BEADWORK
Beadwork is the art or craft of stitching beads together to create a self-supporting fabric. It is often used
for making jewellery, but also has many other uses. For example, beadwork may be used to create
ornaments, purses or pictures, and as embellishment on many functional or decorative items, including
clothing and other textiles.
The beads used in beadwork are usually made of glass, but they can also be made from other materials.
Here are a few points about materials, some basic techniques and a few tips to make your beading go as
smoothly as possible.

MATERIALS
Beads
1. Glass beads: there are two main shapes of glass bead used in beadwork. The first is called a seed bead
and it is rounded with a profile like a mini doughnut. Seed beads come in a wide range of sizes, from tiny
size 15s up to whopping size 6s.
The second shape is called a cylinder bead and the name describes it very well. Imagine a drainpipe that
has been cut across at right angles to the sides and you’ll have the picture. The brand name we are most
used to in the UK is called a Delica and is manufactured by Japanese company Miyuki, but there are others
on the market. Again there is a range of sizes available, the most frequently used being a size 11 bead.
They are also made as small as size 15 and as large as size 8, the latter often being referred to as Double
Delicas.
There are also many other shapes of bead available on the market. Some may be used interchangeably
with seed beads or cylinders (eg hex, rounds, charlottes) while others have such a distinct shape that they
are only suitable in particular situations (eg drops, bugles).
2. Bicone crystals and Firepolished beads: bicone crystals are very popular because of their sparkle. They
come in a good range of sizes, from 3mm to 8mm. (There are larger crystals, but they are more likely to be
used as a feature bead rather than as an integral part of the beadwork.) By reputation, the very best
crystals are made in Austria, but good quality crystals are also made in the Czech Republic and China and
they are normally more economical.
Firepolished beads are also very sparkly, but are generally more rounded than bicone crystals. They come
in similar ranges of size and colour and are generally interchangeable for crystals. As they are also usually
cheaper to buy, they make a good choice for a project which requires a lot of them!
3. Beads made of other materials: other materials which can be used to make beads for use in beadwork
include pearls, plastic, wood and polymer clay.
The Beadworkers Guild, 4 Honor Oak Road, London, SE23 3SF. Telephone: 07837 649712
Email: enquiries@beadworkersguild.org.uk www.beadworkersguild.org.uk
Company Limited by Guarantee, Registered in England & Wales, No. 6193041 Registered Charity No. 1119734 VAT Registration No. 811275652

Threads
Beading threads are strong bonded nylon fibres with a flat profile. There are several brands available
(including Nymo, C-Lon, One-G, KO and Sono) and they all have their advocates and detractors, so it is best
to experiment to find the one which suits you best. Beading threads come in a good range of colours
making it relatively easy to match them to the beads being used.
Needles
Unlike ordinary sewing needles, beading needles have a long thin eye which is the same diameter as the
shaft. The standard beading needle is a size 10. A very fine needle (size 12, 13 or even 15) is useful where
you need to go though a bead which is packed full of thread. Beading needles come in different lengths –
use whichever you find is most comfortable.
Work surface
A good work surface is essential to keep your beads in one place. The best surface is a fabric with a smooth
surface and no wispy threads to get caught up with your beads. Rectangles of a fleece-type fabric are sold
as beading mats, but a smooth velvet also works well.
Scissors
Scissors must be sharp with fine tips so that you can neaten off the threads as close as possible to the
beadwork.
Thread protection
The traditional way of protecting the thread when beading is to draw it through a block of beeswax.
Beeswax has the effect of stiffening the work somewhat, so it is useful if your tension is slack or you want
to achieve a firm structure. To help the thread glide through the beads more smoothly, a silicon thread
conditioner is a better choice. The brand most commonly available is called Thread Heaven.
Beading loom
For many people, their first introduction to beadwork is with a beading loom. Warp threads are set up on
the loom and beads are added with the weft threads. This produces a straight length of beadwork which
can be used for many items of dress, jewellery and accessories.

BASIC TECHNIQUES
Beading Stitches for beadweaving with a needle
As with many textile crafts, there are some basic stitches from which everything else is developed. They
are Square, Brick, Herringbone, Ladder and Peyote stitches, Right Angle Weave and Netting. All these
stitches can be used to make flat pieces of beadwork or they can be shaped into three-dimensional
structures. There are also other techniques for creating beaded ropes and chains. Some stitches produce
an open, airy structure; others produce dense, close-knit results. The nature of the stitch will determine
some of the ways in which they are used.
Instructions for all of the stitches mentioned above are available as free downloads from the IBW website.

Adding a stop bead
A ‘stop’ bead does just that – stops other beads falling off the thread. It is useful when starting those
stitches which require lots of beads to be added at the beginning, eg Peyote or Square stitches.

The Beadworkers Guild, 4 Honor Oak Road, London, SE23 3SF. Telephone: 07837 649712
Email: enquiries@beadworkersguild.org.uk www.beadworkersguild.org.uk
Company Limited by Guarantee, Registered in England & Wales, No. 6193041 Registered Charity No. 1119734 VAT Registration No. 811275652

Choose a bead which is larger than and a different colour from the beads you will be using. Pass the needle
through it so that the bead is at least 20 cms (8”) from the thread end. Holding the bead firmly in place,
pass the needle through it again being very careful not to split the thread already there. Repeat once or
twice more. Pull on the bead gently to check that it is held securely.
Remove the stop bead at the earliest possible opportunity. This is just in case you did split the thread
earlier – it’s better to find out now rather than later when you will not be able to remove it for love nor
money.

Joining in a new thread and finishing off the old.
Stop using the working thread when there is still approx 20 cms (8”) remaining and before it starts getting
frayed. Leave it where it is for now as a position marker for the new thread.
Then, select from methods a, b or c below:
Method a. For dense beadwork, where the beads are closely packed, eg Peyote or Square stitches, weave
the thread through the beadwork, starting 3 - 5 cms (1” - 2”) back from the edge of the work. Make sure to
change direction several times – two ‘U-turns or circles’ is the minimum to lock the thread in. Bring the
new thread out where you left the old one.
Method b. For open beadwork, knots are required. Starting 3 - 5 cms (1”- 2”) back from the edge of the
work, pass the new thread through several beads, leaving a short tag of thread just long enough for you to
get hold of (2 cms or 1” is sufficient). Pass the needle under the thread in front of the bead which you have
just gone through. Pull on the thread until there is a small loop. Pass the needle through the loop once or
twice. Hold on to the tag of thread as you pull the main length of thread through the loop gently and
slowly. A knot will form on the thread
between the beads. (Go too fast at your peril – the knot is likely to form in mid-air and you’ll have a job to
get it out.) Repeat this process two or three times and bring the new thread out where you left the old
one. Cut off the tag of thread close to the work.
Method c. This third method can be used for any beadwork, though we would advise against using it in
very dense work with tiny beads – the knot will push the beadwork out of shape and might block bead
holes, too.
Lay the end of the new thread alongside the old and tie them together in a loose overhand knot. Use the
point of a firm needle or pair of fine tweezers to guide the knot as close as possible to the bead the old
thread is coming from. Take the two ends of thread gently (to avoid moving the knot) and pull them apart
from each other to tighten the knot. Weave one end into the old beadwork (choosing the appropriate
method from above) and leave the other for the moment.
Then continue the beadwork with the new thread until you have at least another 5 cms (2”) or so. Secure
the remaining old thread into the new beadwork using the appropriate method from (a) or (b) above and
cut it off close to the work. (Don’t try getting rid of the old thread into the old beadwork – it will be packed
with threads or knots, possibly both!)
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TIPS

Length of thread to use
Too long a thread and it is likely to get tangled up and knotted; you will waste time and energy having to
pull on it two or three times to get it through the beads, and it will get badly worn and frayed. Too short a
thread and you need to keep stopping to join in a new one – between 75cm and 150cm is about right,
dependant on the size of the piece you are working on.
Stretching the thread
Beading thread can be stretchy - pull on it hard a few times before cutting it from the spool to get some of
the stretch out of it and to smooth out the kinks.
Tail threads
The tail of thread left at the beginning of the work should be at least 20 cms (8”) long to make it easy to
neaten off later. It is also useful to have something to hold on to, especially when first starting a piece of
work.
Twisted thread
If the thread starts to twist as you pull it through the beads, let the needle drop and run your fingers gently
down the thread so that the needle spins freely like a spinning top – this takes the twist out of the thread.
Threading a needle
If you find that the thread splits apart while threading it into the needle, gently pull on the wisp that has
gone through and the rest should follow.
Needle sizes
Reserve your finest needle for getting through very tight spots - once you have got past the problem bead,
switch back to your standard needle. The larger needle with help you to identify beads with poor holes,
which you can then discard, and the fine needle will last you a lot longer.
Tension control
Hold the working thread steady over the index finger of your non-dominant hand while you wield your
needle, only releasing the thread once the new bead is nearly in place. This helps to maintain an even
tension and avoids the thread being split.
Make a beading board
Glue your fabric worksurface down to a round cake board (no corners to catch your thread) and you can
then pick the whole thing up and take it with you. Some beaders like to use a lid or small picture frame
lined with their chosen fabric because this provides a lip to their work surface to help confine the beads.
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