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Original 1985 image of the Lion and Unicorn sweater – part of the Sandy Black Original Knits Heraldic collection. (Photo: David McIntyre)
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PREFACE

Long before beginning my own knitwear business, I would regularly collect haberdashery- and knitting-related items that interested me – old knitting patterns from the 1930s to the 1960s; large quantities of buttons, in all shapes and sizes that were like sweets in their varied colours, purchased from wholesalers; patterns and materials (with no clear purpose for them at the time); wonderful beehive-shaped yarn holders, produced by Patons Yarns to promote their Beehive brand of yarns and now collectors’ pieces, made of colourful Bakelite; and knitting needles and accessories made of Bakelite, metal, wood, plastic and bone.

From the late 1970s, through the 1980s and into the 1990s, I ran my Sandy Black Original Knits designer-knitwear label as one of a distinctive and influential group of British knitwear designers producing one-off pieces and fashion collections that were sold internationally in prestigious fashion stores worldwide. This style of handmade, colourful and fun fashion knitwear became highly popular, and designs and patterns were featured regularly in the fashion and craft press. Having regularly designed knitting patterns for magazines and books, I took the bold step of producing some of my ready-to-wear designs as colourful knitting kits and published patterns for home knitters. In 1982, my partner and I developed Sandy Black: our own brand of knitting yarns and colours in wool, mohair, cotton and luxurious 100-per-cent angora, for home knitting.




The Swanscape sweater, one of my signature range of landscape and skyscape sweaters, here in a dramatic colour palette. Worked in machine-knitted intarsia with wool, angora and rayon yarns. The range included a statement dress with a similar design over the entire front. (Photo: Barbara Bellingham)






Early examples of knitwear that I made by machine and by hand, including a Fair Isle-patterned man’s sweater and a lacy woman’s sweater, inspired by knitting traditions from the 1930s and 1940s. Note the green sweater with children’s characters Noddy and Big Ears (f rom Enid Blyton books). This was my first foray into hand-worked intarsia knitting and design.



My career has followed an unconventional path in both the fashion industry and academia. With a great love of knitting and its potential, but without any formal training, I became a knitwear designer and created an international fashion-knitwear business. At school, I was equally interested in both the sciences and the arts and decided to specialize in mathematics in an attempt to bridge the two fields. Having learnt to knit and crochet as a child, taught by my mother and grandmother, I loved making things for myself. My interest in hand knitting was revived whilst studying mathematics at university, as a practical way to make interesting and unusual clothes, and I was regularly to be seen knitting in public and around the campus – much to the amusement of everyone. ‘My gran knits!’ was a regular comment, as knitting was thought to be so old-fashioned then.

Knitting was for me a perfect combination of mathematics and creative arts. I was inspired by the infinite potential of yarns and the knitted stitch as a unit of pattern design and began to draw all kinds of images on my graph paper, from stylized characters to landscapes, for translation to hand knitting. A breakthrough came when I was still at university, when I bought a simple knitting machine. Using this machine, I could more rapidly explore the visual and textural possibilities of knitting as a medium for design. I was able to manipulate and ‘interfere’ with the basic knitting by using manual techniques, such as making bobbles, to create textural patterns, and to incorporate textured yarns into the surface of the fabric. But, my favourite technique became intarsia, which is a specialized manual process historically made on the simplest types of machine. The intarsia technique is similar to tapestry weaving on a loom, where it is possible to introduce an endless array of colours in each row. With this technique, I could create knitted imagery and pictures inspired by the paint-by-numbers kits that I had as a child – and the concept of the landscape sweater was born! I knew immediately that these endless possibilities were to become my full-time occupation, and I decided to be a knitwear designer, even though I wasn’t sure how! I had hoped to go on to more formal study of knitted textiles; however, funding was difficult, and the link between mathematics and knitting was little understood at the time, so I forged my own independent career path, becoming a self-taught designer and entrepreneur running my own business.




The Alpaca Fields landscape sweater with embroidered flying ducks, worked in machine-knitted intarsia with alpaca–woolblend yarns. (Photo: Barbara Bellingham)






A variety of machine-knitted cushions, created in sets of three to make a continuous picture.



As a self-taught designer, I had the benefit of not being constrained by any existing rules, so, in my view, anything can be translated into knitting. It was simply a question of visualizing an idea (based on inspirational sources) and then working out the logic of how to make it! This clearly owes something to my mathematics background – knitting is for me the perfect combination of creative, mathematical and technical skills. Supporting myself initially by teaching numeracy to adults1, I set up my first small studio in a riverside warehouse in Rotherhithe, in the abandoned London docklands, making one-off commissions, and built up my business with a handful of skilled outworkers, selling my own range of designs for knitwear and soft furnishings. My key specialty was the invention of the landscape sweater – machine knitted in extremely fine yarns and using the intarsia technique; landscapes and skyscapes became part of my design signature. (See Chapters 2 and 4 for more information about the machine-knitted landscape sweaters and working the hand-knitted version of intarsia, respectively, and for examples of several landscape sweaters.)




The cover of the Wild Knitting book, with quirky knitting patterns, first published by Mitchell Beazley in 1979.






Fun Knitting, a special edition of Wild Knitting that was published for Marks & Spencer in 1983, featuring the Sandy Black Winged Traveller design on the cover.






A sketch of my Armadillo wrap, featured in Wild Knitting (1979).



At the same time, I worked as a freelance knitwear designer on special commissions for theatre, television, magazines and books. One notable commission in 1981 was to create three of the early costumes for the long-running London musical Cats. Another was from Courtaulds, to knit an 8-metre (26-foot)-long wall frieze with their Courtelle hand-knitting yarns for their 1980 trade-exhibition stand (see Chapter 2). I published many designs in women’s and fashion magazines and in craft books, including Wild Knitting, one of the earliest books to celebrate a new wave of creativity in knitting (first published in 1979 by Mitchell Beazley), for which I designed a fun armadillo wrap and a more sophisticated batwing cardigan, featured on the cover of a second, special edition. This book was way ahead of its time and is still inspiring and relevant to new knitters now.

My work was featured widely in the press, and I made several appearances on national television and radio, including for BBC radio’s Woman’s Hour and BBC TV’s Nationwide, and two BBC television series, Knitting Fashion and Bazaar, where I was resident knitwear designer for two years, all testament to the popularity of knitting at the time.





The Knitting Fashion book published by BBC Television to accompany the 1976 television series, showing the popularity of knitting and crochet at the time.






A Vogue press cutting, October 1980, featuring the Sandy Black Midnight Mohair hand-knitted cardigan and Daytime Clouds machine-knitted sweater, both with bobbles.






A Vogue press cutting, January 1981, featuring the Sandy Black Five-Colour Clouds sweater, machine knitted in wool–angora-blend yarns.



By the start of the 1980s, my Sandy Black Original Knits collections of sweaters, cardigans and glamorous evening coats were selling in prestigious outlets in the UK and USA, and the business had expanded considerably. I was joined by my business partner Kevin Bolger, and we continued to show seasonal knitwear collections at the biannual international fashion fairs in Milan, London, New York and Tokyo for the following six years and sold to major fashion stores throughout the world, especially in the USA and Japan. Our customers included Saks Fifth Avenue, Bloomingdales and Bendel in New York; Takashimaya and Isetan in Tokyo; and Harrods, Harvey Nichols and Browns in London, plus key stores in Italy, Germany, Australia and Canada.




The Jigsaw pattern, one of a range of summer designs made in cotton, for the Georges Picaud yarn brand.






The Fairisle Fun knitting-kit special offer in Woman magazine, January 1983, launched our range of colourful kits for designs made in Sandy Black Mohair.



As a complement to our ready-to-wear fashion knitwear, after publishing many designs and patterns in women’s magazines, fashion magazines and books, we continued to develop the hand-knitting side of the business. In 1981, I designed and published two ranges of hand-knitting leaflets for Georges Picaud yarns in France.




The first Sandy Black Mohair knitting kit, packaged in a transparent shoulder bag including the colourful knitting yarns and full-colour pattern charts for the Fairisle Fun sweater.
(V&A: T.64 & 65 -1999 © Victoria and Albert Museum, London)



One year later, we launched our range of unique Sandy Black branded yarns and hand-knitting kits for the UK and international fashion and craft retail markets.

My work was part of a British ‘knitwear revolution’, a craftled design movement that repositioned knitwear as fashion and went on to influence the wider fashion industry, helping to inspire developments in industrial knitting technology (see Chapter 1).

Running a small fashion business was then, and still is, a challenging task. After fifteen years in business, including supporting textile-design students with work placements, I decided to continue my career teaching fashion knitwear design in the university sector. I became a lecturer in knitwear at the University of Brighton, where I directed the undergraduate programme in textiles and fashion, and was proud of the exciting work created by the students, including Julien Macdonald, who went on to make a key contribution to high-fashion knitwear under his own name and in French fashion houses. I later moved to the London College of Fashion (LCF), University of the Arts London, to set up and lead their new postgraduate Master’s programme in Fashion Studies.

To celebrate a new wave of creativity in knitting, in 1997 I curated a touring exhibition, The New Knitting, and from this developed my book Knitwear in Fashion, on twentieth-century knitwear design. After leading the MA Fashion Studies programme for eight years at LCF, I became a Research Professor in Fashion and Textile Design and Technology. In this broader role, I have supervised many design-led PhD research students, led several funded research projects and published key books on knitting design and technology, the history of knitwear2, and fashion design and sustainability (see Further Reading).

As a designer, businesswoman, lecturer, academic researcher and author, I have championed the study and creative practice of knitted textiles and knitwear and celebrated the unique design capabilities of knitted structures, whether made by hand or machine. I think of knitting as a form of soft engineering, with endless possibilities for shape, texture and form, and enjoy inventing textural stitches as much as working with imagery and graphic designs – and not forgetting the mathematics of working out the patterns!

Knitting continues to be for me the perfect blend of creative, mathematical and technical skills, which my education seemed to want to separate. Knitting used to be a poor relation of the textile crafts but has now grown to be recognized for its importance and flexibility for fashion, design and manufacturing – no longer old-fashioned but at the forefront of creative design and advanced technology.


                    

INTRODUCTION

Inventive, handmade, colourful, fun and often generously oversized fashion knitwear was at the height of popularity from the late 1970s and throughout the 1980s. My own designs covered a wide range of inspirational themes, from bold and graphic to stylized imagery and florals. Several designs, including the Fairisle Fun sweater (Chapter 7) and Vase of Flowers coat (Chapter 8) became Sandy Black classics, and many inspired a new generation to learn to knit for themselves or at least to find a relative or friend to teach them to knit or to knit for them!

For this book, it has been a great pleasure to revisit my Sandy Black Original Knits designs, many of which are published for the first time here, and to make several patterns available to contemporary knitters after their being long out of print. The book offers the knitter insights into my approach to the development of these original and fashionable designs from the 1980s. A selection of popular designs, updated for currently available yarns, are included here to inspire knitters across a range of abilities, with a special focus on working with multiple colours and imagery, using clear charts. The designs are grouped into my signature themes – Textural, Graphic, Floral, Heraldic and Ornamental.




Designs to knit for each of the six themes featured in Part 2: Textural – Travelling Vine tunic; Graphic – Triangles sweater; Floral – Persian Flower tunic; Heraldic – Lion and Unicorn sweater; Ornamental – Rosette tunic; Accessories – Leopard scarf and mittens. Photos: Jo Teasdale.



This book is for anyone and everyone who loves to knit – whether a novice or a more experienced knitter. Each will find plenty of inspiration and scope to extend their practice.

I have written the book to suit any knitter with some basic skills and knitting knowledge and to inspire and challenge those who are a little more experienced. You will need to be comfortable with the fundamental processes of knitting – casting on and off, knitting stitches, purling stitches, cabling, increasing and decreasing; for absolute beginners, there are now many resources available online to teach these skills, complemented by an extensive network of local knitting groups. The designs are not graded in degree of difficulty, but clear descriptions are given in the introduction to each pattern of the techniques and methods involved in the design, plus hints on achieving the best results. You will be carefully guided through each pattern, so don’t be put off, as many designs – such as patchwork ones – are not as difficult as they may seem. Why not be bold and try something different?

The designs in this book use the basic stitches of stocking stitch (US term: stockinette), reverse stocking stitch, garter stitch and moss stitch, plus bobbles, twisted rib and a variety of cable stitches. Each pattern includes explanation of the specific bobbles or cable stitches used. The majority of the patterns – multicoloured designs in stocking stitch, designs using textural stitches, or a combination – are to be knitted from clear charts together with step-by-step instructions for shaping. This is a method that I championed in my 1980s knitting kits and published patterns. I strongly believe that visual pattern methods are excellent for communicating the design and helping the knitter to keep their place, and visually presented patterns are ultimately easier to follow than are purely written instructions, including for stitch-based designs. If you are new to charted-colourwork knitting, there is a range of options to suit your level of skill and experience. Some designs (such as the Dogtooth sweater and jacket) utilize smaller repeating motifs but others, such as the Shield sweater and cardigan, follow a non-repeating design chart for the entire piece and are a little more challenging. The Lion and Unicorn sweater is the most complex of the charted designs, because of the detail and intensity of the design. The Shawl cardigan, in contrast, is fully charted but has a limited amount of colourwork in each pattern row and is therefore easier than it may appear. All the charts give a clear picture of the knitting as it progresses and are not difficult to follow by using simple rules, as explained in Chapter 3. Also included are two designs – the Zig-Zag Cable sweater and Bobbly Grid cardigan – that are to be knitted from step-by-step written instructions, without the use of any charts. Today, due to the growth in popularity of lace knitting, knitters are more familiar with working from stitch charts and also working in the round with circular needles. This was not the case in the 1980s, when the majority of patterns were knitted flat, from the bottom up, on two straight needles. The original patterns in this book therefore reflect this method of working.

Chapter Structure and Overview

The book is divided into two main parts. In Part 1 of the book, I have shared my approach to designing, with ideas for gathering inspiration, and the design process for translating ideas into knitting designs, plus techniques for working with multiple colours and using charts. Finishing touches are also covered, including making up and embroidery.

Part 2 comprises the knitting patterns: twenty-four designs for sweaters, cardigans, jackets and longer-length tunics, plus accessories – my fun cat scarves and mittens, and a colourful set of beret and mittens. Most designs feature graphic patterning or imagery, some simple, others more intricate; three designs – Zig-Zag Cable sweater, Travelling Vine tunic and Bobbly Grid cardigan – rely mainly on textural stitches for their visual effect.

Throughout the book and especially in Part 2, original photographs of a wider range of design ideas around each theme are featured to give you further inspiration, as well as insights into design variations.

The first chapter sets the fashion context of the knitwear revolution of the late 1970s to early 1980s that came out of the crafts revival of the 1970s and the fashions of the 1980s. The second chapter, Design and Inspiration, looks at sources of inspiration and includes detailed examples of two commissioned (non-fashion) projects that I developed at that time. Chapter 3 covers the knitting-pattern fundamentals of getting to grips with the basic mechanics of knitwear design and understanding knitting patterns, such as tension and stitch calculations, plus working from charts. Chapter 4 focuses on working with colour and imagery, including the design of imagery by using charts, plus working with multiple colours and with different colour combinations. Chapter 5 guides you through the process of designing knitwear from your own inspiration, giving examples of heraldic-patterned sweaters and a patchwork design. It is not essential to read all chapters before starting a pattern, but I do suggest working through Chapter 3, to understand the importance of checking your tension.

Part 2 comprises twenty-four knitwear designs selected from my collections from 1980 to 1990, including fun animal accessories. These have full knitting instructions and are grouped into the design themes of Textural, Graphic, Floral, Heraldic and Ornamental. Many designs have been reknitted using contemporary yarns, mainly pure wools and mohair blends, and re-photographed, but the proportions and styling are true to the 1980s originals, with their oversized, generous silhouettes. These are complemented by the original photographs from the 1980s, together with photos of companion designs, to show variations on themes, including several designed for Rowan Yarns’ early booklets.

Overview of the Designs and Patterns

Part 2 starts with an overview of the basic stitches and abbreviations used throughout the following patterns. Each pattern is self-contained and guides the knitter through all of the relevant steps for checking tension and explains any special stitches used for that particular pattern. More detailed explanations of techniques can be found in Chapter 3, if required.

Chapter 6 features two Textural designs knitted in pure wool: the casual Zig-Zag Cable sweater, which is worked in moss stitch and simple cables, from written instructions, and the more complex Travelling Vine tunic, which is worked from stitch-pattern charts featuring three original motifs created with different types of cable stitches and bobbles.

Covering the Graphic theme, Chapter 7 includes patterns that were all designed for mohair-blend yarns and featuring different methods of combining colours: the Bobbly Grid cardigan features a simple all-over grid pattern made with bobbles of several colours and is worked from written instructions; the classic Dogtooth sweater and jacket are worked in two-colour stranded-colourwork (Fair Isle) knitting from a simple, small chart to achieve a dramatic effect; the Triangles sweater features a repeated triangle shape knitted with the intarsia (colour-block) technique by using multiple colours, randomly placed, and has a separately knitted yoke; and the popular Fairisle Fun sweater design features a simple patchwork technique, with colourful Fair Isle panels cleverly knitted in different directions.

The first two designs in the Floral-theme Chapter 8 are knitted in mohair yarns and take a naturalistic approach: the all-over-patterned Trailing Roses sweater is worked from a full chart in a repeating pattern and the batwing Iris sweater, knitted in one piece from cuff to cuff, features an elegant iris spray on the front, worked from a chart. The third design, the Persian Flower tunic, is knitted in pure wool, with an intricate stylized floral-border design that is worked from a chart, and knitted flower motifs scattered over the body and sleeves, positioned according to the body and sleeve charts.

The designs in the next two chapters are worked by following colour charts for the entire design.

Heraldic-theme Chapter 9 includes two designs: the boldly-patterned designs of the Shield sweater and cardigan feature large and small coloured shield motifs that change texture between stocking stitch and reverse stocking stitch; the more challenging Lion and Unicorn sweater design has the same intricate heraldic patterns on the back and the front and complementary plain sleeves with a bobble trefoil motif.

The Ornamental-theme Chapter 10 comprises three intricate-looking designs, knitted with different approaches: the impactful Azulejos tunic and jacket are made up of a patchwork of separate small ‘tiles’ (azulejos means ‘tiles’ in Portuguese) that are knitted in three colours and sewn together, with knitted-on edgings; the Rosette tunic design is based on a simple repeating circle motif formed into larger rosettes by changing colours according to the chart; and the trompe l’œil effect Shawl cardigan features simple cabled or plain-knit areas around an intricate border design worked from the chart, with flower motifs embroidered over the shawl part.

The final Accessories in Chapter 11 include fun designs featuring animals – the Leopard, Tiger and Siamese Cat scarves, with matching Leopard and Tiger mittens, plus the Striped beret and mittens to use up your leftover colours. The three animal scarves are worked from charts, with the simpler Siamese Cat scarf requiring a colourwork chart only for the face, as the rest is knitted plain. The Striped beret and mittens patterns are presented here for circular knitting but can of course be knitted flat, if preferred.

I hope that you will find something amongst the designs to suit your taste and provide a little challenge and that you will enjoy knitting the pieces as much as I enjoyed designing them. Once you have tried out some of the ideas, I also hope you will gain more confidence to adopt the methods for your own creations. So, surprise yourself, get knitting and have fun!


PART 1

                    

KNITWEAR
DESIGN,
TECHNIQUES
AND INSPIRATION







    CHAPTER 1    

 KNITWEAR IN FASHION, AND THE 1980s KNITWEAR REVOLUTION

Some Knitting History

Knitting is an ancient, distinctive and versatile method of constructing textiles, with a long but relatively uncertain history – its origins and evolution may never be definitively proven. The historical record is very patchy, and there is no reliable existing evidence of truly knitted artefacts before the twelfth to thirteenth centuries. Several foot coverings (toe socks) dated to the third to fifth centuries can be found in museums; these appear to have been knitted but were actually made with a sewing-needle technique1. True knitted caps, gloves and stockings dating from the sixteenth century are preserved in museums, but fashionable body garments known variously as vests, shirts or waistcoats did not start to appear until the seventeenth century.

Made from a wide range of materials including wool, linen, silk, cotton and man-made fibres, knitted items can be created by hand on knitting needles or by utilizing knitting machines of domestic to industrial scales. Following the very early invention of the knitting machine at the end of the sixteenth century, industrial-scale manufacturing and mass production developed strongly throughout the Industrial Revolution of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and largely displaced commercial hand knitting, especially for making stockings, caps and undergarments. As industrial technology developed, so did the capacity for patterning in both woven and knitted textiles, enabling complex motifs and all-over designs to be created. The invention of jacquard techniques in weaving (including the production of brocade fabrics) was especially significant, and a similar technique was applied to industrially knitted fabrics.




 The Knitwear Revolution book of designer knitting patterns compiled by fashion writer Suzy Menkes, published in 1983, featuring Sandy Black’s Vase of Flowers coat knitted in 100-per-cent-angora yarns on the cover.






Toe socks, dating from the fourth to fifth centuries, found in Egypt. Made in red wool using a single-needle looping technique (naalbinding) and constructed without sewn seams.
(V&A: 2085&a-1900. © Victoria and Albert Museum, London)






A brocade knitted waistcoat, dating from the seventeenth century, British or Italian. Coral pink and green silk with metal-wrapped silk, probably hand knitted.
(V&A: 807-1904. © Victoria and Albert Museum, London)






Frame-knitted stockings with seams, dating from the seventeenth century, Spanish. Intarsia knitted in green and pink silk with embroidered decoration.
(V&A: T.156/A-1971. © Victoria and Albert Museum, London)



With the advent of printed books and the increasing availability of cheaper magazines and pamphlets, hand knitting regained popularity as a leisure pursuit and for charitable causes, especially during the two World Wars of the twentieth century. Knitwear has had brief periods of great popularity in fashion, such as during the 1930s jazz era or for early sportswear, but otherwise remained somewhat unremarkable until the late twentieth century. Despite a wonderfully creative flowering of hand-knitting ingenuity and design in the wartime austerity years of the 1940s and 1950s, by the 1970s, handmade knitwear was considered dowdy and decidedly old-fashioned. The knitwear industry was a parallel industry to that of fashion, a Cinderella of fashion, which had arisen out of the important, but essentially practical, hosiery and underwear trade, and which only occasionally intersected with fashionability. For more information on this history, see Knitting: Fashion, Industry, Craft; Knitwear in Fashion; A History of Hand Knitting, plus other titles listed in Further Reading.

During the 1960s youthquake in both music and fashion, pioneering fashion designers emerged in London, such as Mary Quant, Barbara Hulanicki of Biba, Foale and Tuffin, and Ossie Clark, but this innovative spirit seemed to pass knitwear by. Apart from some very chunky ‘kwik knits’, hand knitting remained a largely utilitarian and somewhat staid element of basic clothing, and commercial knitwear consisted mainly of mass-produced classic sweaters, cardigans and hosiery.

At that time, knitting as a handcraft was usually associated with children’s home-made clothes or well-meaning gifts. However, the advent of miniskirts in the mid-1960s stimulated a demand for designer stockings and tights (designed, for example, by Mary Quant), and Vogue began to feature new knitted fashions from companies such as Women’s Home Industries, Jaeger and Susan Small2.




Two liturgical gloves, dating from the sixteenth century, Spanish. The gloves, each from a different pair, are knitted in red silk and metal-wrapped yellow silk; both are colour-patterned using stranded or weaving-in techniques. The left glove is partly cut and sewn, mimicking the construction of a glove made from woven cloth.
(V&A: 437-1892 and 876-1897. © Victoria and Albert Museum, London)






Knitting patterns and booklets from the 1960s and 1970s, including Supersonics (quick multi-strand knitting patterns by Patons) and Coats Knitting in Synthetics: at that time synthetics were a new phenomenon.
(© Victoria and Albert Museum, London)



During the 1970s and early 1980s, a great British burst of creativity occurred, fuelled in part by the creative freedom of UK art-college education at that time. Responding to the zeitgeist, individual designers brought a fresh approach to handmade knitwear, focused on colour, texture and often quirky graphic design, inspired by decorative arts of all kinds. Some had studied textiles or fine art, occasionally even fashion; others such as myself were completely self-taught – whatever the origins, a new genre of designer knitwear was born. From the early 1970s – in tandem with a resurgence of interest in crafts and the handmade, and a backlash to uninteresting mass production and synthetic materials – this new wave of British designers (mostly women) rediscovered the delights of knitting, reinterpreting old techniques and inventively working with colour and natural materials in a true renaissance of the art. My work was part of this craft-led design movement that repositioned knitwear as fashion, rather than just boring basics; British designer knitwear went on to influence the wider fashion industry, helping to create a new market for creative and colourful statement knitwear and inspiring new developments in industrial knitting technology.




Examples of distinctive 1980s designer knitwear from Patricia Roberts, Kaffe Fassett, Susan Duckworth, Martin Kidman, Artwork, Vanessa Keegan and Sasha Kagan. All garments are knitted in natural yarns and by hand, except for Vanessa Keegan’s machine-knitted intarsia designs. (Photos: courtesy of the designers and of Rowan Yarns)



As a reaction to the blandness of much commercial knitwear design, the designer knitwear of the 1980s focused on the blending of colour, texture, pattern and scale to create each individual design, whether a bold geometric design or a pretty floral, or from any other inspiration. Several key names emerged, each with their distinctive design repertoire and colourful yarn palettes, including Patricia Roberts, Kaffe Fassett (initially working with Bill Gibb and with Missoni, then under his own name and with Rowan Yarns) and my contemporaries Susan Duckworth, Artwork by Jane and Patrick Gottelier, Jamie and Jessie Seaton, Vanessa Keegan, Sasha Kagan, and Martin Kidman for Joseph Tricot.

As I learnt from personal experience, our type of designer knitwear was initially considered too crafty for serious fashion and too fashion-orientated for the crafts community – perhaps the mark of an original production. However, designer knitwear quickly found its own niche and, in the early 1980s, gained a fantastic following in many countries around the world; overseas buyers, especially from prestigious department stores in the USA and Japan (such as Saks Fifth Avenue, Bloomingdales, Bullock’s and Isetan), rushed to snap up original knitwear designed and made in the UK. Saks Fifth Avenue even set up a new line called ‘Sweaters as Art’!

The respected and influential fashion writer Suzy Menkes captured the importance of this movement for fashion, calling it ‘The Knitwear Revolution’ in her book of the same name published in 1983, a rare accolade for knitwear to have been dealt with seriously in terms of fashion. Contained within this book are patterns from twenty fashion and knitwear designers, including Bill Gibb, Kaffe Fassett, Zandra Rhodes, Jasper Conran, Patricia Roberts, Artwork and myself. As shown at the beginning of this chapter, my own 100-per-cent-angora Vase of Flowers coat design featured on the cover of this book – although not my name!




New York European Fashion Fair trade-show catalogues for Fall/Winter 1981/2 and Spring/Summer 1982, where our group of British knitwear designers sold to American store buyers.






A selection of labels from US department stores and boutiques that purchased Sandy Black and other British designer-knitwear brands – being ‘Made in England/Made in Great Britain’ was a key selling point. Note the Saks Fifth Avenue ‘Sweaters as Art’ label.






The Design Studio was a group of thirty-five fashion and knitwear designers exhibiting within the British Designers Show fashion trade fair in London, Autumn/Winter 1985, including Sandy Black Original Knits.






The Knitwear Revue, 1983, British Crafts Centre London. The exhibition and catalogue celebrated work from twenty-eight British knitwear designers including Sandy Black. It toured eleven UK venues throughout 1983 and 1984, reflecting the popularity for hand knitting in export markets. Several designers offered home knitting kits.



British designer knitwear owed its distinctiveness to the fact that the complex multicoloured and multi-textured designs using many yarns could only be made manually (on needles or by manual work on hand-operated domestic knitting machines) and could not at the time be replicated by mass-production methods, and certainly not in the UK. In Italy, of course, the exceptional Missoni company translated their unique creative vision into colourful fabrics and complex knitwear made on industrial knitting machines (often by using older warp-knitting machinery formerly used for making shawls), but these garments were made up in the same way as garments made of woven fabrics, by cut-and-sew methods, rather than being knitted to shape. In contrast, the British approach to designer knitwear, coupled with the legacy of hand-knitting skills, which had continued to be passed down through many generations, provided a ready-made workforce for our group of fledgling designer-knitwear businesses, and we rose to the challenge of successfully trading in the international fashion markets. The USA was a key market, as summed up in this quote from The Washington Post in 1987: ‘The most varied and imaginative sweaters have always come from English designers, perhaps because of the accessibility of a variety of wools and the cool weather. But the design freedom given in art schools – compared with the emphasis on technical training in many [US] design centers – has also helped produce a remarkable range of knits’3.

Knitting Exhibitions

People everywhere were greatly inspired by the fresh approach of designer hand knitting, and the 1980s saw a burgeoning of designer knitting-pattern books and knitting kits (including my own) and the holding of three key exhibitions in the UK, The Knitwear Revue in 1983, featuring twenty-eight contemporary British knitwear designers, Knit One Purl One in 1985, a historical exhibition, and Knitting a Common Art in 19864, a historical and contemporary exhibition celebrating knitters of all eras. The first and last exhibitions featured work by a large group of British knitwear designers including Patricia Roberts, Susan Duckworth, Kaffe Fassett, Sasha Kagan, Carrie White, Susie Freeman, myself and many other designer–makers. In addition, in 1984, Kaffe Fassett had a solo exhibition of his work in the Victoria and Albert Museum (V&A) in London. It was at that time unprecedented for a knitwear designer to be featured in a museum such as the V&A in this way.




Knitting: A Common Art exhibition catalogue, 1986. Devised by historian June Freeman, the exhibition featured both historical and contemporary knitted objects and knitwear, contextualizing the knitting boom of the 1980s within centuries of knitting practice, celebrating the artistry of knitters past and present. The cover shows the Hoover machine-knitted sweaters by Vanessa Keegan, making social comment on ‘women’s work’ through humour.






The New Knitting exhibition catalogue, 2000, showed innovative knitting in fashion, interiors, accessories, jewellery and artworks by twenty-nine diverse designers and artists. Curated by Sandy Black, the exhibition was staged in London, Leicestershire and Scotland from 2000 to 2002.



However, for over ten years, there were no further knitting exhibitions held in the UK5, until in 1998 I curated The New Knitting6, an exhibition highlighting contemporary design (for knitwear, furnishings, jewellery and artworks) that utilized knitting as a fundamental element. Exhibits included cuttingedge designer fashions from Julien Macdonald, Vivienne Westwood and Issey Miyake, inventive fashion knitwear from Clements Ribeiro and Delphine Wilson, innovative knitted artworks by Freddie Robins, Frances Geesin and Emily Bates, dramatic jewellery by Nora Fok and Jan Truman, and idiosyncratic furnishings by Hikaru other works. The work of recent graduates in knitted textiles was also included, to show the vitality of new textile thinking, taking knitting in groundbreaking new directions and demonstrating its versatility as an expressive medium. Two years later, in 2000, another exhibition, Slipstitch, curated by John Allen, took place in the Netherlands, showcasing both UK and Dutch knitting designers and emerging graduates7. More recently, reflecting the renewed interest in knitting as a craft, there have been further exhibitions devoted to knitting, including two taking place in the Netherlands – Unravel: Knitwear in Fashion, in 2011, and Breien! (Knitting!), in 20168.

In London in 2014, the Fashion and Textile Museum staged Knitwear: Chanel to Westwood, a key historical exhibition of fashionable knitwear throughout the twentieth century. This included 1980s designs from Sonia Rykiel, Zandra Rhodes, Body Map, Vivienne Westwood, Comme des Garçons, Patricia Roberts, Katharine Hamnett and Kaffe Fassett, as well as my own Vase of Flowers coat.




The New Knitting exhibition installation in Hawick Museum, Scotland, including Vivienne Westwood hand-knitted dresses from the mid-1990s.






The ‘City of Stitches’ knitted installation by Isabel Berglund, 2005, reinstalled in the Breien! (Knitting!) exhibition, Fries Museum, the Netherlands, 2016. The show included both historical and contemporary knitwear, knitted artworks and installations. (Photo: courtesy of Isabel Berglund)






Knitwear: Chanel to Westwood, 2014–2015, an exhibit of 1980s knitwear, with pieces by Patricia Roberts, Sonia Rykiel, Zandra Rhodes, Sandy Black and Body Map. (Photo: Fashion and Textile Museum, London)






The Visionary Knitwear exhibition of twenty-first-century knitwear, selected by Sandy Black to complement the Knitwear: Chanel to Westwood exhibition, Fashion and Textile Museum, London, 2014–2015. The image features experimental work by Craig Lawrence, for AnOther Magazine, 2009, worn by Tilda Swinton. (Photo: Craig McDean)






Visionary Knitwear 2014/15 exhibition installation featuring animal-themed intarsiamachine-knitted knitwear by Yang Du and two extreme knitwear outfits by Sibling. (Photo: Fashion and Textile Museum, London)



As a complement to this twentieth-century exhibition, I curated the Visionary Knitwear exhibition9 of knitwear of the twenty-first century that brought into public view the innovation nurtured over the past two decades through UK textile and fashion higher-education courses at both undergraduate and postgraduate levels. Some of the irreverence and humour applied to classic forms is evident in the image shown here, featuring exciting and extreme knitted outfits by Sibling and Yang Du.




Dresses displayed at the Visionary Knitwear exhibition by awardwinning graduate Rory Longdon and high-fashion designer Julien Macdonald. (Photo: Fashion and Textile Museum, London)






An example of yarn-bombing: a tree with knitted branch covers. (Photo: Denise Litchfield, pixabay.com)



Since the turn of the millennium, a contemporary hand-knitting revival has emerged, capturing a new participative and social mood, where knitting is experienced in social groups once more, returning to a community-based practice. Online communities in particular have fuelled the resurgence of popularity in knitting and other make-it-yourself activities, with patterns, information, tutorials and images of personal creations being avidly shared, both online and offline. This has enabled knitting to be mobilized for activism through craft (known as ‘craftivism’), to draw attention to political issues and subvert expectations of knitting (and crochet) as merely being a benign craft. The practice of yarn-bombing grew up as a humorous and mildly subversive activity, where objects such as bicycles, tanks, statues in public spaces and even entire buildings are tagged with knitted or crocheted coverings. Another more political example is the phenomenon of pink ‘Pussyhats’, knitted by thousands of women and worn on the women’s marches that took place across the USA and Europe in January 2017. These became a symbol of women’s empowerment and solidarity in the face of sexism. All these diverse activities are testament to the enduring and quietly powerful nature of the amazing and versatile craft of knitting.
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