would be best to iron it before putting it in the frame, as it will be difficult to iron it once you have worked the ribbons – you don’t want to flatten all your hard work. Ring frames are great for sampling and you can get them in an extensive range of sizes – perfect for trying out stitches on scrap pieces of fabric.


Hand-held frames are exactly that: frames that you have to hold onto while stitching, meaning that you only have one hand for embroidering. Ideally, it is best to work with a frame that you do not have to hold onto, as it is more comfortable for you and means you have a lot more control over the embroidery. In addition, constantly gripping a hand-held frame can cause your hand to cramp. Anything that makes you feel uncomfortable while you stitch will most likely reduce the amount of time you are able to stitch. It is possible to get a clamp (which can be used with a seat, table or floor stand), which means that hand-held frames can be slotted into other frames so that you have two hands to stitch with.


It is also quite popular now to mount your work within a hand-held frame – you may wish to stitch it on a different frame, but once complete, embroideries look great mounted in a hoop. See Chapter 10 for instructions as to how to do this.


SEAT FRAME


These are hoops like the hand-held frames but have a dowel attached to them that fits into a base. You sit on top of the base, which means you have two hands to stitch with. These hoops come in a small range of sizes (15cm, 20cm and 25cm). They can be used when you are sitting on most chairs, making them very versatile and mean that you can stitch nearly anywhere where you have a seat (on very soft chairs, where the cushion pads are very malleable, you may find the frame a little uncomfortable, as it will not be as supported as it would on a firmer chair.) These frames may seem a little strange to start with, but after a little stitching, people generally forget that the seat frame is there. It is up to you how you sit on it; the stand can come from one or other side of your leg, or you can put it in between your legs. It is best to experiment to find what is comfortable for you. The dowel on these frames comes out so that you can adjust the height, so they suit people of different heights and different types of chair. The base is also compatible with the whole range of hoops, so once you have the base, all three hoop sizes are interchangeable.
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Bound embroidery hoops.




FLOOR-STANDING FRAME


These stands use the same hoops as described above. They have a dowel attached that fits into a base, which then stands on the floor. You can adjust the height of the stand to suit where you work. These frames are great if you like to move about with your work. As long as you sit on a chair that places the frame at the right height for you, these are very comfortable frames to use. These frames can be left as they are when you get up unlike seat frames, which do not stand up very well on their own – they often fall over, so when they are not being used are best laid on their side. By leaving a frame in sight, people often find they end up doing more embroidery, as it is there and ready to go. It is best to not leave the fabric in the frame in between work sessions as the hoops can leave a mark around the fabric, and there is also the risk of something being spilt on it.
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