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			INTRODUCTION
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			Kumihimo is an ancient Japanese braiding technique originally used with fiber, which is still the most common material. As the art form has evolved and gained recent popularity, a variety of materials have been introduced into this fascinating technique. Using wire in place of fiber offers new design possibilities as wire responds differently than fiber when braided. A simple act such as removing your braid from the disk without having to worry about it unraveling is possible because unlike fiber, wire holds its shape.

			This feature offers new opportunities for what can be done in the world of kumihimo. Braiding wire also leads to a very different finish and appearance of the final piece. Many of the designs in this book explore a variety of ideas for using wire when making braids. I’ve discovered that experimenting with alternate design ideas that pop into my mind while braiding a particular piece is the best way to evolve and invent fresh beautiful designs.

			Before starting any projects, I highly recommend reading the beginning sections of this book thoroughly as there is a bit of a learning curve with wire kumihimo. Also, try practicing the basic braid structures with less expensive wire or cord until you are comfortable with the techniques. Once you are ready to start the projects, you can refer back to the beginning tutorials as needed.
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		TOOLS 
AND MATERIALS
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		Choosing the right materials and tools for wire kumihimo is important as they can greatly impact the outcome. Sometimes specific materials or tools are needed to achieve a particular design, while other times you can branch out and experiment with alternatives. I detail the most important things to keep in mind when choosing the materials and tools to use for your wire kumihimo jewelry in this section.

	
		WIRE 101

		
			[image: ]

			This Elegant Bracelet features twisted wire, which emphasizes the braid structure.

		

		There are several things to take into consideration when choosing materials for wire kumihimo jewelry: what kind of wire to use, which beads fit within the design, and how to finish pieces. Some designs require specific materials to form the braid properly, while others can be customized to work with different materials, depending on the desired look. Choosing a bead with an alternate shape to the one featured in the book could work, but it may give the finished piece a different look. It all comes down to personal preference. Feel free to choose different materials than those featured in the projects, and have fun experimenting!

		WIRE HARDNESS

		You can use different types of wire for kumihimo. I recommend using a softer wire, such as bare copper, plated copper, craft wire, or sterling silver, because it makes the working process easier and tends to result in a tighter, more even braid. The finished braids are also easier to shape, if the design calls for it.

		For wire that has different hardnesses available (see Wire Hardness Explained), I recommend using the dead-soft hardness for the reasons previously stated. Usually the concern with using soft wire is that it won’t hold the desired shape as well as harder wire, but that is not as much of a concern with wire kumihimo. There are a few reasons for this. First, there are multiple wires being used at the same time for each braid, which adds to the strength of the final piece, as opposed to jewelry that is made using only one length of wire. Second, as the wire is manipulated it work hardens (becomes stiffer), which in turn makes it stronger. This is beneficial when using wire to make kumihimo because the many movements of forming the braid with the soft wire will result in a strong final piece of jewelry, while still using wire that is easy to work with.

		WIRE GAUGE

		Wire is widely available in several thicknesses, which are referred to as the wire gauge. The larger the gauge number, the thinner the wire. I recommend using 20–30-gauge wire for kumihimo designs as thicker wire is difficult to work with and harder on your hands.

		BUYING WIRE

		Wire kumihimo tends to use a fair amount of wire due to the nature of the braiding. Wire comes in both small coils and large reels, so it is important to pay attention to the amount of wire required when gathering supplies. I’ve eliminated the guesswork by including the exact amount needed to complete each project in the materials list.
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			WIRE HARDNESS EXPLAINED

			When making jewelry with wire, you will often see or hear the term wire hardness. This indicates how much resistance the wire has when bending it. There are usually three different wire hardnesses: dead soft (soft), half hard, and full hard. These all have their place and present different characteristics when working with them. Dead-soft wire is easy to work with but not ideal to use by itself without work hardening it, whereas full-hard wire is very stiff and more difficult to work with but will be much stronger and hold its shape better. Half-hard wire falls in between these two and can be considered the best of both worlds. When working with heavier gauge wires, dead-soft wire and half-hard wire are also more prone to needing work hardening to make them stronger, whereas full-hard wire is often already strong enough.

		

	
		BEADS FOR KUMIHIMO

		Deciding on the type of beads to use for wire kumihimo jewelry is a personal decision and depends on how you want the final piece to look. Some designs will work with many different beads, so you can choose from a variety of types, shapes, and sizes, depending on the look you want. Other designs require beads in specific shapes or sizes to achieve the desired effect.

		The most important thing to look for when choosing beads is the size of the holes because they need to be large enough to fit over the wire used to make the braid. It can sometimes be a problem if the holes in your chosen beads are too small for the wire to go through. To avoid disappointment, make sure the wire fits inside each bead hole before starting your project.

		There are certain types of beads that work well with wire kumihimo. So, delve into the world of beads and cabochons, and find your personal favorites.

		SEED BEADS

		Seed beads are an obvious choice because they come in a vast array of colors and shapes, and their holes tend to be fairly large for incorporating thin gauge wire, including the smaller size seed beads. Just be mindful that seed beads are made of glass and can break if too much pressure is exerted on them.
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		Other glass beads, such as Czech or crystal beads, work well and are available in round and bicone shapes, but like seed beads are slightly fragile. Rose montées are made with crystal rhinestones but have a metal backing that makes them stronger. They also feature multiple holes on the metal back, which offer additional design possibilities.
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		METAL SPACER BEADS

		Metal spacer beads are a good option because they are strong and the holes tend to be generous, but the choices in colors and shapes can be limited.
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		GEMSTONES

		Gemstone beads are a wonderful choice and my personal favorite because there are so many options for color, size, and shape. Plus, there can also be a more personal connection with certain gemstones. The downside is that they tend to have smaller holes and can be difficult to drill. I have found a few types of gemstones that work well for wire kumihimo because they often have larger holes, even in small bead sizes, and are also very strong. These include hematite, agate, and quartz; thankfully the shapes and colors in these stones are vast. I also love to use gemstone cabochons because there are so many types, shapes, and colors to choose from. They also tend to be very strong and are therefore perfect for surrounding with wire kumihimo.
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		CHOOSING THE RIGHT LEATHER

		Using different materials in the same design can change the look of the final piece. Incorporating leather into wire kumihimo designs can add more color and also bring in a different texture, which may alter a design completely. It is easy to incorporate round leather into wire kumihimo because it is similar to cord, and mixing the two is like combining the best of both worlds. You get the strength and elegance of wire plus the softness and texture of leather. I recommend using good quality, soft leather because it is durable and blends well with wire. You can also mold it around the shape of the wire more easily than harder leather, which will give the braid a neater finish. Leather comes in a variety of thicknesses, so check the project directions for advice on which leather to use.
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		FINISHING COMPONENTS

		RIBBON ENDS

		Finishing the ends of your wire kumihimo is a simple but important step. A properly finished end will prevent the wires from unraveling, conceal the cut ends, and provide a secure way to attach a clasp to the piece. When finished properly, the wire ends won’t catch on clothing or scratch your skin when being worn. I like to use ribbon-end components to finish many of my wire kumihimo pieces, especially bracelets, because they are flat and match the wire ends perfectly. This provides a neat, professional-looking finish, and lets you attach a clasp of your choice directly onto the loop of the ribbon end.

		Ribbon ends come in many different sizes and finishes, making it easy to match the ribbon ends perfectly to the braid’s width. To choose the correct size ribbon end, simply measure the width of the finished braid and match that to the width of the ribbon end.
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		FINDINGS

		Choosing findings for your projects is a personal preference. In most cases, the findings are attached to the loops on the ribbon-end components. I like to use two jump rings to attach a lobster clasp on one end (technically you only need one) and an extender chain on the opposite end. I think this gives the jewelry a professional look and also has the added benefit of making the length adjustable, without taking attention away from the design. But other clasps, such as toggle clasps, can easily be used as well.

		Earring findings also come down to personal taste. I normally use earring posts and butterfly backs, but you can just as easily attach earrings to the findings of your choice, such as ear wire hooks.

		Head pins are another finding that is used in several projects in the book. Different types of head pins are available, but they all perform the same function. With flat head pins, the end that traps the bead is flat and is almost invisible. Ball-end head pins are intended to be more decorative and feature a round tiny ball on the tip that stays visible and becomes part of the design. Head pins are also available in several lengths. The extra length can be useful if you are using larger beads that require additional wire when wire wrapping.
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