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Dedication


For my students, who have taught me so much more than I’ve taught them and who asked for this book.


And for my wife, Emily, without whom I would never have had the courage to do the thing I love the most.









Foreword




The loom is the length of my forearm, the warp between its bars no wider than my palm. Two tapestry bobbins (one wound with indigo-dyed wool, the other with hand-spun flax), are tucked behind an ear, yarn tails brushing my cheek. I’m ready to dive back into this book.


I have to prepare, you see, for even as the ideas hold me spellbound, my fingers clamor to weave. “Let us at it,” they cry, twitching the pages. Best to begin with a loom at my elbow. With yarn in hand, I can linger over meticulous instructions (today a technique for outlining a shallow curve with split weft), hone my skills in real time, and relax into a new tapestry adventure guided by my friend Rebecca Mezoff.


For Rebecca has the ability to illuminate the path from selvage to selvage even if you’ve never walked it before. And if you have, she makes the path fresh. Her words are precise, engaging, trustworthy, and challenging. “Notice this,” she says. “It’ll show up later in another guise.” And sure enough, I notice, weave on, then when my hands and brain are ready for the next step, it is there.


This is no mean feat. Handwoven tapestry is a demanding medium by any measure, and to make it approachable at the beginning and compelling after a lifetime is Rebecca’s particular skill — and a gift to us all. For this medium is both timeless and utterly of our time, one of the few means of expression that cannot be replicated by machine.


Our world needs more tapestries.


It needs your tapestries.


Just remember, this book is best commenced with a warped loom by your side, and if you don’t yet have one, instructions await in chapter 4.


Sarah C. Swett


Moscow, Idaho


December 2019
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Introduction: Why Tapestry?




I’ve always been fascinated by the creation of cloth. As a little girl, I remember standing next to the Macomber floor loom of my grandfather, who was an engineer. I would watch him throw the shuttle to make vast swaths of cream-colored cloth for curtains in his two-story greenhouse. Click, swish, click. Click, swish, click. The rhythm of the shuttle, the dance his feet made on the treadles, and the cloth inching forward on the loom until he stopped and wound it onto the cloth beam enthralled me. He had taken this weaving machine, added some thread, and made huge pieces of useful fabric from them.
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Twenty-five years later I found myself standing next to the Macomber loom of James Koehler, master tapestry artist, in a workshop at North Carolina’s Penland School of Craft. There was no shuttle this time. Just the clank of the harnesses shifting and the mesmerizing sight of James’s fingers dancing over the warp, creating even lines of weft bubbles before — thud — he beat them in with the beater on the loom, opened the other shed, and began again. I watched, mesmerized, as a blue-violet-hued tapestry grew, the subtle shifts in color and the gentle curves of the design creating optical illusions in the fabric. And then I sat at my own loom and tried to make the magic happen for myself. I had found my path.


My journey as a weaver started with that little girl watching her grandfather weave curtains and, as an adult, led me to become a tapestry artist apprentice in Koehler’s studio, and finally, to run my own tapestry school and studio. This tapestry life has been full of experimentation and the joy of exploring my own creative impulses while learning through making with my hands. For me, making tapestry is more a process than a wish to reach a particular goal. The deep satisfaction of being immersed in a tactile and richly colored way of expressing ideas keeps me going back to the loom day after day.





Why Weave Tapestry?




Cloth-making metaphors are deeply embedded in our language. We “weave through traffic” to get somewhere quickly or “spin a yarn” to tell a good story. The word tapestry is used frequently in common language to indicate a mixing of various parts into one narrative: “a tapestry of cultures” or “nature’s rich tapestry.” This use of weaving terms in common language to refer to concepts that are not about the act of weaving cloth is an indication of how deeply the process of making fabric is part of the human experience.


The process of weaving a tapestry connects with something primal in our experience as dexterous creatures. There is something sensuous and attractive about tapestry weaving. Its slow rhythm has a very peaceful, repetitive quality to it. And the step-by-step problem-solving nature of the process brings a sense of accomplishment and allows a gentle reconnection with self. The depth of color in a simple piece of yarn, the endless variations of expression when colors are woven next to each other, and the accomplishment of a finished expression that represents something important to you — these are the reasons many of us engage with this historied art form.


Tapestry allows for a variety of expressions. Your work could be monumentally large or remarkably tiny or any size in between. It could be bright and loudly colored or soft and subtle. It could be full of bumpy texture or present a perfectly flat surface. You’ll find your way among all these choices as you work through the techniques in this book. My hope is that you come out on the other side with the confidence to take these foundational skills and create your own tapestries. The journey of making art in any medium never ends. And for that, I am grateful.





How to Be a Beginning Tapestry Weaver




Most of us live in success-focused cultures. Even as children we are taught to produce particular outcomes. There are expectations placed upon us, and we quickly learn to place expectations on ourselves. This can lead to the belief that anything we try has to result in perfection or it isn’t worth doing.


If you allow it to do so, tapestry weaving can provide a challenge to that perfectionism. Those of us drawn to weaving often love structure in our lives, and many of us are a bit particular about the outcome of our projects. I am most certainly one of these people. But tapestry is a medium that resists perfectly square corners and gorgeously rounded curves because our images are woven on a gridded structure. The joy comes when you learn to accept the medium as it is and use the natural structure of tapestry techniques to inform your own woven forms.


As with any new skill, there are many components to tapestry weaving that you’ll need to learn before you can produce the tapestry you imagine in your mind. There is an intellectual component (understanding how it works) and there is a motor-skills component (teaching your body to manage tools and materials effectively). Add to those the challenge of artistic design and you’ll realize you are learning a fiber art form that requires some practice to master. It is not possible for you to produce a “perfect” tapestry on your first try. Realizing that will free you up to have some fun.


Because of its long history and the reverential way we tend to treat old tapestries today, tapestry weaving as an art form is often understood as something belonging to the experienced or highly trained practitioner. Even today, tapestry workshop apprenticeships at places like France’s Manufacture Nationale des Gobelins can be two to five years long. Once we know a little about tapestry weaving, it feels unreachable from our living rooms and home studios. I’d like to challenge that notion. Start at the beginning, allow yourself to play with simple design, and embrace sampling. Step by step, you can definitely do this.


I often hear my students express anxiety about their weaving. They are afraid of doing it wrong, of not following the rules. In this book, I’ll teach you a lot of those rules, but right from the beginning I encourage you to question them. Yes, you need to learn the techniques to create a firm foundation for your work. But experimentation is the bedrock of any artistic process. As you practice the techniques throughout this book, consider what you want to express. If your method deviates from mine, ask yourself if your method is structurally sound. Will your piece fall apart when you take it off the loom or hang it on the wall? If not, continue your experiment and look at it with a critical eye when it is done. Find ways to express your idea and use these techniques as your starting point. There aren’t any fiber art police. Remember that this is your own journey. Experiment. Be curious. Make stuff. Because making is a powerful way to experience the world.
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This is my very first tapestry. The selvages are wildly uneven, and it is full of technical problems. I keep it under my loom bench as a reminder of where I began. Start where you are and dare to follow the journey of weaving wherever it leads you.








How to Use This Book


This book presents the foundational techniques of tapestry weaving in the order I feel is easiest to experience them. I’ve developed this sequence of topics over a decade of teaching thousands of students, both in person and online. You don’t have to follow my lead, but I do suggest that you work through the chapters in order at least through chapter 7. This basic information is critical for you to understand before tackling the techniques presented in the rest of the book. There are parts that won’t pertain to you, depending on what kind of loom you are using, but that is made clear by section headings.


Starting in part 2, I guide you through how to weave each of the techniques I introduce. I encourage you to follow these step-by-step instructions in a sampler. Making samplers may not sound very fun, but it is a great way to experiment with these new skills without feeling like you have to produce something exceptional at the end. It takes a lot of practice to learn the skills of tapestry weaving, so warp your loom and weave along with me.


The images of tapestries throughout the book are intended both to illustrate the point I’m making but also to give you some inspiration for your own work. Most of the artwork is from tapestry artists who are still producing, so look them up online and see what they’ve finished lately. The community of tapestry weavers is worth dipping into not only for inspiration but also for support. There are many online groups and forums, as well as local guilds and study groups all over the world. Finding other people who enjoy working in tapestry can be a wonderful way to enrich your life and your tapestry practice.


One of the first things to master when learning a new skill is the terminology. Weavers have their own set of jargon, and tapestry weavers have an even more specific set of terms. Because weaving has been done all over the world in every culture for millennia, the terms used today are varied and can be confusing. I have defined the terms you’ll find in this book.


Tapestry is an art form and a practice that can become a fun lens through which to experience the world. Anyone can learn to weave tapestry, and that definitely includes you. It is time to dive in.









1This Is Tapestry




At its simplest, weaving involves two sets of threads: weft threads and warp threads. The warp threads are held tightly by a device called a loom. The process of weaving involves passing a weft thread over and under successive warp threads. This is the basic procedure to weave most kinds of cloth.
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Detail from Feathered Relief by Silvia Heyden. Full tapestry.







In tapestry weaving, the warps are spaced widely enough that the weft slides down over them and completely hides the warp. Because the warp is hidden and the image we see is created by the weft alone, the weaving is called weft-faced.


Unlike the weft in most functional textiles, the weft in tapestry weaving is usually discontinuous. In most cases the weft does not travel from one side of the textile to the other. Weft yarns of different colors are wound in small bundles known as butterflies or on tapestry bobbins and are introduced in sections across each row. These color changes are what create the patterns or images.


Tapestries are very often two-dimensional pieces of art produced to hang on the wall as artistic decoration. The definition at the bottom of this page does leave room for other uses for a piece of tapestry cloth, and many artists take tapestry off the wall and create a three-dimensional statement with it as Jane Kidd’s piece shows below. Tapestry can also be used for smaller decorations on clothing or for functional items.


When you’re a beginner, tapestry weaving can seem a little complicated. There are many combinations of tools and materials you can use to create a tapestry, and those options can seem overwhelming. Simplifying those choices so that you can get started is one goal of this book.


Tapestry is a discontinuous weft-faced woven structure that creates an image.





Stacked like Bricks




I find one of the most magical things about tapestry is that the structure of the fabric and the image are created at the same time. This is unlike a medium such as painting, where the image is created by applying paint or pigment to another surface and color can be added to any part of that surface at any time.


Tapestry is woven from bottom to top much like a brick wall is formed: each brick supports the ones above it. If we don’t weave from bottom to top, open warps will be trapped beneath woven sections. It is very difficult to “fill in” areas of open warp, because the weaving above restricts your shed (the space you create between two sets of warps and into which you insert the weft to make cloth) in such a way that you are unable to open it. Attempting to do things such as weaving a shape in the middle of the warp and then filling in the space around it not only creates the most challenging weaving environment, but it also makes it much more difficult to create a stable textile and consistent-looking fabric.


This bottom-to-top weaving approach means you need to plan before you start weaving, as the shape at the bottom has to be woven before the shapes farther up the warp. This fact leads most tapestry weavers to use a cartoon (or full-scale mock-up of the design) to guide their work.
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Jane Kidd, Curiouser and Curiouser #2, 2015.


Wool, cotton, rayon, and linen, mounted on a wooden shelf, 18" × 71".


This tapestry is part of Jane Kidd’s Wonderland series, which is about seeds and genetic manipulation. It is displayed on a shelf with one end rolled to suggest an unknown conclusion to this human story.








What Tapestry Is Not





There are many ways to interlace fiber to create a textile that contains an image. Tapestry is just one of these, but often other techniques are confused with tapestry. True tapestry can only be woven by hand. Complicated looms can approximate the effect of tapestry, but the structure of the cloth is very different from handwoven tapestry.


In Europe, the stitched practice of embroidery is also often referred to in its finished form as “tapestry.” Be careful about European yarns labeled “tapestry wool,” as they are often intended for embroidery and may not be appropriate for tapestry weaving.


To add to the confusion about what a tapestry is, tapestry techniques can be used to create textiles that are not hung on the wall and are sometimes made into functional garments or accessories instead. For example, tapestry techniques are used in the construction of many kinds of rugs. Is a rug a tapestry? It could be. Diné (Navajo) textiles are often called rugs even when they are thin and hang on the wall. Traditional Diné textiles are woven using tapestry techniques and can all be called tapestry even if they are used on the floor or worn as a manta. But other types of rugs from other traditions are often knotted, and those are not tapestry. Many woven rugs with patterns are made with tapestry techniques and could be called tapestries, even though they are used to cover the floor.
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Bhakti Ziek, Stardust (detail), 2014.

Silk, tencel, and metallic yarns handwoven weft-backed jacquard, 16' ×  28" (each panel).


Frequently called “tapestry,” jacquard weaving is created by a sophisticated loom. Originally the patterning was controlled by strings of cards with holes punched in them, but today’s jacquard looms are computer operated. Each warp thread can be raised independently of all the others, which allows for vast possibilities in design. Both embroidery and jacquard can produce art pieces that are cloth, but they are not tapestry. Stardust is a permanent installation at Whitman College, Princeton University, Princeton, New Jersey.The weaving consists of six large panels that cover one wall of the Community Hall.
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Bayeux Tapestry (detail), circa 1070.


Wool and linen, 20" × 224'.


This famous “tapestry” is actually a huge embroidery from the eleventh century. The images are stitched — not woven — onto a ground cloth. The Bayeux Tapestry depicts the events leading to the Norman Conquest of England. It has resided in France for more than 900 years, being hung in the Bayeux Cathedral for centuries. It is currently housed in the Musée de la Tapisserie de Bayeux.








Tapestry’s Storied History




Humans in all corners of the earth have been weaving for tens of thousands of years to decorate themselves and their environments. Cultures separated geographically have individually developed their own ways of weaving. This has led to a rich variety of expression in all forms of weaving and in tapestry designs, tools, and materials.


At its most basic, tapestry is a decorative piece of cloth that may or may not have other functions. In the archaeological record, images depicting tapestry weaving have been found on ceramics and carved in stone that date back as far as 2500 BCE. Homer mentions tapestry weaving in approximately 700 BCE, and the Old Testament also refers to this form of creative expression. Ovid describes tapestry in his Metamorphoses of approximately 8 CE, and the creation story of the Diné people of the American Southwest describes Spider Woman weaving the universe and passing on her weaving knowledge.


Tapestry weaving is solidly rooted in the past. The art form of woven tapestry brings to mind faded, monumentally sized fabric hangings depicting battles, unicorns, bloodied martyrs, and the courts of kings. Royalty and rich patrons commissioned these large tapestries, which were an opulent way to communicate status, but also a way to communicate with a largely illiterate populace. Tapestries in the Middle Ages were rather like today’s social media. They could be carried in the streets to line parade routes or fill the large entertaining halls of the wealthy, and their images told all sorts of stories. Many subjects were biblical, including the Apocalypse Tapestry, whose approximately 1,000 square yards of weaving illustrates the Book of Revelation. Other tapestry series, such as the unicorn tapestries of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, told stories of wars or took on more secular subjects. Elites paid for the tapestries and used them for decoration and communication, and to exhibit their considerable wealth.


Most of these medieval tapestries now spend their time meticulously rolled in museum collections, and an unknown number of long-forgotten tapestries from centuries gone have disintegrated into dust in attics. Some of the surviving tapestries from the Middle Ages, such as the massive Apocalypse Tapestry (woven in the fourteenth century and now on display in the Château d’Angers), make us realize how big an industry tapestry production was in medieval times and continuing right through the nineteenth century.


These monumental reproductive tapestries were first designed by an artist who generally painted a full-scale cartoon and then woven by skilled artisans who copied the painting. Multiple workshops, each employing many weavers and almost always supported by patrons, might work for a decade to produce one set of tapestries. A few weaving workshops that operate in this manner still exist in the world, notably the Australian Tapestry Workshop in Melbourne, the Manufacture Nationale des Gobelins in Paris, and Dovecot Studios in Edinburgh, Scotland. But for most tapestry practitioners the world over, creation in this medium has gone the way of the artist-weaver, and the person who creates the design is also weaving the final textile.


As such, tapestry remains a living art form. Throughout time, cultures that came in contact with each other influenced each other’s artistic practices. This continues today, and in our global society that sharing of information occurs much more quickly. For example, in the United States, tapestry weaving is practiced in New Mexican Hispano, Diné, Mexican, South American, Asian, Scandinavian, and an array of other European-influenced styles. Sometimes those traditions remain distinct, and sometimes practitioners mix styles. The images on the next two pages start to give us some idea of the range of styles used just in the United States.
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D. Y. Begay, Pollen Path, 2007.


Wool, dyed with goldenrod, madder roots, purple onion skins, Coreopsis tinctoria, Hydnellum peckii, Phaeolus schweinitzii, and aniline, 25" ×  36".


A Navajo weaver trained in the traditional Diné approach, D. Y. Begay has created her own contemporary tapestry style that reflects her roots.
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Irvin Trujillo, Saltillo Shroud, 2014.


50/50 merino wool/silk blend, 88" ×  50".


Traditional Hispano Rio Grande weaving has its own distinctive style, as seen in this tapestry by Irvin Trujillo of Chimayo, New Mexico.
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Cecilia Blomberg, Point Defiance Steps, 2015.


Wool, linen, and cotton, 36" ×  50".


Cecilia Blomberg’s work is woven in the European-based tapestry style I teach in this book. This way of weaving tapestry spread from Europe in the Middle Ages to places around the world, eventually reaching the United States and Australia, where weavers still use these ancient methods to create modern images.







Most modern-day tapestry weavers have the challenge of being both designers and technicians. In the United States, there were a few workshops weaving from artists’ cartoons in the late twentieth century, but since their closures, U.S. weavers have designed their own tapestries for the most part. The American Tapestry Alliance, founded in 1982 by Jim Brown and Hal Painter, has worked hard to support independent artist-weavers in this new world of individual work. Artist-weavers in the United States usually work alone in private studios and tend to create works of a smaller size — most often a few inches to a few feet square — than the monumental tapestries of Europe. This smaller expression has a different feeling from the large tapestries of medieval Europe but is manageable for both the equipment typically found in home studios and time constraints of modern life.





Terms to Know




In the fiber world, many terms are used similarly, no matter what fiber activity they refer to. Many of these are probably very familiar to those of you who have done other kinds of weaving or other fiber crafts. But there are some terms that are used in special ways in tapestry weaving, and this section will help you understand them better.


Aubusson bone. A form of bobbin often called a flute, which has two rounded ends and carries the weft yarn while weaving on low-warp looms.


Batten. A long, thin stick inserted in the warp and turned on its side to hold open the warp. The term batten is typically used to refer to something larger than a shed stick, which serves the same purpose but is finer and used on smaller work.


Bobbin. A device to hold yarn. Tapestry bobbins have a point on one end and a ball on the other end; they are used both to hold the weft yarn and to beat (or push) it into place.
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tapestry bobbins







Butterfly. A way of organizing the weft yarn to make it more manageable for weaving without using another tool to wrap it around. Also called a finger skein.


Cartoon. An actual-size drawing of the major forms and color areas in a tapestry that is used as a reference guide while weaving.


Castle. The part of many beamed looms that holds the shafts.


Chromatic neutral. A less saturated version of a hue made by adding some of that hue’s complementary color.


Color harmony. Relationships between colors on the color wheel that can help guide color choices in design. See chapter 5.


Cutback. A way of breaking up a large area of a single color by weaving it in sections bordered by angles. Traditional Diné weavers often use cutbacks in their weaving. Cutbacks have often been referred to as lazy lines, a term considered offensive to many Diné weavers.


Dent. The space in a reed or warping coil. Specific dent spacing helps keep the warps at a certain number per inch.


Eccentric weaving. When the weft travels in a way that is not perpendicular to the warp.




Fell line. The top line of weaving at any point during the tapestry creation. If you’re weaving line by line, the fell line will be straight across the weaving.


Float. A weft thread that goes over two or more warps instead of going over and under successive warps. Floats can be intentional in a particular technique or the result of a weaving error.


Grattoir. A type of tapestry fork used by low-warp weavers, primarily in Europe.


Harness. See shaft.


Hatching. A common tapestry technique in which two adjacent colors are woven over each other in alternating sequences to create an area where the two colors are blended.


Heddle. A wire or cord with an eye in the center through which a warp is passed. In tapestry, two sets of heddles, one on each shaft, open one of two sheds.


High-warp loom. A tapestry loom that has the warp perpendicular to the floor. Also called haute-lisse.


Hue. The name of a color; e.g., red or yellow-green.


Ikat. A dyeing technique that uses resist dyeing to change colors along a length of yarn. Resist dyeing is a method of tightly wrapping parts of the yarn with another material so that portions of the fiber remain undyed.


Immersion dyed. The result of yarn or other fiber material submerged in a vat of dye. Generally immersion-dyed material is uniform in color.


Jacquard. A computer-controlled weave structure used to make cloth with images.


Locking treadles. A way of mechanically holding down a lever on a beamed floor loom for long periods so the weaver doesn’t have to maintain pressure on it with their foot.


Loom. A device for holding a set of warp threads under tension so weft can be woven into it, creating cloth.


Low-warp loom. A loom for tapestry in which the warp is parallel to the floor, also called basse-lisse.


Meet and separate. A method of weaving in which adjacent wefts move in opposition to each other.


Micron count. A laboratory test that measures the diameter of a fiber. The larger the number, the coarser the fiber.


Optical mixing. The tendency for the human eye and brain to mix colors, resulting in an experience of a color that doesn’t actually exist in the physical object.


Ordering cord. A strong thread that travels across the warp three or four times at the base of the weaving. It provides a firm foundation for the weaving and helps to evenly space the warp before putting in the waste yarn.


Pass. The there-and-back movement of a weft thread across a portion or the whole width of the warp; a sequence of two picks.


Pick. A single length of weft across a portion of or the whole width of the warp; also called a half-pass or demi-duite.


Pick and pick. A technique that creates narrow vertical stripes parallel to the warp.


Ply. Each individual strand making up a piece of yarn. Many tapestry yarns are 2-ply, meaning there are two strands of yarn twisted together.




Put up. The way a length of yarn is packaged for sale. Yarn for weaving often comes wound on cones or tubes, but you will also find it in skeins, hanks, and balls.




Raddle. A comblike device that helps organize the warping of large beamed looms.


Reed. A metal comblike object, attached to some beamed looms, through which the warp passes. It assists with spacing the warp and beating in the weft.


Relay. The point where the weft turns around a warp and returns in the opposite direction in the other shed.


Saturation. The purity of a color. A fully saturated color does not have any black, white, or other hue added to it.


Selvage. The outside edge of a woven fabric.


Sequence. Two picks, or rows, of weaving that together create a solid line in tapestry; also called a pass or duite.


Sett. The number indicating how many warp ends occur in a unit of measurement. In the United States, sett usually is designated as warp ends per inch (epi).


Shade. The result of adding black to a pure hue.


Shaft. On a beamed loom, the shaft is the part of the frame that holds the heddles, which helps organize the warp threads and open different sheds. Also called a harness.


Shed. The opening in the warp that allows the weft to pass through. In tapestry there are generally only two sheds.


Swift. A device for holding a yarn skein open and under tension so it can be wound into a ball. A popular version is called an umbrella swift, which collapses for storage.


Tapestry. A discontinuous weft-faced woven structure that creates an image.


Tapestry beater. Also called a tapestry fork, this is a tool for beating, or pushing, the weft into place.


Temperature. In color theory, the warmth or coolness of a color.


Tint. The result of adding white to a pure hue.


Tone. The result of adding gray to a pure hue.


Value. The relative darkness or lightness of a hue when compared to the range of grays from black to white. Tints, shades, and tones all change the value of a hue.


Warp. The set of threads held tightly by a loom so that weft can be woven across them to create cloth.


Waste yarn. The weft yarn you weave before and after your headers to establish spacing and hold the piece together when it comes off the loom. Use your regular weft yarn as your waste yarn.


Weft. The yarns that weave across the warp to create images or patterns in tapestry weaving.


Weft tension. The amount of weft that goes into any one portion of a tapestry.


Woolen preparation. A fiber preparation method used by handspinners in which the fibers are carded and spun in a more disorganized fashion than in worsted preparation. Spinning “woolen” creates a loftier, more air-filled yarn than spinning worsted does. Because woolen-spun yarns squish and stretch significantly, they are not as desirable for most tapestry weaving.


Worsted preparation. A fiber preparation method used by handspinners in which the fleece locks are lined up with cut ends and tip ends matching, the fibers are combed, and they are spun with a short forward draw. This is different from a worsted weight yarn, which designates the yarn thickness primarily of knitting yarns.







2Looms Large (and Small)




There are many tools we can use to weave tapestry. Some are very simple, some are more complicated. Each weaver will prefer a unique combination of equipment. As you begin your tapestry journey, understanding the characteristics you should consider when choosing tools and materials will help you decide what might work best for you.








[image: A pair of looms made from metal and copper]







Characteristics of a Good Tapestry Loom




Virtually any piece of equipment that can hold a set of warp threads in order with some tension will work as a loom. However, there are certain loom characteristics that will make your tapestry weaving more successful. An inadequate loom can not only be frustrating to weave on, but it can produce visible irregularities in your tapestry.


There are five important qualities to consider when choosing your loom:




	
1. The ability to achieve and adjust tension


	
2. The presence of a shedding device


	
3. A way to space the warp


	
4. A sturdy construction


	
5. Ergonomic comfort







Each weaver will develop their own preferences around these loom characteristics, and your preferences may well differ from mine. If you haven’t yet settled on a loom to start with, read through this chapter before deciding which options feel right for your needs.






Over/Under Weaving Pattern




Tapestry is a form of plain weave, meaning that the weft travels over and under successive warps in the first pick, then over and under alternate warps in the second pick. All of the techniques in this book follow this simple pattern. In tapestry weaving, we make sure the weft completely covers the warp and we change the colors of yarn we are using to create images. But the basic structure is just over, under, over, under.






[image: Illustrated over under weaving pattern example]








Tension. The best looms for tapestry weaving have adjustable tension. Tapestry is easier to weave when the warp is fairly tight. Tension can change as you weave for a variety of reasons, and it is helpful to be able to adjust for these changes by retensioning the loom. Warps naturally get tighter as you weave the weft threads over and under them. This can be particularly problematic on very small looms without tensioning devices, as the warp can feel too loose to start and too tight after you’ve been weaving for a while. Using a warp thread with some stretch, such as cotton seine twine (see small untensioned looms helps keep the tapestry easy to weave on), for .


A warp can also get looser depending on what it is made of, how much humidity is in the air, and how long it has been under tension. Being able to increase the tension on the loom means you can return to easy weaving quickly and you won’t see the effects of changing warp tension in your tapestry. Some looms are not capable of holding a high tension due to their construction, and these looms are not recommended for tapestry weaving.


Shedding. A shedding mechanism is a way of opening each layer of warp for ease and quickness of weaving; however, a loom does not need to have a shedding mechanism at all. I have spent many happy hours on simple looms using a shed stick or needle to pick up every other warp thread to pass the weft through. However, this method of weaving is somewhat slower. We’ll talk about sheds later in this chapter, but for now realize that having such a mechanism on a loom will make weaving faster and manipulating close-together warp threads much easier.


Warp spacing. Some looms have mechanisms that evenly space your warps. Examples include looms with pegs, slots, or a coil that allows the weaver to warp the loom with a certain number of warp threads in each inch (called the sett). Floor looms often have reeds, or combs, that are made of steel and have slots in them through which each warp thread passes.


Some of these spacing mechanisms can be altered so that you can change the number of warp threads in an inch. On looms with warp-spacing coils, for example, you can use various coils that have different spacing between slots. Floor loom reeds come with different spacings, and you can use a different reed for each sett. Most slot or peg frame looms, on the other hand, do not have a built-in spacing mechanism, so you must use other methods to change the number of warps per inch.




Some looms do not have a mechanism that spaces the warp for you. In these instances, you’ll rely on counting inch marks on the loom to get the sett you want. These looms have the advantage of being able to warp with any number of warps per inch without changing the equipment.


Sturdy construction. Tapestry weaving creates a lot of force on the loom. The equipment has to be able to withstand this force without bending, breaking, or twisting. It should maintain a square relationship between the warp threads and the top and bottom beams. The beams or the rods you tie the warp to should not bend significantly when tension is applied.


Ergonomic. Tapestry weaving takes a lot of time, and you’ll be spending many fun-filled hours with your loom. Using a loom that fits your body is important for your long-term health. People come in all different sizes, but each kind of loom is generally offered in only one size. If you are a small person, weaving at a very large floor loom may be uncomfortable. People with large hands may struggle to manipulate warps on looms without shedding devices. Some people love to weave with the warp oriented horizontally; other people prefer to weave on a loom where the warp is vertical. Both are possible in tapestry, but it might take a little experimentation for you to figure out what works best for you.
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Treadles on a countermarche beamed loom. The weaver steps on the treadles to change the shed.








Anatomy of a Tapestry Loom




Looms are used for many different types of weaving, so it is important to use one that will work for tapestry. While tapestry looms come in many forms, they all accomplish the basic function of holding a set of ordered warp threads under tension. Some looms have devices built into them that help open the sheds and space the warp threads evenly.
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Heddles on a Mirrix loom







Wing nut and threaded rod. Many tapestry looms use threaded rods and nuts to increase the tension on the loom after it is warped. The loom can be made taller by turning the wing nut, which puts pressure against the warp and makes it tighter.


Warping bar. As the warp is wound on the loom, it turns around this bar. The warping bar provides a way to rotate the tapestry around the loom so you can weave longer tapestries.


Warp spacing coil. Many tapestry looms have mechanisms for spacing the warp. The Mirrix loom shown below has a metal coil at the top. You can use different-size coils depending on the number of warps you want per inch. Other looms have pegs, slots, or a steel bar with slats (called a reed) to maintain the warp spacing. Some looms don’t have any mechanism to space the warp; the weaver manages this when setting up the loom by counting warp ends carefully.


Shedding bar and handle. A bar with heddles attached that rotates when the weaver turns the handle and allows each of the sheds to be easily opened.


Open shed rod. On a loom without any shedding device, you can place a thin rod in one shed at the top of the loom and leave it there while you weave. This thin rod makes it much faster to find one of the sheds with a shed stick.


Heddles. On the loom above, the heddles are short pieces of thread looped around every other warp. One set goes on a thin bar on each side of the bigger shedding bar. Heddles on other looms may be metal or take the form of leashes, which are long loops of thread tied to a bar at the front of the loom. See more information about leashes.


Shed stick. A thin pointed batten that can be inserted in the warp and turned on its side to hold the sheds open. It is removed after each piece of weft is inserted. When weaving in the shed that the shed rod is holding open, a shed stick is slid into the gap and turned sideways to widen the opening. For the second shed, the shed stick or your fingers must “pick” every other warp to bring it forward.




Anatomy of a Loom




[image: Labeled parts of a loom, including warp spacing coil, shedding bar and handle, heddles, warp, warping bar, tapestry, weft, wing nut and threaded rod]

Mirrix tapestry loom










Small-Format Tapestry




Traditional tapestry of the past was monumental in size. One panel of a multipanel piece might be many square yards. Today, tapestries this large are mostly woven only in workshops such as Scotland’s Dovecot Studios and the Australian Tapestry Workshop, by teams of weavers working from a design made by a non-weaver. In the United States, artist-weavers are the current trend, meaning the designer also weaves the piece. Smaller size tapestries, mostly less than a square yard, are the most common. Many juried shows define small-format tapestries as about 1 square foot. These sizes make the medium accessible to people who have smaller equipment and less time to weave.






[image: ]

Helen Smith, Dancing for Joy, 2017.


Wool, silk, and cotton, 16" ×  12" (including fringe); 121⁄4" ×  12" (excluding fringe).


Smith’s small-format tapestries are a riot of color and movement.
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Jørn Utzon, Homage to Carl Emmanuel Bach, 2003.


Wool and cotton, 105" × 46'. Woven at the Australian Tapestry Workshop by Cheryl Thornton, Pamela Joyce, Milena Paplinska, and Chris Cochius.


Tapestries can be many yards square, as the works woven at the Australian Tapestry Workshop often are.











Types of Looms




Tapestry can be woven in a few different ways, and some types of looms are better suited to a particular weaving approach than others. If you’re not sure what you want to weave yet, don’t worry! You can start with a simple loom, and if you find you want to weave larger pieces or want more features on your loom, you can upgrade your equipment later. Remember that tapestry can be woven on the very simplest of equipment. Everything else is just for convenience, speed, ease of use, and comfort.


You can divide tapestry looms into three categories: untensioned frame looms; tensioned frame looms; and looms with rollers (or beams). Both frame-type looms are similar in form and function. Looms with rollers that hold the warp tightly are more complicated. The beams provide tension and serve as a place to store the unwoven warp and the tapestry as it is produced.
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The Lost Pond loom and Schacht Easel Weaver are both examples of simple, untensioned frame looms with evenly spaced pegs.







Frame Looms




The majority of tapestry weavers today, especially those who are weaving small-format pieces, use some kind of frame loom. These looms are usually rectangular, and they can be as small as a few inches square or large enough to create a tapestry 8 feet wide or more. These looms may or may not have tensioning ability.


Untensioned frame looms are the simplest kinds of looms. They come in one piece and don’t have any moving parts. They often have slots or pegs at the top and bottom of the loom to wrap the warp around. They usually don’t have shedding mechanisms, and the warp spacing is limited by how many slots or pegs are in each inch. They are most often rectangular or I-shaped.


When warping these types of looms, it is helpful to use a slightly stretchy warp, such as cotton seine twine, to make up for the inability to adjust the tension. If the warp becomes loose while weaving, you can weave some thin sticks into the warp to make it tighter, but you can’t make a tight warp looser on an untensioned loom. These looms are generally small in size, not larger than 18 inches in either direction. When the loom is larger than that, it is difficult to keep a firm tension on your warp without a tensioning device.


Because these looms don’t generally have shedding mechanisms, you can use the open shed rod and shed stick method, outlined and explored further in chapter 6, to speed up the weaving a little bit.






Tensioned frame looms include a way to increase the tension on the warp. They may or may not have shedding mechanisms and ways to help you space the warp evenly.




Many tensioned frame looms are made of some kind of metal. They adjust tension through a mechanism that lets the loom get longer after it is warped so that more or less force is applied to the warp threads. For example, a copper pipe loom is just a rectangle of pipe with pieces of threaded rod and four nuts inserted into the sides of the loom. After the loom is warped, the nuts can be turned in the direction that lengthens the loom and thus increases the tension on the warp.






[image: ]

This handmade copper pipe loom provides tensioning with threaded rod and nuts. You can make your own tensioned frame loom fairly easily with a few simple tools. Copper pipe, galvanized threaded pipe, black threaded pipe, or PVC are all materials I’ve seen used successfully for looms. You can even make a very large loom out of scaffolding pieces. See instructions to make two types of these looms.







Some tensioned frame looms do have shedding mechanisms. A Mirrix loom, for example, has a rotating shedding device to which heddles are attached and a handle is rotated up or down to open each shed. Other handmade pipe looms have a leash bar on the front. Tensioned looms that don’t have any shedding mechanisms can use the open shed rod and shed stick methods.


Some of these looms have devices to help you space the warp evenly. Mirrix looms have a metal coil that is attached to the top of the loom. The coil stretches out to give you a space between each wire where a warp thread can be inserted. Different-length coils allow different numbers of warps per inch.


There are some tensioned frame looms that are made of wood. These tend to have either plastic pegs or metal combs attached to space the warp with a particular number of warps per inch. Popular examples of these looms are the Glimåkra Freja and the C. Cactus Flower Navajo-style loom. The Schacht Arras loom is an example of a wooden loom with tensioning that, similar to the Mirrix, has coils to space the warp.


On handmade pipe looms, there is not usually a warp-spacing mechanism. Instead, you typically mark the bottom and top of the loom at even intervals, which allows you to space the warp threads manually. In the United States we generally use inches for measurement, and I like to mark these looms at 1⁄4-inch intervals.
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The Schacht Arras loom has a rotating shedding mechanism along with plastic coils to help you space the warp
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Inches are marked on tape at the bottom and top of this copper pipe loom.









High-Warp, Low-Warp




Tapestry weavers often refer to their looms as either high-warp or low-warp looms. (Sometimes books use the French terms haute-lisse for high-warp and basse-lisse for low-warp.) These terms refer to the orientation of the warp and the way that you weave on the loom. A high-warp loom is one that holds the warp threads in a vertical orientation, while a low-warp loom orients the warps horizontally. (See an example of a high-warp loom.) It is impossible to tell whether a tapestry was woven on a high- or low-warp loom once it is finished. The difference is how weaving on the loom feels to the weaver: some people prefer to weave on a warp that is upright, and other people’s bodies work better weaving a horizontal warp.
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The Cranbrook loom, made by Schacht Spindle Company, is a low-warp countermarche loom.
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Christine Pradel-Lien, Herbes Folles, 2019.


Wool, cotton, linen, and Lurex.


This work in progress is being woven on an Aubusson low-warp loom, a traditional French loom with treadles underneath that pull the two sheds downward.











Looms with Beams




The final category of looms uses rolling beams to hold both the warp and the finished tapestry. As a result, looms with beams are capable of creating very long lengths of tapestry, something frame looms cannot do. Looms with beams come in many sizes. Some, including rigid-heddle and table looms, sit on a table, while floor looms of all sizes sit right on the floor. These looms can have the warp oriented horizontally, as in low-warp looms, or vertically, as in high-warp looms. The two-beam structure remains the same; only the orientation changes.


As with frame looms, the job of beamed looms is to hold the warp tight so the weft can be woven through it. Beamed looms have more complicated mechanisms than frame looms for controlling which warp threads are raised or lowered to create a shed. When the beams and corresponding hardware are very small, the loom is unable to provide a high tension. As a result, smaller beamed looms such as table or rigid-heddle looms tend to be poor choices for tapestry weaving, though there are exceptions to this.


Fortunately for us, we only need two sheds in tapestry weaving, so we don’t have to worry about using multiple harnesses and complicated threading patterns, as weavers of patterned fabric do. These looms with beams work in the following ways.




	The unwoven warp is rolled on a beam called the warp beam, and the finished tapestry is rolled on a beam called the cloth beam. The warp is stretched between these two beams, and you turn the beams to apply tension. Brakes keep the beams from rolling on their own.


	As the warp passes through the center of a low-warp loom, it goes through the castle, the part of the loom where the patterns are created. The castle is the structure that supports a series of rectangular frames called shafts.


	Each shaft holds multiple heddles, which on a beamed loom are often made of metal but could also be made of string or Texsolv (a polyester material with very little elasticity). Every warp thread goes through a heddle on one of the shafts. The shafts are connected to treadles on the floor that your feet control.


	When you push a treadle, it moves a shaft, causing all the warp threads going through the heddles on that shaft to rise. This creates a shed. The way the shafts are raised or lowered, along with the configuration of the structural part of the loom, determines whether it is a good choice for tapestry or not.


	Between the castle and the front beam, a beater holds a steel comb called a reed. The reed contains evenly spaced slots, and on most beam looms, the reed spaces the warp. Reeds with different numbers of slots (also called dents) per inch are available, and you must purchase a reed for each sett you want to use.







High-warp tapestry loom




[image: Illustrated high warp loom, showing warp beam, shafts, cloth beam, and treadles]




Low-warp tapestry loom




[image: Illustrated low warp loom, showing front beam, cloth beam, treadles, warp beam, back beam, and castle]

High- and low-warp tapestry looms work in similar ways. Both have two large rollers that hold the warp and the finished cloth, with the weaving happening between them. On high-warp looms, the warp is held on a beam above the weaver’s head; on low-warp looms, the warp is on a beam at the back of the loom.










High-Warp Looms with Beams




A high-warp loom with beams is the quintessential tapestry loom. The big tapestry workshops like the Australian Tapestry Workshop and Dovecot Studios in Scotland use huge versions of these looms, but they also come in smaller widths for home use. These looms may or may not have shafts to change the shed, but all of them are designed for tapestry weaving: the warp travels directly between the two beams and is held tight by hefty hardware. Though high-warp looms with beams are no longer being manufactured for commercial sale for the most part, you can frequently find used ones on the Internet.




These tapestry looms may or may not have a beater and a reed. If they do, the reed will help space the warp evenly. If they don’t, you may put the warp on with the help of a similar comblike tool called a raddle, which will be removed once the warp is on the top beam. The tapestry weaving itself will maintain the warp spacing as you weave the weft.






[image: ]

Ulrika Leander, Unfinished Sky (working title), 2020.


Wool and cotton, 80" × 67".


This work in progress is being woven on a 96" high-warp beamed loom designed by the artist and custom built. Figure 2.18














There are three types of low-warp beamed looms you should know about if you’re considering a large loom for tapestry.




Counterbalance looms have balanced shafts, meaning they generally have either two or four shafts that are attached to rollers at the top of the loom. When one or two shafts go up, the paired shafts on the other side of the rollers go down. Because tapestry only requires two sheds, and thus two shafts, and the tension on these looms is excellent, counterbalance looms are good choices for tapestry weaving.


Countermarche looms have a much more complicated shedding mechanism. The shafts are connected to upper and lower lamms, or bars, which raise and lower each shaft. The lamms are paired so that when one combination of shafts is raised, all the other ones are lowered. This means that the tension on the warp as a whole is always even. When half the warp goes up, the other half goes down. These looms provide excellent tension and are great choices for rug weaving and tapestry. (See the Cranbrook loom.)
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