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Introduction

Tying knots is an ancient practice with a legacy that extends back over 100,000 years in several cultures. Knotting originally had many practical purposes, but perhaps more significantly, it had symbolic and sacred purposes. Many of the world’s religions have used, and continue to use, some sort of knotted prayer beads to help the worshiper accurately repeat, from memory, the correct number of prayers or incantations required by his or her faith. In fact, the word “bead” is derived from the Anglo-Saxon biddan (to pray) and Middle English bede (prayer).

Over time, knots were used between beads for personal adornment rather than exclusively for ritualistic or religious purposes. Because pearls, gemstones, and other precious beads were so valuable, they were knotted on cord to protect them from rubbing against one another and to prevent loss if the cord were to break. This is still true today.

In the modern world, knotting between beads has become a routine practice, especially for pearls. In this book we explore pearls in depth by discussing pearl types, pearl quality, and pearl care. The other elements involved in making knotted jewelry are also discussed, including knotting cords, knotting tools, findings, and clasps. This book is designed as an easy reference guide to help you learn a new vocabulary and to teach you the basics of knotting between beads. To help you get started, we have included a series of easy-to-understand, step-by-step instructions.

Our combined years of experience as jewelry makers and teachers have taught us that mastering knotting between beads depends on learning good techniques, developing skills through hands-on experience, and lots of practice. This book has been designed as a handy reference, which we hope you will find useful for many years to come.

Carson, Rachael, and Kate


Chapter One


Knotting Cords

Selecting the most appropriate knotting cord for a particular project is an essential first step. Selection depends primarily on bead hole size, but bead size, bead weight, and personal preference should also be considered. Beads with very small holes, including pearls and precious gemstones, are most secure knotted on either small diameter silk or nylon.

Pearls are traditionally knotted on silk, but large-hole pearls look fantastic knotted on leather. Beads with average to large holes look great knotted on leather, waxed cotton, waxed linen, satin, or other large-diameter cords. Experiment with combinations of beads and cords to create unique knotted jewelry.


Nylon and Silk

Nylon and silk are the most commonly used cords for knotting between beads. Every time threads or cords are manufactured, small variations in the finished product can occur. For example, while the same dye may be used from batch to batch, small color variations can, and usually do, occur. A finishing treatment can change the feel of the thread or cord. In all cases, untreated threads and cords are thinner and lighter than ones that have been dyed, bonded, or treated in other ways.

Nylon and silk have distinct characteristics. In all cases, it is important to select the correct diameter cord for the particular beads you will be knotting. The cord should be thick enough so that the knots do not pull through the bead hole. However, if a single strand of heavyweight silk or nylon cord is not large enough to prevent the knots from sliding into the bead holes, there are several solutions.



How Much Cord to Use

To determine the amount of cord you will need for a project, a good rule of thumb is multiply the finished length of the project by 4 and round up to the nearest yard. For example, a 7-inch bracelet × 4 = 28 inches of cord. Round up and use 1 yard or 36 inches of cord. For a 16-inch necklace, 16 × 4 = 64 inches. Round up and use 2 yards or 72 inches of cord.




First try using two or more strands of that particular cord. You can also try making multiple knots on top of one another, or you can try using a larger diameter cord like leather, waxed cotton, or satin. Each brand of nylon and silk cord is made using a different sizing system, so pay close attention to cord diameter when purchasing.


Nylon Cord

Nylon cord is a very popular material for knotting between all types of beads from tiny gemstones to large African trade beads. Nylon is a terrific alternative to silk because it does not stretch. A no-stretch nylon cord helps keep knots securely in place, especially when knotting heavier beads.

Nylon cord for knotting comes in two forms, carded nylon cord and spooled nylon cord. Both are available in a huge range of colors from subtle hues to bold tones. When adding a clasp to nylon cord, bead tips should be used.


	Carded nylon cord comes in several diameters and is sold on cards in various yardages. Carded nylon is a no-stretch cord that is available in a wide range of colors. Two popular brands are BeadSmith Beadstring and Griffin nylon cord. Griffin Beadcord is convenient because it comes with a beading needle already attached.

	Spooled nylon cord is a 3-ply twisted cord that also does not stretch. It comes in a range of diameters and is sold on both spools and cards in various yardages. The extensive range of available colors varies by brand. Spooled nylon cord is popular not only for knotting between beads, but also for micro macramé and bead stringing. Two popular brands of nylon cord are C-Lon and S-Lon. Both brands are made in the United States.




Nylon thread is generally not recommended for knotting between beads because it is too small in diameter to securely keep beads in place. It is best used for bead weaving, bead embroidery, and hand stitching.


Silk Cord

Silk cord is most commonly used for knotting between pearls, but can also be used for knotting between other small, lightweight beads such as gemstones and Czech glass. It stretches easily, so stretching it before use is highly recommended (see Prestretching Silk Cord). Silk cord is sold on spools and on cards in a variety of diameters. Selecting the appropriate silk cord for knotting depends primarily on the pearl or bead hole size. When adding a clasp to silk cord, bead tips should be used.
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Spooled silk bead cord is available on 1⁄2-ounce spools in a variety of diameters and in a wide range of colors. Spooled silk can be used in single, double, or multiple strands to knot between beads with a variety of bead hole sizes. Silk cord, especially spooled silk, will stretch, so it is recommended that spooled silk be stretched before use.

Carded silk bead cord is twisted to give it a sturdy surface and a high sheen. It often comes with a flexible beading needle already attached. It is available in various yardages, diameters, and colors. Like spooled silk cord, carded silk cord will stretch and should always be stretched before use.
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Other Types Of Cord

A wide range of other cords are manufactured for use in jewelry making, including natural materials such as hemp, leather, linen, and cotton, and synthetic materials such as synthetic satin and elastic. These cords are useful for knotting between beads that are not suitable for use with silk or nylon.


Hemp

Hemp is a strong, environmentally friendly fiber that is biodegradable. It is important to note that not all hemp cord is the same. Hemp twine, primarily used for home and garden, is a rough material made from several single strands of hemp yarn that are twisted together. Hemp cord, on the other hand, is made from several strands of twisted, multistrand yarn that are twisted together a second time. This double twisting process produces a smooth, high-quality cording ideal for jewelry making.

Hemp cord is generally used for knotting between larger beads that have larger holes, like African trade beads, recycled glass, whole shells, and large wood beads. The look of knotted hemp works well for men’s choker necklaces and bracelets or for organic, bohemian-style jewelry for women.

Hemp cord is manufactured in several thicknesses and is dyed in a complete range of colors. Common diameters of hemp cord are .5 millimeter, 1 millimeter, 1.5 millimeters, and 2 millimeters. Smaller diameters of hemp thread are also available. Both coil crimps and fold-over crimps can be used to finish the ends of hemp cord when adding a clasp.


Leather

Leather cord is popular for knotting beads with larger drill holes. It is made from tanned cowhide that is dyed and formed into round cord ranging in diameter from .5 to 5 millimeters. The most common sizes of leather cord are 1.5 and 2 millimeters, which are used to knot between beads with 2- to 3-millimeter holes. The finest quality leather cording is made from Greek cowhide. Lower-quality leather cords that come from India and China are less supple and tend to be unevenly dyed. High-quality leather cord will not crack, split, or peel like lower-quality leather. Coil crimps should be used to attach a clasp to leather cord.


Satin

Satin cord is a round, synthetic silk cording that comes in a beautiful range of colors. It is available in 1-millimeter and 2-millimeter diameters and is used for knotting between beads with 1 millimeter or larger holes. One-millimeter satin cord is sometimes called “mouse tail” and 2-millimeter satin cord is sometimes called “rat tail.” Coil crimps or fold-over crimps can be used to add a clasp to satin cord.
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Elastic

Stretch cord, commonly referred to as elastic or elastic cord, is ideal for making stretchy jewelry projects especially stretch bracelets. There are three main types of stretch cord: round translucent stretch cord, multistrand flat stretch floss, and cotton-covered elastic. Stretch cord is not used for knotting between beads, but it is included in this book because it is finished with a knot. A square knot or an overhand knot, secured with a drop of super glue or clear nail polish, may be used to finish any variety of stretch cord.


	Cotton-covered elastic was originally developed for clothing but can be used for stringing heavier beads. This type of elastic cord is not generally recommended for jewelry making as it stretches out easily and quickly. The cord has an opaque elastic core covered with tightly woven cotton. It comes in a limited number of diameters and colors.

	Round stretch cord is frequently used for stringing bracelets and anklets. Depending on brand, round stretch cord comes in a variety of diameters from .5 to 1.8 millimeters. Round stretch cord is firm enough that it does not require the use of a beading needle for stringing beads. In addition to a standard translucent version, round stretch cord is available in a range of colors. Stretch Magic, which comes in several diameters, colors, and spool yardages, is one of the best-selling round stretch cords.

	Stretch floss, sometimes called gossamer floss, is a fibrous, multistrand, flat stretch cord used for stringing bracelets and anklets. Made from Spandex fibers, stretch floss does not lose its elasticity over time. One distinct advantage of stretch floss is that it will begin to fray before breaking, making it clear when it is time to restring a piece of jewelry. When stringing beads, stretch floss is easier to use with a big-eye needle or twisted-wire needle. Popular brands of gossamer floss include Opelon by BeadSmith and Elonga by Beadalon.




Waxed Cord

Waxed linen, traditionally called Irish waxed linen, is a thin linen cord made from tightly spun flax fibers. The cord is coated with beeswax for added strength and durability. The beeswax coating also helps hold the knots securely in place. Waxed linen is popular for knotting between beads with smaller holes and micro macramé. It comes in several weights or thicknesses called plies and is sold on spools or by the yard at bead shops. Waxed linen is popular for its vast color range. When adding a clasp to waxed linen cord, bead tips should be used.

Waxed cotton is a thick, tightly woven cotton cord that is lightly waxed for strength and durability. The best-quality waxed cotton is manufactured in the United States and comes in several diameters. Lower-quality waxed cotton, often produced in India and China, tends to be sticky and unevenly waxed. Waxed cotton is good not only for knotting between beads, but also for macramé and bead stringing. It is also a good alternative to leather or suede cord if you are looking for a vegan option. When adding a clasp to waxed cotton cord, either coil crimps or fold-over crimps can be used.


Chapter TWO


Cord Ends and Clasps

Beads that have been knotted on cord are made into finished jewelry by adding cord ends and clasps. Cord ends come in a wide range of sizes, shapes, and styles to match the various diameters of cords. Cord ends are almost always needed to attach a clasp to a knotted jewelry project. Clasps also come in a variety of sizes, shapes, and styles.

When selecting cord ends and clasps for knotted jewelry projects, always consider the type and size of cord being used and the style of jewelry being made. Small, delicate beads on fine cord should be paired with delicate findings. Larger beads knotted on heavier cord need sturdy cord ends and clasps to ensure they will be secure. Sometimes these choices are simply a matter of personal preference.


Cord Ends

In order to add a clasp to most pieces of knotted jewelry, some type of cord end must be attached to the cord first. Different styles of cord ends are designed to work with different types and diameters of cord. For best results, always select the style and size of cord ends that best suit the type and diameter of cord being used.

Bead tips are used with small diameter knotting cords like silk, nylon, and waxed linen. They are used for holding and concealing the knots at the end of the cord. There are three types of bead tips.


	Basket bead tips look like tiny baskets. The knot is threaded through a hole in the “basket” of the bead tip and is glued in place. The “handle” of the basket is formed when the hook of the bead tip is shaped into a loop with round nose pliers. The clasp is attached to this loop before it is closed completely.


[image: ]




	Clamshell bead tips look like open clamshells with either an open hook or a closed loop at one end. The string goes through a hole in the joint between the cups of the shell and the knot sits between these cups. The knot is glued in place for added security and then the cups are closed over the knot to completely hide it. The clasp is attached to the open hook or closed loop on the side of the clamshell bead tip.
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	Side-closing bead tips look like an open locket, with either an open hook or a closed loop at the top, and a pair of open cups. The cord does not string through this style of bead tip. Rather, the two cups are closed around the knot after it is made. The clasp is attached to the open hook or closed loop on the top of the side-closing bead tip.
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Bullion, also known as French wire or gimp, is a traditional alternative to a bead tip. It is a very fine, flexible, coiled wire tube that is especially useful when working with silk cord and pearls. Bullion slides over the silk cord at each end of the jewelry project and serves to protect the cord from the abrasion that can result from rubbing against metal findings.
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Crimp findings are used with larger diameter cords such as leather, satin, and waxed cotton. Unlike crimp beads, which are used exclusively with flexible beading wire, crimp findings are fastened to the ends of the cord to attach a clasp. Rings and clasps are then attached to these findings to form the closure.


	Coil crimps are a coil of metal with a loop on the end that fit over and are glued to round stringing materials. A clasp or ring can be easily attached to the loop end. Coil crimps come in a variety of metal colors to match clasps and other findings. They also come in several sizes to accommodate various diameters of round cord.
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	Fold-over crimps are U-shaped metal findings with a loop on one end. The sides are pinched and glued around flat or round stringing material. A clasp can be easily attached to the loop end with jump rings. Fold-over crimps come in a variety of metal colors to match clasps and other findings.
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	Ribbon crimps are jawlike metal findings with a loop at one end. Some ribbon crimps have teeth, and others have smooth jaws. They are clamped onto flat stringing materials and may be glued for added security.
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	Glue-on ends are also called bullet ends, end caps, and barrel caps. This kind of finding is a great alternative for thicker diameter cords. They come in a wide range of sizes to match a variety of thicker cords. Simply glue the cord into the end cap to add a clasp.
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Clasps and Rings

Clasps are added to most knotted jewelry as a way to open and close the piece. A traditional strand of knotted pearls is finished with a pearl clasp, also referred to as a fishhook clasp. Other simple clasps used for finishing knotted jewelry include lobster claws, spring rings, and toggles. More specialized clasps for finishing knotted jewelry include S-hooks, J-hooks, and magnetic clasps.

Clasps come in an extensive range of styles and designs. Selecting a clasp for knotted jewelry is partially a matter of application and partially personal preference.


	Barrel clasps are two-piece clasps that screw together. This style of clasp comes in a range of shapes, sizes, and finishes. 
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	Box clasps are two-piece clasps that are comprised of a box and a small, pressure-fitted piece that snaps into the box. Some box clasps have tiny snap locks for extra security. This clasp is good for use with bracelets and necklaces. Box clasps come in lots of shapes, sizes, decorative designs, and metals from plated to precious.
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	J-hooks are shaped pieces of metal that connect with soldered rings or jump rings on either end. This clasp is best used on necklaces and comes in simple and decorative styles. J-hooks come in a range of sizes, designs, and metals. 
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	Lanyard clasps are thin, one-piece clasps shaped like a long drop with a flexible snap closure. This clasp is used mostly for identification lanyards or jewelry projects knotted on leather or for macramé with hemp. Lanyard clasps are usually made from plated metals.
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	Lobster claws are very popular and secure clasps, frequently used with flexible beading wire and crimp beads.They can be used with just about any finding and stringing material to finish a jewelry project. This clasp is shaped like a lobster claw and comes in a variety of sizes, designs, and metals from plated to precious.
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	Magnetic clasps are two-part clasps held together by strong magnets. This type of clasp is good for lightweight jewelry and for people who have trouble opening lobster claws or spring rings. Magnetic clasps come in a wide range of sizes, designs, and magnetic strength.
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	Pearl clasps are very traditional oval-shaped clasps with filigree detail. This type of clasp has a hook-and-snap closure for added security. Pearl clasps are traditionally made from precious metals but are now available in other metals as well.
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	S-hooks are shaped pieces of metal that connect with soldered rings or jump rings on both ends. These clasps are best used on necklaces, and they come in simple and decorative styles. S-hooks come in a small range of sizes, designs, and metals.
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	Spring rings are shaped like a ring with a spring-loaded barrel. This clasp is frequently used with flexible beading wire and crimp beads. A spring ring can also be used with just about any finding and stringing material to finish a jewelry project. These clasps come in a variety of sizes and metals from plated to precious. 
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	Toggle clasps are made with two parts: a ring and a bar. The bar slides through the ring and then lies across it to close. This clasp is less secure than a lobster claw or spring ring but is easier to use. Toggle clasps are made in a vast array of decorative designs and are often included as a design element in jewelry projects. These clasps come in a variety of sizes and metals from plated to precious.
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	Tube and bar clasps typically come with a bar and two, three, or five loops on each side of the clasp. The clasp component is made of two parts that slide together and snap into place. Some versions of these clasps are magnetic for added security. Tube and bar clasps are made from metals from plated to precious.
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Rings are used when attaching a clasp to a cord end. Rings are made in several styles to suit various applications. Each type of ring has a specialized use and comes in a range of sizes, shapes, wire gauges, and metal types.


	Jump rings are open, unsoldered rings that can be used to attach clasps, pendants, charms, and other components together or to a chain. Jump rings are most commonly round in shape but are also available in an oval shape. Because jump rings are not soldered they should not be used to support a lot of weight or to secure a piece of jewelry that gets a lot of wear.
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	Soldered rings are closed rings that can be used with crimps and flexible beading wire, wire-wrapped pieces, and many cord ends. Soldered rings are the most secure ring choice.
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	Split rings are small key ring–shaped spirals of wire that securely attach clasps and charms to chains, clasps, or other rings. Split rings are the most versatile ring available.
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Chapter Three


Tools

A variety of knotting tools, beading pliers, cutters, and design tools are essential in any jewelry-maker’s toolbox. Each tool has a specific purpose. Good tools, proper technique, and lots of practice help produce professional results.

A toolbox for projects that involve knotting between beads should include specialty tools such as an awl, tweezers, reamers, scissors, needles, and glues. This toolbox should be supplemented with the three basic tools: round nose pliers, chain nose pliers, and side cutters.

In addition to these beading tools, a bead design board, a velvet board and tray, measuring tape, caliper, and storage containers are extremely useful. The bead design board is for laying out your project ahead of time, while a velvet board set in a tray will protect delicate beads and keep them from rolling away while you work.


Knotting Tools

For professional results, it is always best to use tools specifically designed for knotting between beads rather than tools from the hardware store. Specialized knotting tools include an awl, a cord knotting tool, and tweezers. Always check the tips of these tools to be certain they are free of bends and burrs that could snag your cord. A snag in any cord can damage it and lead to breakage in the future.

Awls are used to knot pearls and beads on silk or nylon cord with precision. They are generally made of steel with a very fine, sharp tip. Awls usually have a wood, plastic, or steel handle, and some even have an ergonomic grip. They are also very useful for undoing knots, but they should never be used to puncture things, as this action will bend or break the tip. (See Knotting with an Awl for detailed instructions.)
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Cord knotting tools are a specialty knotting tool with a three-pronged tip. Each manufacturer produces a slightly different model, but they all work the same way. This tool is designed to produce even and consistent knots every time. Each model comes with detailed instructions for how to use it.

Tweezers designed specifically for knotting between pearls and beads have very narrow pointed tips that make it possible to tie tighter knots. Tip size reflects the quality of tweezers. Higher-quality tweezers tend to have longer and narrower tips, while lower-quality tweezers are typically blunter. (See Knotting with Tweezers for detailed instructions.)

Needles that are used for knotting cord have unique characteristics. Unlike beading and sewing needles, knotting needles must be very flexible. This flexibility makes it easier to string beads with small or irregular drill holes. The needles described here also have large, collapsible eyes, making it possible to string pearls and beads on a wide range of thread and cord diameters.
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	Big-eye needles are several inches long, and the eye runs almost the entire length of the needle. The eye is not obvious at first glance, but when the needle is bent a little bit, it becomes evident. The large eye makes it possible to thread larger diameter cords for knotting. Big-eye needles come in lengths from 2 inches to 5 inches. 
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	Twisted-wire needles are made from fine-gauge steel wire that is twisted around itself, leaving a small, untwisted area at the top to form the eye. The advantage of this type of needle is that the eye collapses and grabs on to the cord when pulled through the drill hole of a pearl or bead. 
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Reamers are used to open up or smooth out drill hole problems in many types of beads. Hand-drilled pearls and beads made from organic materials often have uneven or rough drill holes. Other types of beads can have tiny burrs or sharp edges that can snag or cut the cord. It is always important to use reamers with caution. They are very sharp and can break beads or even cause injury if they are not used properly.


	Bead reamers are used to enlarge, round out, and deburr the drill holes on beads other than pearls. The tips of bead reamers are coated with diamond dust for smooth reaming. Popular bead reamers come with interchangeable bits to work with a wide range of drill hole sizes. Electric bead reamers are also available.
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	Pearl reamers are very delicate tools designed exclusively for use with pearls. The tip of a pearl reamer looks like a tiny corkscrew and is used to enlarge or even out irregular drill holes in pearls. Pearl drill holes can be reamed so they are large enough for two strands of silk cord to pass through easily. A pearl reamer should not be used to drill gemstones or other bead materials.
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Beading Tools

In addition to the tools designed specifically for knotting between beads, other tools are needed to make knotted strands into finished pieces of jewelry. Most of these tools are essential regardless of the jewelry-making technique.

Beading pliers are manufactured in several qualities from beginner tools, usually made in Pakistan, to intermediate tools made in Germany, to advanced tools made in Spain or the United States. The quality of beading pliers varies depending on the type of metal from which a tool is made and the way the tool is crafted. Some beading pliers are spring-loaded, which makes working with them much easier.


	Chain nose pliers are beading pliers with a tapered jaw that is rounded on the outside and flat and smooth on the inside. This wireworking tool is commonly used for crimping and for gripping wire.
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	Flat nose pliers are beading pliers with a tapered jaw that is smooth and flat on both sides. This tool is useful for projects that require a larger gripping surface.
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	Round nose pliers are beading pliers with a smooth conical barrel that is ideal for making loops. This beading tool is essential for making earrings or any wirework projects that have loops or curves. It is also useful for opening and closing bead tips. Round nose pliers should not be used for gripping.
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	Split ring pliers have a small tooth on one jaw that holds open a split ring while charms or another ring is fed onto the ring. This tool is especially useful for attaching rings to cord ends.
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Cutting tools are useful for cutting various knotting cords. Sharp blades are vital. To keep beading scissors or snips their sharpest, do not use them to cut fabric or paper. Nylon and synthetic cords can also be cut and cauterized with a thread burner.


	Snips are small, thread-cutting tools that are useful for trimming the ends of nylon and silk cords.
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	Fine-tipped scissors have narrow, sharp blades with sharp tips that allow for a close, accurate cut. These tiny scissors are essential for cutting silk, nylon, or other very small diameter cords. Stork scissors, a specific type of fine-tipped scissors, are shaped like a stork with the blades forming the beak.
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	Thread burners are used to cut and cauterize nylon and other synthetic threads and cords. The tip of the burner, when activated, becomes hot enough to melt and cut the cord end without leaving any frayed fibers. Thread burners are battery operated.
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Glue is frequently used to secure the first and last knots of a piece of knotted jewelry in cord ends. A drop of glue prevents the knot from untying itself and ensures that it will not slip out of the cord end when worn.


	E-6000 is an indispensable, all-purpose glue to have in your jewelry-making toolbox. It is clear, has a thick consistency, and is water-resistant. E-6000 sets in 15 minutes and dries in 24 hours.

	Hypo-cement, sometimes referred to as jeweler’s cement, comes in a very fine-tipped tube for precision application that reduces waste. It dries clear and will not bond fingers together. Hypo-cement is often used to glue pearls and beads onto cording when making floating necklaces.

	Zap-a-Gap is a popular brand of super glue designed specifically for jewelry-making applications. Other brands of super glue have different consistencies. Clear, free-flowing liquid glue is essential for jewelry making. Zap-a-Gap, like most super glues, will set in 10 to 15 seconds and cure in 24 hours.

	Ultra Super Solvent is a popular brand of solvent that is useful for cleaning up any type of super glue on skin, fabrics, or surfaces. Always wash skin with soap and water after using chemicals and solvents.




Measuring tools are useful for determining the length of a particular jewelry project or for obtaining the exact measurement of the neck or wrist. Using a measuring tape and bead board make designing jewelry more accurate. In addition, beads are frequently sold in millimeter dimensions, while jewelry patterns are often designed in inches. Having a variety of measuring tools on hand makes this conversion much easier.


	Bead boards are lightweight trays with channels for laying out bead designs before they are strung. The outer channels are marked off in inches, and the inner channels are labeled in centimeters. Recessed areas on the bead board are ideal for keeping loose beads and findings in place. They are typically made of flocked plastic.
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	Calipers are small metal devices with a sliding jaw for measuring beads and bead holes. To use one, slide open the jaw, place the bead in the jaw, slide the jaw closed, and then refer to the measurement guide to determine the size of the bead.
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	Measuring tapes marked in both inches and centimeters are useful for both easy conversion of measurements from millimeters to inches and for measuring necks, wrists, and finished jewelry lengths.




Work Area

It is important to set up your work area carefully, placing your knotting tools, needles, cord, and snips within easy reach. It is highly recommended that you work on a flat surface, use good lighting, and sit comfortably when knotting between beads.

Work surfaces can vary by situation. The key objectives for selecting a work area are a surface that will keep your beads from rolling away and a space to have tools and materials close at hand when working. A velvet board on a flat desk or table is best, but a velvet board in a tray on your lap works just as well. Other work surface options include bead boards, bead mats, and specialty bead trays. A solid work surface paired with good seating, lighting, and magnification is optimal.

Seating is always good to consider. Good seating helps maintain good posture and proper circulation, which reduces fatigue. Always select seating that suits your work area and meets your needs. An adjustable task chair with good support is the best choice.

Lighting is very important. Good lighting improves perception of color, reduces glare and eyestrain, and enhances your overall sense of well-being. Ott-Lite is a highly recommended brand of full spectrum task lighting. These lights come in many styles, including desk lamps, floor lamps, and lights with magnification.

Magnification can be helpful when threading needles or working with a stubborn knot. Good magnification will also help reduce eyestrain if you are working on a project for an extended period of time. There are all sorts of magnification products available, including high-power reading glasses, magnification visors, and stand magnifiers. Select the style of magnification that best suits your work area and personal preference.

Storage for your beads, findings, and tools is essential. These containers protect your investment in materials, keep tools clean and sharp, and keep everything organized.


	Compartmentalized containers are fantastic for storing tiny beads, findings, and clasps within easy reach on your work surface or in a toolbox when traveling. This type of container comes in a variety of styles, including screw-top stack jars and hinge or slide-topped compartmentalized boxes. Some containers are crystal clear acrylic and others are opaque plastic.

	Jewelry boxes and rolls are useful for storing finished jewelry, especially pearls, gemstones, and precious metals. The compartments in a jewelry box or the soft fabric of a jewelry roll keeps individual jewelry items from rubbing against one another. A jewelry box is great for at home storage, and a jewelry roll is very useful when traveling. You can choose your favorite from an endless range of sizes, shapes, and styles of jewelry boxes and rolls.
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	Toolboxes and tool cases are important for protecting your investment and containing all of your tools and materials in one place. Tool cases are especially important for protecting the blades and tips of your jewelry-making tools.

	Plastic bags with zipper closures are very useful for storing works in progress, beads, or findings. The tight seal prevents loss and the plastic keeps materials clean and free of dust. Placing a small strip of antitarnish paper in bags storing precious metal findings will prevent tarnishing.






Chapter FOUR


Knotting Techniques

Knotting between beads has a long history as a beading technique. Placing knots between beads is primarily done to prevent them from rubbing against one another. This practice is especially important with pearls and gemstones because they can be easily damaged by wear and tear. Knotting between beads also reduces loss. Only the beads on either side of a broken knot will fall off if a strand breaks.

The beauty of knotting is that it can be done with any beads and any cord that fits the holes of those beads. Any method of knotting between beads can be done with single, double, or even multiple strands of cord. The bead hole size determines the number of strands of cord that can be used.


Prestretching Silk Cord

Silk cord, whether it is spooled or carded, should be stretched before use. Prestretching ensures that the cord will not stretch over time. If you do not do this, a finished piece of knotted jewelry will likely lose tension and develop unsightly spaces between the beads and the knots. Prestretching also removes the kinks from carded silk.

To estimate the amount of cord you need for a project, multiply the finished length of the project by 4 and round up to the nearest yard. The sections of the cord used during prestretching with weight (for attaching the weight and attaching to the hanger) will not stretch and should not be calculated in the total length of cord you need for your knotting project.



Technique

Stretching Carded or Spooled Silk By Hand

This is a quick method of stretching spooled silk and the best method for stretching carded silk with an attached needle.


Instructions


	1. Saturate the length of silk cord that you will be using in a container of cool water. Gently squeeze out the excess water so the cord is not dripping.

	2. Using a clean white towel, undyed paper towels, or just your clean hands, stretch the silk cord by squeezing it while pulling gently.

	3. Hang the silk until it is dry. It can be hung from pushpins on a bulletin board or draped over a plastic hanger, rust-free shower rod, or closet rod.







Tech Tip

Do not wring silk cord; squeeze only. Wringing can stretch silk cord unnaturally and can break sections of the organic fibers. Do not use heat or a blowdryer to speed up the process, either. Silk has wonderful natural qualities that can be easily damaged by heat.





Technique

Stretching Spooled Silk with Weight

This method of stretching silk cord is more time-consuming, but it produces the best results when stretching spooled silk.

Instructions


	1. Saturate the length of silk cord that you will be knotting in a container of cool water. Squeeze out the excess water so the cord is not dripping.

	2. Tie a weight, like a butter knife or pair of scissors, on one end of the damp cord using a pair of square knots.

	3. Tie the other end of the damp cord onto a plastic hanger with another pair of square knots. Do not use a metal hanger as this could stain your silk with rust that can run down the length of your cord.

	4. Hang the weighted silk from a doorframe or other high place, and allow the silk to dry overnight.

	5. Once the silk cord is dry, cut it off of the hanger and cut off the weight. Discard the unstretched ends. Spool the stretched silk cord onto a bobbin for later use.







Tech Tip

Hang the silk cord high enough so that the weight does not touch the floor and there is enough room for the cord to stretch. In general, silk cord will only stretch an inch or so when hung.




Basic Knots

Two basic knots are used for knotting between beads — overhand and square. The overhand knot is used all the time and is the most important to master. The square knot is also important, though it is called for less often. These knots can be formed with your hands or with any of the knotting tools. Each technique specifies how to best use these knots.



Technique

Overhand Knot

Regardless of the tool used, an overhand knot is the most common knot used when knotting between beads. The cord can be held in a variety of ways to form overhand knots, but the resulting knot will always be the same. Develop your own method for holding your cord so you can produce even and consistent knots every time.

Instructions


	1. Make a loop with the cord.
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	2. Slip one cord end under and around the loop.
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	3. Pull both ends of the cord to tighten the knot.
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Technique

Square Knot

Square knots are generally used to place a knot securely in certain bead tips. Square knots are also used for making adjustable closures (see Adjustable Square Knot Closure for detailed instructions).

Instructions


	1. Cross the cord on the left over the cord on the right.
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	2. Bring the left-hand cord around and under the right-hand cord. This is like the first step in tying a shoelace.
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	3. Cross the cord that is now in the right hand over the left-hand cord.
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	4. Bring the right-hand cord around and under the left-hand cord.
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	5. Pull the cords tight.
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Tech Tip

When tying a square knot, just remember “right over left, left over right.”




Cord End Techniques

Bead tips are used at the beginning and end of knotted jewelry projects that are made on small diameter cords. The purpose of bead tips is to secure and protect the first and last knots. They also add a professional finish to knotted jewelry. Bead tips are available in a variety of metals, styles, and sizes.



Technique

Attaching a Basket Bead Tip

Basket bead tips are the traditional choice for attaching a clasp to a knotted strand of pearls. They are essential when working with very fine cord. When in place, they look like little baskets that hold the knots. The “handle,” or hook, of the bead tip is used to attach the clasp.

Instructions


	1. Whether you are using single, double, or multiple strands of cord, thread your needle and tie an overhand knot with the ends of the cord.
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	2. Thread your first bead tip so that the knot ends up sitting in the basket of the bead tip.
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Tech Tip

If the first knot is not large enough to prevent the cord from pulling through the hole in the bead tip, tie additional knots around the first knot to increase the circumference of the knot.





	3. Gently pull the knot into the basket and add a drop of super glue to secure it.
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	4. String on all of your beads, knotting between them using one of the knotting techniques.






Tech Tip

Do not place a knot between the first bead tip and the first bead or the last bead and the second bead tip.





	5. Once your project is knotted, thread the second basket bead tip so the last knot you make will sit in the basket of this bead tip.
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	6. Make this last knot with one of the following options.
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	A. Tie a loose overhand knot and leave the loop of the knot open. Use an awl or tweezers to gently move the knot snugly into the basket of the bead tip. Add a drop of super glue to the knot and let it dry. This method works with single, double, or multiple cords.
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	B. With double or multiple cords, you can tie a loose overhand knot leaving the loop of the knot open. Use an awl or tweezers to move this knot into the basket of the bead tip. Grasp half the cords in each hand and pull the cords apart to secure the knot firmly into the basket of the bead tip. Add a drop of super glue to the knot and let it dry.
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	C. Another option when knotting with double or multiple cords is to split the cords in half and tie a square knot that sits firmly in the basket of the bead tip. Add a drop of super glue to the knot and let it dry.
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	7. To attach the clasp, slide one side of the clasp onto the hook of the bead tip. Use round nose pliers to roll the hook closed so that it rests just inside the cup of the bead tip. The hook should now look like the handle of a basket, with the clasp end secured firmly inside the closed loop you've just created.
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	8. Slide the other side of the clasp onto the hook of the second bead tip and repeat as above.
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Technique

Attaching a Clamshell Bead Tip

Clamshell bead tips are a more modern choice for attaching clasps to knotted jewelry projects. Many beaders consider clamshell bead tips to be more secure, and they are useful when working with slightly heavier cord. An open clamshell bead tip looks like an open clamshell, thus the name. The cord is strung through the joint between the two cups or “shells,” and the knot sits between the two cups when the bead tip is closed. The hook at the end of the bead tip is used to attach the clasp.

Instructions


	1. Whether you are using single, double, or multiple strands of cord, thread your needle and tie an overhand knot in the opposite cord end(s).
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	2. Thread your first clamshell bead tip so that this knot sits between the two cups of the clamshell bead tip.
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	3. Gently pull the knot between the cups and make certain the bead tip will close neatly over the knot.
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Reminder

If the first knot is not large enough to prevent the cord from pulling through the hole in the bead tip, tie additional knots around the first knot to increase the circumference of the knot.





	4. Add a drop of super glue to secure the knot and use chain nose pliers to gently close the bead tip around the knot. Let the glue dry.
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Tech Tip

Control plier pressure so the bead tip is not dented or flattened.





	5. String all of your beads and knot between them using one of the knotting techniques.
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Reminder

Do not place a knot between the first bead tip and the first bead or the last bead and the second bead tip.





	6. Once your project is knotted, thread the second basket bead tip so the last knot you make will end up sitting in the basket of this bead tip.
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	7. To make this last knot, try one of the following options.

	A. With single, double, or multiple cords, tie a loose overhand knot and leave the loop of the knot open. Use an awl or tweezers to gently move the knot between the cups of the bead tip. Add a drop of super glue to the overhand knot and let it dry.
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	 B. Another way to seat the knot in the bead tip when using double or multiple cords is to grasp half the cords in each hand and pull the cords apart to move the knot firmly between the cups of the bead tip. Add a drop of super glue to the knot and let it dry.
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	C. Or, you can split the cords in half and tie a square knot that will sit firmly between the cups of the bead tip. Add a drop of super glue to the knot and let it dry.


[image: ]









	8. To attach the clasp, slide one part of it onto the hook of the bead tip. Use round nose pliers to roll the hook into the closed bead tip. The hook should now look like a closed loop.
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	9. Slide the other part of the clasp onto the hook of the second bead tip and repeat as above.
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Technique

Attaching a Side-Closing Bead Tip

Side-closing bead tips are particularly useful for repairing a piece of knotted jewelry that has lost a clasp without having to reknot the entire project. They are also handy when working with heavier cord. An open side-closing bead tip looks like an open locket, with a pair of open cups and an open hook or closed loop at the top. The cord does not string through this style of bead tip, but rather the cups are closed around the knot after it is made. The loop at the top of the side-closing bead tip is used to attach the clasp.

Instructions


	1. Place the knot between the cups of the side-closing bead tip. Make certain the bead tip will close neatly over the knot. Add a drop of super glue to secure the knot and use chain nose pliers to gently close the two sides of the bead tip around the knot. Let the glue dry.
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	2. To attach the clasp, slide one part onto the hook of the bead tip. Use round nose pliers to roll the hook down until it rests on the closed bead tip. The hook should now look like a closed loop. Repeat on the other side with the other half of the clasp.
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Technique

Using Bullion

Bullion, also known as French wire or gimp, is a traditional alternative to bead tips. Bullion is especially useful when working with silk cord and pearls. Bullion protects silk cord from the abrasion that can result from rubbing against the metal findings.

Instructions


	1. Thread your needle but do not tie a knot. String your needle and thread through one bead or pearl. Slide this bead towards the end of the cord, and position it 6 inches from the end. String the needle through 1⁄2 inch of bullion and one side of the clasp or the ring.
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	2. To form the first end of your jewelry project, slide the needle back through the first bead in the opposite direction. Pull the cord taut so the bullion forms a loop inside the loop of the clasp or ring.
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	3. Use the tail end of the cord to tie an overhand knot around the beading cord. Add a drop of super glue, let it dry, and then clip the excess tail cord.
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	4. String the rest of the beads or pearls and knot between them using one of the knotting techniques. Do not place a knot after the last bead.

	5. To finish, add another 1⁄2 inch of bullion and the other side of the clasp or ring, and follow steps 2 and 3 above.
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Knotting Between Beads

The technique used to knot between beads is largely a matter of personal preference. It is a good idea to learn multiple methods before choosing one to perfect. The first thing to decide is whether you will string all of your beads first or string one bead at a time as you knot.

Either method is acceptable but the size and weight of your beads will impact your choice. Stringing all beads prior to knotting is the more efficient method when knotting pearls or other small beads. Stringing one bead at a time is easier to manage when working with large or heavy beads.

Whatever the technique, making consistent knots and maintaining even tension while knotting takes time to master. Practice is the only way to master these skills.



Technique

Working with Cord

Regardless of the technique you are using, it is useful to learn how to manage your beads and cord, especially when working with a very long project. Control your cord by wrapping the working end and any unknotted beads around a cardboard or plastic bobbin. This will prevent tangling, knotting, and fraying. It is important to note that frayed cords break very easily.

If you are right-handed, position your working cord and unknotted beads to the right-hand side of the velvet board. Position a 12-inch section of working cord in the center of the velvet board. Position the cord end with the first bead tip or bullion already attached to the left-hand side of the velvet board. If you are left-handed, reverse this setup and the directions that follow.

If you are knotting with silk cord, stretch it before beginning your knotting project (see Prestretching Silk Cord for detailed instructions).
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Instructions


	1. Begin by sliding the first bead across the working cord from right to left so that it sits snugly against the first bead tip or bullion and first bead.
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	2. Lift the 12-inch section of working cord with your right hand and drape it over your left hand. The bead tip or bullion end should sit in the palm of your hand, and the unknotted beads and working cord end should hang over the back of your hand.
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	3. Grasp the working cord end with your right hand and continue to wrap it under your left hand, around the palm of your left hand, and then back over the top of your left hand to form a complete circle. The bead tip or bullion end should still be sitting in the palm of your left hand, and the working cord and unknotted beads should be hanging over the back of your left hand.
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	4. To form the first overhand knot, cross the bead tip or bullion end of the cord, from left to right, over and across the working cord that is wrapped across the palm of your left hand. Continue by dropping the bead tip or bullion end of the cord, from right to left, under this section of working cord. This action will form the overhand knot.
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Every knot begins with this step of forming a basic overhand knot, but there are several ways to tighten and correctly place knots using the following tools and techniques.



Technique

Knotting with an Awl

Using an awl to move and tighten knots between beads is a popular knotting technique. Always check the tip of your awl to make certain it is straight and free of burrs to prevent it from snagging or fraying your knotting cord.

Instructions


	1. To begin, refer to Working with Cord for detailed instructions.
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	2. Once you have set up your loose overhand knot, without twisting, carefully slide it off of your hand and lay it on the velvet board.
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	3. If you are knotting with a single, double, or multiple cords, insert the awl into the center of the loop formed by the overhand knot. Use the awl to slide the knot firmly against the first bead.
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	4. Techniques for tightening the knot vary depending on the number of cords you are using.

	 A. If you are knotting with a single cord, tighten the knot by continuing to slide the knot with the awl while pulling the working cord away from the knot. This action will secure the knot tightly against the bead.
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	 B. If you are knotting with double or multiple cords, tighten the knot by removing the awl from the knot and grasping one half of the cords in each hand. Pull the cords apart to tighten the knot. This action will secure the knot tightly against the bead.
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	5. Slide the next bead down against the knot and repeat the knotting technique until all of your beads have been knotted in place. Do not make a knot between the last bead and the second bead tip or bullion.
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	6. Finish by adding the second bead tip or bullion and the other side of the clasp. Refer to Cord End Techniques for detailed instructions.
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Technique

Knotting with Tweezers

Knotting between beads using tweezers is a traditional method for moving and tightening knots. Tweezers designed specifically for knotting have long slender tips.

Instructions


	1. To begin, refer to the images and description of Working with Cord for detailed instructions.

	2. Once you have set up your loose overhand knot, continue to hold it wrapped around your hand.
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	3. Insert your tweezers into the open loop of the overhand knot and under the cord that is wrapped around your hand. Use the tweezers to grasp the cord just above the bead to stabilize it. Slide your hand out of the loop as you pull the working cord to position the knot against the first bead.
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	4. Use one of the following techniques to tighten the knot, depending on the number of cords you are using.

	 A. If you are using a single cord, use the tip of the tweezers, positioned inside the loop of the knot, to slide the knot against the bead. Remove the tweezers from the loop of the knot. To tighten the knot, position the tweezers outside of the knot and slide it against the bead while pulling the working cord away from the knot.


[image: ]




	B. If you are knotting with double or multiple cords, remove the tweezers from the knot and use them to slide the knot against the bead. To tighten, grasp one half of the cords in each hand. Gently pull the cords apart to tighten the knot securely against the first bead.
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	5. Slide the next bead down against the knot and repeat the knotting technique until all beads have been knotted in place. Do not make a knot between the last bead and the second bead tip.


[image: ]




	6. Finish by adding the second bead tip and the other side of the clasp. Refer to Cord End Techniques for detailed instructions.
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Tech Tip

Control the pressure put on the tweezers so the silk does not fray.






Technique

Knotting without Tools

Knotting between beads without using tools is a modern method for moving and tightening knots. Once mastered, this method of knotting is quick and easy and can be done anywhere. If you are knotting with silk cord, be sure to stretch your silk before beginning your knotting project. Refer to Prestretching Silk Cord for detailed instructions.

Instructions


	1. To begin, refer to Working with Cord.

	2. Whether you are knotting with a single, double, or multiple cords, slide the first bead down next to the bead tip and tie a loose overhand knot. Do not place a knot between the first bead tip and the first bead.
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	3. Once you have set up your loose overhand knot, continue to hold it wrapped around your hand.

	4. To tighten the knot against the first bead, use the appropriate method described here.


	A. If you are using a single cord, tighten the knot by using the next two beads to push the knot while also pulling the working cord away from the knot. This action will secure the knot tightly against the bead. Using two beads gives you the right leverage against the knot.
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	 B. If you are using double or multiple cords, tighten the knot by grasping one half of the cords in each hand and pulling the cords apart firmly. This action will secure the knot tightly against the bead.
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	5. Continue knotting by sliding each onsecutive bead down against the previous knot and repeating the appropriate knotting technique until all beads have been knotted in place. Do not make a knot between the last bead and the second bead tip.
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	6. Finish by adding the second bead tip and the other side of the clasp. Refer to Cord End Techniques for detailed instructions.
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Finishing Techniques

In addition to knotting between beads, knots are frequently used to finish beaded jewelry that does not have a clasp or that needs to be adjustable in length.



Technique

Adjustable Double Knot Closure (Sliding Style)

Instructions


	1. Cut your cord longer than the desired finished length of your piece: 4 to 6 inches longer for bracelets and 6 to 8 inches longer for necklaces.

	2. String the beads and position them in the center of the cord. Cross one end of the cord over the other, leaving a few inches on both sides to work with. Use your thumb and forefinger to hold the two crossed cords.
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	3. To create the first sliding knot, loop one end of the cord around the other two times.

	4. Bring the end of the cord behind and through the large loop.
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	5. Pull both ends of the cord to tighten the first sliding knot.
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	6. To make the second sliding knot, bring the other end of the cord around the loop that forms the piece and position the placement of the knot opposite the first knot.
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	7. Tie the same knot by following steps 4 and 5 above. You may need to retie this knot several times to evenly position the two knots. Clip the excess cord.
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	8. To lengthen or open the piece, slide the knots away from the beads. To shorten or close the piece, slide the knots toward the beads.







Technique

Adjustable Square Knot Closure (Macramé Style)

Instructions


	1. To make this type of closure, add an additional 12 inches to the total length of cord for your project. Leave a 6-inch piece of cord at the beginning of the piece and another 6-inch piece at the end. Once your jewelry project has been beaded, lay the end cords so they form a circle and are parallel to one another. Place a separate 18-inch knotting cord horizontally underneath these cords.
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	2. Using the Square Knot technique create a series of three or four square knots over these cords with the separate piece. Make sure the knots are loose enough to slide over the base cords.

	3. To finish the square knot closure, add a drop of super glue, let it dry, and clip the ends.
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	4. To finish the ends of the jewelry project, cut the tail(s) to the desired length and add beads or just knot the ends with overhand knots. Add a drop of super glue and let it dry.


[image: ]










Technique

Silk Wrap (Button-and-Loop Style)

This is an age-old finishing technique that does not require glue. Silk wraps are traditionally used to form the loop end of a button-and-loop-style closure.

Instructions


	1. Cut the cord that you will be beading on 6 to 8 inches longer than the desired finished length.

	2. Cut a wrapping cord of silk, nylon, or waxed linen 16 to 18 inches long.

	3. Fold one end of the stringing cord to create the loop.
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	4. Fold the wrapping cord so that one tail measures three- quarters of the length of the cord and the other tail is one-quarter of the length of the cord.
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	5. Position the loop of your wrapping cord away from the loop of the beading cord. Pinch both cords tightly with your fingers.

	6. Begin by wrapping the long tail of the wrapping cord securely around the short wrapping cord and the beading cord. Position this first wrap at the bottom of the loop of beading cord, making certain the loop will be the correct size for the button you will be using.  
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	7. Wrap carefully away from the loop of the beading cord toward the loop of the wrapping cord. Lay each wrap neatly right next to the previous wrap. Continue to wrap until the wrapped section is the desired length. 
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Tech Tip

Waxed linen is the best material for making a secure silk wrap, despite the name of the technique.






	8. To complete, pass the long tail that you have been working with through the loop of the wrapping cord.
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	9. Pull the short tail at the other end of the silk wrap to draw the long tail securely under the center of the wrapped section. Position and tighten this knot by pulling the long and short ends of the wrapping cord in opposite directions.
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	10. Snip the long and short tails of the wrapping cord. Cut the short end of the beading cord as close to the wrapped section as possible to hide it in the silk wrap. Make certain not to cut the silk wrap itself. No glue is needed!
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Chapter Five


About Pearls

Knotting between pearls, often called European pearl knotting, is one of the most traditional methods of making jewelry. The majority of pearls available today are cultured pearls grown in mollusks, including saltwater oysters and freshwater mussels.

Saltwater cultured pearls are only farmed in certain regions of the world, are more costly to cultivate, and are produced in limited numbers. Mikimoto, founded in 1899, remains a world-renowned producer of saltwater pearls.

Freshwater pearls come from mollusks that are cultured on farms in ponds, lakes, and rivers around the world. They are used more frequently for handcrafted knotted jewelry than saltwater pearls. Freshwater pearls are easier to cultivate and are produced in much greater numbers. Consequently, freshwater pearls tend to be less expensive than saltwater pearls.

China, the world’s leader in freshwater pearl production, has been involved with freshwater pearl harvesting since the thirteenth century. More recently, overharvesting and pollution have reduced the productivity of pearl farms in China. The availability of good quality, affordable freshwater pearls has been impacted by these environmental conditions.


Pearl Types

Cultured saltwater and freshwater pearls all tend to be more consistent in size and more uniform in color than naturally occurring pearls. Before the development of culturing, natural pearls were so rare and expensive that they were reserved exclusively for royalty and the very wealthy.

Saltwater pearls include three types of marine-cultured pearls: South Sea pearls, Tahitian pearls, and Akoya pearls. Marine culturing involves seeding a marine oyster’s reproductive organ with a bead nucleus and a small piece of fleshy tissue. Marine pearls are left to grow for several years before they are harvested.
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	South Sea pearls are divided into two groups: white and black. Pearls from the white group are primarily cultured in the waters of northern Australia, the Philippines, and Indonesia. Their colors range from white or silver in the varieties that occur in Australian waters to gold or light yellow in the varieties from the Philippine and Indonesian waters. Pearls from the black group, including the legendary black pearls of the South Pacific, are found from the Cook Islands to the Gambier Islands in French Polynesia. 

	Tahitian pearls are among the most beautiful pearls in the world. The black-lipped oyster from the waters of Tahiti and French Polynesia produces these pearls. This oyster itself is very large, as much as 12 inches across and up to 10 pounds, which results in larger pearls ranging from 8 millimeters up. Tahitian Pearls are noted for their naturally dark colors that range from charcoal to green-black.

	Akoya pearls, considered to be the classic cultured pearl, are created in southwestern Japan and China. The Akoya oyster is the smallest pearl-producing oyster used in pearl culturing. The resulting pearls also tend to be smaller, ranging in size from 2 to 10 millimeters, and tend to be consistently round, or nearly round, making them extremely desirable. Akoya pearls are known for their luster and their soft pinkish white to creamy silver colors.




Mabe pearls, also called blister pearls, are named after the mabe pearl oyster that is found in the seas of South Asia and in the Japanese islands around Okinawa. These “half pearls” grow on the wall of the oyster’s shell rather than in the tissue. Once these pearls are fully developed, the nacre (the organic substance secreted by the mollusk) blister is cut from the shell and filled with resin. The back is then finished with a mother-of-pearl plate. Mabe pearls are generally used for setting, rather than stringing or knotting, and are much less expensive than many other cultured pearls.
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Freshwater pearls are seeded and left to grow for 2 to 6 years. Most freshwater pearls are produced by seeding a mussel with 24 to 32 pieces of the fleshy mantle tissue of a donor mussel. Since this type of freshwater pearl is not seeded with a solid bead nucleus, the resulting pearls are rarely perfectly round.

Bead-nucleated freshwater pearls are seeded with pieces of mother-of-pearl or other shell in an astonishing array of shapes including coins, stars, crosses, and hearts. These freshwater pearls are also left to grow for 2 to 6 years before being harvested.

In all cases, the longer a freshwater pearl is left to grow, the larger the pearl and the thicker the nacre will be.

Biwa pearls are unique, rectangular-shaped cultured pearls that were harvested from the freshwater mussels of Lake Biwa in Japan. Genuine Biwa pearls are no longer produced because of environmental pollution in Lake Biwa. The Biwa pearl was first produced in the early twentieth century, and at that time the quality of the Biwa pearl rivaled both natural and cultured saltwater pearls. For many years, any freshwater pearl was called a “biwa” regardless of where it came from. Today, this name is often used to describe cultured freshwater pearls of a rectangular shape.

Keshi pearls are free-form saltwater or freshwater pearls made entirely of nacre, the organic substance secreted by the mollusk. They range in color from silvery white to silvery gray. Keshi pearls originally referred to saltwater pearls that formed when the mollusk rejected the implanted nucleus before the culturing process was complete. Today, any freeform pearl without a nucleus, natural or cultured, is referred to as a keshi pearl. Since this type of pearl does not have a nucleus, the resulting shapes vary widely.


Pearl Quality

Because pearls are organic gemstones created by living creatures, the factors that impact their quality and value vary widely. The qualities and associated values of pearls are measured by a number of factors. Type of pearl, as described above, is the first factor to consider when determining quality.

The surface appearance of a pearl is a critical characteristic. The surface color and luster are actually characteristics of the nacre itself. Usually, thick nacre makes for a more valuable pearl. High-quality pearls are smooth and shiny, without bumps, lines, spots, or discolorations. Lesser-quality pearls with surface blemishes can still be very useful when a more irregular or organic look is desired.

Color ranges across the entire spectrum from white to black. Naturally occurring colors include silver, cream, champagne, green, and blue. In addition to the basic color of a pearl, the reflective surface tones give similarly colored pearls a variety of looks and hues. Color is a trait where perceived value and personal taste may vary.

Luster is the measure of a pearl’s brilliance and reflectivity. High-quality pearls are bright and shiny, and you should be able to see your reflection in them. Lesser-quality pearls have a chalky or dull appearance. In general, saltwater pearls have a brighter luster than freshwater pearls.

Shape is another quality where perceived value and personal taste may differ. Perfectly round, naturally occurring pearls are extremely rare and, therefore, very expensive. Cultured pearls, on the other hand, come in a wide variety of interesting and unique shapes, as noted.

Size of pearls is measured in millimeters. Pearls range in size from less than 1 millimeter (seed pearls) to 14 millimeters or larger. Saltwater and freshwater pearls most commonly range from 6 millimeters to 8 millimeters. The value of a pearl is not determined strictly by size. A very small, high-quality pearl may be much more expensive than a large, low-quality pearl.
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Pearl Treatment

Treatment is defined as any process, other than polishing, that alters a pearl’s appearance. Pearl farmers have several options for dealing with inferior-quality cultured pearls: they can be discarded, sold at a deep discount, or treated to improve their appearance. The most cost-effective method for selling inferior-quality cultured pearls is to treat them in some way.

After harvesting, pearls are always cleaned and polished and almost always treated in one way or another. Most cultured saltwater and freshwater pearls are bleached to even out dark areas under the surface of the nacre. Pearls that will receive additional treatments are then pretreated. Pretreatment is a permanent process that provides a more uniform appearance and readies the surface to accept other treatments.

The type of treatment pearls are subjected to impacts their value. It is important to look for the telltale signs of treatment, especially if the cost seems out of line with the quality of the pearls you are considering. The following are common and acceptable pearl treatments encountered in the marketplace today.


	Dyeing is a popular treatment, especially for freshwater pearls. Because pearls are very porous, organic or chemical dyes are used to produce colored pearls. Over time, dyed pearls will fade, especially if they are exposed to sunlight or water for long periods of time. Look carefully at the string on which the pearls are strung; if the pearls are dyed, the string will be the same color as the surface of the pearl. Drill holes will also be a darker hue of the surface color.

	Irradiation is a permanent treatment that involves exposing pearls to gamma rays. This process darkens the nucleus of saltwater pearls and the nacre of freshwater pearls. Some irradiated freshwater pearls will develop an intense metallic sheen or iridescence when irradiated.




Luster enhancement is not an acceptable practice. Some pearls are coated with a substance similar to clear nail polish. The luster will appear to be as smooth as glass, but in time will chip and peel, exposing the low-luster pearl.


Care of Pearls

Cultured saltwater and freshwater pearls are more fragile than most other gemstones, so they must be handled with utmost care to keep them in their best condition. Natural body oils help enhance your pearls’ luster, but perfume, soap, hairspray, and makeup can damage the luster and stain the silk on which the pearls are knotted. Pearls also scratch easily, so always store them carefully.

Cleaning your pearls with a soft, lint-free cloth each time you take them off is a good habit to develop. The cloth may be dry or damp. If it is damp, allow the pearls to air dry before putting them away. Dirty pearls may also be cleaned with a mild soap and water solution or a specialty pearl-cleaning solution. Never clean your pearls with solutions that contain ammonia or harsh detergents, and never use an abrasive cleaner or abrasive cloth, as both will scratch the nacre and damage the surface.

Routine care is important if you want to maintain the integrity of the cord and prevent pearl loss should the cord break. Reknotting your pearl jewelry periodically will ensure that the silk or nylon cord holding them is in good shape. It is also important to put your pearls on after you’ve applied your makeup, perfume, and hairspray and to take pearl rings off before applying lotions or creams.

Storage of pearls is another consideration. Always store pearl jewelry separately from other items. Pearls can be easily scratched when metal or gemstones rub against them. Place pearls in a special slot in your jewelry box, or store them in a soft bag made from nonabrasive material.



Don’t Bead without These Books!



The Beading Answer Book

Karen Morris

Anyone who loves exploring the world of beading will have questions as they learn new techniques, discover new tools and tricks, and design jewelry on their own. This book covers everything from how to choose supplies for a simple necklace to how to master the details of crocheting with beads. An indispensable reference filled with illustrated instructions and insightful advice to help every beader solve their most vexing dilemmas.

432 pages. Available in Flexibind with cloth spine and eBook.

READ MORE AT STOREY.COM



Beaded Jewelry: Stringing Techniques

Carson Eddy, Rachael Evans, Kate Feld

This illustrated guide introduces you to types of beads, stringing materials, findings and clasps, and the tools you’ll need to make your own beautiful beaded necklaces and bracelets.

88 pages. Available in Paperback and eBook.

READ MORE AT STOREY.COM


Beaded Jewelry: Wirework Techniques

Carson Eddy, Rachael Evans, Kate Feld

Learn how to make your own handmade beaded wire jewelry with this carefully illustrated guide, including chapters on wire types, chain materials, tools, techniques, and more. 

88 pages. Available in Paperback and eBook.

READ MORE AT STOREY.COM


This and other books from Storey Publishing are available wherever quality books are sold or by calling 1-800-441-5700. Visit us at www.storey.com or sign up for our newsletter at www.storey.com/signup.



Storey Basics®

Over 20 titles and growing.
If you want to get things done, start here.

READ MORE AT STOREY.COM
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Available in ebook and paperback. 



The mission of Storey Publishing is to serve our customers by publishing practical information that encourages personal independence in harmony with the environment.

Edited by Lisa H. Hiley and Nancy D. Wood

Series and cover design by Alethea Morrison

Art direction by Jeff Stiefel

Cover illustration by © Caitlin Keegan

Interior illustrations by © Kate Feld

Ebook production by Slavica Pandzic

Ebook version 1.0
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© 2015 by Carson Eddy, Rachael Evans, and Kate Feld

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced without written permission from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote brief passages or reproduce illustrations in a review with appropriate credits; nor may any part of this book be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means— electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or other — without written permission from the publisher.

 The information in this book is true and complete to the best of our knowledge. All recommendations are made without guarantee on the part of the author or Storey Publishing. The author and publisher disclaim any liability in connection with the use of this information.

 Storey books are available for special premium and promotional uses and for customized editions. For further information, please call 1-800-793-9396.
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Share Your Experience!


We value your feedback, and so do your fellow readers. Reviews you leave on goodreads.com and at your ebookstore help more people find and enjoy the books you love. So spread the word, write a review, and share your experience!


REVIEW ON GOODREADS

REVIEW ON AMAZON.COM

EMAIL STOREY
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