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INTRODUCTION

Written from the authors’ shared passion for woven tapestry, for the delight of handling yarn and for the expressive freedom it offers, this book is based on what we have each learned through a combined 50 years of making and teaching. It aims to equip the discerning learner with the means to make the creative language of woven tapestry their own.
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Sea of Threads detail. Woven at 11 epi. Blue and grey fine cotton and metal warp. Jute and nettle weft.



Technique is taught in considerable detail in the belief that technical fluency is essential to creative freedom, to making work of beauty, originality and integrity. The underlying principles are fully outlined with the aim of equipping the reader with a working understanding. Specially woven samples, drawn diagrams and written explanations are used throughout including suggestions for choices of material and application of techniques. The samples, the drawn diagrams and most of the tapestries are Louise’s, the words are Ros’s.

As a constructed medium, woven tapestry rewards close observation and a hand sensitive to the way warp and weft hold each other. Its slow under/over rhythm allows time to respond with carefully made choices. There is a fundamental simplicity to the structure which belies the complexity of which it is capable.

The opening four chapters cover the basics of setting up, managing warp and weft and weaving simple forms. Chapters 5 and 6 move onto more complex designs and aesthetically based choices. Chapters 7 to 9 introduce further techniques, some unique to this book. The final chapter offers insights into work made by both authors and guidance on developing the reader’s own creative ‘voice’.

Louise’s path into tapestry weaving was through seven years of study from foundation to masters. Having developed her creative voice, she deepened her technical mastery through studio work, including a ten-year commitment to the weaving of the Hunt of the Unicorn tapestries as senior weaver at Stirling Castle, Scotland, which demanded the most exacting understanding of tapestry technique.

Landscape and a sense of place have a deep influence on Louise’s work – from her native Isle of Man to Mongolia, Finland, Syria, Turkey, Bangladesh, and Orkney. Her tapestries are made instinctually, in direct response to the landscape, and have been described as ‘quietly powerful, deeply weaverly and intensely personal’. With minimal planning, most choices are made at the loom allowing freedom to explore the essential qualities and integrity of weave. As a teacher, she approaches technique with care and precision, encouraging close observation and sensitivity to the language of weave with the aim of students making individual and authentic work.

For Ros, a chance visit to an exhibition of contemporary art tapestry proved to be a high point in a life of discovery, and seeing the exquisite range of expression possible in woven tapestry opened up a whole new world. In pursuit of learning tapestry, she gained the support of a well-established tutor with help from Arts Council, England, and changed to part-time work. She became instrumental in forming the British Tapestry Group with the aim of promoting excellence in tapestry as an art-form. Later moving to the wide sea horizons of Orkney, she established Northlight studio where she wove and exhibited tapestries and taught large numbers of students.

There remains so much yet to be discovered in tapestry weaving – we wish you joy in your journey.


TERMS AND TECHNIQUES

These fundamental terms are defined as used within this book, with alternative terms shown in brackets. When the terms explained here are first introduced in the text, they are included in italics.
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Wedge weave in linen and cotton. 7 × 11cm.



Heading cords. Two lengths of warp yarn tied around one side of the frame and woven to the other side at the start of a piece. They are pulled tight to draw the front and back warps together and secured to the other side of the frame. This forms a firm, level base to start weaving from.

Double half hitches. These are made at the start and finish of a weaving. Two half hitches are made on each warp in turn along a row to stop the weaving from unravelling once cut off the loom. This is spoken of as knotting on or knotting off.

Twining. Two cords or lengths of warp yarn tied to the side of the frame and twisted over each other under tension, in the space between consecutive warps. This is then tied to the other side of the frame to keep it under tension. Made at the outset of a piece, the twining draws the front and back warps level, making a flat surface.

Slip knot. Slip knots are used when tying on at the start and end of a new warp to secure whilst allowing for re-tensioning.

Frame (or loom). Any structure on which a warp may be tensioned could be considered a tapestry loom. For the purposes of this book, this will simply be a rigid rectangular wooden frame suitable for small-scale work. Larger tapestries may be woven on a floor loom, generally tubular steel and with a tensioning device, sometimes called a scaffold loom. The terms frame and loom are both used in this book.

Warp. Warp is the yarn which is wound around the frame from bottom to top, usually at regular intervals and knotted so that it remains under tension.

Warp weight. Warp comes in various thicknesses, or weights. These are often described by a ‘yarn count’ but since there are many different versions, we will use fine, medium and heavy.

A warp. We speak about ‘putting on a warp’ meaning to wind warp yarn around a frame under tension for as many times as the width of a piece requires, normally at regular intervals. A warp is the structure through which weft passes in the weaving of a tapestry. The term is also used singularly to mean an individual warp.

Warp sett (or setting). This is the spacing between warps, usually regular and established whilst putting on a warp. For the purposes of this book warp sett is measured in inches – termed epi, ends per inch. This means the number of warps in each inch. Some weavers prefer to work in ends per centimetre.

Epi/Epc. See warp sett.

Back warps. Warps which pass around the back of the frame.

Front warps. Warps which pass around the front of the frame.

Low warps. As the weft is woven back and forth it generally passes under and over each warp in turn. A low warp is one which the weft has just passed under. Visually this shows as a hollow in the undulating line which a weft naturally makes. Some weavers speak of hollows and hills in place of lows and highs. When a weft returns and weaves the next row, it should go over the warp which it previously went under, or to put it another way, fall into the hollows left by the previous row. Each warp alternates in being high or low depending on whether the weft has gone under or over it.

High warps. A high warp is one which the weft has just passed over. Visually this shows as a hill, or what we will term a bead.

Wefts start, finish and pause in specific places, marked:


● paused weft

X starting

▲ finishing



Ends. The term ‘end’ is used variously to mean a length of warp or weft. Most commonly it is used in describing warp settings, in the form of epi, ends per inch. An end may also be one of several weft lengths in play, or the ends of the warp remaining unwoven at the end of a piece.

Weft. Weft is the yarn which is woven back and forth from side to side by passing under and over alternate warps. Weft may be used in single strands or with several woven together in a bundle.

A weft. Usually a length of about a metre is ideal to work with; this may consist of a single strand of yarn or several in a bundle. There are generally several of these in play during the weaving of a tapestry. Each individual length is termed ‘a weft’. When several wefts are in play simultaneously, they all have a direction of weave, starting and finishing points which are in a sequence with each other. This is explained in greater depth in Chapter 2, ‘Managing multiple wefts – a summary’.

A bundle (or weft bundle). This is a general term for a weft made up of several strands of yarn rather than just one. The strands in a bundle may either be several of the same yarn or different yarns in the same bundle. In weaving a bundle, all the strands weave together as if one.

A mix, or weft mix. This is a weft (or weft bundle) made up of strands of different yarn. The strands in a mix may be of different fibre, colour, tone, spin or weight. They weave together as one.

Rug or carpet yarn. As recommended for the early samples, this is a fairly thick and robust wool yarn, probably of 3–4 ply.

A discontinuous weft. This refers to any weft which is woven across only part of the width of the warp, rather than the whole way from one side to the other. This is the most usual practice in woven tapestry so that typically several wefts are in use at any time, each weaving different sections of the piece. For many, discontinuous weft is a characteristic by which tapestry weaving is defined, in contrast to for example cloth weaving when the weft usually passes all the way from right to left across a piece.

Working end. The end of a weft which is being woven is referred to as the working end.

Tail end. The end which a weft starts with. It is secured by passing under two warps then back over one, the end remaining at the back of the work.

Weft weight. The thickness of a weft, either a single strand or the cumulative thickness of several strands woven together. Weft weight is best judged by pinching a yarn between thumb and finger, since some yarns compress a good deal when woven.

Plain weave (flat weave). A weave is referred to as plain when the weft travels perpendicular to the warp, passing over and under alternate warps. The weft is beaten down so that it covers the warps which are then no longer visible except as ridges where the weft passed over them. This excludes any eccentric or double weave, knotting or other techniques which alter the surface. Plain weave is considered by many to be the norm in woven tapestry.

Surface. The surface of a weave is just that, the visual, tactile and aesthetic quality of the weave. In tapestry, the surface of the weave is fundamental to its nature as a constructed medium. The endless variation and nuanced control possible are arguably amongst tapestry’s greatest strengths.

Weft-faced weave. Weave in which only the weft is visible, the warps having been covered entirely by the weft. Generally considered to be the norm in tapestry, for many it is a defining characteristic.

Single weave. The weft travels under and over each warp in turn as it travels back and forth across a tapestry.

Double weave. Weave in which the weft passes over two then under two warps.

Eccentric weave. Weave is termed eccentric if the weft travels across the warp at an angle rather than straight across or perpendicular to the warp. This may apply to an isolated pass or may extend to include a whole tapestry.

Hatching. In which adjacent wefts alternate in either turning before or weaving across an area of hatching, which is thus built of alternating passes of each. Hatching may be used to make gradual changes of colour, tone or texture and to manage tension.

Hachure. A self-contained mark made singly with an introduced weft. Each is built of two or more passes coming to a point at the ends. Characteristic of medieval weaving, where they were used to create interim colour and shading.

Soumak/Reverse soumak. In which the weft winds around the warp rather than passing over and under, in a variety of patterns.

Turn. The weft makes a turn around one warp as it changes direction. Turns may be made either at an edge or any point along the warp. A turn may be approached either from the left or right, depending on the direction the weft is travelling.


◆ High turn. This is made when the weft goes around the warp by passing first under then back over as it turns. We would speak of the weft making a high turn.

◆ Low turn. This is the reverse and is made when the weft goes around the warp, first over then under as it turns. We would speak of the weft making a low turn.



Half pass (or row). A single row of weaving, across either the whole warp or more commonly an area within it. A half pass may travel either from right to left or left to right.

Pass. A pair of rows or half passes of weaving. One weft goes from left to right and back again or vice versa, starting and finishing on the same side. Each pass may either be woven across the whole width of the piece from one side to the other by one or by several adjacent wefts weaving in sequence with each other. Weaving is made bottom to top, layer by layer, a little like rows of bricks in a wall – the pass works rather like a course of bricks.

Bead (sometimes referred to as a stitch). The shape or mark formed as the weft passes over a warp. This varies but often somewhat resembles a grain of rice. Its shape is determined by the nature of the weft and the spacing and thickness of the warp. The bead may be described as round, flat, long or short. The shape of the bead largely determines the character of the weave at any given point and may change throughout a piece.

Beating down (or packing down). Tapping down a new section of weft, on top of the previous row (or half pass). When beaten down, the section of weft should cover the warp by falling into the hollows left by the previous row. Beating down is usually done with a fork – one from your cutlery drawer which is comfortable to handle, or a tapestry bobbin, generally turned in wood with a slim shaft around which the weft may be wound and a wider beating end which tapers to a point.

Filling. A weft is said to fill the warp as it is beaten down. The aim is to balance weft volume and character with the warp setting so that the warp is neither under-filled nor over-filled.

Butterfly. One way to work with a length of weft is to wind it into a butterfly. This is done by making a figure of eight around thumb and one finger, wrapping around the middle and tucking the end in.

Cartoon. A cartoon is usually a simple line drawing which gives the outlines of a design. This is used as a guide and may be secured behind the warps whilst weaving.

Couching. To make a running stitch on the reverse side of a tapestry taking in the loose ends of wefts, or once cut off the loom, the warp ends. Most often the unwoven warp is turned to the back and secured by being couched down. Wefts which finish at the edge of a piece generally need to be couched down to keep them from showing.

Sheds. A warp is set up by winding the warp yarn around the outside of the frame. Alternate warps therefore pass around at the front and back and are separated by the width of the frame.


◆Open shed. The space made naturally as the warp goes around the thickness of the frame. When weaving in the open shed, the weft passes readily through this space, under the warps from the front of the frame, and over those from the back.

◆Closed shed. When weaving in the closed shed, the reverse applies. There is no space naturally available. Instead, the back warps need to be picked, or pulled forwards with a finger to pass the weft behind them. In plain weave, the weft crosses the warp in the open and closed shed on alternate half passes.




CHAPTER 1

STRIPES

WEAVING STRIPES, A FIRST EXERCISE

Stripes – bold stripes, fine stripes, yarns of many personalities set alongside each other. A simple design within which to explore the medium of woven tapestry, and to discover what works best for you. By close observation and repetition, handling warp and weft will become natural, allowing you space to think and create freely ever after.
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Two striped samplers. 8 epi. Cotton warp, wool weft.



Terms introduced in italics have been defined in Terms and Techniques.

Equipment

Tapestry weaving does not rely on a great deal of equipment, even to weave complex pieces. The tapestry frame or loom is really just that – a simple wooden frame which allows for a warp of any spacing to be wound on. It is sufficient for all the exercises covered in this book. To start with, a frame of 40cm × 60cm (14in × 24in) is ideal, made with 50mm × 20mm timber. Artist’s stretchers reinforced at the corners also work well. G clamps are useful to clamp the frame to the edge of a table whilst warping up. Frame supports which fasten the loom to a table at variable heights can be useful but are by no means essential. Masking tape stuck along the top and bottom bar is useful to mark where the warps should land. You will need sharp scissors for cutting yarn, a permanent marker pen for marking the loom or warps and a ruler to check weaving width and height. Finally, either a table fork or a tapestry bobbin to beat down the weft; both work equally well.
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Tools and materials to get started.



Materials

A medium-weight cotton tapestry warp is ideal to start with. It is very worthwhile to source good-quality warp. A good warp should have some stretch when pulled hard but should return to its length. Stretch an arm’s length tight and pluck it like a string. A yarn which ‘rings’ is the one to choose. On the frame, a good warp should ‘speak’, having a slight bounce when patted.

For weft yarns there’s a lifetime’s choice available but wool is a forgiving start. Choose one which is quite tightly spun. As a guide, take a short length and pull – if it stretches significantly, it’s not ideal. Take a ball or cone and squeeze it; if it compresses much, again it’s not ideal. Many wools are designed for garment knitting for which the yarn needs to stretch and hold air. ‘Tapestry wool’ is designed for stitched not woven tapestry and is too soft. For tapestry weaving, a harder, less elastic yarn is better suited.

Markers

It is useful to put markers on a length of masking tape along the top and bottom bar of the loom as a guide to where the warps should be. Here a 3in section of warp at eight ends per inch is shown, a sett or spacing which is used for most of the early exercises in this book. Because of its larger size, the inch is a more convenient unit to use than the centimetre for spacing warps. It has therefore remained in common usage and is used throughout this book. The alternative in centimetres is shown here.
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Gauge showing the marks to follow for a warp of 8 ends per inch (8 epi) with the equivalent 3 ends per cm (3 epc) below. When winding the warp around the frame each turn should fall on a mark. When the warps from the front and back of the frame are drawn together, alternate ones will fall between the marks. The samples in this chapter are all woven on a warp of 8 epi.



Looking after yourself

We believe that tapestry should be good for you and hope you will be excited to spend long hours at the loom. Here are a few ways to stay comfortable:


◆Weaving height – keep the point at which you are weaving about belly height with your upper arms able to sit by your sides. Adjustable clamps or seating are needed to adjust your frame height as you work up a piece.

◆Seat – the base should be level, not reclined, head and neck kept upright and relaxed.

◆Light – bright, non-directional light is good, so that you can focus comfortably without stooping forwards.

◆Move – at least half hourly, get up and walk about, move your upper body, rest your hands or change activity. You may find exercises designed to maintain flexibility and core strength helpful.
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Balls of wool rug yarn are perfect for beginner weavers.
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Putting on a warp. Stick masking tape along the bottom and top bars. Towards the centre, measure and mark a 3in strip, with marks at each quarter inch, and a bolder mark at each inch. A gauge is provided on the previous page. Clamp your frame to a table at the bottom left. Set a pair of scissors close to hand.
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Place your medium warp yarn in a container on the floor and bring up the loose end. At the left-hand end of your markers, wind the warp round the bottom bar. Secure with a knot (preferably a slip knot to allow for re-tensioning). Knot on the inner edge of your frame, so that it cannot slide round under tension.
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With the warp in your right hand, wind it clockwise around the outside of the loom, with each turn falling on the next mark. Keep pressing your left thumb firmly on the warp along the top bar to hold the tension throughout warping. Beware the warps do not cross over each other. Keep a moderate, even pull on the warp as you wind.
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At the last marker along the top right of your loom, cut the warp leaving a generous 30cm (12in). Wind this tail end round the top bar, and knot it to the last warp, on the inner edge of the loom. Reposition any warps that are not on the marks. A well tensioned warp should ‘speak’ or bounce slightly when patted.
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Putting on a heading cord to bring back and front warps together into a firm base. Cut a length of warp three times the width of your frame, fold in half. Take the folded end around the right side of your loom. Pass the cut ends through the loop, pull tight. Pass one cord right though the space between front and back warps (termed the open shed), leave it hanging at the left-hand edge.
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Pass the second cord over the first warp, and under (or behind) the second warp. Continue this over/under sequence across the full width of your warp. You should see that where your first cord passed underneath the warp, the second should now be passing over it, and vice versa. Take the two cords round the front and back of the left side of the frame. Pull hard till they sit tight and flat across the warps then knot together. Reset any warps which have moved from the markers.
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Twining, to draw the warps level, making a flat surface to begin weaving from. Take a length of warp yarn three times the width of your frame and fold in half. Pass the folded end around the right-hand side of your loom just above the heading cord. Pass the cut ends through this loop and pull up tight. Pass one length under the first warp.
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Maintain a firm pull on both cords at all times throughout the twining process. In the space between warps, take the lower cord, pass it over the other cord then under the next warp. Repeat across the whole warp, pulling tightly on alternate cords. The warps should now sit level with each other.
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After the last warp, make a final crossover. Take the ends around the side bar bringing them together. Tie with a secure (preferably slip) knot. Look to see that the warps are evenly spaced, reposition any which are not on the markers.
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Double half hitches, to secure the weaving. Cut a 1m (3ft) length of weft yarn roughly the same thickness as your warp. Rug or carpet wool is a good start. Leaving about 10cm (4in) spare, hold your weft behind the first warp. Make a loop out to the left, pass over the first warp, back under it, then up into the loop.
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Draw the weft through and tug gently. Repeat, on the same warp – form a loop to the left, pass over the first warp from left to right, back under it from right to left, and up into the loop. Again, draw the weft yarn right through, then tug gently to tighten the double half hitch knot on the first warp.
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Move onto the second warp and repeat – form a loop to the left, back under the second warp, up into the loop, draw through and tug gently. Repeat, on the same warp. Next, move onto the third warp and do the same, form a half hitch then another on top. Work right across your warp, making two half hitches on each warp.
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Starting to weave. Pass the weft under the first warp, then over the second, continuing under and over alternate warps, for 3–5cm (1–2in). Form a low mound as shown. In weave, the weft passes over and under the warps, alternating on each row (or half pass) so that the weft passes over the warps which it passed under on the previous row.
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With your fork or bobbin, tap the weft down in the middle of the mound, so that it touches the row of double half hitches. This is called beating down. Making a mound gives extra length of weft, which will be taken up as the weft passes tightly over and under the warp.
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Next beat down the rest of the mound, so that this first part row or half pass sits snugly on top of the double half hitches. Beating down from the middle of the mound outwards allows the extra weft length to be evenly distributed. Without forming a mound, the weft would be too tight, resulting in the warps being pulled together.
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Pass the weft over and under the next 3–5cm (1–2in) of warps taking care to remain in sequence. Form a mound and beat down as before – this is vital to ensure you put in sufficient length of weft to allow it to go over and under the warps freely. Continue, making mounds and beating down across to the other side of your warp.
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Turn after the edge warp and continue weaving. End your mound at a different warp to the previous row. There is a tendency for the weaving in one direction not to match the other. Try to look out for this and replicate your action in both directions. Make sure, as you become more confident, not to stop forming mounds before beating down.
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Look carefully – as the weft passes over a warp, it forms what is termed a bead. This should always fall into the hollow in the previous row, made as the weft passed under the warp. If the warp shows through, check that you haven’t got out of sequence. A common cause is passing under more than one warp at a time.
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Finishing a weft. Finish weaving when you come to the left-hand edge of your warp, stop at the last warp which you would expect to be going over. (If you have warped up as shown, this will be the second to last warp.)
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Instead of passing over this warp, take the weft end under, so that you have passed under two consecutive warps.




[image: image]


Next take the weft end back over the second of the two warps which you passed under – raise the last row and push the end through to the back, between the two warps, below the last row of weaving. Draw through and beat down. This sequence of passing under two warps, back over one is used whenever starting or finishing any weft.
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Starting. Take a different coloured weft yarn, of about 50cm (20in) in length. Lay it along the front of your weaving. Take the left-hand end and pass it under the last two warps on the left-hand edge. Notice that when starting a new weft, the end is inserted in the opposite direction to the way it is to be woven – in effect the tail end is put in backwards.
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Pass the end back over the left-hand edge warp, push the short end through to the back of the weaving between the first and second warps, below your new row. Draw through to the back leaving about 10cm (4in) spare and beat down. Pick up the other end ready to continue weaving, being careful not to pull on it.
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The weft continues, passing over the next warp. Look carefully to be sure that the weft always passes over the warps which it passed under on the previous row. Several warps may be lifted at the same time (termed ‘picking’). Best to pick with the left index finger when weaving left to right, and your right index finger when heading right to left.
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Finishing a sample. Keep weaving up your stripes sample, choosing differing wefts, looking closely to make sure of your under/over sequence, and learning to beat down evenly. Stop weaving with at least 20cm (8in) of warp still unwoven, otherwise the warp will become too tight to weave well. Stop at the left edge of your warp with about 60cm (24in) of weft left.
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Double half hitches. These ensure your weaving does not unravel once cut off the loom and are the same as the knot you started with. Make a loop of weft to the left side, pass over the first warp, then back under it, bring the end up through the loop, draw through then repeat, pull to tighten. Continue, making two half hitches on every warp.
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Your first sample is complete! Your weft ends should have been taken through to the back rather than remaining on the front face of the weaving. Cut the heading and twining cords at either side of the weaving and pull them out.
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Cutting off. Hold the tapestry with one hand and cut the warps towards the top edge of your loom. Then cut through the warps along the bottom bar of your loom and lift the completed sample away. Cutting off is always a transition; released from tension a tapestry relaxes and may appear smaller, but is ready for finishing and mounting.




[image: image]


Sewing the weft ends in. On the reverse side, sew in any ends at the edge of the sample by threading each into a large-eyed needle and making two or three stitches into the weft on the back surface of the weaving. Trim to about 1cm. Ends which have finished part way across the sample may simply be trimmed.
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Sewing the warp ends in, by couching to the reverse side. Fold back the unwoven lengths of warp. With sewing thread, make a running stitch passing over each warp close to the top of the weaving, just catching the back of









































COMMON PROBLEMS

Weaving in the wrong shed








Common causes
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Putting it right


Ribbing








Common causes






Putting it right


Pulling in - managing weft tension

Signs


Common causes


Putting it right





























WARP SETTING AND WEIGHT













































Qualities to look for in weft yarn






Weft fibre groups

Silk


Wool


Linen


Cotton


Rayon


More weft yarn possibilities








Wild or tussah silk


Jute


Nettle


Horsehair


Hand-spun


Linen


Sisal


Hemp


Alpaca


Cashmere


Camel


Alternative wefts


Wire


Paper yarn, three ply


Mohair


Greaseproof paper








Clear plastic


Raffia


Plastic bag


Tissue paper


Fabric


Weft lengths, bobbins and butterflies





WEFTS

Checking weft thickness


Bundles




































WEAVING FROM LIFE – A WAY TO SEE THE WORLD IN WEAVE
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