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Learning to macramé


Macramé is back and better than ever! Perhaps you’ve seen modern macramé art popping up all over the place, which has led you to this book. It hasn’t taken long for people to see the beauty in fibre art and it’s now on display in chic boutiques, swanky hotels, corporate offices, beauty salons, wedding venues … the list goes on. Social media shows this trend is on the rise, with photos of beautifully styled interiors with walls and windows decorated in modern fibre art.


Macramé is an age-old craft that uses knots and knotting techniques to create a variety of decorative textiles. Macramé-style knots have been used for decoration all over the world and throughout history. Arab weavers are known to have adorned fabric with ornamental knots in the 13th century; they were added to tablecloths, clothing and curtains in Victorian-era Europe; and the same knots used for this craft were used by sailors for centuries to make hammocks, belts and other practical items during their sea voyages. Some of us lived through the last contemporary resurfacing of macramé in the 1970s, but the decorative handmade items that we are seeing today are quite different to what was around 50 years ago, and in my opinion, the state of the craft is the best that it has ever been. The vast range of materials that are available today allows makers to really get creative and to experiment with interesting textures and colours.


My macramé journey began back in 2016 with a ball of yarn and driftwood that I had collected from the shores of Lake Superior, Ontario, during a family outing. I had seen photographs of macramé wall hangings that were styled in stunning bohemian-inspired interiors and I was immediately attracted to the intricate patterns and the use of all-natural materials such as wood, cotton, jute and wool.


I was eager to get started on my first project and began researching some basic knots and techniques for making a wall hanging. As I began tying the knots, I realized that I already knew how to tie square knots and hitches. At that moment, memories from my childhood came rushing back and right away I remembered where I had learned how to do it. When I was around eight years old, a friend from elementary school taught me how to make different styles of friendship bracelets with the same knots that are used in macramé. When the recess bell rang at school, my friends and I would rush outside and sit ourselves down on a grassy area to work on our bracelets together as a group. I find it quite remarkable that a hobby I enjoyed so much as a child has taken on a new form in my adulthood and is something that I have once again fallen in love with.


Fast forward a few years from my first wall hanging, and I have turned my favourite pastime and creative outlet into a thriving business that allows me to make handmade pieces for myself, my friends and family, and wonderful customers from around the world. I have become part of a community of makers and now teach others about this craft. This mindful and relaxing activity has brought so much joy to my life and I am so grateful that I gave myself the time to learn and to practise it. I am thrilled to be able to share my knowledge of macramé with you, and I hope that you will experience the same enjoyment that I do when working on a project.


Macramé is really quite simple to pick up once you have learned a few of the basic knots and techniques that allow you to create different patterns. In this book I will be sharing modern designs to accent your home, and some practical and wearable lifestyle pieces that you will be able to use every day. This book has been written for absolute beginners who have no experience with macramé, but it can also be enjoyed by seasoned fibre artists who would like to learn some new patterns.


As you make your way through the book, you will learn the basics of materials, tools, knots and techniques in order to successfully complete all of the projects. And once you have worked your way through it, you will be an expert at tying knots and you will be able to move on to creating your own beautiful designs. Macramé is a mindful practice that allows you to slow down and focus on a task and to really be present in the moment. For this reason, it is a calming and peaceful activity that you can enjoy while spending time with yourself. I’m excited to share this craft with you and I know that, once you get started, you will be passionate about it, too.


Tiffany
@macrameanddriftwood
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Getting set up


The first thing to decide before you begin is where you are going to work on your macramé projects. You should choose an area of your home that you will enjoy spending time in and where you are able to move about freely. Some of the projects in this book will take several hours to complete, so make sure that you are in a setting where you feel comfortable and inspired. The space should have good lighting so you are not straining your eyes when reading the instructions and looking at your work. A small side table or stool nearby is helpful for laying down your tools and this book when not in use. If you enjoy listening to music or burning candles, then go ahead and set that up as well to add to the ambience in the room. Macramé can be a very relaxing and mindful activity. Be patient with yourself as you learn the different knots and techniques and remember to enjoy the process.


Learning how to do macramé can be physically demanding, especially when you are working on larger-sized projects. It is going to take some time for your body to get used to all of the new movements, so please remember to take frequent breaks and allow yourself to rest if you are feeling tired or stiff. Remember that stretching your muscles will prevent them from shortening and becoming tight, and it will help to improve your range of motion. Be kind to your body, go slow, and drink plenty of fluids to stay hydrated.


Be patient with yourself as you learn the different knots and techniques and remember to enjoy the process.



VERTICAL SETUP



Most of the projects in this book are easiest to tackle with a setup that allows the cords to hang down vertically. Having the cords hanging down and side by side will prevent them from tangling and will keep the project level as you work on it. If you plan to do macramé as a hobby and do not mind investing in your setup, then I highly recommend purchasing a garment rack to use for your craft; if you can find one that has an option to adjust the height of the hanging rod, even better. Some garment racks come with an expandable hanging rod that will be useful for larger projects. Alternatively, you can use a stable curtain rod, closet rod, wall hooks, or even a chair or two to hold your project up while you work on it. I encourage you to take a few minutes to look around your home to see what you may already have that could work before you run out and purchase anything new. Whichever option you choose for your setup, make sure that it is safe and that it will hold the weight of the materials that you will use for your projects.


When it comes to hanging your project from your chosen rod or bar, I recommend two sturdy S-hooks that have a large enough opening to hold the driftwood or dowels that you will be using. If you are unable to find suitable S-hooks, then you could use two pieces of rope to tie your project onto the rod – just make sure that both sides will hang evenly.


Most of the projects in this book can be done while standing, but as you work your way from top to bottom you may want to take a seat on a chair or a stool in order to keep your eyes in line with the section that you are working on. When I first learned macramé, I used to sit on a small wooden stool and then later on I upgraded to a comfortable office chair with an adjustable seat. You may end up sitting or kneeling on the floor for some of the projects and might find it helpful to have some cushioning for your knees such as a pillow, folded blanket or a kneeling pad.



FLAT WORKING SURFACE



A few of the smaller projects in this book can be done on a flat working surface such as a table or a desk. Taking the weight off your feet for a little while and having a comfortable place to sit will help to make the entire experience more enjoyable. You will need a way to keep proper and consistent tension on the cords that you are working with when your project is lying on a horizontal surface, so here are a few different approaches that I have found helpful when working on some of the small macramé items.


For small projects, you can use a cork board or cork trivet and pins to hold the project in place as you work on it. Pins with a ball or flat head are easiest to push into the cork, and are gentle on your fingertips. The board or trivet should have enough weight to hold the project down on the table or desk as you work on it and should be thick enough for the pins to stay in. I find that when I am working on plant rugs or mug rugs, it is easier to turn the board or trivet around in a circular motion rather than adjusting the pins and project as I work my way around the circumference of the pattern.


Clamps are another helpful tool for holding your projects in place. Spring clamps are nice because they are quick to install, they come in a variety of sizes, they are easy to find at a local hardware store, and they are relatively inexpensive. Trigger clamps and clutch-style clamps are also great options.


For some projects, a clipboard can be used, with the strong clip at the top securing the cords or hardware of your project in place while you work on it. A cork clipboard is ideal, as you can also fasten projects onto it with pins.


Your horizontal workspace does not need to be large and you will only need enough room for the project and the hanging cords, a measuring tape or ruler, a pair of scissors or shears, and possibly a cork trivet or cork board and your pins. I usually keep my roll of string or rope on the floor beside me, since it is easier to pull new rope when it is a few feet below my hands.


When working on some projects, such as the Feathers project in this book, you will be doing a lot of brushing with either a fine-toothed comb or a wire-bristle brush, so it is best to choose a surface that is resistant to scratches. You could also brush out the cords on top of a book, magazine, piece of cardboard or cutting mat if you are worried about scratches.
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Tools


One of many perks of learning macramé is that very few tools are needed. The setup for my first wall hanging was a piece of driftwood tied onto the back of an old wooden chair. Over the years I have really streamlined how I work, but still the price for my ideal setup definitely does not break the bank. I am going to save you the time of having to figure it out on your own by sharing what I’ve found works best for me.


CUTTING


The most essential tool is a good pair of scissors or shears. Macramé involves cutting a lot of rope, and being able to cut through it easily and cleanly is going to save you a lot of time and energy. Over the years, I have found that scissors and shears that have only metal parts are the most durable and will hold up against the thicker rope that you will sometimes be cutting through. I recommend that you steer clear of anything that has plastic components, as they tend to break when you are cutting through thicker ropes or bundles with multiple cords. Choose a pair with a sharp, pointy tip for precise cuts and for getting into hard-to-reach spaces. I encourage you to spend the extra money and invest in a good set of scissors or shears that are comfortable to use and will last many years.


A rotary cutter and a cutting mat are two luxury items in the world of macramé. You definitely do not need to run out and purchase either of these items; however, if you do, you will not be disappointed. In my opinion, a rotary cutter is the best way to get flawless cuts across a row of cords or a brushed-out fringe. Cutting mats usually have measurements and a grid on them, so you can easily line up your cords or a fringe to the proper measurement before you start cutting. I also recommend using a ruler with these tools so that you can roll the rotary cutter along the straight edge of the ruler to get a perfectly straight cut. Rotary cutters also come in handy for trimming the fringe around circular items such as a mug rug or a plant rug and can quickly remove the fuzzy ends on a fringe after it has been brushed out with a comb.



MEASURING



You will need a tape measure or a ruler for all of the projects in this book. I prefer to use a tape measure for measuring long pieces of rope and a 30-cm (12-in) ruler for measuring smaller pieces of rope or for measuring spacing in the patterns.


BRUSHING


Some of the projects in this book instruct you to brush out the cords with a fine-toothed comb to create a fluffy and full fringe. You do not need anything fancy and can simply use an inexpensive comb that you may already have in your bathroom. I prefer a comb with teeth that are closely spaced on one half and a little more widely spaced on the other side. This way, I can begin by brushing out the cords using the wider-spaced teeth and finish with the other side of the comb, which can help to prevent tangling. A wire-bristle brush can also be used.


HOT GLUE


While not absolutely necessary, a hot glue gun designed for arts and crafts can certainly come in handy in macramé projects. In the Knot and Technique Library section of the book I will teach you how to tie a Hanger String and I recommend the use of hot glue. I like to glue the cut ends of the Hanger String down to the dowel or driftwood to keep the knots looking tidy and to hold them in place. Hot glue dries very quickly and has an immediate strong bond. If you choose to use a glue gun, please use it carefully and follow the manufacturer’s guidelines.
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