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Introduction 
This paper describes and discusses a practice based
research project, The Glove Project, undertaken since
2011. The focus of which, is two-colour, hand knitted
gloves. Initial information and knowledge of this type
of glove was found in the early 1980s when I was given
a pair in the Duke pattern from Sanquhar, and a visit
was made to a collection that contained examples of
gloves from the Yorkshire Dales.

Context
I am a maker, being a hand and machine knitter,
teacher and independent researcher. The glove project
is an independent research project, self-funded and
currently conducted alone. It came about following a
chance remark from my daughter, also a knitter, about
how good it would be to knit many pairs of gloves as
shown on the front cover of the book, Selbuvotter
(Shea, 2007).

I have knitted plain colour, hand knitted gloves
almost all my life, but to move to two-coloured gloves,
and to start the project, I decided to knit all of the
patterns available for traditional gloves from Sanquhar
in Scotland (Scottish Women's Rural Institutes, 1966,
1979, n.d.). Hand knitting is a curious activity in that it
relies heavily on written patterns that have to be
purchased, usually at the same time as the yarn for a
project. Until the 1960s it seems that the knitting of
these gloves originally carried on through an oral
tradition, but the Scottish Rural Women’s Institute
started to publish instructions for Sanquhar gloves in
hard copy, having transcribed them from makers in the
area in the 1960s and 1970s. Similar written
instructions were documented in the 1990s for the
making of gloves in a Yorkshire pattern (Leighton-
White, n.d.). 

The notion of tradition in this context is slightly
problematic as the history of the gloves and their
patterns is scarcely known; there being very few
examples still in existence. The earliest examples of
knitted gloves are those that survive from the middle
of the fifteenth century, having belonged to bishops or
other clergy. These are usually knitted in silk and gold
thread and might originate from Spain or perhaps Italy
(Rutt, 1987, pp. 56-58). Single examples occur at
various locations in Europe and the UK (Rutt, 1987, pp.
69, 107-108) until it appears that patterned gloves are
being knitted in southern Scotland and the Yorkshire
Dales, possibly from the late eighteenth century
(Hartley & Ingilby, 1951; Thomas, 2014a). Like many
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Abstract

This paper considers work undertaken by the author since 2011
and has as its focus The Glove Project, a practice based research
activity. The work explores questions around the design process, the
acquisition of skills and the role of tradition in the making of two-
coloured, hand knitted gloves. The project has many aspects,
including designing, making, blogging and undertaking historical
research from documents and from artefacts, resulting in the
production of about 20 pairs of hand knitted gloves. Other
outcomes include sketchbooks and design work, charts and
samples, images of historic pieces, interviews and conference
papers as well as an ongoing blog. The project considers issues of
skill, tradition, design, communication and community in a
systemic framework, which recognises that all these aspects are
closely linked to each other within the project.
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traditions, it seems that it is not as long lived as might
have been supposed (Hobsbawm & Ranger, 1983).
However, these gloves, knitted in the UK, certainly from
the end of the nineteenth century, have a distinct
convention for their execution. They are knitted in fine,
smooth wool in two colours, often black and white or
cream. They have a two coloured rib cuff, and above
that, a band that contains the owner’s initials and the
date they were made. Above that is an area of small
patterns, often in squares or checks. Sometimes
patterns continue up the fingers. The thumb is placed
above a thumb gusset for a better fit.

After knitting five pairs of traditional patterns I
moved on to my own designs. For me, a knitwear
designer and former design teacher, these gloves form
an ideal small scale canvas on which to explore ideas.
The parameters are strict, although set by myself, in
terms of the making, using those set by the traditional
glove construction: fine, smooth pure wool yarn; fine
needles, construction in the round, meaning that no
seaming is necessary; small patterns with a maximum
of four stitches in one colour; no more than two colours
in one row or even one glove; and initials and, or date,
around the wrist. These design constraints make for an
interesting design process especially as I work through
a variety of different ideas that include personal identity
and the nature of family and friendship. I have an active
research and design sketchbook.

Making the gloves has been a challenge and an
opportunity for learning some new techniques and
refining old ones. Quality, in this type of knitting, is
often taken as synonymous with evenness of fabric
and the smoothness of it. Viewers then question if the
gloves are hand or machine knitted. There has to be an
understanding of the processes of both hand and
machine knitting for a viewer to appreciate that the
gloves are indeed hand knitted. 

It was an intention from the start of this venture that
a blog or wiki would be an integral part of the activity,
with the aim of working with another maker and
documenting the making process. It was also always
intended to document increasing skill levels and also
the design process, as was done in the column about
training as a furniture designer in Crafts magazine
(Bhaskaran, 2009a, 2009b, 2009c, 2009d, 2009e, 2010a,
2010b, 2010c, 2010d). However, working with another
maker has not proved to be possible, and each pair of
gloves is made by me rather than in conjunction with
another maker. The project has resulted in a body of
work being produced that includes sketchbooks,
interviews, notes and images from museums and
collections, conference papers (Thomas, 2011, 2012)
and magazine articles (Thomas, 2014a, 2014c, 2014d).

Historical research has been carried out both through
documents and in collections that contain this type of
glove. Historical research is important to link the
making with that of makers from earlier times, whether
they were making silk ecclesiastical gloves in Medieval
times or wool gloves in Scotland or Yorkshire in the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Historic examples

have been documented and studied for their
construction, materials and patterns in several locations
in the UK (Dales Countryside Museum Collection, 2013;
Gawthorpe Textiles Collection, 2013; Tolbooth Museum,
2013) with more planned, possibly overseas.

As described above, the research methods have
included a range of activities including hand knitting,
making both samples and finished pieces, drawing
and designing, information gathering, and collection
of documentary evidence. These activities link
together in a way similar to that described by Sullivan
(2010) in which practice and theory are linked in a
prismatic structure.

Although the gloves are made by hand, almost every
aspect of the work that contextualises them relies on
digital technologies. For instance:

• Charting the fabric design is done with a specialist
knitwear design software package, Intwined Studio.

• Sourcing patterns is done on line.
• Sourcing materials, including yarns and tools such

as fine knitting needles, is done through mainly
through specialist suppliers on line.

• Finding further information from other knitters has
been made possible through electronic media from
email to social media including Ravelry, the knitters
wiki (2011).

• The Knittinggloves blog (Thomas, 2014b) enables
the recording of The Glove Project’s activities and
allows conversations to open up with other makers.

• Collections can be seen and studied on line in those
cases where they have been digitised (Future
Museum, 2014; The Glove Collection Trust, 2012).

The Glove Project is ongoing. To date, over 20 pairs of
hand knit gloves have been made by hand, each taking
about 40 hours of work. Themes explored have
included concepts of place and the meaning of being
Welsh, the Welsh landscape in particular in
Carmarthenshire, and ideas of Welsh textile tradition,
family and friendship. Gloves are not made for sale but
are made for friends and family as gifts. They were
selected for the art and design exhibition at the Welsh
National Eisteddfod (National Eisteddfod of Wales,
2013) and exhibited with another designer’s work at
the Dales Countryside Museum in Hawes, north
Yorkshire in April 2014. They were selected for the
exhibition that accompanied the ‘All Makers Now?’
conference in July 2014.

Discussion 
The project has been designed to allow opportunities
to design and make artefacts that are functional and
utilitarian. The glove project has been deliberately
constructed to allow me, as a designer and design
thinker, the opportunity to work through the design
process in a systematic and controlled way, with the
means of production literally at my fingertips. Having
had to have designs executed in factories and by
external hand knitting organisations in the past, this is
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invaluable. 
The design philosophy underpinning this project

draws its inspiration from makers and design thinkers,
primarily Eva Zeisel with her roots in production
ceramics (2004), and Anni Albers whose Modernist
stance informed her woven textiles (1962 & 1966),
although the attitude of these two designers and
makers differed radically. David Pye’s
conceptualisations of workmanship, as those of
certainty and risk, are also relevant (1968). 

Eva Zeisel, whose design career spanned most of the
20th century (1906 – 2011), reacted against the rigid
grids and harsh lines of early 20th century modernism,
saying that as a result of it, ‘things lost their magic’
(2004, p. 15). She argued for the development of a
more human approach to the designed object, talking
of the ways in which manufactured artefacts surround
us and make us feel, and the power that the designer
has through their decision making during the design
process. She also talks about the way in which objects
speak to us, calling this, ‘the magic language of design’
(2004, p. 14). Through my own design process, I hope
to emulate and echo the design philosophy of Zeisel,
albeit in a completely different context.

Conversely, Albers was a Modernist and her work
was driven by Modernist ideals of rationality. Her
weaving being dominated by the grid, the archetypal
symbol of Modernism. She too, has values that
contribute to this project. She criticises the cult of the
named designer saying:

The design that shouts ‘I am the product of Mr X’ is a
bad design. As consumers, we are not interested in
Mr X but in his product, which we want to be our
servant and not his personal ambassador ... the
good designer is the anonymous designer, so I
believe, … (Albers, 1962, p. 6)

The Glove Project aims to work in the same way as
the anonymous makers who have designed and
knitted garments and household items over the years.

David Pye conceptualised what he called
‘workmanship’, that is the process of making an object,
as being of two kinds: that of certainty and that of risk
(1968, pp. 4 - 8). He argued that certainty was brought
into the making process by the use of machinery, while
hand processes were always subject to risk. That is the
risk that they might not turn out as the maker wants or
they might not be uniform. Producing written text with
a printing press is an example of the workmanship of
certainty but hand writing is an example of the
workmanship of risk. I would argue that in my making
of gloves, both types of workmanship are present. The
production of the smooth, uniform yarn and the fine,
uniform needles of recognised sizes, are examples of
the workmanship of certainty, and the products of the
factory system. While the making of the gloves using
the process of hand knitting, exemplifies the
workmanship of risk.

In the broader context of the democratising

technology theme of the ‘All Maker Now?’ conference,
knitting has been influenced by several factors since
the turn of the 21st century. Events such as 9/11 in
2001 in New York, the growth of social media, and the
influence of fashion have all played a part in the
upsurge in knitting activity since the year 2000.

It has been suggested that knitting is the ultimate
comfort activity and it has been argued that the
upsurge of it in New York was specifically a response to
the 9/11 attacks in 2001. However, Lela Nargi recalls
how knitting was ‘certainly in the air’ before 2001 and
how she noticed ‘Suddenly knitters were everywhere’
in Brooklyn, New York. (2003, p. 2), at the time of the
attacks. It might be argued that this search for a
‘comfortable, homely’ activity was further stimulated
by the economic downturn and banking crisis later in
the decade, both for real economic reasons of thrift
and for the personal satisfaction of taking part in the
process of making and creating.

The growth of social media has had a profound
effect on the knitting and crocheting community,
primarily through the user-driven wiki, Ravelry,
although knitters are also active on other social media
sites including Twitter, Facebook and Pinterest
(Gauntlett, 2011). Self-taught knitters, who use web
tools, such as Ravelry and YouTube to learn, teach and
refine new techniques and increase skill levels. The use
of these tools has enabled some non-designers to
establish themselves as significant figures in the
knitting landscape with little or no formal design
education. In response to the growth of knitting and
other crafts, small producers of all types of textile
materials have grown up, selling through web tools
including eBay, Etsy and PayPal. Makers and consumers
have thus been brought closer together.

Using the same media, specialist areas of knitting,
such as the patterned glove, can now be made in any
location and the results shared, renewing old skills. 

In conclusion, The Glove Project allows an
exploration of the processes of design and making. It is
not known, however, if these processes are similar or
the same as those that take place in other types of
designing and making. Perhaps comparison with other
accounts in the ‘All Makers Now?’ conference might
shed light on this question?

Illustrations available at:
http://knittinggloves.wordpress.com/2014/09/25/falmouth-slide-show/
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