

[image: Cover]





[image: Half Title]






[image: image]






[image: Title]






[image: image]






INTRODUCTION



In every corner of the world, from the bustling streets of New York to the serene villages of Peru, the art of embroidery weaves together the threads of tradition, culture and heritage. Passed down from generation to generation, this timeless craft is more than just a form of decorative needlework; it is a testament to the resilience of human creativity and the continued bonds between families and communities.




[image: image]





Embroidery has deep roots in history, with evidence of its practice dating back thousands of years. From the elaborate designs adorning ancient Egyptian garments to the intricate patterns and figures stitched into medieval tapestries, embroidery has been used to embellish textiles and tell stories for centuries. As civilisations flourished and traded with one another, embroidery techniques travelled across the world, evolving and adapting to reflect the unique traditions of each region.





A STITCHED CULTURE


In many civilisations, embroidery serves as a vibrant tapestry, reflecting the values, beliefs and aesthetics of its people. In India, the colourful threads of traditional embroidery such as kantha and chikankari mirror the rich tapestry of Indian life, with motifs inspired by nature, mythology and daily rituals. In China, the delicate art of silk embroidery has been revered for its intricacy and beauty for over 2,000 years, with many embroidered motifs symbolising prosperity, longevity and happiness.


The vibrant hues of traditional Mexican embroidery, such as Otomi and Tenango, celebrate the country’s indigenous heritage. Its motifs are inspired by ancient Mesoamerican art and folklore. As a contrast, the crisp simplicity of Nordic embroidery reflects the region’s stark landscapes and strong sense of community, with its designs often featuring geometric patterns and inspiration drawn from nature.


Polish Kashubian embroidery is a stunning representation of culture and folklore, with an emphasis on colour. There are only seven colours used, each representing an aspect of the abundance of the land.


Across the world embroidery is an expression of cultural society; it is a rich source for the conversations and communities that are built around the craft of hand stitching.


From Generation to Generation


Across cultures, the tradition of embroidery is lovingly passed down from one generation to the next, forging bonds that transcend time and distance. In many families, mothers teach their daughters the art of embroidery as a rite of passage, imparting not only practical skills but also the stories, memories and traditions woven into each stitch.


Grandmothers stitch alongside granddaughters, sharing tales of their own youth. In community centres and cultural institutions, elder artisans pass on their knowledge, ensuring that the traditions of embroidery continue to stay alive. Embroidery has brought people together for generations.


Stitching the Future


As the world evolves and cultures intermingle, embroidery remains a vital thread connecting past, present and future. In an era of mass production and digitalisation, the handmade beauty of embroidered textiles holds a special allure, reminding us of history and the stories embedded in every thread.


As new generations embrace the art of embroidery, they bring their own perspectives, techniques and innovations to this ancient craft, ensuring its relevance for years to come. The changes in our recent cost of living and awareness of our planet’s vulnerability caused by consumption has led to embroidery becoming even more attractive as people embrace a less disposable culture, utilising upcycling as a way of playing a part in caring for our planet and thinking of generations to come. Whether preserving traditional motifs or pushing the boundaries of design, embroiderers around the world continue to stitch together the fabric of our shared humanity, one delicate thread at a time.


This book has been created for you to learn the basics of embroidery, learn how to create your own pieces inspired by things you love and learn to develop your own style. It adds a contemporary edge to embroidery, bringing it up to date and helping you create pieces that you are excited to stitch and share. Each chapter will help to explore ways to create embroideries that are more than stitch-by-numbers; you will learn how to engage with design and develop your own ideas. The journey of how to explore creativity from the process of inspiration through to producing finished embroidered pieces will enrich your embroidery experience, giving you the knowledge you need to develop your own style and the skills to refine and edit your ideas for the best results.


Once you’re confident in the basics of embroidery, stitches, tools and colour selection, you will be able to experiment with a better understanding, building on the foundations and creating freely.


Before we start, I will explain a little about myself. As a child I would spend hours creating, drawing and trying to sew under the watchful eye of my mother, who owned a sewing machine and taught me all she could about using it and being creative with fabric and crafts. I grew up in a television-free home so creativity was encouraged and ‘I’m bored’ was banned. Maybe it was out of those times of feeling at a loss to know how to entertain myself that I learnt to explore and experiment with my creativity. If drawing was involved, I would enter competitions and spend hours on school projects. I found reading and writing challenging and later – much later – discovered I was dyslexic, which explained my years of frustration and struggle with academia. I did, however, try very hard despite my restraints and I believe it has made me a hard worker and determined to push boundaries. At 16, I left school to study fashion design, as it was one of the few courses I could do at that age which allowed me to spend 80 per cent of my time being creative. I loved it. I adored the variety of designing, sewing and painting in life drawing classes. The opportunity to spend all day using my hands and creating from my imagination was wonderful and released me from the struggle I had experienced with my reading and writing.


It was during my studies in my fashion design and surface textiles degree that I was diagnosed with dyslexia, which although it hadn’t held me back, helped me understand why I had found some things more challenging up until that point. I went on to study surface textile for fashion to MA level, but by the end the last thing I wanted to do was get a job in the industry. However, it gave me my love of everything colour, texture and textiles. It was only a short while after finishing my MA that I had my first child. I always wanted my children to be a priority, which meant I became self-employed so I could work around my family. I made bespoke patterns and clothes for a while but it didn’t quite fulfil my desperate need for creativity. As a family we moved abroad for a few years and this is where my love for embroidery came into play. I missed home and found the language challenging. I had some knowledge of embroidery and I needed to create in order to escape and process the things I missed and loved about London – the city both me and my husband grew up in.


As I started longing for things that were not available, I had the urge to document this in a way that I felt honoured my memories and my culture. To be honest, I have fond memories of this time. It was tough in many ways but sometimes the best things come out of adversity. I wanted to pull together my love of drawing, painting, colour and texture – what better way to do this than start embroidering? I had the basics down from my childhood and the techniques I had learnt during my degree. When I picked up a needle and thread and started to use them in a way that made me happy, it started to look like paint on a canvas so I thought I would challenge myself to create almost realistic images using simple stitch techniques. I embroidered in a way that was comfortable and felt natural to me.


It’s taken me years of embroidery to find my signature style but still my inspiration tends to stem from its starting point; culture and nostalgia. Whether it’s food that identifies and brings people together or a bunch of flowers symbolic of sympathy and love, these are the things that still inspire me to paint with thread. This book will take you on an embroidery journey, so you can discover what you love and how to create productively. Throughout the book you will be taken through the processes involved in embroidery, how to create your own designs and how to produce a collection and present it.


The book is divided into chapters that will go into details about the process of embroidery. As a part of the process, you will be given a step-by-step guide to each project. This of course is a guideline for your creative process; this is all my knowledge and experience for you to learn from and run with in your own way. It will give you the scaffolding you need to excel as an embroiderer. Take the ideas and the basic structure and make them your own. The ideas will give you a chance to experiment and grow for each process. There are different levels within each chapter, so as you progress you can take on the next challenge with growing confidence.


I believe embroidery is a fun and exciting way to be creative; age and experience need not be a barrier. My hope is that my book will show you that embroidery doesn’t have to be perfect and can be completely individual. As you learn, it should be an expression of yourself. Take my ideas and suggestions and experiment with them, so you flourish in your own creativity. Remember there are no mistakes; if you are not overly satisfied with your embroidery or a project, learn from the experience and let that drive you through to your next project. Above all, embroidery should be enjoyable and relaxing.




CHAPTER 1


FULLY EQUIPPED


Embroidery, from experience, has been a way of expressing creativity, but also a huge help to my mental health. Any amount of experience can give you a chance to explore your creativity. Concentrating when keeping your hands and brain engaged in a task can give your mind an escape from reality. Whether you pick up a needle and thread for a few minutes or for hours at a time, either is a great tool for expressing yourself. You may find that your work reflects the season you’re in, or it may be a way of communicating feelings that words can’t articulate. For some, embroidery may be a pastime, something that you can dip in and out of, for others it may be an essential to fulfil their need for creativity or just to switch off. You may be at the start of a new business idea using embroidery, or an artist like myself. This chapter is here to help you organise your tools and work out what to use and how to use it, to make your embroidery journey the most pleasant experience possible.


This chapter will give you tips and suggestions from my years of experience to help you focus as you start out or progress. I have been asked so many questions about what to use, how to go about sourcing and finding tools that work for all sorts of scenarios. This chapter should give you a rich knowledge from my expertise so you can run with your ideas and produce beautiful embroideries, no matter what your style.
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The first bit of advice is to try it – don’t get stuck with something and keep persevering if it has taken the joy out of embroidery. You must experiment with fabric, thread, needles, scissors, hoops and even storage. You need to find how you like to work.


Before you get started, ask yourself a few questions. Who are you stitching for? Is it for yourself, a hobby? Are you producing embroidered gifts? Are you starting an embroidery business? Are you a textiles student?


So, where do we begin?






FABRIC


The questions I am asked most frequently are about fabric and what to choose. Ask yourself what the fabric is for. If you can get a needle through it, you can stitch on it. You could make holes in wood or metal and still stitch through it, if that is a look you’re going for.


Embroidery, an art form dating back centuries, finds its perfect partner in cotton fabric. Known for its versatility, durability and softness, cotton provides a superb canvas for intricate stitching and vibrant designs. Let’s delve into the benefits of using cotton fabric for embroidery and explore the various types of cottons available for your creative endeavours.


Woven fabrics are great to embroider on; the key is that if they are woven rather than knitted, the fabric is less likely to have stretch. Cotton is a popular choice for embroidery, as the less movement when the fabric is under tension the better. Brushed cotton, linen, calico, poplin, canvas, muslin, drill, twill, denim, gingham and lawn are all excellent cottons to stitch on, with great structure. Cotton is a reliable fabric when creating embroideries to hang on walls, and its versatility makes creating clothes in these fabric types easy, which then makes the process of embroidery onto a garment much more straightforward.
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Gingham cotton.
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Coloured cottons.









The Benefits of Cotton Fabric for Embroidery




• Softness: Cotton’s natural softness makes it comfortable to work with, allowing needles to glide smoothly through the fabric. This ensures that your embroidery stitches are precise and even, resulting in a professional finish.


• Breathability: Cotton fabric is highly breathable, allowing air to circulate freely. This characteristic prevents moisture build-up, making cotton ideal for embroidery projects that require long hours of stitching.


• Absorbency: Cotton fibres have excellent absorbent properties, making them perfect for taking up dyes and retaining vibrant colours. This ensures that your embroidered designs remain vivid and true to their original hues over time.


• Durability: Cotton is renowned for its durability and strength, ensuring that your embroidered creations withstand the test of time. Whether you’re crafting heirloom pieces or everyday wear, cotton fabric provides longevity and resilience.


• Versatility: From delicate handkerchiefs to sturdy denim jackets, cotton fabric can be found in a wide range of weights and weaves, making it suitable for various embroidery techniques and applications.





Different Types of Cottons for Embroidery




• Cotton broadcloth: This lightweight, plain-weave fabric is commonly used for embroidery projects such as linens, quilts and clothing. Its smooth surface allows for intricate stitching, while its affordability makes it accessible to beginners and seasoned embroiderers alike.


• Cotton twill: Twill-weave cotton fabric, characterised by its diagonal rib pattern, offers excellent stability and drape making it suitable for embroidery projects that require structure and flexibility. It is often used for embellishing garments, accessories and home decor items.


• Cotton voile: Known for its sheer, airy quality, cotton voile is a favourite among embroiderers for creating delicate, ethereal designs. Its soft, lightweight nature lends itself well to projects such as curtains, scarves and bridal wear, where a touch of elegance is desired.


• Cotton denim: Renowned for its rugged durability and distinctive texture, cotton denim provides a unique canvas for embroidery projects with a casual, rustic aesthetic. From embellished jeans to embroidered jackets, denim offers endless possibilities for creative expression.


• Organic cotton: For eco-conscious embroiderers, organic cotton is a sustainable choice that prioritises environmental and social responsibility. Grown without synthetic pesticides or fertilisers, organic cotton is gentle on the earth and produces fibres of exceptional quality, perfect for crafting eco-friendly embroidered goods.





Cotton fabric serves as a versatile and reliable medium for embroidery, offering a plethora of benefits and options for creative expression. Whether you’re stitching intricate florals on a cotton voile blouse or embellishing denim jeans with geometric patterns, the timeless appeal of cotton ensures that your embroidered creations will be cherished for generations to come.
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Floral fabric.
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Patterned fabric.








Embroidering on Knitted Fabrics


You might be unsure about the idea of embroidering on a knitted fabric, but more fabrics are knitted than you might think. For example, T-shirts are often knitted. You can embroider on knitted fabrics, but you just need to be aware of their properties so you can prepare your fabric accordingly or avoid using it if it’s not going to be appropriate for your project.


When embroidering on a T-shirt for example, it would be advisable to interface the inside of the garment before you start stitching. If you don’t, you will run the risk of pulling the fabric too tight or out of shape during the washing process. Stabilising your fabric with a glue-in woven interfacing will also give it structure, which may be helpful for embroidery appliqué.


Embroidering on knitted fabrics such as jersey and Lycra presents a unique set of challenges for even the most seasoned embroiderers. While these fabrics offer stretch, comfort and versatility in clothing, their inherent properties can make embroidery a delicate balancing act. Let’s explore the intricacies of embroidering on knitted fabrics and the considerations every embroiderer should bear in mind.


The Challenges of Embroidering on Knitted Fabrics




• Stretch factor: Knitted fabrics like jersey and Lycra are known for their stretchability, which can pose challenges during the embroidery process. The fabric’s elasticity may cause distortion or puckering of the embroidered design, especially if not properly stabilised.


• Fabric texture: The texture of knitted fabrics differs from woven ones, with a more uneven surface that can affect stitch placement and tension. This unevenness may result in inconsistencies in the embroidered design, requiring extra attention to detail and precision.


• Fabric stability: Unlike woven fabrics, knitted fabrics have more inherent movement and stretch, making them prone to shifting during embroidery. Without adequate stabilisation, the fabric may pucker, stretch or distort, compromising the integrity of the embroidered design.


• Thread tension: Achieving the right thread tension is crucial when embroidering on knitted fabrics. The stretchiness of the fabric can affect the tension of the stitches, requiring adjustments to prevent puckering or distortion. Experimentation with thread types and tension settings is often necessary to achieve optimal results.


• Needle selection: Choosing the right needle is paramount when embroidering on knitted fabrics. Sharp needles with a fine point are recommended to pierce the fabric without causing damage or snags. Ballpoint needles are also suitable for knit fabrics, as they slide between the fibres without tearing or stretching the fabric.






Considerations when Embroidering on Fabrics for Clothing




• Fabric type: Different fabrics require different embroidery techniques and considerations. While woven fabrics offer stability and structure, knitted fabrics demand careful attention to stabilisation and handling due to their stretchiness and texture.


• Garment construction: Consider the construction of the garment when planning embroidery placement. Embroidering on pre-assembled garments may limit access to certain areas and require additional precautions to prevent distortion or damage to seams and hems.


• Stabilisation: Proper stabilisation is key to successful embroidery on clothing fabrics, especially knitted ones. Using stabilisers such as cut-away or tear-away backing helps maintain fabric stability and prevents distortion during stitching.


• Test stitching: Before embroidering the final design, it’s essential to conduct test stitches on scrap fabric to gauge the fabric’s reaction to embroidery and adjust settings accordingly. This allows for fine-tuning of thread tension, stitch density and needle selection to achieve the desired results.


• Care instructions: Consider the garment’s care instructions when selecting embroidery techniques and materials. Machine-washable threads and stabilisers are recommended for garments that require frequent washing, ensuring the longevity of the embroidered design.





In summary, embroidering on knitted fabrics like jersey and Lycra presents unique challenges due to their stretchiness, texture and construction. By understanding these challenges and implementing proper techniques and considerations, one can overcome obstacles and achieve beautiful, professional results on clothing fabrics, enhancing garments with intricate and personalised embellishments.


Researching Fabric


Take a trip to fabric shops and haberdasheries, see what is available and take samples if you can. It’s not a project as such but start gathering fabric samples and labelling them so you have them to hand. Put them on a ring, so when you start a new project you have a good idea of what is available; having swatches to hand will help with designing and making educated decisions.


Colour can be such a conundrum. The main bit of advice is to get stuck in and try to work with it. Working with colour takes time and experience, so don’t put it off. Later in the book we have a whole chapter dedicated to colour, for the simple reason that it is hard to grasp and often you can lack confidence with choosing and pairing colours, mostly through lack of experience.


Choosing your base fabrics is another added layer to your embroidery. While selecting your base, you might ask yourself if it complements your piece or distracts the eye. A top tip would be to choose a pattern or design on the fabric that is either much larger or smaller than the scale of your embroidery, as this will keep the focus on your stitches rather than the background. I have used coloured fabrics and patterns behind my work – it’s not easy but if you get it right it can be a delight.





ITEMS YOU WILL NEED


Scissors


Whether you’re snipping threads or preparing fabric, scissors are vital. Fabric scissors are key, but if you’re not a dressmaker, there’s no need to spend a lot. Find a reasonably priced pair; you want them to last but the volume of fabric you will be cutting will not be huge, so they don’t need to be top of the range. The key to a well-kept pair of fabric scissors is keeping them only for fabric – never use them for paper or any other material as you will blunt them. Pinking shears are a non-essential but useful pair of scissors. When cutting fabric for embroidery, the pinking shears will limit your fraying edges. The constant movement and touching of fabric during your embroidery project could put your fabric through a little bit of wear, so protecting the edges with a pinking-sheared cut will delay them shedding thread and help prevent embroidery being damaged.


It doesn’t stop there when it comes to scissors. Are you going to keep picking up your fabric scissors to cut small threads? You could, but it is not ideal. You have a few options and it will be down to personal preference, so try some out. Snips are great for quick cuts of threads, the simple pinch of your thumb and finger with the snips makes for speedy cutting. You may prefer small embroidery scissors; these long, thin pointed tips are ideal for cutting small threads and getting into awkward areas. Potentially a little sharper and more accurate than a snip.
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