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Abstract  

This thesis examines lace as a metaphor in contemporary art, comprising a practice-

led inquiry based on the lace archive of Nottingham Trent University. Lace is placed 

in the context of creative art practice to establish an overview and understanding of 

the multifarious associations used to articulate ideas and concepts. 

This study explores the integration of lace themes into my current art practice while 

adopting methods of research that reflect on and challenge the tacit knowledge 

already present in my creative process. An action research methodology is 

implemented, introducing reflective activities to question my concept development 

and instigate change. Case studies are used to gain a deeper understanding of how 

and why the application of lace themes and metaphors are present in contemporary 

art. The research process has a cyclical form in that my art practice is a case study 

that informs and enriches my creative process. 

A theoretical inquiry is established, contributing to a philosophical framework built 

around ideas that encompass lace and the body, addressing the reappropriation from 

a fabric that once signified only wealth and status to a material that now adds a 

sexual charge to garments through the relationship it has with skin. 

The theoretical and metaphorical understanding of lace gained as part of this inquiry 

is clearly defined through the documented conception and manufacture of a new 

body of artwork, demonstrating the transformation of my practice through academic 

research. Artworks were developed that explored the emotive space between 

historical lace pattern and the surface of the skin with an aim to translate the 

ambiguity of lace while reflecting multiple layers of opposing themes. 

The artworks produced were displayed in a solo show entitled Lacuna in February 

2012 at the Bonington Gallery, Nottingham Trent University. 
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Figure 1: Joy Buttress, Lacuna, 2012. 



 

 

Introduction  

If you take a magnifying glass and look at a piece of hand-made lace, you see a 

mesh of delicately intertwining threads. To say this is not to say much, but if this 

inspection incorporates the viewerôs knowledge of the process that brought the lace 

into being, the effect on the observer of getting up close to this material can 

transform their understanding of it. The scale and intricacy of the patterns of thread 

transforms abstract knowledge of the time, patience and pain that went into making a 

piece of lace into something more visceral and deeply felt. I write this from personal 

experience. These thoughts had never entered my practice as an artist before that 

ómagnifying glass momentô, even though I had primarily worked with textiles and the 

integrated processes associated with craft. Lace fabric captures for me an intrinsic 

beauty, fragility, delicacy of line and an innovation of craftsmanship that I have not 

experienced with any other fabric. When I look past the sumptuous exterior and think 

more deeply about the hidden meanings and associations of lace, a darker side of 

inequality, exploitation and sexualisation reveals itself. This discordant relationship 

becomes a focus that influences my practiceïled research and theoretical 

understanding throughout this study.  

This inquiry set out to investigate the metaphorical value of lace in contemporary art 

through my own creative process and the practice of others. My research began in 

the Nottingham Trent University lace archive, a vast collection of artefacts primarily 

concerned with machine made lace. The collection had been closed since 2003 and 

only one PhD study (Brompton, 2002) has drawn on it until now. This thesis maps my 

exploration and immersion into a historical lace archive and the transformation of my 

practice as an artist brought about through the application of theoretical research and 

academic methods that introduced reflection as part of my concept development. 

My initial interest lay in the vast diversity of the complex open work structure of lace 

and the delicate and intricate patterns and motifs that constructed this intensely 

decorative fabric. Fabrics that we define as lace share the property that the material 

is as important as the immaterial - holes play an integral part in forming the fabric 

(Earnshaw, 1985; Mason, 1994; Shepherd, 2003). Rosemary Shepherd, in her Lace 

Classification System (2003) for The Powerhouse Museum, Sydney, Australia, 

suggests that a definition of lace must be ñunambiguousò and must encompass all 

forms and constructions. She defines lace as ña decorative openwork fabric in which 

the pattern of the spaces is as important as the solid areasò (Shepherd, 2003). This 
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definition has been used in this research when understanding and determining a lace 

fabric. 

It was important for me to establish an understanding of the cultural aspects and the 

multiple applications and associations connected with lace, and not just become 

visually seduced by the vast display of lace found in the collection. Lace has played a 

historically important role in both a domestic setting (dressing homes) and in clothing 

(adorning bodies). When incorporated into clothing it is associated with a diverse and 

paradoxical display of purity, obedience and seduction often symbolised and defined 

by colour and encompassing royal endorsements, ecclesiastical dress and sensuous 

lingerie. White lace has often been used to reflect virtue and the religious rituals of 

commitment through gowns worn for christening and marriage while black lace has 

been tarnished with the veil of death and the subversive sexualisation of the female 

body. These diverse and multifarious characteristics of lace interested and 

challenged me to look more closely at lace as a fabric whose ambiguity creates an 

interesting balance of opposing themes. 

My initial study of lace provided a vast subject area with many potential avenues, so 

it was important to establish limitations on the research and to determine a scope 

that could be adequately explored with clarity and understanding and which could 

contribute to the development of my practice. I initially became interested in theories 

that reflected on the early distinctions of womenôs dress and fashionable attire, 

starting with that of Thorstein Veblen (1994), who was among the first to reflect on 

social culture at the turn of the twentieth century, determining the new óleisure classô 

and their conspicuous consumption that included clothing. While studying historical 

literature on dress it became clear that garments at this time incorporated expensive 

lace, displaying an exemption from manual labour and an elitist show of wealth. 

George Simmel was also observing social trends at this time, including clothing and 

dress. I was drawn to his essay entitled óadornmentô (Frisby & Featherstone, 2000) 

where I gained a new awareness of the potential metaphorical power and importance 

of the interconnection between the positioning of objects and clothing in relation to 

the body. This became a pivotal moment for me and I began working on ideas 

around the structure of lace that leads to the revealing and concealing of the skin. I 

was also interested in the notion that the openwork structure of lace suggests the 

intimate act of undressing when worn as a single layer on the body. I decided to 

explore the private and unspoken connection that lace has with the female form and 

the social changes that happened to transform the partnership and association 

between the body, clothing and lace.  
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When I investigated more closely the history of dress it was evident that the socio-

historical changes in the mid-twentieth century, particularly the changing role of 

women, led to a dramatic transformation in fashion; dress began to openly reveal 

and expose womenôs bodies (Wolf, 1991; Entwistle, 2000; Arnold, 2001). It appears 

that the fashion industry recognised lace as a fabric that ï through its open work 

structure ï could contribute to the disclosing and eroticising of the female form. 

Popular culture at this time was surrounding women in sexualised areas of design, 

including clothing that contributed to the objectification of womenôs bodies (Arnold, 

2001).  

My recognition of the pivotal changes that transformed the associations of lace 

sparked my interest in ideas around the social construction of beauty and the 

sexualisation of women. I am intrigued by the contributing role that lace has played in 

eroticising the body when worn as a single layer, exposing the underlying skin. To 

understand clothing in the context of sexual desire, I choose literature that offers a 

broader theoretical look of dress (Wilson, 2010; Edwards, 2011) and the relationship 

it has with the body (Entwhistle, 2000). I focus on theories that incorporate a 

psychoanalytical approach (Freud, 2000; Flugel, 2003) a feminist view (Wolf, 1991; 

De Beauvoir, 1997) and theories of fashion that reflect on the sexualised body 

(Arnold, 2001; Steele, 1996; Evans, 2009).  

Since I had started to form my own ideas around lace it was important to apply 

suitable research methods to my practice-led study that allow for a parallel 

understanding and an empirical inquiry. The study follows the definition of practice-

led research as set out by the Art and Humanities Research Council review: 

ñResearch in which the professional and/or creative practices of art, design or 

architecture play an instrumental part in an inquiryò (Rust, Mottram & Till, 2007: 11). 

This type of inquiry allows for the interconnection of my tacit knowledge as a 

practitioner with the formal and structured methods of academic research to 

assimilate and resolve the questions that have formed. 

I have adopted Action Research as a method to challenge my thought processes and 

implement change within my practice. I use the theories of Donald Schön and The 

Reflective Practitioner (1991) to support my action research method. This method 

offers me a permeable boundary between academic researcher and creative 

practitioner through a process of practice-led research. Schön states that through 

this process the participant ñreflects on the phenomena before him, and on prior 

understandings which have been implicit in his behaviourò (Schºn 1991: 68). Our 

knowing is said by Schön to be in our actions. This method permits my tacit 
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knowledge as a practitioner to play an integral part in forming the inquiry. I introduce 

new self-reflective methods including theoretical research, reflective journals and 

mind maps, accompanied by familiar practices of sampling, sketchbooks and the 

process of making to create a study that is challenging and also comprehensive. 

In order to gain a full understanding of the study I needed to get up close to artists 

and designers who engage with lace. This is achieved through a case study structure 

centring on the practice of others and by making direct contact with artists. Through 

interviews, exhibitions and literature reviews I gained a new awareness of their 

thoughts, practices and how others perceived them. In his analysis of case studies 

as a research method, Robert Yin clearly states that this method has a distinct 

advantage when a óhowô or ówhyô question is being asked about a contemporary 

event in which the investigator has little or no control (Yin, 2009: 13). It allows the 

researcher to carry out an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary 

phenomenon within a real life context especially when it is hard to define the 

boundaries (Yin, 2009: 18). Case studies can allow for a rigorous approach to the 

study, if the procedures of research are systematic and the findings and conclusions 

unbiased (Yin, 2009: 14). Methods were adopted that corresponded with a rigorous 

approach through the gathering of multiple sources of evidence to create a process 

of triangulation and a convergence of evidence that included case study interviews 

and focus groups.  

I have chosen the following five artists as case studies: Danica Maier (fine art), 

Catherine Bertola (fine art), Shane Waltner (craft), Cecilia Heffer (textile design) and 

Elaine Bell (fashion design). Each has worked with lace or with metaphors of lace to 

convey themes in their work. Case study research opened the opportunity for my 

practice to also be included in this process, providing through my own application an 

understanding and questioning that contribute further to the research.  

Through the research of artists and the reading of literature questions arose that 

questioned why lace, a fabric that began to make an appearance on clothing in the 

fifteenth century (Earnshaw, 1985; Kraatz, 1989; Browne, 2004), was now being 

used as a resource to express contemporary ideas.  

I began by looking at artists using themes of lace and became interested in the 

practitioners that had taken a less decorative and structural approach, but instead 

used the associations of lace to express a socio-political view. I was drawn to a 

number of artists that conveyed powerful meanings and had confronting and 

overriding themes in their artworks. These included Doris Salcedo who uses lace 
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fabric cast in concrete and encased in furniture to express displacement and loss. 

Ann Wilson who takes the process of construction and deconstruction of lace 

structures to simulate networks while making reference to gender, death and 

sexuality. South African artist Walter Oltmann who uses wire and lace making 

techniques to create art pieces that challenge our understanding of HIV and Aids. 

Miranda Whall whose drawings of intricate lace like patterns, depict explicit images of 

herself and her quest for fertility alongside everyday objects (Lace Drawings, 2002ï

2004). Each artist had borrowed and exploited at some point a variety of themes, 

symbols, associations and constructions of lace while expressing a varied and 

diverse area of subjects. 

My own response to lace metaphors in the context of art practice was established in 

the Nottingham Trent University (NTU) lace archive. This resource offered an 

introduction to historical lace and a complete immersion in an unfamiliar area of 

textiles. Although the aim was not set out to contribute to the historical or technical 

literature on lace, it was important for me to have an appreciation and understanding 

of lace in a historical and educational context and to recognise how the archive had 

been used as a resource in the School of Art and Design.  

Nottingham Trent University Lace Archive  

Nottingham School of Art & Design, established in 1843, provided the region with 

skilled workers, designers and managers to contribute to the lace industry. The 

archive was formed through bequests to the former School by the Nottingham Lace 

federation and local lace manufacturers who were connected to the school as 

governors. The archive was used as a resource from the opening of the school to 

inspire and educate potential designers offering a rich and diverse accumulation of 

artefacts that would encourage creativity and sustain the industry with new work and 

design that kept pace with the changing fashions. It was often in the interest of 

manufacturers to play an active role in the Schools of Art and Design with many of 

them producing prize-winning designs that would be bought by various textile 

industries (MacDonald, 2004: 135).  

The collection contains a variety of artefacts donated over the period from 1880s to 

1940s that are associated with the manufacture of lace. The archive holds 

approximately 75,000 items; these include single lace pieces in manufacturersô 

sample books, photographic and design portfolios, hand-made lace dating back to 

the 1600s and a comprehensive book collection comprising historical and 

educational literature. The archive now also includes aspects of social history relating 
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to the day-to-day working of the lace mills including wage books, photographs and 

salesmanôs logs books. These artefacts were donated when the mills ceased trading 

in the decline of the lace industry. The majority of donations have been made from 

the late nineteenth century up until the mid twentieth century with a substantial 

donation from the Nottingham Fashion and Textile museum in 2010.  

The archive was rehoused in 2009 in a purpose built room and was officially opened 

in February 2010 as a resource for students. A new steering group has been formed 

to support the collection, featuring a range of key academic experts as well as 

leading figures in lace and museology from the Victoria and Albert Museum in 

London and The Bowes Museum in County Durham. The collection is actively used 

as a resource for students and staff across the whole of the school and currently has 

three PhD studentships based within it. 

Other archives and museums also contribute to my understanding of lace and play a 

role in gaining a broader and more knowledgeable grasp on the breadth of lace 

applications and techniques. These include: 

Morton, Young and Borland (lace manufacturers), Ayrshire, Scotland 

A visit to MYB at the beginning of the study gave me an insight and understanding of 

machine lace production. The techniques of manufacturing within the company have 

changed very little since the company was founded in 1900. Nottingham lace looms 

are still used by the manufacturer to produce primarily net curtains. MYB have also 

been working with the design company Timorous Beasties to produce a 

contemporary range of net curtains, TB have also helped and guided MYB in the 

production of their own range of wallpaper, Paper Lace (2008). 

Nottingham City Museums Fashion and Textile Collection, Nottingham, 

England 

Although the museum no longer exists I was able to visit the storage facility that 

houses the collection. The collection contains a large amount of ladiesô gloves made 

from netting, crochet and lace. I was interested in the simplicity of the gloves. I was 

particularly interested in the gloves that showed signs of soiling, disrepair or attempts 

at darning. The gloves were recorded through photographs. 

Dents (glove museum), Warminster, England 

Glove manufacturers Dents were established in 1777 and are still producing fine 

leather gloves today. I was interested in the ornate and heavily embroidered Gauntlet 

gloves and lace gloves held in the collection. The personal tour was recorded for 
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reference and photographs were taken of gloves that I found had particular interest 

for me. 

The Fashion Museum, Bath, England 

The museum houses a collection of gloves belonging to the Worshipful Company of 

Glovers of London. The collection includes items dating back to the seventeenth 

century. I was interested in the heavily ornate and intricately stitched pieces that 

often included embroidered lace edges. Images of these gloves were used as 

resource material for the concepts that were becoming important to my developing 

practice. 

The Outcomes of the Research 

This research has culminated in a body of artwork that demonstrates the integration 

of reflective practice and academic research and, in turn, contributes to my field of 

practice. The study also provides a conceptual framework that is important and 

relevant to artists, museums and curators; it provides them with a comprehensive 

study that places lace as a significant and instrumental precipitator in visual art 

culture. Current literature tends only to address lace in a historical or technical 

context, whereas this inquiry contributes to the limited literature available by 

investigating the metaphorical value of lace and the noteworthy presence it has in 

contemporary creative practice. 

This thesis establishes a philosophical approach to lace in the context of clothing and 

fashion. The study reflects on the pivotal development of lace in the middle of the 

twentieth century from a fabric that represented wealth, status and craftsmanship to 

a fabric charged with erotic tension. The implications of this duality are vital in 

establishing the current use of lace in visual art culture. Lace offers themes of 

heritage and craftsmanship and the prevalent issues of gender and sexuality that 

appear to be pervasive in contemporary society. Through direct contact with artist 

and designers and the involvement of my own art practice I establish a new 

understanding and insight into the influence of lace in current art and design practice. 

This contribution substantiates the value and relevance of lace to convey 

contemporary visual concepts. 

The thesis is laid out to reflect the path of research undertaken: Chapter one 

discuses the method of action research and the introduction of reflection in regard to 

my art practice. The theories of Donald Schön, explored in his book The Reflective 

Practitioner (1991), play a significant role in defining the chapter to encompass the 
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role of reflection in my work. My new way of working through methods associated 

with academic research are explored and exposed to clearly illustrate the pathway 

undertaken in the process of practice-led study.  

Chapter two explores the use of lace in the context of contemporary art, design and 

fashion. Lace is presented within a philosophical framework where definitions of 

dress, adornment and the body are outlined and analysed to determine the 

significance and presence of lace on clothing since the mid-twentieth century and the 

strong connections it has today regarding sexuality and erotica. 

Chapter three addresses the use of case studies as a method to highlight and 

analyse selected artists and designers who work with lace as both a fabric and a 

metaphor for issues and notions relating to a contemporary culture. The methods 

used within this framework are explained and presented to the reader through 

structured analytical processes that contribute to the outcomes of the study.  

Skin and pattern as metaphors for identity and beauty are presented in chapter four, 

linking back to ideas conceived in chapter two around the body and sexuality. The 

chapter highlights how these themes have manifested themselves in my practice and 

consequently my artworks while drawing attention to artists that have also used 

themes of skin and pattern as a vehicle to express concepts in their work.  

Skin is discussed as a metaphorical canvas used to explore a multiple associations 

that can be applied to art and design. Connections are then made to the application 

of pattern in the context of skin as both a permanent and movable fixture, reflecting 

on the implications and symbolic meanings imbued. Historical pattern is also 

discussed in the context of findings made in the NTU lace archive, making 

correlations with creative movements in art and design. These patterns are then 

explained in the context of the artworks produced as part of the research. 

Stitch is discussed in chapter five, and relates to the significance of hand and 

machine embroidery as a gender-specific craft. The chapter reflects upon the re-

appropriation of gender specific crafts to redefine stitch and the social construction of 

the feminine. The chapter introduces the process of stitching to my practice and the 

effect it has had on the construction of the artworks produced for a new body of work.  

Chapter six introduces the artworks created for the final exhibition that is an outcome 

of this research. Material processes are analysed in relation to the final body of work 

and the relationship it has to the themes generated and concepts formed through the 

exploration of historical lace. Methods of action research are re-examined and 

examples shown in relation to the artworks, offering an insight into the creative 
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thought process developed as part of the inquiry. The chapter also exposes the 

reasoning and intention behind the display and execution of the exhibition Lacuna 

(2012).  

This thesis does not attempt to contribute to the current historical or technical 

literature on lace. Instead it presents an inquiry that investigates how lace is being 

used to transmit themes and metaphors in contemporary art practice. It contributes 

an insight into the integration of theoretical literature, academic research methods 

and art practice. 
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Chapter One: Action Research Applied to Art Practice  

Introduction  

The complex process of creativity is notoriously difficult to articulate and complicated 

to explain. From childhood I have felt comfortable translating thoughts and feelings 

through making; I find expressing through what I create an easier process than 

speaking or writing, I lose myself in materials and process. I feel surges of 

excitement when art works begin to evolve and develop. I think about ideas, shapes 

and forms constantly, I dream about my work as it is part of me and who I am.  

Through this PhD study my art practice and process of concept development was 

introduced for the first time to academic research. Methods of reflection developed 

through an action research methodology were used to challenge my thought process 

and to bring about both an understanding of lace in the context of contemporary art 

practice and change in the creation and articulation of my own visual ideas.  

This chapter investigates how I approached this practiced-led inquiry, defending the 

powerful interplay that research and art practice can have when successfully 

combined. It also discusses how and why this study was underpinned by an action 

research methodology. The chapter starts by historically contextualising practice-led 

research in art and design, beginning with the thoughts of Christopher Frayling and 

progressing to the definition as proposed by Carol Grey. It also attempts to lead the 

reader through the structure of research methods employed and explains how these 

were implemented to produce change and understanding within an art practice 

framework.  

The theories of Donald Schönôs The Reflective Practitioner (1991) play a significant 

role in defining the research and creating a structure for the inquiry. This chapter also 

attempts to unravel and address the way in which action research transformed and 

challenged my thought process leading to new ideas and ways of working that have 

become essential in my practice. An illustration is provided to map this change and 

clearly demonstrate the progression of actions that have shaped my creative 

response from a material-led to a concept-led creative process.  

Practice-led Research: research through art and design 

Practice-led doctoral degrees have struggled to be recognised and accredited as 

research. They encompass methods adapted from other research fields or apply 

unconventional methods to conceive theories through the process of creative 
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practice. The problem that appears to occur when regarding creative practice as 

research is where to place the knowledge. Christopher Frayling addresses this 

relationship in his seminal paper óResearch in Art and Designô (1993) where he 

distinguished three categories of research through the writing of Herbert Read and 

his model of education (Read, 1967) that reflected the types of research related to art 

practice: 

¶ Research into art and design 

¶ Research for art and design 

¶ Research through art and design. 

Frayling describes the first two, óresearch into art and designô and óresearch for art 

and designô, as  ñstraightforwardò, ñidentifiableò and ñvisibleò, each resembling 

Herbert Readôs ñteaching through artò, they offer clarity on what is being achieved 

and communicated (Frayling, 1993: 5). When applying research through art and 

design it can be more difficult to define, however when this is applied to the process 

of practice-led doctoral study specialised research insights can be created. Bradley 

Hafeman and Daniel Mafe regarded it as a process that can be ñtruly emergent in its 

outcomesô and that it can become ópart of some other order of understandingò 

(Haseman and Mafe, 2009: 220). The union of research through art practice offered 

me as an artist the potential for new insight and knowledge on my creative process 

through a self reflective process. 

Carole Gray gave one of the first definitions of practiced-led research in 1996; her 

description determines it as having two aspects. Firstly, Gray identifies research that 

is conceived in practice, where questions, problems and challenges are identified 

and formed by the practitioner. The second research strategy is carried out through 

practice, ñusing predominantly methodologies and specific methods familiar to us as 

practitionersò (Gray, 1996: 3). When looking at the definition as set by Gray and 

comparing it to my own practice-led research, it is clear that at the start of this project 

my practice was going to be challenged. I approached the research as an artist, not 

as a historian or technician in lace-making, I had no in-depth knowledge of lace and 

was working with a historical archive for the first time. I was subsequently confronted 

by a vast collection of artefacts connected to the long and interwoven journey that 

had led from hand production to mechanisation and mass production. There was a 

real potential to get lost in a mass of floral pattern and intricate structures without 

really understanding the meaning of lace fabric in a context that was poignant and 

connected to the use of lace metaphors in contemporary art. I aimed to discover why 
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other creative practitioners were using lace themes and through my own investigative 

process to establish my own understanding of lace.  

At the start of my project, research methods were unfamiliar in the process of forming 

and articulating my ideas. I had always led through a craft process, creating pieces of 

work that had gentle underlying themes that did not represent my thoughts and ideas 

but carried my aesthetic intention and enjoyment of materials and making.  

It was important for me to maintain my confidence through familiar ways of working, 

but with a focus on finding ways to introduce new methods that reflected on already 

embedded actions. Gray stresses the importance of using research methods familiar 

to the artist to achieve successful practice-led research (Gray, 1996). This 

combination of old and new methods in my practice afforded an opportunity to reflect, 

transform and instigate a new level of knowledge which was essential in allowing for 

change and understanding to happen.   

Action Research as a method 

I chose action research as a method because it channelled the knowledge I already 

had, introduced new methods appropriate to the practice of an artist and enabled 

reflection to instigate transformation. Donald Schön suggests that knowledge can be 

gained from the process of reflection and suggests that the reflective practitioner not 

only develops óknowledge on reflectionô but also already has knowledge in the 

actions she performs (Schön, 1991:49). Bob Dick, an advocate of this method in 

education, describes it as a group of research methodologies that follow action (or 

change) and research (or understanding) at the same time, and in most of its forms it 

is participative and qualitative (Dick, 1999).  

The context in which action research was established as a method is attributed to 

Kirk Lewin (1952) working in the discipline of social psychology, then further 

developed by educational theorist Kolb (2003) and others. It is used by David Kolb as 

a model of learning to follow when implementing change and understanding. The 

cycle is often referred to as óThe Kolb Cycleô, óThe Learning Cycleô or óThe 

Experiential Learning Cycleô (1994). The cycle can be described in four stages and 

follows a linear specific sequence: 

¶ Concrete Experience (feeling) 

¶ Reflective Observation (watching) 

¶ Active Experimentation (doing) 

¶ Abstract Conceptualisation (thinking) 
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Kolb proposed that each stage must be followed in a linear sequence for successful 

learning to take place; the cycle also suggests that to learn from an experience, 

reflection must take place (Kolb, 2003). However, when applying this to the practice 

of an artist, this linear model does not allow for any flexibility; it has a rigidity that 

does not complement the creative process which is often arbitrary and fluid. Bob Dick 

also questions the linear process and states that action and research need to takes 

place in parallel through a ñflexible spiral processò (Dick, 2002). This then allows for 

change and improvement through creativity whilst sequentially allowing for the 

development of understanding and knowledge through reflective practice.  

Cal Swann qualifies the action research model as an appropriate method for the 

practice of design, especially ñwhere the final outcome is undefinedò (Swann, 2002: 

58). Like Dick, he also suggests that it is important to have more than just a linear 

model and that the method has to allow for a ñconstant process of revisiting the 

problem, re-analysing and synthesizing revised solutionsò enabling an ñiterativeò 

process (Swann 2002: 53). My inquiry required a method that enabled the flexibility 

of an outcome that was undefined and offered a return to initial ideas that had formed 

to challenge and synthesize my concept. This in turn would create a holistic 

approach that encompassed the whole study and mimicked the erratic thought 

pattern of an artist and also work in parallel to creative practice. Dick describes 

appropriate research as a process that ñfits the situation and the goals you are 

pursuingò (Dick, 2002). It was important to incorporate my practice as part of the 

research to understand why and how themes of lace were being used and the 

implications this could have as a tool in my practice.  

Action research also encompasses a varied and complex series of potential actions 

that allow for the inclusion and engagement of familiar creative activities. It permitted 

me to use several different research tools in parallel throughout the project, which 

included a research journal, document collection and analysis, structured and 

unstructured interviews and case studies. These research tools offered new 

directions and ways to work and conceive artworks, while strengthening my 

knowledge and understanding.  

Action research offers a systematic way to reflect while participating in making or 

óactionô. Instinctive practice is said by Dick (2002) to have the potential to increase 

conscious learning. This process was important in establishing how I implemented 

new strategies to evolve as an artist. Action research incorporates a familiar way of 

working generating a systematic enquiry that ultimately informed and improved my 

creative process and my subsequent artwork. 
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Learning through art and design is óexperientialô; we learn most effectively by active 

experience and reflection on that experience (Gray and Malins, 2004: 1). Experiential 

learning is an important way to develop and grow as an artist and óaction researchô 

provided a method that reflected and complemented this process.   

I turned to the writing of Donald Schön The Reflective Practitioner (1991) to 

understand the potential impact on creative practice through the implementation of 

action research. His approach recognises the importance of reflection from a wide 

range of applied fields including design. Schön states that systematic reflection is an 

effective way for practitioners to learn, take on the responsibility for change, as well 

as engage in research. Schön suggests that óour knowledge is ordinarily tacit, implicit 

in our patterns of action and in our feel for the stuff with which we are dealingô so 

therefore our ñknowing is in our actionò (Schºn, 1991: 49). The visceral and 

instinctive process of creating art is central to the way I communicate, however the 

actions are intuitive and difficult to describe. Schön defines these day-to-day skills 

and techniques as dependent on ñtacit recognition, judgments, and skilful 

performancesò (Schºn, 1991: 50).  These artistic judgments are part of the mental 

calculation of an artist, but my internalised process of tacit knowing had not been 

articulated or challenged in this way before.  

As Schön explains, these actions happen spontaneously as part of the processes we 

already know, and automatically do without thought. Some things may have been 

consciously learnt at some point in our lives, but may not have been consciously 

remembered and appear as a reaction to certain problems or judgments. Schön 

describes these actions as ñknowing-in-actionò. If we can recognise the tacit 

knowledge that we posses then we are capable of reflecting on the actions to 

improve our performance. The enhancement of knowledge is gained through a 

process of evaluation and reflection on óactionô, but the process is not instantaneous 

and can take weeks and months and will vary according to the situation (Schön 

1991: 62).  

The recognition of tacit knowledge was introduced by Michael Polanyi, who stated 

that ówe know more than we can tellô (Polanyi, 1967: 4). He believed that we could 

bring together our conceptual and sensory information to make sense of a problem. 

He uses the example of a personôs face and the ability we have to recognise it 

amongst thousands, yet we cannot usually tell how we recognise it (Polyani, 1966: 

4). This knowledge of understanding to distinguish shape, form, texture and colour 

suggests that we visually store and categorise information bringing it to the forefront 

when needed. Polyani suggests that this is our ófunctional structureô of tacit knowing 



15 

(Polyani,1966:10). Action research combined actions that drew from my already 

present tacit understanding formed over years of being a creative practitioner and 

combined it with the knowledge gained through the process of academic study 

enabling change and understanding to happen in my art practice. 

This approach integrated both practice and research to create a study that was 

inclusive of both old and new methods of working. It is suggested by Carol Gray 

(1996) that a pluralist approach which has multiple methods and techniques can be 

tailored to an individual project. The exposure to new stimuli, and the participation in 

new activities as both an artists and researcher, inspired me to embrace thoughts 

that instigated the questioning of my practice and the process of concept formation.   

One of my main methods was mapping which became a key area of self-reflection 

and visualisation of internal thought processes and is illustrated in the chart óMy 

Learning Cyclesô (Figure 2). This chart illustrates a clear progression of stages or 

cycles to show the gradual introduction of research through my emersion in the NTU 

lace archive. This introduction of new activities also played a part in establishing 

approaches that challenged and informed me as an artist, which in turn increased the 

capacity for óreflection-in-actionô.  

Schön suggests that other activities taken along side practice that do not 

automatically fit into the context of practice can enhance the practitioner (Schön, 

1991).  He uses the term óFrame Analysisô to describe these actions and define a set 

of potential methods to lead to an understanding that can bring about a deeper 

knowledge. Schºn argues that in the life of any profession the óframing of problems 

and rolesô is needed to determine the kind of problems set in the context of practice. 

Previous ótacit framesô found in their practice are questioned and consequently open 

up the need to óreflect-in-actionô. Schºn takes examples of town planners debating 

housing issues or social workers dealing with social behaviour and architects 

problem solving design solutions in buildings, all creating frameworks in their 

particular field, through a process of óframe analysisô (Schºn 1991). The process to 

consciously reflect and apply a óframe analysisô allows for the placement of practice 

in a broader context and which in turn achieves a deeper insight. 

To understand the use of lace themes in contemporary art practice it was important 

to recognise the use, production and placement of lace fabric in a historical and 

contemporary context. This was achieved through research in the early part of my 

study and is represented in the óprimary cycleô of óMy Learning Cyclesô (Figure 2). 

The óprimary cycleô reflects the processes taken to investigate lace fabric on more 
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than a purely aesthetic level and instead embraced both the historical journey and re-

appropriation in the context of current creative practice. This process allowed for a 

deeper perception of lace and a foundation of informed knowledge that was used 

when reflecting on the development of creative and theoretical concepts. 

New theoretical perspectives were achieved through the introduction of new methods 

of research that included literature reviews, conference papers and academic 

journals. This enabled the formation of new concepts and ideas that were explored in 

unison with my production of artworks. A significant change happened when I took 

part in a two-week residency in the Fine Art department at NTU. Summer Lodge1 

(Cycle B,Figure 2) took me from the confines of my own studio space that is not at 

the university to a shared space that surrounded me with thirty diverse artists. This 

time offered me the opportunity to think through making and totally immerse myself in 

my creative thoughts in a supportive environment and collective space. It also gave 

me the opportunity to engage in dialogue, reflect on my current research and explore 

the ideas that had been evolving as part of my lace inquiry.  

Reflection is said by Schön to allow the practitioner to consider the phenomena and 

prior understandings that have been implicit in their behaviour (Schön, 1991: 68). 

Action research allowed for an approach to my question that was not just a historical 

or an observational record but a contextual and inclusive approach encompassing 

and informing my actions and reflecting on the actions of other artists that 

incorporated themes of lace in their work. This then enabled an understanding of the 

use and potential application of lace associations in my own practice, encouraging 

the development of new concepts that articulated my theories of lace.  

                                                
1
 Summer Lodge is a yearly two-week residency held in the Fine Art studios at Nottingham 

Trent University. It brings together thirty artists to initiate ónew dialogues and critical 

exchangeô through a period of sustained studio practice, it also includes a one-day 

conference (Maier, 2010).  
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Figure 2: Joy Buttress - My Learning Cycles, 2010. 
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4ÈÅ ÁÐÐÌÉÃÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ȬÒÅÆÌÅÃÔÉÏÎȭ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓ ÏÆ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈ 

Activities took place that facilitated a metamorphosis within my practice, and which 

opened me to the potential for change and improvement. The bringing together of 

prior understanding, the NTU lace archive and theoretical study, challenged me in a 

cycle of learning that informed my practice in new ways.  

The implementation of reflective practice was channelled through a variety of 

activities and conscious reflection became a new part of my process through the 

questioning of concepts and ideas. Sketchbooks and reflective journals were used to 

record thoughts and mind maps became a vital visual tool to question, analyse and 

solve problems. My reflective journals became a new vehicle to consider theoretical 

ideas that had been gained through my review of relevant literature. They provided a 

starting point for the formation of philosophical understanding that encompassed 

ideas around clothing, pattern and skin. They became a way to record and process 

ideas in the pursuit of the answers to the questions established through the inquiry. 

Figure 3, Reflective Journal - October 2010, illustrates the ideas and theories I was 

starting to form, revealing the start of a review of literature that was relevant to my 

areas of interest. Although the pages are filled with abstract thoughts and references, 

distinct themes are starting to emerge that explore ideas around pattern, skin and 

beauty. As illustrated these were initially explored through the text of Michel 

Foucault, The History of Sexuality (1978), Joanne Butler, Bodies that Matter (1993), 

Naomi Wolf, The Beauty Myth (1991) and Jennifer Craik, The Face of Fashion 

(1993). Theoretical ideas became connected with my new process of concept 

development, instigating new ways of processing and linking thought and structure to 

produce new artworks.    

A progression developed in my inquiry that mapped a broad spectrum of ideas 

around the gloved hand connecting the relationship of lace on skin and theoretical 

questions that encompass nudity and fetishism (Figure 4). In parallel, potential 

materials and processes were explored identifying with the act of making to express 

the exploration and development of themes (Figure 5). These thoughts were 

translated through my creative process to encompass and consider the potential 

symbolic meaning that can be generated through the application of decoration and 

embellishment on skin and were explored through vintage leather opera gloves on 

the finished artworks Glove 1ï7 (Chapter Six: 125ï131). 

These maps became my way of clearing and sorting a thought pattern that was 

overloaded with text, images and ideas. Some ideas would be broken down 
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numerous times often drawn and torn from a roll of tracing paper and pinned to my 

board. This gave me the comfort of knowing things could be changed and revisited 

without it being a fixed process, maps were reworked and added to, the translucency 

of the tracing paper meant that the ideas could be overlaid forming a trajectory that 

was controllable and progressive.  

An interactive dialogue was also created around my work through the inclusion of 

others; this took the form of óshow and listenô workshop sessions, supervisions and 

discussion with fellow colleagues. I started to voice my ideas out loud, opening a 

discursive relationship with observers and my audience. This introduced a vocal 

reaction to my work that challenged me while I was forming my concepts rather than 

once my work was finished and displayed as part of an exhibition.  

This reflective process helped to align both developing theories and practice based 

exploration forming an interlocking relationship that was fed through each other to 

form strong ideas and concepts. The multiple tools of action research offered a 

diverse array of methods that helped inform and complement my internal thought 

pattern.   



20 

 

Figure 3: Joy Buttress, Reflective Journal, October 2010. 



21 

 

Figure 4: Joy Buttress, Reflective Journal, January 2011. 
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Figure 5: Joy Buttress, Reflective Journal, January 2011 
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Conclusion  

Action research has given my practice a method that has introduced reflection into 

my creative process. Connecting my already established tacit knowing with explicit 

knowledge gained through theoretical study and academic research methods formed 

a new process of concept development.  

Vital research tools have been combined with my long established technique of 

working to create a new and challenging process that questions continuously my 

reasoning and actions. The use of reflective journals, mind maps and sketchbooks 

has provided a reflective visual journey and enabled me to form ideas. The academic 

process has required me to articulate my ideas verbally, opening them up to be 

challenged, confronted and introduced to alternative thoughts and ideas from my 

peers and colleagues. The inquiry and doctoral process have required me to place 

and substantiate my theories in the context of academic literature, enabling me to 

develop and progress as both a researcher and an artist.  

These combined actions have questioned my way of working enabling change and 

encouraging a reassessment of process that has enriched my theoretical 

understanding as an artist. My initial intuitive process of creativity has been exposed 

and challenged through a constant revisiting of themes and ideas through a 

framework of reflective actions. My tacit knowledge of creative processes and 

materials has been complemented with an action research methodology to provide 

an effective way to enable new creative thought and develop my theoretical ideas 

that have formed through the study of lace.  

The following chapter highlights the areas of historical research, theoretical discourse 

and contextual art practice that have been instrumental in forming the ideas and 

concepts to create new thought. Ideas around lace and the body are discussed, 

making links with the implications of lace to symbolically represent status, sexuality 

and erotica.   
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Chapter Two: Lace as a Metaphor  

Introduction 

The intention of this chapter is to contextualize lace within literature, art, design and 

fashion. Through this overview, an understanding of the metaphors of lace being 

used to articulate contemporary ideas is established. The chapter starts with a brief 

explanation of the existing literature on lace in the context of historical studies 

relating to technique, applications in clothing and its industrial development from 

handmade to machine-made lace. Past and current academic inquiries are also 

explored to gain a perspective on the widespread interest in lace fabric and the 

themes that have become associated with it.  

This chapter also acknowledges significant international exhibitions that employ an 

interest in lace while recognising a selection of the individual artists involved. Once 

the historical and contemporary context is established, the text focuses on a 

selection of creative practitioners whose themes explore ideas around gender and 

sexuality. The use of lace is analysed by addressing the multifarious ideas and 

metaphorical associations of lace that are present in their work and by exposing the 

rich resource it offers to use as a platform or application in art practice.  

The study is led towards an exploration of why lace is linked with such a diverse and 

contradictory pool of associations that started with its application in clothing and 

fashionable (as opposed to functional) attire. The chapter examines how this delicate 

and initially purely decorative fabric, often associated with femininity, has played an 

important role in the adornment of bodies to transmit signals of status, wealth, power 

and erotica. Religious rituals that mark significant occasions have also historically 

embraced the wearing of lace, such as the veils of the grieving widow and the 

virginal bride, the ceremonial robes of the priest and the christening gown of the 

infant. Lace in fashion is addressed from the sixteenth century to the present day 

with the main focus on the twentieth century, tracking the influences and 

development of the fashion industry to determine the look of women. 

This chapter identifies ideas and themes that have evolved through the exploration of 

lace clothing and the material significance of lace to attract attention, to affect 

visibility and to signify power. Firstly, the material qualities of lace are discussed, 

identifying the unique construction of lace to capture the viewer in a óhide and seekô 

interplay that both reveals and conceals the body and skin. Secondly, an 

investigation is made into the Western interpretation of adornment to display themes 
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of sexuality. This inquiry covers the intimate connection of pattern and skin as a 

trigger for the objectification of women, through the construction of a decorated body 

that simultaneously creates visibility. The text explores the idea of lace in a unique 

position on the body, resting between skin and clothing, covering and exposing the 

body at the same time to create a powerful reactive connection with the viewer. 

Thirdly, the chapter explores enticement through the materiality of lace establishing a 

link with cloth and fabric and fetishistic practices. 

These three areas of óreveal/concealô, óadornmentô and ófetishismô are discussed to 

challenge the understanding of the significance of lace as a popular choice in female 

fashion. The chapter establishes the implicit assumptions associated with lace fabric 

that defend and illustrate its unique appeal.  

Lace in Context 

It is an important part of the study to understand lace in a historical context and to 

gain an overall knowledge of the literature connected to lace. A wide spectrum of 

material is readily available on the heritage of lace, but there are limited perspectives 

on the unique materiality and value of lace in our culture and the influence it has on 

contemporary art, fashion and design. Uniquely, therefore this section establishes 

the current international interest in lace as a starting point for exhibitions and awards 

illustrating the diversity of associated themes.    

The historical literature focuses on systems that categorises and identifies types of 

handmade lace and machine made lace (Earnshaw, 1980; 1986; 1982; Shepherd, 

2003; Reigate, 1986) or studies of the machine lace industry (Mason, 1994; Halls, 

1973). Earnshaw has written the most comprehensive and some of the most 

authoritative books about antique lace, including The Identification of Lace (1980) 

which covers the identification of handmade and machine-made lace and which 

targets collectors and dealers who want exact identification. Lace Machines & 

Machine Laces (Earnshaw, 1986) offers a comprehensive and detailed account of all 

major lace-making machines, and Lace in Fashion (Earnshaw, 1985) covers the 

period from the sixteenth to the twentieth century, investigating the wearing of lace 

while taking into consideration the social, political and economic changes that 

affected it. Sheila Mason contributes to the history of Nottingham Lace in the East 

Midlands, covering the period 1760ï1950 for the invention, production and trade of 

lace fabric, giving an account of the mechanisation and industrialisation in the region 

(Mason, 1994). There is also a large amount of literature that gives technical 
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information on the making of specific types of handmade (Cook, 1988; Wright, 1983) 

lace informing the reader on designs and applications.  

Fashion literature (Earnshaw, 1985; Kraatz, 1989; Levey, 1983) records the historical 

and chronological order of techniques and applications in dress detailing styles and 

applications. Museums have produced literature highlighting significant collections 

(e.g., Browne, 2004; Hashagan and Levey, 2006), offering a visual record with brief 

historical accounts of the history of lace. Clare Browne (Browne, 2004) focuses on a 

100 historical items from the lace collection of the Victoria & Albert Museum, London, 

which houses one of the most comprehensive collections of lace in the UK. All these 

studies, apart from Solstiss ï the seduction of lace (Kraatz, 2006) visually suggest a 

deeper understanding of the impact of lace as a tool of meaning, enticement and 

seduction; very little literature attempts to enter into or offer a debate on the use of 

lace as a means of communication or inspiration for artists and designers. In this 

context, the current study is ideally placed to contribute to the fields of fashion, 

textiles and art by offering an examination of this neglected history of lace. 

Past academic PhD studies that incorporate lace include H. Williams (1981), H.J. 

Yallop (1987), E.C. Walsh (2009) and R.R.N. Brompton (2002). These completed 

studies reflect an interest in the historical significance of lace. However, a number of 

current studies appear to be more concerned with the potential to interpret lace in the 

context of the contemporary, through exhibition, design and art practice.  

International exhibitions have interpreted lace in a new context, while still celebrating 

historical connections and manifestations of lace. Belgium, renowned for its 

handmade lace, hosted the first international event dedicated to contemporary lace-

making in 1983 (Steyvoort, 2006). The International Lace Biennial ï Queen Fabiolaôs 

Grand Prix (1983ï2006) continued for almost twenty five years and became 

indicators of the creative directions of lace, each yearôs exhibition encompassed a 

theme with the final exhibition óContemporary Artô set to encourage and develop óArt 

Laceô (Steyvoort, 2006). Belgium also hosted a major lace season in Bruges entitled 

The Face of Lace (2008), the four-month-long exhibition took over the city with 

interior and exterior installations and light displays, celebrating the importance of 

Bruges in the making of traditional lace 2. The exhibition was produced by the 

                                                
2
 The exhibition also displayed contemporary interpretations influenced by technique and form 

and suggested by Sibylla Goegebuer in the catalogue introduction as òthe modern method of 

working with laceò (Goegebuer, 2008: 7). The Face of Lace exhibited work that was being 

produced across Europe in art, design and fashion, by designers, artists and students, 
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curators and designers Hedwig Van Onna and Hanneke Kamphius who were also 

been responsible for Ander Kant (óOther Laceô) exhibition (2006) held at Boijmans 

Van Beuningen Museum in Rotterdam. Ander Kant encompassed the museumôs 

extensive and significant collection of historical lace and the creation of new 

contemporary product design. 

The interconnection of art and archives was echoed by the exhibition Lace in 

Translation (2009) at the Philadelphia Design Center based at the Philadelphia 

University, USA, and housing a collection of artefacts from the Quaker Lace 

Company based in the city3. Three artists were commissioned to create new work 

from investigative explorations in the archive. The chosen artists were Canadian 

sculptor Cal Lane (Figure 6), known for her large-scale welded metal objects that 

incorporate lace motifs and include discarded, found objects like cars, wheelbarrows 

and spades. Dutch product designer Professor Tord Boontje, Head of Design at the 

Royal College of Art, London, whose work is inspired by nature, is well known for his 

laser-cut metal Garland Light (2002) which sold at interior store Habitat. Also 

included in the exhibition was DEMAKERSVAN, a Dutch design team that produce 

lace-inspired chain linked fencing (2003 onwards) (Figure 7), originally using bobbin 

lace as inspiration to construct the fencing, replicating historical lace motifs that are 

transformed into metal open work fencing. Lace in Translation (2009) exhibited both 

the commissioned artworks and historical artefacts side by side.  

The structural formation of lace and the opportunity to re-evaluate the configuration 

of lace to embrace new materials, scale and motifs relevant to our contemporary 

culture were explored in the Love Lace International Lace Award (2011) at the 

Powerhouse Museum, Sydney, Australia, which set out with a criterion that wanted 

originality and creativity to be conveyed through materials and techniques. Earlier 

versions of the International Lace Award were held in 1997 and 2001 with designs 

invited on the theme of óopenwork fabricô, till the award changed in 2011 to 

encompass óopenwork structuresô which enabled submissions from a broader 

spectrum of media, including digital media.  The museum received seven hundred 

                                                                                                                                      
including an installation by Alphons Ter Avezt, óCatwalkô (2008) in the street using road 

marker paint as a lace carpet. Chris Kabel produced a lace map erected in the town as a 

way-finder for pedestrians. 

3
 The collection includes a large amount of machine-made lace samples and sketches from 

the head designer Fredrick Vessey (1862ï1948) who originally came from Nottingham, 

England along with Nottingham lace machines and skilled lace weavers (Packer, 2010). 
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entries from thirty-three countries. One hundred and thirty-four artists were selected 

to produce work that was described by curator Lindie Ward as òan interactive and 

cross- disciplinary approach to the open work structure of laceò (Ward, 2011: 13) and 

which used conceptual interpretations of place. The diversity of approaches was 

extensive and materials used went beyond traditional representations of lace since 

the work was made with metal, wood, wire, hair, leather and precious metals as well 

as the traditional materials of cotton and silk.  

 

Figure 6: Cal Lane, Lace in Translation, 2009, oil tank, New York. 
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Figure 7: DEMAKERSVAN, Lace Fence, 2003, bobbin lace technique using galvanised steel wire. 

 

American artist Helen Pynor knitted together single strands of human hair in the 

piece Untitled (Uterus and Urinary) (2011) (Figure 8) and created a ghost-like 

presence that represented a womanôs internal reproductive organs, making reference 

to both life and death. Ann Mondro, overall winner of the International Lace award, 

created an intricately crocheted form using fine wire, which replicated a Henry Ford 

four-cylinder engine. Entitled Detroit Shadow (2011), the work was produced to 

represent a defunct motor industry and paid homage to the workers who built similar 

engines. The Love Lace exhibition reflects the diverse breadth of submissions that 

encompassed large-scale installations and intricate textiles and jewellery; most 

exhibits challenged the structural perceptions of lace. 
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Figure 8: Helen Pynor, Untitled, 2011, knitted human hair, 29 x 36 x 20 cm. 

 

Textile curator Lesley Miller, Professor of Textile Culture at University for the 

Creative Arts, Farnham, UK, has over the past twelve years presented the idea of 

textiles as a medium for art practice. Her latest exhibition, Lost in Lace (2011), at 

Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery investigated the structure of lace in relation to 

space. It featured a large-scale work that consumed the surroundings to create 

environments of thread. The exhibitionôs aim was to introduce ñradical new 

approachesò to lace and to ñmake you think about lace in a totally different wayò 

(Crafts Council, 2011). Artists were commissioned to produce work that embraced 

ideas around the structure of lace and allowing it to inform their practice. Although 

the exhibition did not offer me the óradical new approachesô I was expecting it 

encompassed many varied ideas on structure and form. The artworks that engaged 

me the most encompassed more than just structure and played with ideas around 

the metaphors and experience of lace. Chiharu Shiota filled a room with black 

threads caging five oversized white dresses, After the Dream (2012) exposes an 

unsettling side to lace with threads and networks that entrap and suffocate. Piper 






























































































































































































































































































































































