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Teannot I'|.1t|||2!|r|1:ue:|:']e:ul'rlirlg i read. For me, H.]le:k':.- child,
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and hecame an entry into a world ot make- helieve and
i-;i;I'||r'|!':-|I'i|:'|r|- Bagt | doy remember learni g Lo krit, | remernber
sitting hunched up, striving 1o manipulate long, oo long,
| i];,:-;,:-r:r:,' riesesd lems apnd ]nl;,:l-:_u'h::ll,l.h]_:,.l a.l.ru]_:g':hn;__l‘ s i_l;:u_:-l,:- recalcilranl
wool on and off those blunt points. My knitting never grew
in neat rows; it was distorted and full of rune and dropped
stitches. | remember feeling that 1 was failing some test, a
test my mother and my grandmother effortlessly passed as
they produced itchy jumpers, socks made on four needles
and, more thrilling, miniature dolls’ elothes.

Knitting historians, such az Richard Rutt and Montse
Stanley, amongst others, have built the foundation tor
scholarly nnderstanding of knitting history and technology.
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Boae smermories sieh as mine of ITIi-ElE:ng’, and |'.Hi|irig 1 ke,
kr'.'ill'ing seern 1o have been Hile diseussed 2 This tNAY 1%
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by archaeologists and social anthropologists to explore making
and the made. [t uses ideas of gesture and manipulation
to explore the relationship between the surviving knitted
artefact and what it can—and cannot—indicate about the
practice and experience of making knitting.

KNITTING AS ARTEFACT
ANMD PRACTICE

The English language fuses both the activiry of knirting: |
am knited rtg’: with the resali mi made arteface: ™ Ty
knitting”. While the technigques and the resulting textile
structure are one linguistically, the knitted artefacts are
the sole surviving physical evidence of an activity, which
took place in the past. As such, they contain evidence
which enables us to reconstruct the techniques—in this
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by the maker. Sometimes only those who understand
current practice can help to understand past methods, |
vi'l."j-il}' remember l-:a.rning from the animated discussion
r:-‘r A E"I":I'IJE'I I:'r ﬁk'il IF':] 1C r':'ilh*r\ I'Ii!"i'i' i I:"::.I- i"l_'l'i':! I <i I- STrhA II
Victorian knitted "pence jugs’ had been made. This
isan area where -:'1:-|||r.'|r|[.l|:-|':-|:|| poils textual svidence
fails us. Rute lists the Victorian knitting books, which
describe methods for making pence jugs but notes tha
such instructions are aften "impossible to follow or contain
.H.Iiil'lrl'ill_l:: r1|ix!.a..|u:!".ﬂ TI'I ] r1|=d.|u:r‘.11 L.I'Ilm'll'ilﬂl' it r'.:]. 1 TIE:I':I':]'iHI..E
skill enabled them to "unpick’ mentally the evidence ot
making from the made artefacts.

The existenee of knitting implies the skilled and repetitive
manipulation of tocls, albeit deceptively simple tools, in the
case of knitting needles. The social anthrepologist Tim Ingeld
argued that the making of tools implies a chain of planned
and interlocking actions and exchanges: "The tosl using
skills of contemporary human beings are embedded in e
sacial process of cooperative production that presupposes
role complementarity, the social exchange of tools and
materials....™ The use of tools alse i.r|1£'||'iﬂ= the existence
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and dexterity in "attentive” enpagement.t Memory of the
correct arder inwhich |-:'r|'i|r|"r|g needles are 1o be 'rri'-en'i£1|1|.i-|.| =]
te make simple or complex stitches tn the right arder, and
_]ll,c];-‘rlnnqern al the correci |1I,{1ui|;‘lr| 15 [0 eSS ry Lo [Jr'-:_:-;,lu Cer
knitred artefact, which conforms to socially defined norms,
whether this is a hat, a jumper or a bedspread.

Gibson hes observed "speech and gesture do not fosilize”;
the chjects created by gesture are the surviving evidence of
the gesture itself.’ However, although knitted artefacts are
invaluable in understanding the cuteome of practice they
are limited in the degree and exactitude of the evidence of
gesture they reveal. Can knitted artefacts tell us exacely how

the knitter held the needles, how he or she maoved their hands,

Fivw Ihr}-‘ lesrnn 1o remember the carrect arder inowhich 1o
e r'il:-l. late YATTI and needles, ar whai ll‘w-}-' I|‘|.:'.||g|‘|| about the
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evidence about the state of mind or the health of the maker.
My cwn overly tight knitting revealed only too clearly the
prxiety | experienced inits making, and the excess tension,
which I transmitted through the needles and yarn into the
knitted fabric. Dropped stitches, which she had helped to
pick up again, enabled the then Duchess of York to identify
e knitred scarf worn by a man in a welcoming crowd as one
made by the ailing Queen Victoria: "Your scarf must be
one of the six scarves, .. which the dear Chaeen was knitting
hefore she died. They were her last pieces of wark.™

EAENING TCO KNIT

Although hand knitting has clearly had an important domestic
#nd sconomic history until the recent outpourings on the
internet, few knitters have written about the pleasures of
|?:|:':i.l1'i|:'|§ and even Tewer have written about the varied Iy ram T e
of knitting or learning to knit.7 Literary references therefore
gain particular significance in reinforcing, or contradicting,
such recent oral evidence for personal experiences,

l.t‘.‘ll‘rtiﬂg ta knide 15 a vivid e mory [ Ay, whether
pleasant or unpleasant. Ingold deseribes the learning of skill as.

a prirprose fail .H.}i_l_i‘r'.lrl.i."' nt ol the noviee's attention

to the movements of others, and a coordination

of that attention with the novice's own movements

so as to achieve a purposseful alignment of the kind
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hallmark of floent performance....d
In short, this iz an intense, one-to-one experience of
learning, a relationship of "body, gestare and artefact
[in] & process of an intimate interaction”.? Although
sentimentalised by Victorian artists such as Hugh Carter,
sich experiences of learning to knit ean funetion not
_iu!-:1 a5 & transmission of kn &w[nﬂgc and zkill but also of
femininity and familial love across the generations,

I was farst taught to knit in school at about age seven,

but did not learn how until my granny tock those

hrlllr"i-'li:r' sweeal wlained ir'i rw, and thoss I'ig']'llr-r ihvan

Iig;;l":L knots H“.I.!I:'IH-.I.I.“IH with hales and said "en L:-l.t_g]ll.
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the magic ot "in, over, through, and ott’, making

| anpme mey 'ir|_g' disheloihsin gunl'l ald garier siiteh,

then graduating 1o a searl, | remember sitting with

my granny when was about 19, and the calming ellec

of knitting a tuzzy blue twinset for my hormonal

nonsense with the familiarity of row atter row for

my drowsy gran,1®
Many wemen memaorialise this emotional experience by
preserving knitting needles and knitting bags belonging
to their mothers and annes, whather they retain ar practice
the =kill of 1hntiL:'.l::!;Ir. Even now, few European and Morth
American women, possibly responding to long ingrained
sacial codes and definitions of femininity, confess to hating
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drew primarily lrom students enrolled in Visual Ares
dt#_‘r‘f_'tﬂl there were u.l:d.}' & dew exce [_l-l.ir.'l.r_'..;'l_. and :i].ﬂ:u:lug]:i.
the clase war open to all whe had the one prereguizite of
a foundation course in Art History, the enrollment was
entirely female, While this was something of a coneern for
me, members of the class seemed to be largely unfazed, and
in Seme ways used it ter er=ate 5 safe space in the elassreem
for the discussion of gender.

The gender imbalance of die class speaks obliquely 1o an
cngoing igue in the teaching, malangy and display of textiles,
At the end of the femester, one student wrote, "letor= this
class [ didn't realize it's net only for "old ladies’.™ This wag,
ity {au:l. A dlff.l.-llull'. El‘.-l-_':Evl_'-l:.rPu Lia 3]13.Lr_' T}.ur\-'_'-u.g]:auul 1.11.1-_' clam
a namber of students noted their surprise at the quanticy of
contemporary aThsts wiing textiles, but also remarked that
even &3 the art world has apened to Abre and eraft hased
arts, traditicnal 'I.ecl'iuivl:lueﬁ are olten relramed ag r].uﬂj.!.rn
cr contemperary art, thereby eraging or at least checuring
female histories of pracrics.

THE CLASS

Class began with a consideration of Kozsika Parker s seminal
temt The Suboesdoe Sibh, and moved ﬂimugh unitz an Ewcatxh-:rpe,
fashion and gender., textiles and postcolonialism, yender
and textiles, textilez and technology, and cloth and
mi.'.'rrir|1-_:.'.3 ."'u:".l.'i\"iﬁl ijr{‘.ts Were l'nf.rnr]u-.‘:rl.:] f.hrnugl'inut.
includ ing knittin ginterventions by The Bevolutiona ry
Knitting Circle in Canada, and Microrevolt in the United
Stateg, collaborative prejects such as the Internaticnal
Fiker Callective s Sas Stadan I"rn:::_f.u'.":, the TR nie LUK Kedra
Srer for Water Aid, knitted gralfiti such as the Fri Fnot Tree
by the jalagirls, as well ag projects by artists, such as Jerilea
Lemples fnmy and Bpssttey and Lisa Anne Anerbach's 2ody
Cownt Mithans,

Such projects were contexmalsed with hisorical examples,
inthding the= Elﬂ!i‘i‘lg‘iﬂtﬂ' ug= of embroider=d banners, and the
118 ntql'.uil:l.i.ng El:f anti-raclear activiztz at Dreenham Cemmon.
The idea was to ger studenis thinking about the ways thar
teatiles ad l._uj.Ll.J'.u.!q' weors Ll -:r|.n_rlal.-:-.1 in their lives, and
how they themselves were connected to a long history of
activism, enviTonmental and a.wr.uta.]'inp EOmCET TS, all
P ros Tevim "'f“‘f interwoven inln I.1:--r|.a:|r'2 E'|1E|‘1§_i|'|§ ECOROMmY.

Whae I ]:l.uptl.q. L o with thiz elags waz to "aneak seliviam
in . Previcusly, I have tanghe courses specibally on activism
and art, and have tried to bring an activist agenda to my
teaching. But politics in the classroom is 8 precarious
buginess. Delenges oflen come up at images nl'Pm:-PL- putting
themeelyes on the line for a political canss. Non-mainstream
cpinions tend to be described and dismizzed as "hiazed”,
and the staius quo is often vig ura.:-u.sl:.r defended even as those
defending it deseribe themselves as different, anigque and
Pq:hli.t:i.r:al[}r-.aw'lre. In their article -'ITEH-L‘]'I:i.nE' E:i.ght:iea. Balbies
Sixties Senzibilitics,” Georgina Hickey and Prggy Hargis outline
some of the difficulties of teaching about eallective action and

aveasial 1'.]*|:rngf. L] gem eraticem that seema to he ].h'gr.]:,r
uninterested. The article oudines their [rustrations with
students “l.I.I.l.'Il'n'.ill.j.I.LIE:' or unable o rec DEnise the wurﬁ.ing‘s
of power, privilege | and inequality in their own lives™ 4
Those who most enjoy the benefies of privilege, the two
authors nove, are also those 1east likely 1o see the systemie
structarss and rampant inequalities keeping that privilege in
I:lan:n:. 'ﬂtrtai.nl':r, Y oWn cXpericnce with tu:a-:hing activizm
haz largely, though not entirely, mirrored this thinking

I was banking strongly on the perception of textiles as
u]tmattlj.r non ﬂntatq:ning amd ﬂistincﬂ.}' familiar, in order
o E‘tﬁ[_:-.-. A d-‘i#_.-l.ﬂru.‘-‘-n::ﬂt =f my ow—to nie, in cother w-.‘n-:] , the
very stereatypes assaciated with wextiles to keep defenses
duwu- In r_:l.uj.uﬁ_ 1.]:115 I I_'u'_a-:rr_lw1-_'-|l Elruu:ﬁ-'].:r' rrunl a |:|.1.|.:|:|ul.|1=r
of activist projects that similarly use knitting to contrast
the pacifism of protesters with the violence of the state or
forces af !;ﬁl:‘:1.1.r'i1_1_,r.IE Thus, a]lhnng}l the at.1.1-."|1l,r af textiles
olifers a rich ]'.|.i.i‘|.ur1l; EL!L"EPEL:I. in Puliliui, I EuEIJEEI:Er_:I. thoat
Enitting needles would not held the same kind of threat
for students whe reacted so strongly against placards, strikes,
and tear gas, And perhapshaving an awarenoss of the politics
of cloth might bleed into other arcas for those whe may
not have been Pﬂlititﬂll‘r interested or motivated Lo ]:hl:g:i.n.
with. For this reazomn, the class was designed from the start
i pla}r on the kind of comfort that students might aln:aa:l:.-
have with textiles.

bellowing a project dene by Canadian artist Janst Maorton
atthe Canadian Muscum of Clivilization, titled A I:-:'rﬁ.lli'.-_l_:u. (Farden,
studenls ]:rn';:l"an the class !r:,.' Lra nﬁrurrning' the seminar mom
into a complete mees in order 1o create a colourful garden
of flowers, made from used swearers and junk that people
.I'I.ﬁl.'] l:.".i'l'lg' a'l'l'.ﬂ.'l'l'la- .:—"-. g-l'i"i-lt. I.']I.".ﬁ] i.-l'l: 'it .Hl.']'l"l'.l'itrﬁ"l:rl:a Ll T ':.'I'l'l:l'l'l-
my basement, but a number of students brought in jars of
buttons, #l:ln.rlr.lcs!. PiPEE‘lEB.I:m‘rE and used dlothine. Md&-‘.‘-ugh
several studencs admitted at the end that thf}' had heen
somewhat anxious, fearing that their flowers would be
ugly or not good encugh, the main goal of the projece was
suceesstul in breaking down the intimidating space of the
seminar classroom, and in :inl.rl:lrjuting students Lo ane
another as they discussed a series of questions bazed on
the introductery readings.

If the first class was about community bailding, the second
clags was aleaat Tl r]{'n:__-' trust. This was the Anal week hefore
I marmed conweal af the ol asz over o the siudents who 'Ihi_:ltl]ill
from this poinl, creale group pregenlalions baged om the
readings. For this class, students prepared two things: first,
thev looked ar their favourite outht to see where the rarious
iterns had come from and what they wers made of, and second,
EI'.lt"U ]:-rnuglﬂ. in f l_t-.:uile, a term that wasd nok d:ﬁned, that
was of great personal significance to them. As students
pulled their items out of their bags, they noted that they
-..-fL-:uJ_ntm:lr.:I.lcd rclal;i-.ruships with [ArIenis, hated o part
with them, or infused them with memories of particular
eventd aor Pcupie- Students hrnug]lt in & hand-made E&E’
that had been semeone’s first sewing projeet, 2 wrap that
had been given 'h:,' a much -heloved grandmother, a searf
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The hot pink colour and soft texture of the Eniteed
fence i3 an sutomatic queering of the usual rigid steel
used in I::!.IP:i.Eil'JJ. Il:!.lilll:l-ﬂ.ﬂ fence construction. The Pinl:
yarn is neon and shecking, presenting a mere in your
face feminine touch rather than a seft one, and harks
back io the pink used in militant queer movemens and
campaigns, such as the work produced by Gran Fary for
ACT-UP. I then made further knit fences, in \]‘;inT steel

PRy that mimics the u't']g_'!l.h.u] chain link, mﬂt.' t]'.r_ YATT

I used is Alled with glitter, giving the picce a be ]Lhrlr_..l

sparkle! In 2004—2010 | made a multicaloured yersion
that was started using remnant yarn and evolved intc a
technicolour ::..'Pl.c-ﬂ:iu:;.

The crank knitting machines used to stiteh the yarn
alzo require the use of the hand and occupy & space that is
somewhere between the handmads and the industrial. The
children’s knitting machines put 2 magnified spinon a
'tethniquc that WAl H]J'FB..:].,I' ~mmsicdered Amdteur, IJ:i.E...-lP amd
feminine. The toy l.mth:ru machines require little skill te

or .:I]‘!I.]:li o1l ].r_rh{ h-[]:".:l'lldﬂ (&) f 50 lFLh! =i | nnd h.ru-'ﬁ- r_l|:n'_ Iriagts I“II'

often ssociated with fine craft into gquestion. The fenees
are entirely hand woven—the knitied tubes threaded with
athin gauge wire and J.D-I:Il;lll.'l:l I'Jan- af my P:ii“l_i-h become
a dare to myself I challenge :tm"'r'-!f ter construce an easily
produced 11|-|:I'L1.‘1T1.:|].].'l.’ A nufur'tu red u'|:|-J ect by hand as a
lest l.r.[ fml Wr A G 3.11:] f.li!.ltu.{'f_‘ g‘hldlnn.ruall:.-_ l.]'.lLE- Pll'_"..'L' ]mh’-
been shown in a variety of contexts - several art galleries, a
eraft show, snd cutside on the strest—in an .i.ttent.l:-t to aluoay
that one work can he categorised in HANY different areas,
thus becoming un-‘]amlha]:rln




QUIET
ACTIVISM

DEIRDRE NELSON

Thiz is the recipe [or my erall:

+ Find a locarion, a text, or a hamerons story.

+ Study relevant people.

« Find a contemporiry link.

. ]:lc'r:].n]: an iden and :tu-:].]r a traditiomal tuﬂinin:lne.
+ Add a bic of hamouar.

s And some eraftamanship and hand skills.

= And iranslate inve semething tangible, which will
be inclagive, engaging and encourages a smile.

Mueh of My Wi rk combines sacial and textile b isl.nr:,r, and
retells ptories .rdating t p]al:eu where kn.ltt.mg is embedded
inte culture and histery. Recendy, research in locations
such as Shetland and Uit have provided MATY BioTies and
inspiration for exhibived textile works, While work ing with
these communiti=s [ have become interested :inqu.iet aetivism
in the form of knitting groups who work quiedy for a variety
n:-f-r.ha.rlt':.r projects. These working de not consider themselves
artists or cralts prople and are not part of the fshionable
‘eraft activism’ movement, but possess fine traditional
skillz and have been working in this lesz ayert manner
for some tims now. Fach small pices of knitting that is
excated joing odiers w make something larger, for the
gocd of another community.
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