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Introduction

Wire work has long been a popular art form, but it was the growth of social media that led to an explosion of new artists wanting to learn the craft. Techniques that were only ever passed on within small circles suddenly became available online for everyone, and the wire-work community began to flourish and expand. The content-sharing which followed, using platforms with a global reach, started to influence the kinds of wire work we see today. Intricate styles such as the ‘heady’ style, hammered frame work, and complex weaving and stone-setting techniques began to emerge, and with every new design, these styles developed, as each artist built on the knowledge they had gathered from others. The art of wire continues to evolve, and I am privileged to be able to contribute to its growth in a small way with this book.

I began my wire-work journey in 2017. I had worked with wire once or twice before, but my main interest at the time was macrame and micro-macrame. In 2015, I became a guest designer at the JewelleryMaker channel and was required to work with different media as part of the job. I loved the look of woven pieces and decided to learn how to work with wire. It was all new to me, and I spent many hours looking for tutorials and how-to guides online.

At that time, there was not much information available online and I found trying to learn the craft frustrating. Fast forward to today and the online world offers a plethora of tutorials, how-to guides and technique snippets, so much so that it can be a little overwhelming if you don’t quite know where to start. I learned a lot through trial and error and eventually met other artists online who were willing to share their knowledge. I began teaching wire work and over time formed the idea of gathering and setting out all the techniques and invaluable information I had accumulated into an easy-to-use ‘wire-work encyclopaedia’, which could be used at any stage of a maker’s artistic journey. I wrote many tutorials and made videos, but the idea of a book lived quietly at the back of my mind. It took gentle nudging from my editor, Russell Butcher, who wrote to me asking if I would be interested in writing this book, to finally put pen to paper. This book is the culmination of the skills I have acquired over time, and I feel privileged to be able to pass them on to you.

Acquiring a new skill can be intimidating, and learning the art of wire is no exception, especially with social networks showcasing the best artists in the field. New artists often tell me that this can be a little overwhelming, and I always try to explain to them that everyone starts at ‘square one’ and one should not compare a chapter 1 to someone else’s chapter 26. It’s a process and starts the same way for everyone. If you are new to wire work, I recommend that you start with the tools and materials sections of this book. Here, I go over various types of wire, what metal to choose for which application, different wire gauges, the array of gemstones and beads you can use in your pieces, the tools and supplies you might need for a basic set-up, and a lot more to help you feel confident in starting your wire-work journey. You might also like to look through the projects for beginners (see here–here) to see how these materials can be used. In the techniques section, I have included step-by-step guides that are easy to follow and describe basic weaves and processes frequently used in wire work. There are also more complex techniques covering things like frame building, component creation and various stone-setting techniques, as well as more intricate projects, so that you can advance your skills to the next level as and when you are ready.


[image: A necklace with a large central stone surrounded by metallic spikes and copper beads.]

A sunburst design with a gold obsidian focal stone set in dead-soft copper.








Before you begin

While wire work generally does not require you to use tools that demand significant safety precautions, there are still certain measures you should put in place. Below is a list of items you should invest in, as well as some extra safety equipment items that are not a ‘must’ to begin with, but are recommended if you are going to incorporate soldering further down the line.


BASIC SAFETY EQUIPMENT

There are certain items of safety equipment you should always have to hand when working with tools and polishing equipment.

Safety glasses

These are a must when cutting wire, filing metals, working with rotary tools or using a torch. There have been many incidents where safety glasses have prevented injury, and after a nasty experience with a piece of polishing disc that broke off while using a rotary tool a few years ago, I always make a point of wearing a pair when doing something that could potentially lead to injury, no matter how quick the job at hand.


[image: A pair of black gloves with a clear pair of safety goggles placed on top.]

Industrial gloves and safety glasses.





Industrial gloves

Gloves, or other type of protection for your hands such as tape or single finger gloves, are equally as important. Gloves are especially recommended when handling sharp pieces of metal or when polishing a piece that has been treated with liver of sulphur (LOS) (it is virtually impossible to remove these stains from your fingers!).

Mask

A face mask is essential when polishing, filing or soldering to keep you from inhaling harmful chemicals or particles. 3M masks are a good choice.


[image: A K N 95 face mask with ear loops on a plain background.]

Mask.





First-aid kit

It is a good idea to keep a basic first-aid kit handy to address any minor injuries. A small first-aid kit typically contains the following: plasters, gauze dressings, a range of bandages, alcohol-free cleansing wipes, sticky tape, antiseptic cream, painkillers such as paracetamol, gloves, tweezers, scissors, safety pins, distilled water for cleaning wounds, as well as an eye wash and eye bath.


[image: A first aid kit with the words Dent Aid First Aid Kit printed on it.]

First-aid kit.





SAFETY EQUIPMENT WHEN SOLDERING

If you decide to incorporate soldering into your repertoire, some additions to your basic safety equipment are necessary. Soldering in wire work involves using a heavy-duty butane, acetylene or propane torch, with an open flame, rather than a soldering iron. This can be hazardous and it is important to ensure you are prepared for the eventuality of a fire.

Fire safety kit

When working with an open flame, it is advisable to have a fire extinguisher and fire blanket to hand. Keep these near your work place and easily accessible.


[image: A fire extinguisher with instructions in German and a label indicating it is a Minimax brand.]

Fire extinguisher





Fume extractor

Soldering causes harmful fumes, so always ensure good air flow and ventilation, or try to do any soldering outdoors or in a garage or shed. If adequate ventilation is not possible, a fume extractor is recommended to ensure a safe working environment.


GLOSSARY OF USEFUL TERMS

	accent
 	 an addition to the finished design such as a small gemstone, beads or charms


	bail
 	 the component at the top of the pendant that holds the chain


	bezel
 	 the component (usually woven) that captures the focal stone


	cabochon (or cab)
 	 a gemstone with a flat back and a domed surface


	crown
 	 the slanted side at the top of a faceted stone


	culet
 	 the pointed tip at the bottom of a faceted stone


	dapping/doming
 	 a technique used to form metals into curves and domes


	drop
 	 a free-swinging gemstone or bead at the base of a pendant


	findings
 	 components used to join or suspend a design such as ear wires, jump rings and spacers


	fire scale
 	 the oxidisation residue on metal after soldering


	flux
 	 a chemical used to prevent fire scale and aid soldering, found in liquid and solid form


	focal
 	 the main stone or component of a design


	frame
 	 the main frame of a design to which other components can be added


	girdle
 	 the circumference of a faceted stone


	mandrel
 	 a tapered tool used to shape wire


	marquise/navette
 	 a gemstone or rhinestone in an elliptical shape


	pavilion
 	 the slanted section of a faceted stone between the girdle and the culet


	point-back
 	 a gemstone, crystal or rhinestone with a pointed back


	quenching bowl
 	 a bowl with water, or pickle, for quenching metal after soldering


	table
 	 the flat area at the top of a faceted stone








Tools

When first starting out, a basic toolkit is good enough to help you get going. As your skill set grows, so will your tool collection (trust me when I say that there is always a new tool you really, really need!).

I recommend getting the best-quality tools your budget allows, but if you are starting out and want to find out if wire work appeals to you, then a basic toolkit will do the job just fine. If you decide to join us on ‘the dark side’, then investing in quality tools is a really good idea.

From experience, I have learned that buying cheap tools is false economy in the long run, because they either fall apart after a few uses or, in the case of cutters, simply stop working as the jaws become dull very quickly. Your choice of tools can make or break your resolve to persevere if you find wire work a little challenging in the beginning. Nothing is more frustrating than a pair of cutters that won’t cut when you are trying to focus on creating an even weave!

Having said that, not all tool purchases require you to re-mortgage your house. I usually buy high-quality flush cutters and round-, chain- and flat-nose pliers from reputable manufacturers, because these are the tools I use on a daily basis, but things like a steel block or a chasing hammer, for instance, will pretty much do the same job whether they are expensive or not. Some tool sets and kits are overpriced on specialist websites, and it’s worth comparing the prices of several suppliers. My favourite brand for pliers is Tronex, but other high-quality tool manufacturers are Swanstrom and Lindstrom. Beadalon is a mid-range brand that has been popular amongst my students, as the tools are specifically made for crafters, and the quality is good enough to last a little while.

CORE TOOLS

The absolute minimum in terms of tools that you will need for wire work is a pair of chain-nose pliers, a pair of flat-nose pliers, a pair of round-nose pliers and a set of wire cutters. You can find a tool set containing all the essentials in craft stores or in marketplaces online. The most basic sets usually contain two or three pairs of various pliers, but you can get toolkits that have some of the more specialised tools in them, too. As already mentioned, some manufacturers known for their high-quality tools are Tronex (which is what I use), Swanstrom, Lindstrom and Durston. Tools from Xuron and Beadalon are considered mid-range and are a good choice for starters: they are not of the same quality as the other brands, but will last at least for your first several projects, and will not disintegrate after a few uses like some of the ultra-cheap tools out there.

Chain-nose pliers

I use these pliers on a daily basis and could not do without them. Chain-nose pliers help you grip, bend and manipulate your work.

Flat-nose
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[image: A pair of blue-handled pliers with red accents and a silver head.]



















[image: A collection of various types of pliers and cutters arranged in a circular pattern, each labelled with its specific function.]
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[image: A multi-purpose forming kit with various metal tools and blocks arranged on a wooden base.]
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[image: A silver pendant featuring an intricate filigree design with red and green gemstones.]












[image: A yellow and black butane torch with a label indicating the model number.]
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[image: Two syringes of solder paste and a spool of wire.]









[image: A bottle of Auroflux soldering flux for gold and silver with safety instructions and contact information.]
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