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Introduction


This book profiles 40 of the most exciting knitwear designers and companies working in the fashion industry today – menswear and womenswear designers who have developed their love of knitwear into successful high-end brands. In some cases they may have started out manufacturing hosiery, or expanded their product range to also include woven fabrics, but these designers are fundamentally known for their knitwear. Although crochet and macramé are not technically knit, they do use the process of looping a length of yarn to fabricate garments, so designers working with these techniques have also been included in this book. Both new designers and older established companies are profiled; all are designing innovative knitwear in terms of yarn, silhouette, pattern or texture.


Though many fashion brands are designing exciting knitwear within their collections each season – such as Stella McCartney, Issey Miyake, Burberry, Comme des Garçons, Alexander McQueen, Alexander Wang, Vivienne Westwood, Jean Paul Gaultier, Dries Van Noten and Kenzo – they are not known primarily for their knitwear and have therefore not been featured.


To try to get a better understanding of these profiled designers’ work, I posed a variety of questions about how their career has developed, what has inspired them along the way and what kind of processes they use within their designs. I also asked them where they see the future of knitwear and their opinions on new technologies used in the creation of knit garments, and how these might be affecting the craft aspect of knit. I have selected images that show all aspects of a knitwear designer’s work: knitwear on the body and up close in detail, studio shots and fashion sketches.


While interviewing the designers, it was interesting to discover that many had learned knitting from their parents or grandparents, long before they studied knitwear in higher education. It is encouraging that, in this computer-driven age, craft skills are still being passed on from generation to generation. While the designers look to a variety of fields and media for their research, it is significant that many cited architectural forms as a key inspiration, with the idea that each brick builds upon others to become a three-dimensional structure, as stitches combine to create a garment. Knitwear is one of the few design disciplines in which the designer has complete control of the product they are designing and making, first creating the knitted fabric from yarn and then developing the fabric into the finished knitwear piece. At its most basic, knitting can be a fast way to produce a garment and a portable method that can be used anywhere with only simple equipment.
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The uppers of the Nike Flyknit running shoe are machine knitted, a technological innovation that knitwear designers Brooke Roberts and Kylee Davis (see pp. 16, 106) find exciting.


Changes in trends, technologies and styles have influenced and inspired knitwear designers. The function of knitwear within our wardrobes has changed over the last few decades. Our offices and transport are now climate controlled, keeping them cool in the summer and warm in the winter. The need for light layers in summer and heavy knitwear in winter is less defined. The trend towards less formal dress for work and more time spent working from home makes knitwear a comfortable option, with a knitted piece quite often taking the place of a tailored jacket. No longer required simply for winter warmth, knitwear has evolved into a versatile year-round fashion staple.


In the late 1990s, companies were investing in computer-aided knitwear technology to produce knitted garments more quickly and with a finer finish. These machines could also produce whole garments in three dimensions without any seams, producing both the textile pattern and the shape of the item without any additional sewing or finishing techniques. Issey Miyake used these new processes to develop a garment system called A-POC (A Piece of Cloth). From a continuous tubular length of machine-knit fabric, sections are cut away to reveal various garments. These pieces can then be altered by the wearer, who might cut away further fabric so that a dress becomes a top and skirt, or a long-sleeved top becomes sleeveless. This kind of high-tech knitwear production was innovative, and the idea that the wearer participated in the production process unique. Today many new products are incorporating machine knit technology, such as the knitted uppers of Nike Flyknit running shoes.


Perhaps in reaction to the highly controlled fine machine knits being produced, designers began to use knit in a more artistic, sculptural way. Fashion designers like Alexander McQueen and Jean Paul Gaultier commissioned one-off extravagant showpieces for the catwalk; Sid Bryan from Sibling (see p. 190) made extreme chunky hand knits for Giles Deacon and McQueen. The Swedish designer Sandra Backlund (see p. 184) has also been a major influence on a new generation of designers. Backlund, who cites as an inspiration Yves Saint Laurent’s 1965 knitted cocoon wedding dress, is best known for modern, sculptural hand-knit garments, which are photographed in a deliberately futuristic, fashion-centric way to avoid looking ‘crafty’. She has inspired many a knitwear student to design something more daring than a new jacquard pattern.


Environmental sustainability is another feature of contemporary knitwear. Fully fashioned knit and seamless machine knitting results in far less waste compared to the production of a woven-fabric garment. A garment cut from cloth and then sewn together results in a great deal of leftover fabric, while a knitted garment can be made to exact pattern pieces or as a single, complete piece. Also, yarn can be recycled: a garment can be unravelled and re-knit, or the fibre can be recycled and re-spun. Designers like Nikki Gabriel (see p. 160) are working with recycled wool.
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This 1965 knitted cocoon wedding dress by Yves Saint Laurent – an inspiration for Sandra Backlund (see p. 184) – is made from white hand-crocheted wool done in several stitches alternating with slotted satin ribbons ending in front bows.
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Knit technology is inspiring textile innovation, such as this silicone moulded knitwear by Xiao Li.


New forms of textiles are being developed through knit technology. Smart textiles can change their shape, colour or sound in response to changes in the environment or body such as heat, light, pressure, electricity or heart beat. Knit is good for this as its construction can produce circuits and communication networks through which information can travel. A new type of textile has been created by a recent graduate from the Royal College of Art, London. Xiao Li has created silicone garments that have been moulded from her knitwear – a sort of non-knit knitwear.


Knitwear today is a wonderful mixture of styles and techniques, from beautiful, seamless computer-generated fabrications to extreme sculptural shapes crafted with two needles by hand. The 40 designers showcased here have been selected for their innovative and fashion-led designs. I do hope you enjoy what they are doing and are inspired to look more closely at knitwear in the future – and maybe even to pick up some knitting needles yourself.


Jenny Udale




Allude
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Textural stitches change direction in this patchworked fitted sweater.


Andrea Karg has been fascinated by cashmere from the moment she first touched it. Though she studied law at university, Karg left the legal world in 1993 to pursue her love of cashmere and start her own fashion label, Allude, in Munich. Finding cashmere clothing confined mostly to simple V-neck sweaters and plain twinsets, Karg set out to design contemporary, feminine, form-fitting garments. Her first collection comprised 12 cashmere womenswear pieces and has now expanded to over 300 cardigans, sweaters, shirts, dresses, coats and accessories per season. She introduced a menswear line in 2000 and childrenswear in 2004. The Allude label is now sold in more than 30 countries around the world. As well as garments, Allude also produce a line of all-natural products for washing and caring for cashmere – the Allude Care Series.


The Allude collections are classic and sophisticated, with easy, comfortable silhouettes and beautiful design details. Although each piece is timeless, the colour palette and styling keeps the garments fashionable each season. All garments are made from high-quality cashmere. The luxurious yarn is light, warm, breathable and very soft.


Karg uses cashmere in all seasons, both in its pure state and also mixed with other fibres: finely machine-knitted for summer or roughly hand-knitted for winter. She is constantly experimenting with techniques, such as intarsia, and incorporating different materials and fibres into her cashmere designs. Working always with highly skilled craftspeople ensures that Allude collections meet the highest standards of quality.
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The knit appears to split and travel around the sides of this sweater.
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Rich stitch texture has been created in this sweater and cardigan.
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A lightweight cotton / cashmere mix is used for this soft casual summer catwalk look.
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In this sketch of another summer look, a cotton and cashmere bra is visible beneath a fine cashmere sweater.


Why did you start the brand?


I started the brand when I invented the first bodied V-neck sweater in bold colours, some 20 years ago. Cashmere was not known as a fashionable material.


How important is the Allude heritage to the design of each collection?


For Allude I have been creating key pieces with key details. These two attributes have been the main success in the past 20 years. I think this gives our clientele a certain confidence in wearing the products. They know that they are wearing a high-class product with a certain twist of fashion and modernity.


How is the brand developing?


It is expanding. It is now available in 27 countries at 720 carefully selected high-end retailers.


Roughly what size is each collection, and how much of it is knitwear?


The collection has two lines – here the buyers can find timeless basics and also high-fashion pieces. The catwalk collection is made out of several Allude key pieces, like the Allude blazer, and defined with new pieces; some come out of the main collection and some are totally new styles.


What other design disciplines influence and inspire you, and why?


Art for visual and music for emotional creativity.


What is the most inspiring piece of knitwear you have seen?


Each season I am re-inspired by a variety of different knits. I love to experiment with knit – knit is endless; this is my personal passion.


Colour, texture, pattern, silhouette – which comes first?


The process starts with a vision, so the beginning is never defined, which leaves me a wide range of starting points.


Do you have a preference for certain yarns?


Cashmere, cashmere, cashmere!


Craft versus digital – does modern technology help or hinder?


The digital world would not be here today without the old crafts. It is all about the process.


How is the garment silhouette developed?


My inspiration is taken from the female body and the zeitgeist. Season by season I am honoured with a straight view on how I want my collection and my silhouette to look.


Are most of the garments fully fashioned?


This really depends on the look and style I want to achieve.


What machinery produces the knitwear, and where?


We use both Shima Seiki and Stoll machines, plus hand machines in Germany and China.


What steps is Allude taking to address environmental issues?


We look carefully at the ecological balance sheet of each item: for example, we try to avoid shipping yarns around the world for production issues. But as China is the main raw material source in the world concerning cashmere (more than 90 per cent), the product has to travel once from there to the customer.


Creativity comes from…?


…a vision, that through designing you can get onto peoples’ skin, which is a huge responsibility and a gift.
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An interesting clash of pattern and textures is visible in this ensemble of patchworked skirt, tiger-stripe cardigan and zigzag top and tights. A Lurex yarn used against cashmere gives the gold shine in this autumn / winter cardigan.
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Sketch for another autumn / winter look.
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The radiating circular zigzag design in the dress is knitted using a jacquard technique. Gold studs have been knitted into the cashmere scarf.
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Detail of the zigzag jacquard design.




Brooke Roberts
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While studying for an applied science degree in medical radiation technology at the University of Sydney, Australia, Brooke Roberts was inspired by the work of some fashion students she met. She previously had had no idea you could do a degree in fashion, and meeting them was a pivotal point in her career. After graduation she worked for a couple of years as a radiographer but was restless. She quit her job and travelled to Europe, enrolling on a couple of short courses at Central Saint Martins College of Arts and Design (CSM) and then on a BA in Womenswear at the London College of Fashion (LCF). Roberts loved pattern cutting and was naturally good at it because of her ability to interpret two dimensions into three, a skill she had developed as a radiographer. She also had an excellent understanding of anatomy and proportion. She skipped the final year of her degree at LCF and went to CSM to study for a Postgraduate Certificate in Innovative Pattern Cutting.


On graduating, Roberts was introduced to knitwear designer Louise Goldin, and joined her company. She became good at manipulating, cutting and constructing knitwear and worked on the silhouettes, creating the samples with Louise in a knitwear factory in Italy. Three years later, she left to start her own label with a capsule collection of mainly tailored garments with a couple of knitted pieces. The knitted pieces were developed from CT brain scans, and they got an amazing response when she showed them to press and buyers.


The Brooke Roberts collections now consist entirely of knitwear pieces, with 15 – 20 styles each season. Using mostly jacquard and tubular knitting techniques, Roberts develops a wide range of fabrics, from ultra-light and transparent to chunky and heavy, using machines that range from 2.5 gauge to 16 gauge. She prefers making summer knitwear collections because of the delicacy and wider scope in the finer gauges, and her summer collections are as large as, if not larger than, her winter.
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This outfit was knitted on a Stoll knitting machine with a jacquard program. It is made from cashwool and virgin lambswool. The belts are by EOTWD for Brooke Roberts and are made from reclaimed antique wood and Perspex.


How has your work progressed, season on season?


Every season I employ new knitting techniques and yarns. I am a natural experimenter and do not like to make what I already know works. I like to be surprised by the outcome. Curiosity drives my collections. I explore different medical scans and program them into files compatible with Stoll digital knitting machines. From there I begin experimenting with the yarns and stitches to develop the fabrics. Technological advancements in knitting machines, medical imaging and yarns help my knitwear collections progress each season.


If not fashion, then what?


A DJ. I couldn’t live without music.


What other design disciplines influence and inspire you, and why?


I am not so much inspired by design as by science and technology. I have been inspired by the work of architect Zaha Hadid and fashion designers including Thierry Mugler, Pierre Cardin and Paco Rabanne.


Does where you live and work inspire you, and why?


I continue to work as a radiographer, which inspires my work.


How do you choose the yarns you work with? What are your favourites?


I choose yarns depending on the effect I am trying to create. I very rarely use a yarn alone; I mix opposing yarns together, so when I am choosing them I think about how they with react with other yarns.


Craft versus digital – does modern technology help or hinder?


Craft does not exist without technology – it is impossible to create without the help of machines at some point in the supply chain, and we should not be afraid of that. It should not diminish the sense of luxury or preciousness of the product either. I do not subscribe to the idea that something made by hand is inherently more valuable. Cheap labour under duress in the Far East is the first example of how wrong this notion is.


Do you look to the past or the future when designing?


Both, but mostly the future. I recognize that my ideas are a product of what other people have created. It is my interpretation that is new, and depends upon innovation and my use of new technology and materials.


What is the most inspiring piece of knitwear you have seen?


The new Nike Flyknit seamless knitted running shoe (see p. 8). I am also fascinated by the new Adidas Adizero trainers that are knitted on flatbed Stoll machines in a single unseamed upper. Stunningly beautiful and new-tech.


How is knitwear evolving?


Mostly through technology and increased sophistication of programming techniques. Adizero and Flyknit are perfect examples. Knitwear will become less a category of scarves, sweaters and other separates as collections become more directional and high-concept.


Creativity comes from…?


…scientific discovery.
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The ‘Calibration’ collection was influenced by the geometry and greyscale in X-ray calibration films.
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This white sweater from the ‘Wo+Man Machine’ collection displays a technique that Roberts developed on a multi-gauge machine. The difference between the yarns in the fabric allows her to create a waffle effect with areas of opacity and transparency.
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For the ‘Wo+Man Machine’ collection, Roberts looked to 1950s science fiction and imagery from the Allen Institute for Brain Science in the USA for inspiration. The collection was presented during London Fashion Week in a striking performance by fifteen dancers choreographed by Riccardo Buscarini. This blue melange jacquard pique sweater is knitted in extra-fine merino wool and Lurex.
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Roberts’s studio in Bethnal Green, East London. The bottom right image is of a nissl stain from the Allen Institute for Brain Science, where two Brooke Roberts garments are on display in the foyer.
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The ‘Cuts’ collection explores the varying opacity and transparency of X-ray imagery. The collection was created in Italy using jacquard and tubular knitting techniques.
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This dress is made from viscose / elite and monofilament. The pattern is the same as the black and white dress featured, but the doubled layer of transparent yarn on an opaque base has been used in reverse to create a completely different look.




Camilla Bruerberg
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The ‘Archaeopteryx’ collection was inspired by traditional Norwegian knit and classic knitwear. This jacquard and intarsia sweater is knitted in a wool with paper core from Sato Seni and a nylon monofilament.


Since graduating from the Oslo National Academy of the Arts in 2008, Camilla Bruerberg has worked on various projects for different companies and artists. Based in Norway, she showed her first collection in 2010 as ‘debutante of the season’ at Oslo Fashion Week. She was then invited to show at Vauxhall Fashion Scout’s ‘One to Watch: Men’ in 2011 during London Fashion Week. She also works at the Oslo National Academy of the Arts, in the knitwear studio.


The Camilla Bruerberg collections vary from 10 to 20 outfits, and she includes woven pieces to support the knitwear to give a full menswear offering. Bruerberg likes to work with flat surfaces during her design process, and so usually starts with the textile. The meeting point between body and textile is her big inspiration, so she often drapes the knitted fabric to find the shape. She finds it interesting to work within the classic men’s sweater form, never growing tired of that shape, reinventing it with new yarns and stitch ideas. Most of the garments are fully fashioned and knitted on Shima Seiki machines and Dubied hand flatbeds, along with some hand knit. Bruerberg is interested in producing commercial collections for men to wear every day; however, the practical use is not necessarily always the main focus, but rather her innovative composition of colours, textures and yarns.
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The transparent pattern in this sweater was created with nylon monofilament.
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Bruerberg creates the illusion of a garment coming apart but staying in place with areas of opacity and transparency in this intarsia.


What excites you about knitwear?


I love the process of making both the fabric and the garment, and being able to influence the blend of yarns is inspiring. I love being able to control so many factors.


If not fashion, then what?


I think I would have liked to work within natural sciences. I love to learn new things. But then again, I cannot imagine not doing something creative.


Does where you live and work inspire you, and why?


I think where I live is important to my expression. Traditionally Norwegians have a very practical view on things, and this can be both inspiring and provoking. The climate also affects the fashion. For many months of the year it is cold – I guess that affects my choice of materials and shapes.


Colour, texture, pattern, silhouette – which comes first?


Very often it starts with a mood or an idea, reflecting something in society or just a mood I want to materialize. This usually resonates through colours, a yarn or a texture. Finding a new yarn, or rediscovering something old, the making of swatches, combining and diving into the process of exploring a material.
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