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Introduction



This book will take you on a creative journey beginning with simple, basic designs and moving on to more challenging work. The instructions are very detailed; however, don’t expect your creation to look exactly like those in the book. In needle felting, no two sculptures ever look exactly alike; even when I make two of the same sculpture, there are differences. (I like to think that the art picks up a bit of the personality of the artist.) The designs and instructions are intended to open a door to your own creativity, to give you the tools to explore your own enchanted and magical world of wool.


The art of creating felt from wool with water and pressure is ancient, tracing its roots to nomadic tribes of Central Asia and Europe. Felt was the very first textile. Needle felting, however, is a newer art. Needle felting traces its history to the industrial age of the nineteenth century when machines holding numerous barbed needles were used to create padding, rugs, and other dense fabrics. The barbed needles tangled and caught the wool fibers, compacting and matting the wool. Hand needle felting uses the same principle.


In the 1980s, inventor David Stanwood and his shepherdess wife Eleanor, both of Martha’s Vineyard, realized that the individual barbed needles could be put to interesting uses in creating shapes with wool. They passed this knowledge on to some artistic friends, and the knowledge crossed the oceans to northern Europe, where felt and wool crafts were already a way of life. Starting with simple fairies and trolls, artists poked and poked their way to evolving the craft into an art, sculpting dolls and animals that became ever more detailed and realistic. The art continued to spread throughout the world, with each artist contributing their own styles and techniques.


One appeal of needle felting is that, while it’s not a traditional craft, it feels like one: it is a natural and sustainable artform. All one really needs is wool, a needle, and a pad (which can also be made of wool).
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Needle felting is playing with soft wool: rolling it, molding it, poking it repeatedly with a needle, and magically transforming it into a myriad of forms and figures.











Supplies



When I discovered needle felting some 12 years ago, I knew immediately that it was the art form I had been seeking. One of the biggest hills to climb, however, was understanding what type of wool and how much wool to purchase. I didn’t have a good concept of what an ounce of wool looked like or what terms such as “staple length” and “roving” meant. There wasn’t much information available online at the time, so I learned by trial and error. Along the way, I found many wonderful online shops that offered consistent quality, but one of the best and quickest ways to learn about wool and other natural fibers is to visit a wool store in person. I am fortunate to have one within an hour drive, and I came to relish these visits—I can actually feel the various textures and compare wool from different breeds. It is especially dreamy sampling luxury fibers like cashmere, alpaca, and yak.


The variety of supplies available for needle felting keeps expanding. Inventive felters are always adding tools and more sustainable supplies, like replacing polyurethane foam felting pads with natural wool felting pads. The following pages include as comprehensive an exploration of felting supplies as possible but remember to keep an eye out for new innovations!


Wool and Fibers


Wool from shearing sheep (giving them a haircut), is the primary material used in needle felting. Other fibers can also be used for felting, including alpaca wool, mohair or cashmere from goats, and even plant fibers, such as those from bamboo. Depending on the source, the fibers have different staple lengths (the lengths of the individual fibers) and thicknesses, measured in microns, that affect the texture and felting uses. Wool is sheared and washed, then kept curly or carded (the fibers are combed and aligned).




[image: image]




Core wool roving from Big Sky Fiber Arts (left) and top wool from Shep’s Wool (right).
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Locks and curls have a curly or wavy texture because they aren’t carded. You can keep the natural color or dye them. This assortment is from Felting Farmer Lady.
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The different types of wool can all be dyed. The two in front and the dark blue-green wool in the middle are merino top wools. The two in the back and the forest green wool in the middle are Corriedale wool roving. This assortment is from Big Sky Fiber Arts.
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Felting batts are thicker, and you can pull off larger chunks. These are MC-1 skin tone felting batts from Living Felt.










TIP:


For each project, where core wool is listed in the supplies, start with 2 oz. (56.7g). Where top wool or other colored wool is listed, start with ½ oz. (14.2g).





There are three types of processed wools used in this book:


Core wool has a texture that felts together easily. It is usually higher micron wool, so it’s coarse and used as the basis for most needle-felted structures. It is usually available as roving (twisted ropes of carded wood) or in batts (sheets of carded wool). Roving can easily be pulled into pieces for wrapping and is puffy compared to top wool (see below). Batt wool pulls off in larger chunks than roving. Corriedale wool (which measures 24–31 microns) is a type of core wool.


Top wool is carded and combed into a long rope but is not twisted like roving. The fibers are longer and straighter than in roving. Merino wool (which measures 17–22 microns) is a type of top wool. These are often finer and softer and work better to create delicate elements like hair, fur, loose fabric, or wings.


Locks or curls are wool that is cut from the sheep and left in its natural curly or wavy state.
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Alpaca top naturally comes in white, black, gray, and tan. It can be dyed, however, and is great for adding hair and fur to your sculptures.









Felting Surfaces



There are three options available when choosing surfaces on which to felt and work: foam, wool, or brush pads. If you’re just starting out, the more common dense foam pads are a great choice. Once you begin creating more projects or if you’d like to have more flexibility with your needle felting, it’s helpful to have all three options available.


Foam felting pads are the most common felting surfaces. These dense foam pads come in a variety of sizes and are a good choice for beginners. Many of these pads are made of petroleum-based polyurethane, but there are eco-friendly options such as Living Felt’s Earth Harmony Series (which are soy-based). Eventually all foam pads will wear out and the little pieces of broken foam will stick to your felting projects, so they do need to be replaced occasionally.


Wool felting pads are 100 percent natural, are denser than foam, and last longer. Wool pads work very well with any needle felting project, although the process feels a bit different from felting on foam because the needles don’t sink into the surface as much. You can also buy 100 percent wool “toppers” to cover your base wool felting pad and keep your projects clean (for example, you’d use a white topper when working on a white project or a black topper when working on a dark project). I prefer using Living Felt’s WOW (Wool on Wool) pads and WOWee wool toppers in brown, white, and black.


Brush felting pads are another type of felting surface. Felting on a brush is superior for felting flat items that require a lot of poking, such as cookie cutter figures or detailed ears, because the wool won’t get stuck to the brush as it might on a dense surface. Brush felting pads also last for a very long time. You can find a variety of felting brushes with different materials like plastic or wood used as bases for the bristles.
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The three felting surfaces available are wool pads, dense foam pads (they are often made from polyurethane, but those shown here are eco-friendly foam), and felting brushes.









Needles and Holders



Once you have fibers and a felting surface, you’ll need at least one felting needle to create beautiful pieces of art and will also want to have a needle holder to make the process more comfortable and efficient.
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Needle holders are made to hold one or more needles. The needles themselves range from coarse to fine gauge (and some brands color their needles to indicate the gauge).








Felting needles are straight needles without eyes that have notches or barbs on the pointed end that catch the scales on the wool, tangling and matting them together to turn the wool into felt. They are measured by gauge from coarse (32) to fine (42). The barbs on the needle can be arranged in three different patterns: star, spiral, or triangle. You can also purchase reverse needles with barbs pointed the opposite way to pull the fibers out and create a fuzzy effect. In general, coarser needles (36 or 38) are used to build up sculptural elements and finer needles (40 and 42) are used for the details, but which needles you use for which task is entirely up to you. A 38 spiral needle or 38 star needle is a good needle to begin with. My personal favorite is a 40 spiral needle and I use a 42 triangle needle for details. Needles can be color-coded by size or style and many suppliers offer sample packs, so you can experiment and learn what works best for you.


Needle holders are made of wood, metal, or plastic and are made to hold as few as one needle up to as many as five needles at once. Needle felting requires a lot of poking, so multineedle tools are helpful. Different holders also space the needles differently, which will affect how they feel. I often work with two or three needles in my holder and use different holders for different needle gauges.
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Felting needles are available in three shaft styles. The barbs run along the pointed edges of each shape.
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