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Introduction


Knit: Innovations in Fashion, Art, Design aims to present a snapshot of what is happening globally within knit, capturing the zeitgeist by exploring the multitude of outcomes being produced by fashion designers, product designers, artists and community knitters (guerrilla knitters, knitting groups, charities and others) who choose knit to realize their visions. The interviews they provide cover a range of issues, including design philosophy, the creative process, aesthetics, materials, technologies, environmental influences, and stitch and yarn choices.


The contributors featured have all been recognized for the quality of their work, whether they are up-and-coming young designers, or well-established companies that have been trading for hundreds of years. What they also have in common is the desire to work with knit in a highly innovative way, either through design or technology – or both. Wherever possible, contributors have been asked to provide imagery that has not been published before, resulting in a fresh and exciting selection of pictures that illustrate environment, process and outcome.


There are a few fantastic publications already in existence that explore knitting in its many forms, but there are not many. As well as adding to their number, I believe this book offers a fresh approach, demonstrating the versatility of knit by grouping current practitioners into three different disciplines, inviting the reader to compare and contrast. The approach of anarchic, forward thinking design label Sibling, for example, can be seen alongside the work of Ruth Marshall, an artist who studies and recreates rare or extinct animal pelts through knitting, and the performance pieces, or ‘knit interventions’, staged by Liz Collins in the USA. While very different in their approach and their outcomes, they nevertheless all share the drive to produce original and thought-provoking work.


In fact, while interviewing the contributors, what struck me were the similarities between them. I asked Toshiko Horiuchi MacAdam how she defined herself, and her response was that this was something that probably mattered more to other people than to her. This is perhaps true of all the contributors; many could go in any section as they demonstrate such broad and diverse practice.


In the 1980s, knitting experienced a sharp decline. Sales of yarns and knitting patterns dropped massively as interest in the craft was replaced by fast fashion and the wide availability of cheap machine-knitted garments. However, as part of a resurgent interest in crafting in the twenty-first century, and benefitting from the development of the internet, knitting is now enjoying a revival. Memberships of guilds and clubs are increasing rapidly (the Women’s Institute expects to have 250,000 members by the end of 2015), with members wanting to forge contacts with like-minded practitioners both in the real and virtual world. The local yarn store has been reinstated. Knitting suits our time. It is no longer an essential skill performed by a housewife to create cheaper garments (cheap garments are readily available, and yarn is no longer cheap by comparison), but a craft of choice, enabling makers and doers to develop skills, express a design aesthetic, make a political statements and become members of a community.


Knitters have also embraced the online world, with websites such as Stitch ’n’ Bitch encouraging knitters to set up groups, and Ravelry (which had 3 million members in 2013) offering a user-driven knit and crochet community. Knitters can now use the internet to learn from each other, blog, and share information and inspiration, creating the ultimate global knitting group.


Guerrilla knitting has been embraced as a global activity, too, with yarn bombing (or ‘graffiti knitting’) taking place on every continent. Some of these interventions are domestic in scale, affecting a handful of people who may pass an embellished tree or lamppost on the way to work. Others have a larger political presence, magnifying the inadequacy of a public space, or drawing attention to important issues such as homophobia or nuclear disarmament. Sadly, this movement may possibly have become a victim of its own success, having been adopted as a marketing tool by large companies. However, there are a number of practitioners who are undergoing a rebranding of their own and are reclaiming the activity, creating works that both provoke thought and demonstrate technical excellence.


Technology has also developed to enable faster, more efficient and (when pushed by an inspirational designer or artist) innovative knitting. And yarn development continues to evolve: a huge industry supports spinners and trend forecasters; global fairs showcase technical developments in spinning and construction, and are well attended by designers, corporations and fashion and textile students. Yarns can be strong – strong enough even to support the weight of the human body, or bodies, as with the play structures of Toshiko Horiuchi MacAdam – enabling artists to explore ideas related to scale and human interaction. Or they can be super-fine, able to create the most fragile, web-like structures.


Knit has been reinterpreted into products, too – scaled up to perform weight-bearing tasks as furniture, see Claire-Anne O’Brien in the design section, or as fine ceramics as cast by award-winning designer Annette Bugansky; knitted homewares exist designed to satisfy our need for nostalgia, or reinterpreted for our modern age with up-to-date colours that fit into our homes and comfort our children.


Knitting continues to inspire, inform and surprise. I hope you identify with some of the practitioners showcased in this book, and that they inspire you to be bolder, more experimental, and to continue engaging with a skill that has been evolving for thousands of years.




Fashion


Fashion is a huge, multifaceted industry and, for many, the preferred platform for the knitted structure. This section attempts to capture current trends by presenting a few of today’s most inspirational designers and companies. There are notable exceptions. One may ask, why have a fashion section if it does not include the big brands? My feeling was that their work already receives a lot of coverage, so I have chosen instead to focus on designers who are ones to watch – promising underground creatives, or those demonstrating particularly innovative techniques and styling.


The British design duo Alice Lee create luxury garments, with all pieces knitted entirely on a domestic knitting machine, pushing the technology to its limits. These are hands-on designers who will knit on the machine for hours to craft amazingly intricate structures.


Rising star Christian Wijnants is the first of two winners of the esteemed International Woolmark Prize to be featured in this book. The second is Sibling, a trio known for their unconventional reinterpretation of such classic knitted pieces as the twinset, using bright colours and luxurious embellishments.


Relative newcomers Leutton Postle discuss their love of developing knitted fabrics, driven by a passion for colour and textiles, alongside fellow London designer Markus Lupfer – known for his embellished motif sweaters, adored by celebrities and often copied by mainstream retailers.


Canadian Mark Fast is renowned for his construction skills. His approach to knitted clothing embraces this decade’s love of body-conscious, or ‘bodycon’, clothing to celebrate the female form.


Ramón Gurillo is a Spanish designer and passionate advocate of knitting. Fuelled by a love of his country, his clothes resonate with nostalgia and warmth.


In this section we also discuss wider social implications with fashion-industry professionals. Ian Maclean from John Smedley – arguably the oldest factory in the world – discusses plans for the future and the reasons why his family business has remained a mayor player in the fashion world. Masaki Karasuno, from the Japanese manufacturer Shima Seiki, explains how technological innovations, such as their WholeGarment technology, are leading design breakthroughs.


And finally, Rob Langtry from Woolmark discusses how the core values of quality, innovation and respect for the environment have enabled his organization to remain at the forefront of global design, while encompassing avenues as diverse as trend prediction, educational programmes, designer collaborations and sponsorship awards.


 


Alice Lee


Husband-and-wife duo Alice Smith and Lee Farmer worked together on projects for several global design companies before forming their own knitwear label, Alice Lee. Respected for their attention to detail, they create beautifully made pieces on a domestic knitting machine, often pushing the technique of partial knitting.


Alice Lee were recipients of the British Fashion Council’s Newgen scheme for three consecutive seasons in 2001–2, and were one of Vauxhall Fashion Scout’s Ones to Watch in 2012. The label was also included by Selfridges in their 2012 Bright Young Things line-up, which resulted in a window display at the famous London store. The duo describe themselves as having a ‘couture aesthetic with a modern edge’.


What are your roles within the company?


We design and create the collection together, but we each have our specific roles. Lee is responsible for drawing/ illustrating and developing our ideas on paper and in 3D patterns. My focus (Alice) is on fabric and knit development, and production of samples. We work together to finalise each piece and the collections, and to run the studio and manage production.


How would you describe the design philosophy behind Alice Lee?


We produce knitted garments that are finished to an extremely high level, and the silhouette is often driven by the materials and hand techniques used. Attention to highly developed surface design and use of little-known craft techniques is a key aspect of the design process.


It is important to us at the moment that our work is made in the UK so that we can keep a close eye on our production and quality control. Lee also has a background in leather and this is evident in the finishing of some of our pieces.


Can you describe your creative thinking process, and how this is realized as products?


We always start with the knitted fabric, and we often work with our fabrics on the stand (mannequin) to develop silhouette. We may rework old favourites or best-sellers, and push our ideas to resolve and improve ideas, embellish and/or finalize the knitted fabrics to fit the season. We have favourite yarns, which we know are successful on the gauge we knit to.


At what stage of the design process do you consider materials and technologies?


Knitting comes first; we start with yarn and fabric. All our knitted stitches are created using a domestic knit machine, which some people find hard to believe, and we are convinced we have tried every technique possible on those machines. I find that it is really creative, as you can see and feel the knit growing. I also keep extensive notes to pass on to the production knitters. I’m always experimenting with new mixes of yarns and techniques to create our own textiles.


Do you find working in a partnership challenging or beneficial?


It works for us – we are partners in life as well as in business. We bring different skills and experiences to the table, but have a strong mutual respect for each other’s working process.


Who has inspired you the most?


We work instinctively, taking inspiration from anything and everything – any kind of design – although most of the time it is art and not other fashion designers. It can also come from something abstract like a feeling or an idea or an image. We don’t start with a concept, and have never given a collection a name.


How do you see the Alice Lee label developing?


We are working with an agent to reach a broader client base, and we aim to push into different markets whilst still retaining a strong brand identity, keeping the Alice Lee core values and design signature evident.


Fashion: Alice Lee
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1. Full-circle check dress with integrated leather stitching. Lee Farmer’s background in leather design is evident in many Alice Lee designs.
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2. This stand-out dress embraces a multitude of holding techniques possible with the domestic knitting machine. It showcases not only the versatility of the machine, but also the expertise of the designer and the skills of the makers.
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3. Intricate leather lacework draws attention to the sleeves of this dress.
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4. One of Alice Lee’s favourite techniques is to employ a mix of materials. This piece is an effective combination of leather panels and knit.
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5. White dress holding rippled leather lacework.
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6. Alice Lee’s versatile use of techniques also extends to the design of accessories, such as these delicate socks.
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7. Leather lacework adds shape to and enhances the silhouette of this broken-check dress, made from embroidered knit.
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8. Leather panels and yarn are artfully combined here to create clean-cut yet interesting separates.
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9. The direction of the knit has been cleverly considered by the designers for their Stephanie Dress. It has been adjusted so that it gently hugs the body, with added fullness in the skirt.
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10. A clean silhouette was achieved with these separates by using fine-gauge knit, with leather lacework providing added detail.


 


Ornella Bignami


Ornella Bignami set up the research and trend forecasting company Elementi Moda in 1979. She is a leading expert on yarn, colour, lifestyle, fashion direction and material. Ornella has earned a wide credibility within her field, and is a member of leading trend groups such as Première Vision, Intercolor and Color Coloris. She also acts as Trend Consultant for colour and material innovation for the Deutsches Mode-Institut (German Fashion Institute) and the European Confederation of Linen and Hemp (CELC).


Ornella’s work now also includes facilitating collaborations between industry and education – Feel the Yarn, and FIT in Milan (a programme enabling students of New York’s Fashion Institute of Technology to split their training between Milan and New York).


What is your role within the company?


My function, apart from being the founder of the company, is to define the company’s strategies, operating as art director in researching personally the new trends and coordinating the activities of a staff of designers.


Can you describe a typical day’s work?


There is no typical day’s work for me, as I am often travelling to visit exhibitions, meet customers, or working in the office, always on more than one project at a time.


Collaboration must be very important to your work. What are the key ingredients in a successful collaboration?


Collaboration succeeds when you can supply innovative ideas, feasible projects in time with the consumers’ market, and work closely with your customer team.


What do you see as the key strengths of the knitting industry?


Emerging strengths within the knitting industry are the use of innovative production technologies (‘total garments’ and ‘seamless knits’), but also the renewed interest in hand-knitted, crafted production, reconnecting the consumer with the humanity of traditional inspiration and natural materials.
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