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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 



2 

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 



8 

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



28 

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 
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Shepard produced a veiled lace archway in black lace that had been painstakingly 

cut by hand and copied the form of an intricate point de gaze lace found in the 

collection of the Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery. Both pieces had a presence 

that challenged and questioned structure while creating spaces that invited the 

viewer to interact and enter the artwork while relinquishing their expectation of lace. 

Artists using metaphors of Lace  

The varied connections with lace in contemporary art, design and fashion offered me 

as an artist a large resource to explore, but what excited me the most in my research 

was the associations of lace that embraced ideas around gender and sexuality and 

the darker side of lace. My focus then became artists and designers who are using 

lace to display a connection with socio-political themes around the feminine rather 

than the decorative structure of lace fabric. This section explores some of this work 

by contemporary artists who use lace to explore these themes. 

Historically, the role of lace in art has often conveyed issues of gender and sexuality, 

perhaps starting with the contribution that artist Miriam Schapiro made in the 1970ôs 

in her display of ófemmagesô ï collages and assemblages of womenôsô work. Her 

initial use of lace came as part of a feminist art program at the California Institute of 

the Arts in the early seventies that culminated in the creation of Womanhouse 

(1972). It consisted of a building in Los Angeles filled with objects and environments 

that indicated the phobias, dreams and fantasies of the women who made it 

(Seiberling, 1976: 62). Schapiro describes the process of creating Womanhouse as 

an act of ñpeeling off layersò and ñconnecting with part of her life she had ignoredò. 

Her use of lace fabric in her own artworks became a symbolic gesture, which she 

describes as ñconveying layersò and ñtransparenciesò (Schapiro, in: Seiberling, 1976: 

63). This is achieved both physically and metaphorically with fabric often glued 

directly onto the artworks or as a stencil for paint. The collages are veiled with layers 

and textures that suggest a connection to the domestic setting and allude to 

entrapment and confinement. The structural qualities of lace offered Shapiro a 

platform that engaged with her inner feeling and thoughts, generating a slow 

unveiling of her own personal journey and a wider engagement with issues women 

face. Schapiro eloquently describes the powerful metaphorical value and use of lace 

to her as an artist:  

for me it is a metaphor for space, history, ideology, politics. It conveys a lot of 

messages. Itôs strong, fragile, varied in pattern and form, structured, romantic, 
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functional. I think most women would like to be like lace (Schapiro, in: Seiberling, 1976: 

63). 

This quality of lace as a material for revelation was considered in the exhibition 

curated by the Museum of Art & Design (New York) entitled Radical Lace and 

Subversive Knitting (2007). The museumôs curator, David McFadden, states that the 

aim was to ñcelebrate the unique intersection of intelligence, visual acuity, and skill 

that artists bring to the making of things of aesthetic valueò (McFadden, 2007: 9). The 

exhibition attempted to challenge the complexity of structures inherent in the 

materials and process of making, while displaying a darker side that was thought 

provoking and unsettling.  

Artist Ann Wilson, as part of this exhibition, engaged with the curatorial theme fully by 

challenging the viewer to think through her choice of materials and process of 

making, creating a visual assemblage that articulated an underlying foreboding. Her 

artworks often use intricate lines and threads consisting of lace, hair, pins and wire to 

explore networks and matrices through stitch, crochet, knot, net, animation, and 

sound. She describes her work on her website as evolving in a ñconceptual spaceò 

where ñideas encounter the material processes of handwork and industryò (Wilson, 

2011).  

Wilsonôs drawings of threads suggest a connection between spaces of domestic 

culture and relationships, creating what she describes on her website as a balance 

between ñsexuality and decorumò (Wilson, 2011). Wilson challenges us on many 

levels, taking familiar objects including domestic linen and applying home craft 

processes. In her artwork Topologies (2002) (Figure 9) vintage black lace is 

deconstructed and re-stitched to form assemblages that become marks and 

drawings on a long white tablecloth. Processes of scanning and digital reconstruction 

act as patterns which are used to reassemble the lace in stitch, creating an 

accumulation of intricate textural surfaces on the cloth. Implications of sexuality, 

death and gender are brought to the artworks through the use of black lace while 

simultaneously referencing other themes, which she describes as ñrelationships 

between systems of materiality (textile networks) and systems of immateriality 

(Internet and the web)ò (Wilson, 2011). Stitch is used by Wilson to challenge the 

construction of the feminine through her selection of materials and connections with 

decorative craft processes. Her art piece Feast (2000) depicts the subtle brutality and 

challenging nature of Wilsonôs work with her use of stitch, described by Hattie 

Gordon as ñstitches that clasp together wounded fleshò with rips, tears and holes that 

ñhonour imperfectionò (Gordon, in: Koumis, 2001: 42). Detail is key to the success of 
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Wilsonôs work, drawing the viewer to take a closer look at the intricacies that 

incorporate familiar reference points that evoke a domestic setting but offering no 

comfort ï only an unsettling disquiet.  

 

Figure 9: Ann Wilson, Topologies, 2002- ongoing, lace, thread, cloth, pins, painted wood support. 

A provocative connection with wounded flesh is also a concern that runs through the 

work of UK based performance artist Kira OôReilly, who confronts and challenges her 

audience with work that uses her body as the central theme. OôReilly captures her 

spectators in a voyeuristic display, using her body as the site of infliction, and dealing 

with personal, social and sexual narratives. Her connection with lace engages with 

both its metaphorical and structural qualities and is delivered through a radical and 

subversive route. Her project Marsyas: running out of skin was funded by the 

Welcome Trust Sciart Award (2003) and took place in the Department of Human 

Anatomy, University of Western Australia. OôReilly worked alongside scientists to 

explore the cells of her body and processes of tissue culturing, engineering and 

microscopic imaging. Her project aimed to produce lacework patterns from the cell 

cultures of her own skin. OôReilly describes the associations of lace as suggesting 

ñthe domestic, the intimate, the private, the personal, undergarments, the feminine, 

the excessive, precious and precariousò (OôReilly, in: Hauser, 2008: 30ï31). She 

invited women from the Western Australia Lace Guild to create lace structures that 

formed a lattice of cotton and Vicryl absorbable structures to seed with fibroblast, 
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pigskin cells and the cells of OôReilly (Hauser, 2008). The study is still ongoing and 

aims to create óin vitro skin laceô.  

Lace associations have powerful connections with issues relating to gender, which 

were exploited by OôReilly as part of Unravelling the Manor House (2010) (Figure 10) 

an exhibition of twelve artists who are ñsubverting the notion of craftò in response to 

Preston Manor in Brighton. OôReillyôs installation took place in the bathroom, and her 

imprints of lace pattern using her own blood on bathroom linen displayed an intimate 

representation of ófeminine stainingô.  

 

Figure 10Υ YƛǊŀ hΩwŜƛƭƭȅΣ Blood Lace, 2002, blood and paper. 

The intimate connection that lace has with the body through underwear allows it to 

express an intimate relationship that is often hidden. Like OôReilly, Mirander Whall 

uses herself as the subject matter to deal with personal and undisclosed subjects. 

Her artworks lace drawings (2002ï2004) (Figure 11) are intricately hand-drawn then 

rendered into linear digital illustrations that mimic lace motifs. So detailed are the 

images that she provides a magnifying glass to view the drawings and reveal the true 

configuration of the intimate images positioned within them. Objects that create our 

surrounding world are used and combined with intimate self-portraits that reveal her 

quest for fertility. Images of Whall are juxtaposed with images of birds, transport and 

farm machinery creating an unorthodox mix of femininity and nature to create work 

that engages the viewer to take a closer look. 
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Figure 11: Miranda Whall, Lace Drawings, 2002-2004. 

 

In her essay Contemporary textiles: the art Fabric (2008), Janis Jefferies draws our 

attention to the connection that Whall has with lace. Whall observed her Great Aunt 

spending many hours making intricate lace items for the home but revealed little of 

herself in the process (Jefferies, 2008: 55). In contrast, the Lace Drawings offer an 

intimate exposure of Whallôs private life and her quest for fertility, allowing all who 

view the work to be privy to her innermost thoughts and feelings. 

The analogical value of lace to relates to both the structural qualities that reveal and 

conceal and to the metaphorical value that embraces a more intimate connection of 

womanhood, which allows for a retelling of gender-related experiences through a 

network of threads and patterns that can visually provoke and stimulate a reaction 

through an artwork. Whall exploits this relationship by engaging the viewer in a 

private and sensuous experience of lace through the subject, and through the scale 

of her drawings which need a magnifying glass. The relationship of subject, viewer 

and the viewed object becomes a more sensual and fuller experience, imbuing an 

understanding that is created through the size of the artwork.  

Artist Chiharu Shiota (Figure 12) uses the disturbance of space, through the webbing 

of netted threads (often black) that intertwine to interfere with light and shadows to 

destabilise our view. A veil of threads interlace to envelop clothing, objects, people 
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and rooms disturbing our vision and unsettling our natural boundaries to create 

foreboding webs that suggest the balance between life and dream-like states. The 

viewer is drawn to peer more closely through a matrix of threads to the objects held 

within the net of holes. I am attracted to her use of white dresses that loom and are 

filled with an imagined body, which are then shrouded in dense black threads. 

Clothes are often incorporated into Shiotaôs artworks to make reference to a ósecond 

skinô. She describes this as a bodily link to our first skin through the second skin of 

clothes. Pre-worn dresses are chosen deliberately to connect the artworks with the 

memories of the people who wore them (Shiota, 2011: 215). Her installations play on 

scale in an opposite manner to Whall; they are large and foreboding, dominating 

rooms and enveloping spaces with a paradoxical display of beauty and poetry, 

creating a strange visual balance. Her use of thread to create a lattice suggests a 

lace-like structure but does not resemble any formal pattern to suggest it is 

connected to lace.  

 

Figure 12: Chiharu Shiota, After the Dream, 2012, dresses, paint, black wool, photo Sunhi Mang. 

Walter Oltmann, however, uses the intricate and decorative process of lace=making 

to produce artworks that are thought-provoking through his craft-making techniques. 

His illustrative handmade lace in fine wire mesh depicts skeletal frames nestled in 

delicate patterns using his skills to challenge the audience through an uncomfortable 

subject matter. The imagery appears incongruous in the midst of the decorative 

netting that references the domestic while engaging with issues that are unsettling 
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and thought-provoking. Mother and Child (2007) (Figure 13) is a powerful and 

arresting piece that draws our attention to wider issues. The intricate and ornate 

quality of the lace is balanced with the fragility of the body and creates an x-ray-like 

quality of form, capturing the internal skeletal details. On closer inspection, the lace 

reveals a womanôs skeletal frame with a nestling unborn foetus. The wire netting of 

the motherôs skin becomes a permeable boundary, drawing our attention to the plight 

of many people in Oltmannôs native South Africa through HIV and AIDS. The use of 

lace reflects the domestic, the decorative and the traditional home, juxtaposed with a 

reference to a cruel, uncertain and unforgiving disease, making the viewer engage 

with a wider political context. 

 

Figure 13: Walter Oltmann, Mother and Child, 2007, weaving, aluminium wire, 195 x 445 cm. 
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Figure 14:  Doris Salcedo , B. 1958 SIN TITULO, 1992, wood, cement, iron, glass and lace, 97.2 x 

116.8 x 66.4 cm. 

Columbian artist Doris Salcedo also uses her artworks to express strong themes by 

transforming objects that should be comforting and familiar into objects of horror. Her 

sculptures are often a response to testimonials told by friends and relatives of victims 

killed during her lifetime. Her work evokes loss and displacement, exploring concepts 

of vanished human existence and the tragedy that caused it. Her combination of 

industrial and domestic materials produces gestures that are brutal and harsh, with a 

juxtaposition of traditional wooden furniture and delicate fabric. The encased objects 

relinquish their purpose and, in doing so, confront the viewer with both political and 

aesthetic contexts (untitled 1985ï95) (Figure 14). Although the lace is saturated in 

industrial concrete, with only small parts visible, the fabric transmits associations that 

are powerful within the context of its placement. Lace offers an emotive connection 

that spans generations but still remains current and significant in the frame of 

reference within which it is used. Symbols of lace have become recognised in art as 
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a medium or theme that can be challenging and provocative combining the heritage 

of the past with contemporary ideas. Heritage became the starting point of my own 

investigations, with a historical look at the application of lace in clothing. My research 

references the history of lace from the sixteenth century through to current fashion 

trends of today with the main focus on the twentieth century, drawing attention to the 

social and cultural influences that have determined the look of women and cycles of 

fashion.  

Fashion cycles 

To understand lace in the context of our contemporary culture, I feel that it is 

important to look at the fashionable trends at the turn of the twentieth century and 

how these influenced the use and placement of lace. At this time, lace in womenôs 

clothing was lavish and extensive, and garments were embellished with hand-made 

lace to communicate status and wealth (Kraatz, 1989). As early as 1899, Thorstein 

Veblen distinguished what he called the ñleisure classò who indicated an exemption 

from labour through their displays of extravagant clothing he observed that garments 

were quickly replaced with new trends creating a rapid turnover of styles and 

described with disdain what we now call a ófashion cycleô (Veblen, 1994).  

Veblen criticises the wasteful consumption afforded by this new-found spending 

power, which he particularly observed in clothing. He states,  

Its futility presently becomes as odious as that of its predecessor; and the only remedy 

which the law of waste allows us is to seek relief in some new construction, equally 

futile and equally untenable. (Veblen, 1994: 109). 

In 1904, George Simmel observed that fashion cycles were not only exclusive to 

clothing but could be applied to a number of areas including ñart, conduct or opinionò 

(Simmel, in: Frisby & Featherstone, 2000: 204). The element of growth and 

accessibility of fashionable items to a larger group was said by Simmel to drive it to 

its doom, identifying that ñfashion possesses the peculiar attraction of limitationò 

(Simmel, in: Frisby & Featherstone, 2000: 192). The time-consuming production of 

handmade lace was so costly that for centuries it created exclusivity and limitation 

that generated a desire to own it.  

This cycle became counter-productive to the exclusivity of lace and followed what 

Simmel had already described as the ñdoomò of an item through accessibility, 

devaluing it and the desire to obtain it. Simmel recognised this pattern of behaviour 

as an adoption by the lower classes to impersonate the upper classes through 
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clothing, which was labelled later in the twentieth century as the ñtrickle-down theoryò 

(Davis, 1992: 111).  

The increasing abundance and visibility of lace on womenôs dress was noticed by the 

church, and in moralising sermons elegant clothes were associated with ñprodigality, 

lasciviousness, vanity, foolishness and memento moriò (Stone-Ferrier, in: Weiner & 

Schneider, 1989: 224). Morality through dress was associated with ñmodesty of 

deportment and avoidance of excessive fineryò (Ribeiro, 2003: 127). The excessive 

nature of lace fabric used as trimming that was gathered and pleated to cover the 

garment was seen as frivolous, associating it with extravagance and immorality, but 

lace was not associated with eroticism in the eighteenth century (Kraatz, 1989: 82); it 

remained a decorative symbol of class.  

The journey of lace from a status symbol to a garment associated with erotica 

happened in the nineteenth century. In the early part of the century, clothing 

continued to convey information about the wearerôs standing and character. Women 

spent large amounts of time to present themselves in an appropriate manner for their 

social group. Clothing reinforced stereotypes, dress was determined and restricted 

by age, class and social standing, and fashion was kept within these parameters, but 

society was going through dramatic changes with the onset of modernity.   

Dress Reform was a movement influenced in the early part of the nineteenth century 

by simple dress and progressive views, often connected with feminism. The 

movement campaigned against the restrictive dress of women and was often 

associated with the rejection of the conventions and of Bourgeois lifestyles (Wilson, 

2010). Dress reform movements were gaining strength, and were often associated 

with political campaigns of socialism and feminism, which were received with 

condemnation by general society (Entwistle, 2000: 109). The movementôs members 

elected to wear clothing that was more comfortable and rational and which did not 

adhere to fashions of the time. Women were encouraged to wear clothing that was 

simplified and could be worn for athletic activities.  

The early twentieth century continued this period of development. These changes 

were also reflected in the accelerating rate of changes in fashion (Entwistle, 2000: 

106). Undergarments were no exception; they went from a utilitarian garment in the 

nineteenth century to encompass the term ólingerieô at the turn of the century. These 

garments became associated with privacy, intimacy and sexuality and were 

glamorous garments; Edwardian lingerie was thought daring by society, with most of 
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it constructed from delicate materials that were lavishly embroidered incorporating 

ribbon and lace (Wilson, 2010: 103).  

Lace has remained constantly connected as a method of embellishment on 

underwear, developing an integral relationship with a garment strongly associated 

with the sexual and political emancipation of women and erotica. During the early 

part of the twentieth century, the movement for female equality grew. In their desire 

to be seen as equal to men, women began to try to move away from gender-specific 

attire. In the 1940s Simone de Beauvoir, addressed the role of the óindependent 

womanô; she established that in order to achieve the right of equality she must divide 

herself as óobject and preyô, and present óinert and passive qualitiesô in order to be 

judged solely by her appearance (de Beauvoir, 1997). The renouncing of her 

femininity she felt was to relinquish her humanity; she recoils at the suggestion made 

by men that to be judged as equal is to give up make-up and nail-polish when she 

felt that the ñconcept of femininity had already been formed by custom and fashionò 

(de Beauvoir, 1997: 692). The perception of femininity was gradually changing; 

women were fighting back at restrictions set upon them and this was being reflected 

in fashion and clothing. 

Lace had seen a massive decline in production and consumption by the middle of the 

twentieth century when it was longer a fashionable ómust-haveô fabric and little was 

seen on exterior clothing but its application on underwear remained a constant. A 

change in placement happened in the1960s when lace fabric was being used as a 

single layer, exposing the skin and parts of the female form that would otherwise be 

veiled. This created an added erotic charge and reflected the increasing 

sexualisation of the female form and the visual exposure of the female body at this 

time.   

This dramatic change in the appropriation of lace reflected the cultural and political 

influences of the time. The 1960s showed the desire by some women to adopt a 

fabric that reflected the changes that were happening in the Western world as 

women were achieving independence and sexual freedom. In 1961 the contraceptive 

pill was available to women in the UK, the British abortion act became law in 1967 

and the censorship laws relaxed (Wolf, 1991: 134). Women gained a sexual freedom 

without shame or consequence and this was reflected in the clothing of the time; 

hemlines got shorter and the female form was exposed. The open-work structure of 

lace and crocheting offered the fashion market a fabric that conveyed a freedom, 

revealing skin and the contours of the body.  
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Lace was being adopted by the beautiful and famous. Actress Jane Birkin is pictured 

in 1967 in Vanity Fair with her husband at the time, composer Serge Gainsbourg 

(Figure 15). Birkin reveals and exposes her body in a crochet lace dress while gazing 

at her successful husband with his formal dinner suit that shows a hint of his 

extravagant lace cuffed shirt. Birkin was already successful in her own right at this 

time, but the caption reads that Gainsbourg is the ñsuccessful manò and Birkin is the 

ñbeautiful womanò attracted by his success (Robinson 2007). The image captures the 

contradictions of an era when women were achieving emancipation and success but 

men through economic power could still objectify and commodify them. The lace 

dress depicts both the liberation and the degradation of women at a time of cultural 

change. At the same time the question of gender identity was beginning to be 

challenged. The 1960ôs also saw the start of the feminisation of menôs clothing, which 

is hinted at in Gainsbourgôs lace cuff, but this does not endure as a trend at this time. 

Ribeiro states that fashion transformations are especially present in a world that is 

changing and shifting politically and religiously (Ribeiro, 2003: 172). The 1960s 

reflected a time when women were becoming empowered and less restricted; there 

was positivity for the evolving opportunities that had been otherwise unavailable. 

 

Figure 15: Jane Birkin and Serge Gainsbourg Paris 1969, Vanity Fair, November 2007. 
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By the 1970s university education was becoming more available, women were 

getting into positions of power in the workforce and had the desire and ability to get 

political about womanhood. However, this freedom coincided with a reduction in 

censorship in the media. Explicit images of women that had previously only appeared 

in adult magazines for men were being filtered into magazines targeted at women. 

This change in censorship introduced and exposed women to images that depicted 

óbodies of perfectionô (Wolf, 1991), setting an agenda that increased pressure and 

expectation on the role of women. Naomi Wolf draws our attention to the expectation 

of the óidealô female body 

That gave a woman, for the first time in history, the graphic details of perfection against 

which to measure herself, and introduce a new female experience, the anxious and 

minute scrutiny of the body as intricately connected to female sexual pleasure (Wolf, 

1991: 134) 

A tension was created between the opportunities for women in education and the 

workplace and the expectation placed on them by a male agenda. 

In this new, more inclusive society, a darker side was emerging that increased the 

objectification of the woman through a socially constructed female sexuality that was 

being formed by male-dominated media. Wolf (1991) describes this as ñbeauty 

pornographyò which involved the idealistic construction of a sexual woman displaying 

positions of the body, titillating the fantasy of a male viewer and constructing an 

expectation for women to follow.  

The influence of music and subcultures on the fashion world became apparent in the 

1970s. The Punk Rock movement glorified S&M and a darker side to fashion; it 

celebrated skin piercing and ripped clothes that suggested sexual battle and 

violence, sex became more glamorous and threatening, touched by the fashion 

culture of the 1970s (Wolf, 1991; Arnold, 2001: 74). Mainstream magazines with 

brutal depictions of women became more commonplace; the blurring between the 

acceptable and the forbidden was challenged. Fashion at this time became more 

experimental, allowing women to form a variety of images. Buckley and Fawcett 

claimed that the 1970s allowed women to engage with a more complex range of 

identities than earlier in the decade (Buckley and Fawcett, 2002: 125). 

By the 1980s high-class pornography, including Playboy, crossed over to 

mainstream culture, selling images to women that increased the variety of ideas 

about what female beauty was or should be. The pressure for women now was to 

live up to the over-sexualised images that were presented to them in magazines by 



44 

having the face and body that could achieve a climax of theatrical ecstasy as 

displayed. The pursuit of the óbody beautifulô became established at this time.  

By the mid 1980s there was a significant shift in fashion to encompass designs that 

covered the whole body not revealing the any flesh and clothing it in tight fitted fabric, 

that revealed the bodies contour, but shielded the skin. A trend for women investing 

time in the gym or exercise to create the media defined perfect shape was 

commonplace, with women striving to reach a new perception of beauty that denoted 

a powerful frame (Arnold, 2001). An awareness and fear of the AIDS epidemic at this 

time could also be a reason for the way bodies were covered (Arnold, 2001; Buckley 

& Fawcett, 2002) as a symbolic barrier of protection. Rebecca Arnold argues that 

exercised bodies with tight-covering clothes acted as eroticised shields, revealing ña 

perfected exterior which acted as a fetish to ward off anxieties around death and 

diseaseò (Arnold, 2001: 76). Fabricôs such as Spandex more commonly known as 

Lycra provided designers with a cloth in the 1980ôs that enabled the body to bend 

freely but also clothed it in a tight shiny layer that revealed the contours of the body. 

Lace was being used in a small way on garments as trimming. Designer Laura 

Ashley demonstrated the trend for Victoriana and designed dresses that covered the 

body with long hemlines and high necks trimmed in lace. Lace was also present in 

the youth fashion and music culture that adopted a flamboyant, androgynous dress 

of the New Romantic movement through frilly shirts that referenced the romantic era. 

Women adopted a trend for óPower Dressingô4 where the formal dress of men was 

mimicked and it became acceptable for women to wear trousers in the workplace 

and social settings. Smart skirt suits also had a strong presence at this time and 

changed office dress Arnold states that the skirt suit changed, becoming a statement 

of ñfeminine control and, significantly, sexualityò (Arnold, 2001: 105). This change 

was exemplified by the adoption of the strong padded shoulders of the traditional 

manôs suit into womenôs wear. 

By the end of the 1980s, fabric associated with the fetish culture was appearing in 

the media. The January edition of Vogue (1989) featured an article entitled Skin on 

                                                
4
 óPower Dressingô is a term established at the end of the 1970ôs but more popular in the 

1980ôs to describe a way of dressing that reflected a change in society. Fashion Designer 

Katharine Hamnett one of the most prominent names in fashion at the time produced a 

collection entitled óPower Dressingô (1986). Arnold describes the collection as ñheralding the 

fashion idea of the decadeô that turned office dress into a óstatement of feminine control and, 

significantly, sexualityò (Arnold, 2001: 105).    
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Skin, presenting clothing in rubber and tight-fitted leather (Steele, 1996: 143). This 

article reflected the acceptance of the fetish subculture to the mainstream.  

The idea of femininity also changed in the 1990s as women became self-reflective. 

Conveying and revealing the female experience became a central concern for 

women artists. An example of this was Tracey Emin, who often included herself as 

subject, creating artworks that convey personal thoughts and desires. This 

transparency was also reflected in clothes on the catwalk, where bodies were being 

revealed as ñemblems of femininityò which, Arnold suggests, engaged the onlooker to 

believe they knew more than they did about the person wearing the clothes (Arnold, 

1999: 71). The fashion to expose and reveal the body has remained a constant in 

trends in clothing; woman as sexual objects created through dress now dominates 

Western culture.  

Timothy Edwards states that young women appear to actively promote an increasing 

ñpornographicationò of fashion, in a display of self-expression or sexual gratification. 

However the ótrappingsô of such an action to expose the body in such an open 

expression is ófor the most part not of the womenôs makingô but defined by men 

(Gammon and Makinen (1994) in: Edwards, 2011: 84). The Westôs obsession with 

the new, i.e., consumerism, is determining our identities and clothing trends have 

become intertwined and blurred. The sexualisation of the female form is still 

prevalent in our Western Culture. Lorraine Gammon and Merja Makinen say that 

fashion appears to be fetishistic and fixated on certain parts of the female body 

(Gammon and Makinen, in: Edwards, 2011). Lace fabric has an important role in this 

process. It aids the designer in creating clothes that evoke a historical heritage of 

status and workmanship but also allows the exposure of the body reinforcing the 

constructed sexualisation of the female body that appears to appeal to both genders.  

Alexander McQueen's first fashion collection (Highland Rape, 1995) used lace to 

express raw and sexual themes. Semi-clothed women appeared on the catwalk, 

dazed and confused in torn and damaged clothing, incorporating distressed lace that 

suggested struggle and disruption. McQueen exploits all the connotations of 

historical lace, but captures the attention of his audience through contemporary 

themes of sexuality. His muse and patron, Isabella Blow, commented on his practice 

of taking the old and making it new, which Caroline Evans (2009) describes as 

ñhistorical collageò. Blow describes McQueenôs process as sabotaging ideas from the 

past then making them thoroughly new in the context of today. His fabric techniques 

she describes as ñabuseò, through a process that explores ñall the erogenous zones 

on the bodyò (Blow, in: Evans, 2009: 142). The recurring presence of lace in 
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McQueenôs collections suggests that lace allows for this exploration, balancing the 

expectation of craftsmanship and tradition in Haute Couture with a contemporary 

eroticisation of the female form.  

Fred Davis states that clothing and fashion are synonymous with sexual availability 

and erotic taste (Davis, 1992: 81). Sex appeal plays a significant part in the allure of 

fashionable dress. Lace has the ability to cross the boundaries of social identity. It 

encompasses modesty and eroticism or the tension and dialogue between the two. 

Many designers have used and reused the associations of lace with craftsmanship, 

erotica and structure often combining multiple references and resonance for full 

impact and maximum visibility.  

Lace: reveal and conceal 

This section investigates power, but not through wealth and status. Instead, it deals 

with ideas behind the evolution of lace clothing to create a metaphor for female 

sexuality. The text establishes the powerful interplay of skin and pattern to engage 

the viewer in a óreveal and concealô relationship that entices us to observe and feel 

part of an intimate act of undressing. It creates a visual dialogue that can attract 

attention to confront the viewer with a potentially eroticised encounter, the sort of 

ñvisual impressionò that Sigmund Freud suggested is the most frequent pathway for 

ñlibidinal excitationò (Freud, in: Strachey, 2000: 22).  

Lace fabric can reveal small areas of the body through a web of threads that would 

otherwise be masked and hidden. This creates an intrigue and anticipation that 

carries a sexual charge associated with arousal. Freud refers to concealment as 

stimulating a sexual curiosity that entices the imagination (Freud, in: Strachey, 2000). 

The gaze becomes drawn to the revealed skin, enticing the onlooker with forbidden 

thoughts of touch and the revealing of the whole form.  

Laura Marks describes this sensuous notion as haptic visuality, explaining it as 

ñseeing the world as though you were touching itò (Marks, 2002: 2). The sensuality of 

experience is captured through sight, but is related to touch, bringing the viewer in 

close to the object, dissolving the boundaries created by distance. Her definition 

describes this experience as using ñthe eye like an organ of touchò (Marks, 2002: 2). 

However, the experience is not complete without the optical to set in context of the 

area it sits, allowing distinguished forms and borders between the subject and object. 

The complete experience is attained through a combined vision of haptic and optical 

sensory information in a ñdialectical movement from far to near, from solely optical to 

multisensoryò (Marks, 2002: 3). Marks describes the relationship of erotica and haptic 
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visuality as the point the viewer relinquishing his or her mastery, through the ñrespect 

for the otherness, and concomitant loss of self in the presence of the otherò (Marks, 

2002: 20). Lace also offers this duality of existence where both the viewer and 

viewed are compliant in the act to eroticise the body if they so choose.  

Lace fabric tempts the viewer to imagine the naked body through the open work 

structure that reveals the skin but not the full body, mimicking the act of striptease. 

Roland Barthes states that the performance of striptease engages the viewer in a 

journey that starts with the presentation of the outer garments that are chosen to 

seduce and titillate, creating a spectacle that is about the stimulation of the 

anticipation of undressing, not the nakedness beneath (Barthes, 1973: 84).  As 

Entwistle suggests, the process of the striptease depends on the mystery of clothes 

and the imagination of the viewer, and once the body is revealed, this negates the 

desire (Entwistle, 2000: 181). Clothes as props then have the power to entice, and 

create what Barthes calls a ódelicious terrorô (Barthes, 1973), demonstrating a 

position of control by the stripper through a sexual enticement of the viewer.  

Control through sexual means is argued by Michel Foucault to reflect the transfer 

point of power between men and women and that it has considerable 

ñinstrumentalityò in a relationship (Foucault, 1978: 103). Although there is no intimate 

relationship in the performance of the act of striptease, its power is evident. The 

power is not in the definitive revealing of the naked body, but the controlled slow 

undressing determined by the woman. Lace fabric offers the potential to be used in a 

powerful way that is provocative and inviting, masking the body in an open work 

pattern that reveals and conceals at the same time creating an intimate display of 

sexuality and the building of a powerful relationship with the viewer. This position is 

sometimes depicted as glamorous and intriguing, but Arnold suggests that the 

glamorisation of women in this context is contradictory, and that women are 

condemned for using clothing as a seductive weapon (Arnold, 1999: 500). This 

attitude suggests that the sexual role of woman is to be the object, and perform in the 

boundaries of a restricted space for the pleasure of men, negating the capacity for 

women to engage in a powerful position in other situations.  

The striptease is an extreme use of clothing to seduce and entice but it illustrates the 

intense relationship that adornment can have in creating a power relationship. Lace 

underwear also sits in this powerful position as the penultimate barrier between the 

viewer and the nakedness of the body. Valerie Steele (1996) calls this the 

ñintermediate positionò that creates an erotic charge, adding to the interplay of the 

óreveal and concealô, acting as an anticipatory site to entice but not necessarily 



48 

oblige. Joanne Entwistle also states that the power of clothing can add sexual 

meaning and seduction to the body. Dress and adornment play an important part in 

the communication of sexuality and desire, in which ñindividuals can deploy dress 

strategically for sexual endsò (Entwistle, 2000: 207). Lace is perceived as a fabric 

that adds to the enticement of the performance, engaging as part of the enactment of 

striptease and also as the fabric often associated with underwear. The familiar 

presence of lace suggests an unspoken code associated with skin and the body. 

Lace: adornment  

This section develops the concept of óreveal and concealô into a discussion of the use 

of adornment to indicate sexuality and desire, and the role of lace to embellish the 

naked body. Arnold argues that the body has ñbecome meaningless without the play 

of signifiers provided by clothesò (Arnold, 1999: 490). Entwistle and Wilson argue that 

we cannot omit the idea of the body without clothes when clothing in our Western 

social culture has constraints of acceptability; it is not legally or culturally acceptable 

to walk around naked except in designated areas (e.g. nudist beaches). The 

conventions of clothing transform the body to make it recognisable in a social 

context. The body is made ódecentô, appropriate and acceptable, and clothing adds a 

whole array of meaning that would otherwise not be there (Entwistle and Wilson, 

2001: 33). These constraints in our society determine that our naked bodies by law 

can only be acknowledged as dressed bodies, which in turn has a significant 

influence on the way we dress and present ourselves.  

The naked body is referred to historically in art, religion and literature in association 

with innocence and purity. The symbolic negativity of dress is conveyed in 

Christianity with the fall of man by the clothing of Adam in the Garden of Eden. 

Hollander suggests that the Christian virtue of human nakedness is strengthened by 

the personal delight in it and that nakedness has its own fierce effect on desires, but 

the thought of clothing with nakedness underneath is even more potent (Hollander 

1993). This then suggests that the interface between the body and dress causes a 

reaction that is powerful and enticing but also part of our cultural acceptability.  

Over the past 500 years, women have been uncovering their bodies at the rate of 

twelve inches a century, including their upper arms, their shoulders, backs and legs 

(Harvey, 2008: 30), which has obliged women to choose how much of their body they 

want to show while still clothed. To understand the motives behind wearing different 

kinds of clothing, J.C. Flugel determined that ñwe need to be constantly on the 

lookout for changes in manifestations of these two fundamental conflicting 
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tendencies, the one proudly to exhibit the body, the other modestly to hide itò (Flugel, 

1928, in: Carter, 2003:102). Yves Saint Laurent (Figure 16) also caused a sensation 

in 1970 when he designed a dress that incorporated an audacious scooping of the 

back that he covered in black Chantilly lace which diffused the skin in pattern.  

 

Figure 16: Yves Saint Laurent, 1970, short cocktail dress in black crepe and black machine Chantilly. 

The qualities of lace as a purely ornamental fabric cover the wearer with decorative 

patterns that can represent heritage and wealth but which can also add sexual 

tension and erotic significance, engaging the viewer to judge and connect with the 

person wearing lace. The addition of adornment in the form of cloth, jewellery or 

tattoos on the body can therefore potentially create a powerful interplay both for the 

person wearing the adornment and for the people that are viewing it.  

Simmel argues that the motives behind the exercise of adornment are, an interwoven 

relationship between the external and internal self, communicating an egotistical side 

that involves others for it to be successful. The two opposite directions are mutually 

dependent, creating an arena whereby the person is, as Simmel puts it, ñbeing-for-

himself and being-for-the-otherò to create a successful conclusion (Simmel, in: Frisby 
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and Featherstone, 2000: 207). The provocative nature of lace on the body can create 

a sense of power and visibility that can enhance and strengthen the personal 

wellbeing of the adorned woman through the attraction of others.  

This individual display can be interpreted in a variety of ways, with both positive and 

negative consequences, each with the ability to induce a reaction that would 

otherwise not be there. As an element of adornment, lace inhabits a very personal 

and, it could be argued, unique position on the body. Although it is not fixed on the 

skin like a tattoo, the patterns and motifs intimately move with the skin, decorating, 

embellishing and drawing attention to areas of the body that are usually undisclosed. 

Simmel suggests in his essay on adornment (Simmel in: Frisby and Featherstone, 

2000: 208) that everything that adorns the body can be ordered along a scale in 

closeness to the physical body, the closest adornment being the tattoo. Opposite to 

this are metal and stone ornaments (jewellery) which, Simmel suggests, are entirely 

un-individual and whose ñelegance lies in their impersonalityò. He also states that 

between these two is dress that is not so ñinexchangeable and personal as 

tattooingò. It can then be argued that lace unlike other fabrics, due to its open work 

structure to reveal the skin, is situated in a unique position on the body, between 

dress and the body. It does not sit directly on the skin like tattoos with no movement, 

and it does not conceal the body like cloth; it inhabits a unique intermediate position 

that has the potential to emanate symbolic meanings associated with power and 

sexuality. This intimate position is recognised in the Japanese Eastern culture as 

óMaô. The space is viewed to be more than a void but a ñrich space that possesses 

incalculable energyò (Fukai, 2010: 16). This energy could then interpret the power of 

lace fabric, to open a dialogue of meaning and association that has resonated in 

fashion since the turn of the twentieth century, enabling women to openly and 

powerfully reveal themselves sexually. 

The intimate connection of skin and lace is based on the interaction with the body 

and pattern that creates a form of body art, enhancing the attributes of the figure in 

delicate shapes and structures. Designer Alexander McQueen referred to lace as a 

sophisticated form of tattooing (McQueen, in: Vogue, July issue, 2008), reinforcing 

the idea of the personal and private space it occupies. The movement of the lace 

cloth creates a sensuous sight, providing glimpses of the skin that are triggered by 

the actions of the wearer, the inter-concealing and exposing of the body 

simultaneously creating a visual display.  
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 The visibility of the female form through adornment has been a significant trigger for 

the objectification of women. The ancient Greek word Kosmas is the origin of the 

word ócosmeticô, meaning óadornmentô, especially feminine adornment (Araujo, 2010).  

In McEwen's essay óSocrates ancestor: an essay on architectural beginningsô (1993), 

the meaning of Kosmas is explored further in relation to the feminine. Chros (óskinô or 

ócolourô) is the Homeric word for the living body, which was understood by the Greeks 

as surface and the bearer of visibility. The Greeks believed that when a woman 

adorned herself she clothed herself in a second skin or body: ñif women in ancient 

Greece, were essentially invisible, cosmetic Kosmas made them visibleò (McEwen, 

1993: 44ï45). Again, the naked body does not create the desire; it is the 

concealment through adornment that makes the woman erotically visible and 

objectified.  

Clothes add a mystery to the body that makes it more provocative, while nakedness 

can be seen as uninteresting and not sexy (Entwistle, 2000: 181), determining that 

womenôs bodies appear only to be significantly visible when adorned. Erotic appeal 

through clothing the body is not restricted to Western culture; Sumbanese women 

become exchangeable commodities that are erotically charged through the wearing 

of cloth that has been decorated with symbolic motifs (Hoskins, in: Weiner and 

Schneider, 1989). The motifs and cloth first cover and enclose her, then later through 

the act of tattooing they are transferred to her skin. She represents the wealth that 

must be given by her husbandôs ancestral village; she becomes objectified through 

cloth (Hoskins, in: Weiner and Schneider, 1989: 158).  

Although the attire in the West may be different from the Sumbanese clothing in 

construction, the objectification through dress remains the same; de Beauvoir drew 

our attention to this, stating, óthat since a woman is an object, it is quite 

understandable that her intrinsic value is affected by her style of dress and 

adornmentô (de Beauvoir, 1997: 458). The visibility of women is often heavily defined 

by appearance and exterior façade, allowing for her to be judged visually determining 

her standing in society.   

Naomi Schor draws our attention to the thoughts of Adolf Loos, the Viennese 

architect, art critic and author of the seminal article Ornament and Crime (1908), 

when determining the attitude of men to women and dress. Loosô observations at the 

turn of the twentieth century suggest that women cover their bodies in rich 

adornments to attract a ñbig strong manò if she is to hold her own as an equal. He 

suggests that men are repelled by the naked female body, which in turn forces the 

woman to ñfetishise herself because of the inherent perversion of male desireò 
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(Loos,1908, in: Schor, 1987: 52). He believes that the visibility of women to be seen 

as an equal can only be achieved when women relinquish their refinery and achieve 

economic equal status with men. This attitude to dress then suggests that types of 

clothes change the way we look at the body and how we emotionally feel about the 

person wearing the clothes, which further suggests that different types of fabric and 

how we wear them have the potential to be more sexually charged than others.  

Lace: fetishism 

This section investigates the idea of fetishism in relation to lace, and the power of 

cloth to excite and induce sexual reaction. Entwistle suggests that the obvious 

illustration of the connection between adornment and sexuality is fetishism 

(Entwistle, 2000: 191). The term ófetishismô has three meanings
5
, each with 

intellectual traditions. The meaning with immediate significance to this text is that 

which is rooted in psychology, sexology and psychoanalysis. Krafft-Ebing, the 

nineteenth century sexologist, defined fetishism as ñThe Association of Lust with the 

idea of Certain Portions of the Female Person, or with Certain Articles of Female 

Attireò (Steele, 1996: 11). Clothing and adornment can then be connected with the 

way in which individuals become associated with sexual feelings (Entwistle, 2000: 

192). Steele (1996: 5) notes that Alfred Binet and Richard von Krafft-Ebing were the 

first psychologists to categorise the idea of sexual fetishism. Krafft-Ebing defined the 

terms ósadismô (after the Marquis de Sade) and ómasochismô (after Leopold von 

Sacher-Masoch, author of the classic novel Venus in Furs) (Steele, 1996: 5). The 

expansion of the meaning created an interconnectivity that relates sexuality, power 

and perception.  

Objects and people become sexualised, including clothing, shoes, hair and fabric, 

with certain materials having more appeal than others for the individual. Steele 

argues that some fabrics have a ñpowerful erotic appeal by virtue of their tactile, 

olfactory, and visual characteristics as well as their symbolic associationsò (Steele, 

                                                
 

5

 Fetishism has three meaning in three different intellectual traditions. It was originally used 

in anthropology to describe a sacred object that was thought to have special powers in a 

particular community. Karl Marx then used it to describe objects that become commodities 

under capitalism, the values and meanings put on these objects can then be referred to as 

ócommodity fetishismô where an object has gained ósex appealô. The third meaning comes 

from psychology, sexology and psychoanalysis, where an object becomes associated with 

sexual feelings in order for a person to become sexually aroused (Entwistle, 2000:191ï192).  
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1996: 143). Freud would argue that the fetishisation of objects happens in the 

process of child development and that these fetishes stand in for the ólostô phallus of 

the mother (Entwistle, 2000:193). Freud, Gammon and Makinen all believe that it is 

important to distinguish between the levels of fetishism. Anthropologist and 

sexologist Paul Gebhard defined and analysed fetishism as having four stages or 

levels
6
, which help define the differences between a fetish style or look and the 

wearing or touch of certain garments to produce sexual feelings.  

Fetishism is often seen as a male desire rather than female. Timothy Edward states 

that ñfrom heels and lingerie to uniforms and corsets, almost all of the most 

commonplace examples of fetishism are female that are in turn fetishised exclusively 

as part of male desire not femaleò (Edwards, 2011: 75). Edwards argues that women, 

too, have fetish desires that are often hidden but still remain. His examples reflect the 

desire for men in uniform or a well-cut suit, both being evidence of female fetishism. 

Gammon and Makinen argue further that women actively engage in fetish behaviour 

in various ways, including eating, and that they willingly participate in fetish activities 

(Gammon and Makinen, in: Edwards, 2011). This desire to participate can be argued 

to illustrate the relationship women have with fetishism. The desire and eroticised 

fantasy of sexual feelings that can be imbued by the very wearing of lace incites 

erotic tension that is created while engaging in a role-play of the desirer and the 

desired. 

Fashion is often drawn to aspects of sexual desire. The 1970s experienced the Punk 

Rock movement that embraced S&M and the wearing of fetishistic clothing. The 

1990s saw a blurring of definitions, in which fetish wear became part of the norm on 

the catwalk, and PVC and rubber were no longer seen as ódeviantô and óperverseô 

(Arnold, 2001: 77).  The dressing of the body entered a highly complex web of 

desires and associated sexuality that could be determined by women in the 

mainstream. Gammon and Makinen state that in Western culture womenôs 

relationship with fashion appears to be fetishistic, or at least fixed on certain parts of 

                                                
6

 The levels, as set out by Paul Gebhard: 

Level one: preference for certain type of sex partner, stimulus or activity akin to 

Freudôs idea of ónormal loveô. 

Level two: strong preference for certain kinds of partners or activities. 

Level three: specific stimuli are necessary for sexual activity and when such objects 

are needed in order to experience sexual gratification. 

Level four: specific stimuli take the place of the sex partner, which is fetishism of the 

most extreme kind (Entwistle, 2000:193). 
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the body (Gammon and Makinen 1994, in: Edwards, 2011: 77). Culture invests 

sexual meaning in the female body; women have become aware of the potential 

power of body dressing as ósexual trophiesô that can enhance sex appeal (Entwistle, 

2000: 186).  The appropriation of lace in clothing in our current culture can enable a 

woman to openly demonstrate her sexual feelings and desires; through the 

materiality of lace a desire is created to expose parts of the body that would 

otherwise be covered. 

The power of clothing to convey feelings and desires was examined by Flugel on a 

complex level and influenced by Freud and his clothing-related essays including 

Fetishism (1927) and The Interpretation of Dreams which included his propensity for 

items of clothing to symbolize human genitalia. Flugel thought about clothing on a 

deeper level that involved the human psyche: ñClothesé.. though seemingly mere 

extraneous appendages have entered into the very core of our existence as social 

beingsò (Flugel 1930, in: Carter 2003: 16). The contemporary role of clothing in our 

society is more than just protection, warmth or for our modesty; it can have powerful 

implications when displaying who we are to others, reflecting our innermost feelings 

and fantasies.  

The darker side of fashion is indicated through the work of fashion designers Iris Van 

Herpen (Figure 17) and Alexander McQueen (Figure 18); both suggest fetishistic 

practices in their collections. Masks that completely cover and restrict the view of the 

face are used, offering a sinister take on fashion that is restrictive and controlling.  

Communication through clothing can often be complex and difficult to define. Not all 

women want to be noticed through dress and often the experience can be far from 

empowering. Sophie Woodward argues that women dress according to a variety of 

factors that are determined by the parameters of the individual; dressing involves 

ñthe tension between un-thought-out embodied self that women enact daily and the 

possibilities and potentials of who they think they could beò (Woodward, 2007:131). 
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Figure 17: Iris Van Herpen, Mumification, 2009, leather, eyelets and lace. 
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Figure 18: Alexander McQueen, Dante, Autumn-Winter collection 1996/7. 

Woodwardôs ethnographical study of women in London and Nottingham and their 

assemblage of dress found that the relationship between the internal and external 

self was prevalent. Clothing played a strategic part in the woman's well being and 

exposed an inhibited self. It prevented them from becoming the ñkind of self they 

would otherwise have wished to construct, let alone influence anyone elseò 

(Woodward, 2007: 22). The use of clothing would then suggest that the intention by 

women to communicate a sexual encounter could be misread. The subtle 

interchanges of fashion, fabric and styles allow for a mixed interpretation that can be 

ambiguous and difficult to interpret. The choice to wear lace as clothing can be 

argued to have an intentionality through the very intimate materiality and sexual 
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activity and desires connected with it. These associations charge the fabric with 

sexual meaning before it even becomes a worn garment.  

Conclusion 

Lace themes and structures of lace are visible in many aspects of current art and 

design. Artists and designers are choosing to work with lace to utilise the evocative 

and suggestive nature of the material to transform, manipulate and demonstrate lace 

in new ways. Art practitioners are using themes that incorporate ideas around gender 

including domesticity, sexuality and erotica, whilst designers are reinterpreting 

intricate structures of lace exploring and subverting materials that challenge the 

traditional construction of lace.  

The duality of lace to attract and repel has offered artists an opportunity to play with a 

dual way of seeing, embracing the good and bad associations that are connected to 

lace historically. My interests lie in the evocative and powerful interplay of lace 

themes to captivate and confront the audience with the decorative and uncomfortable 

at a sensual and visceral level. 

My historical research started with clothing and the connection lace has with cycles 

of fashion, developing an interest in the close connection it has with skin and the 

body. I have discovered that it does not fit the stereotypical short fashion cycle, but 

has formed an unconventional trajectory that surpasses the fashionable and which 

has undergone a rapid and varied reinvention of value and form. It is not just a theme 

or trend in the fashion calendar, and has been repeatedly used to portray varied 

styles over a sustained period of time.  

The important shift and transformation to encompass more than just status and 

position in society has enabled lace to be recognised as a fabric that adds a sexual 

charge to garments through the symbiotic relationship between skin when worn as a 

single layer. The fundamental construction has remained the same since it evolved in 

the sixteenth century. The delicate open weave construction of twisted and knotted 

threads creates a mapping of motifs that are still evident in fabric today. The dramatic 

change in meaning is only understood when a comparative study of the social and 

political changes happening at the time of the rejuvenation of lace is analysed.  

The reinvention of lace as a single layer of fabric became apparent in the 1960s, 

reflecting the desire by women to adopt a fabric that displayed changes that were 

happening in the Western world. The independence and sexual freedom of women 

was expressed through clothing, playing a key role in the communication of self-

expression. This desire was then re-appropriated by the media and the 
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ópornographicationô of the female form was freely evident in womenôs magazines, 

aiding the sexualisation and social construction of women as objectified beings.  

Through this research I have established that the postmodern construction of lace 

has three significant areas that challenge and define the popularity and allure of lace 

fabric: óreveal and concealô, adornment and fetishism. Each section of this chapter 

that addresses these areas demonstrates the significance of lace and contributes to 

the understanding of the materiality of lace to attract attention, visibility and power. 

The unusual construction of lace engages the viewer in a curious display of veiled 

and uncovered skin, creating a provocative striptease, infusing the spectacle with 

sexuality. It could be argued that other fabrics also offer this enticement and 

suggestive attributes; sheer fabric like silk chiffon also has a revealing quality, 

offering a sensual display of the silhouette of the body. However, lace reveals the 

actuality of the skin, encased in decorative fragmented patterns, exposing our 

personal and intimate boundary between our sensory body and the outside world. 

Lace inhabits a distinctive and provocative position on the body that entices energy 

and creates a powerful visual dialogue between those who observe it and those who 

wear it. It enables women, if they so choose, to openly and powerfully be sexually 

revealing.  

This powerful interplay and the journey of re-appropriation that lace has encountered 

has highlighted areas of importance when analysing the change in associations; 

gender, beauty and sexuality all resonate strongly as overriding themes that can be 

explored through my practice to create new work. The following chapter further 

explores methods associated with action research through the implementation of 

case studies. This process intimately considers the practice of other artists and 

designers to gain a deeper and more insightful knowledge of concept development 

that is in turn used to reflect on my own way of working.  
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Chapter Three: Case Studies 

Introduction  

Once I had gained a general understanding of artists and designers who use lace in 

their work, I wanted to get closer and make connections with them. The method of 

case studies was chosen as a suitable way of establishing a relationship with artists 

and designers and which could achieve an insight into their thought process. I put 

together a list of potential studies of people whose work I found interesting and which 

covered a broad spectrum of creative practice including fine art, craft, design and 

fashion. This, I hope, will enable a clearer understanding of the breadth of potential 

connections and themes of lace and offer a wider perspective on the interest and use 

of lace to transmit concepts. For each artist and designer, multiple sources of 

evidence are gathered within the case study framework. These include a variety of 

recorded interviews, visual essays, student focus groups, magazine articles, 

exhibition visits and academic essays. These multiple sources of evidence help to 

develop the inquiry and create ñconverging lines of enquiryò that are said by Robert 

Yin to form a more compelling study (Yin, 2009:117).  

Interviews were adopted as the most appropriate way to gather material directly from 

the artists and designers. Grant McCracken suggests that ñfor certain descriptive and 

analytic purposes, no instrument of inquiry is more revealingò and has the ability to 

take us into ñthe mental world of the individualò (McCracken, 1988: 9). My own 

knowledge and experience as an artist contributes to the connection made with the 

case studies and enables a clear assimilation of information and evidence. 

McCracken determines that the investigator must use the whole of oneôs experience 

and imagination in order to be successful and to find a match for the patterns of 

evidence that help uncover the emergence of parallels (McCracken, 1988: 19). 

Interviews were conducted using techniques that were both structured and open-

ended and were often performed in the studio space of the artist. 

A series of analytical processes is carried out to interpret the information gathered 

from the interviews. An approach drawn from grounded theory of óline by line codingô 

is used, which provides an unbiased method that maintains objectivity in the analysis 

of the interview. Graham Gibbs states that the process of line by line coding forces 

analytical thinking whilst keeping close contact with the data recorded (Gibbs, 2007: 

52). It is important to resist putting my own already-formed ideas or theories forward 

when analysing the interviews. The process of breaking down the written transcript 
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into numbered lines instigates individual analysis that helps my process of reflection 

to concentrate on the experiences of the case studies rather than my own. Analysis 

of words, phrases and sentences is also carried out in accordance with Gibbs (2010), 

highlighting notable words and phrases and allowing for significant connections to 

emerge that initially might not have been obvious.  

Selection of artist and design ers 

My selection criteria emerged through the contextual research carried out as part of 

the initial study to find artists that engaged with lace on a level that expresses 

overriding themes in their practice. It is vital that lace has played a significant role at 

some point in their career. It is also important that they were established and 

recognized in their field so that I can make informed analytical decisions on more 

than just an interview. This also enables the gathering of multiple sources of 

evidence including exhibitions, magazine articles, academic papers, reviews and 

online digital media platforms. This prevents a biased opinion forming and enables a 

study that uses the views of others to create a complete study. 

Practical issues of contact also played a part in the selection. It was crucial that I 

could meet the artist in person to establish a relationship of trust to allow the 

practitioner to reveal their thoughts and feelings though a face-to-face interview 

process. It was also important to be able to visit them in their studio to observe their 

surroundings and way of working to highlight further insights of the mental world of 

the practitioner. Once a selection criterion was created, I started to contact artists for 

potential case studies.  

The first person I approached was Australian textile artist Cecilia Heffer. I had heard 

her talk at Archive Fever 2 at Goldsmiths University, London (2008) and became 

interested in her connection between historical lace and contemporary artworks. Her 

work had also involved working with Nottingham Lace machines in Ayrshire, 

Scotland, and she had visited the NTU lace archive following contact at the 

symposium. I was fortunate to meet her again at a Science and Heritage Research 

Cluster ï Understanding Complex Structures: the conversation, display and 

interpretation of lace and natural objects (June, 2009) in Nottingham. This opened an 

opportunity to employ her for a case study and interview her that weekend at my 

studio in Nottingham. A second interview was then carried out at a private address in 

Byron Bay, Australia while on a family holiday in August 2010.  
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In June 2009 I made contact with fashion designer Pearl Lowe, who was using 

vintage lace to create new contemporary clothing collections. Unfortunately, after a 

number of email exchanges, we were not able to meet due to her busy schedule.  

In December 2009 I contacted Danica Maier, an artist and part-time Fine Art lecturer 

at NTU. Her work had interested me for some time and I was intrigued by her use of 

craft processes and lace materials, combined with graphic sexual imagery. I 

interviewed her in March 2010 and January 2011 at her Lincolnshire studio. 

I contacted Catherine Berola in January 2010. Berola is an artist who had often 

worked with archives and who has a particular interest in gender and heritage. I 

interviewed her at a cafe in Newcastle in February 2010 but unfortunately she was 

not happy for me to visit her studio. A second interview happened a year later in 

January (2011). 

Case studies had been established in areas of fine art and design but not fashion, so 

I contacted hat designer Philip Tracey who had just worked with fashion designer 

Valentino on a collection for London Fashion week (2010) that incorporated lace 

shoes and hats. Unfortunately his commitments were too great at this time to be 

interviewed.  

In February 2010 I interviewed Elena Corchero, director of Lost Values, at her studio 

in Cockpit Arts, London. Her work fitted a design/craft element, with a practice that 

combines traditional craft with new technology. Her philosophy is to create 

environmentally friendly products that encompass craft techniques and new 

technology while still creating a look that is familiar and accessible. Her products are 

generally for women. Her objectives are to soften technology and take away the hard 

edge and robust nature that seems to be associated with it and create a historical 

reference point that offers a more decorative alternative. Corcheroôs creation of 

LFLECT, a reflective thread that illuminates when strong light hits it, has the ability to 

transform the way we see textiles in the evening or night. Lost Values have applied 

the thread as part of the structure to traditional crafts of knitting and lace. Lost values 

is about celebrating craft while embracing new technology, moving it forward so that 

it is relevant today. Lace is used as an opportunity to apply the thread in another 

application. Corchero associates lace with ñmathematics, technique, memory and 

high skillò and wants to apply this to her work. The lace that has been produced with 

the use of reflective thread is a simple copy of ribbon lace that can be bought by the 

metres to customise garments. Although the material used was innovative, I felt that 

the use of lace was due to its availability and simple application, and could have 
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been applied to a number of other materials. Lace was only significant because it 

was a suitable fit and made links with craft rejuvenation. I therefore decided that I 

would not use Lost Values as part of the study. 

In the autumn of 2010 I contacted a number of prestigious fashion houses with the 

hope that I would be able to gain an interview with leading designers using lace in 

their collections. My research had made a distinctive turn towards lace on the body, 

so to have direct contact with a fashion designer would be advantageous. 

Unfortunately I was unsuccessful and had to look closer to home for someone that 

was more easily accessible.  

I was made aware of Claire Harris, a lecturer in fashion marketing at Nottingham 

Trent University and owner of Trash Blooms, a company project whose work 

engages the wider community using fashion and textiles. I did an initial interview with 

Harris in October 2010 in the café at NTU, to gain an understanding of her broad 

involvement with a number of projects both in Nottingham and Coventry. Harrisôs 

work covered a wide spectrum of disciplines including fashion, textiles, fashion 

communication, fashion marketing and industrial design. This first interview offered 

me a taste and breadth of her expertise. I met up with her again in December 2010 in 

a meeting room at NTU to discuss her work in more depth. Lace had been used by 

Harris on a number of occasions in various projects she had worked on. An example 

of this is Stitch in Time (2009), a Heritage Lottery Funded Young Roots project 

focusing on creative art and fashion to engage young people in traditional heritage 

textiles and contemporary customised fashion. For Harris, Lace fitted the heritage 

criteria of her projects, and her preoccupation with vintage clothes and fabrics guided 

her choices of selection. I was not convinced that lace held any particular poignant 

associations and was used by her like any other fabric under the óvintageô label. Her 

connection to fashion design was also limited, so I therefore decided not to use her 

as one of the case studies.  

Further discussions with my director of studies led to a debate on the gender of my 

current chosen artists for the case studies. My selection had only included women 

and we felt that the input from a man using a predominantly gender-related fabric 

would add interesting findings to the study. Craft maker Shane Waltener was 

contacted and I interviewed him in December 2010 at his studio in London. I was 

interested in his use of hand lace making techniques to create artworks and 

installations. 
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I decided that for my fashion case study I would approach Elaine Bell, a mature 

student who already had a business selling vintage textiles and was coming to the 

end of degree in Fashion Design and Innovation. I had worked with her in the lace 

archive and was impressed with the way in which she had applied her time spent 

working in the archive to produce her final catwalk collection. I interviewed her in 

June 2011 in the NTU lace archive and decided that her connection to lace and 

fashion would offer an interesting contrast to the other case studies. I was then left 

with five practitioners that covered area of fine art, fashion, textile design and craft. 

Interview process  

I approached the interview process through a series of structured questions, 

following a similar format for each practitioner. I researched each practitioner through 

articles, exhibition catalogues and websites, making note of particular 

artworks/designs that had attracted my interest so that I could start the interview in 

the area that fulfilled my research criteria. The questions were simple and generic but 

I hoped that they would engage the artists in a conversation that would deal directly 

with the issues I needed. This structure was not followed rigidly and I allowed for the 

interview process to flow organically once the initial questions had been asked. An 

example of the 1st question sheet for Danica Maier can be seen in Appendix 1.  

The first interview was analysed through a variety of methods including line by line 

coding and word and phrase selection to allow for connections and parallels to be 

made. For artists whom I was able to interview for a second time, I prepared a 

second structured interview that specifically dealt with issues raised at the previous 

interview. I included quotations that I wanted more explanation on to and pinpointed 

areas and themes that connected areas of interest. However, the second interview 

was not governed by the question list and was followed more loosely, allowing the 

artists to take the lead and to feel comfortable to expand on points that had arisen 

from our conversation. An example of the 2nd interview question sheet and 

annotated interview for Danica Maier can be seen in Appendices 2 & 3.  

The next section introduces the case studies individually, setting each of them in the 

context of current contemporary practice. Important themes are highlighted from the 

interviews and analysed in the context of the study. The following section addresses 

the attempt for a deeper understanding of the practice of Catherine Bertola and 

Danica Maier. This was achieved through the methods of cross case synthesis and a 

process of visual mapping. Images chosen by the artists are also used with two focus 

groups allowing for triangulation to achieve an analysis that takes into consideration 
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the views of others. The chapter concludes with an overall view of the findings and 

their contribution to the research. 

Danica Maier  

1st Interview 05/03/2010 ï 1.49pm (50 min) studio Lincoln 

2nd interview 21/01/11 ï 3pm (I hr 38min) studio Lincoln 

Danica Maier graduated from Goldsmiths College London in 2002 with an MA in 

Textiles in Contemporary Art Practice. Her work involves using traditional craft 

techniques and textile references to articulate ideas around domesticity, gender and 

sexuality. Maierôs work has been shown nationally including London Printworks, 

London (2005), Angel Row Gallery, Nottingham (2007) and the Courtauld Institute of 

Art, London, and internationally including Vox Populi gallery, USA (2001), Indus 

Valley School of Art and Architecture, Pakistan (2004) and óTextileô 05 & 07, 

Lithuania.  

Lace has been present in Maierôs work since 2002.  A number of her installations use 

vintage lace ribbon pinned onto walls to form 3D drawings of multiple outlines of 

figurative images taken from pornography. The works include Crown and Feathers 

(2004), Horizontal Rumba (2004ï05), The Parting of the Red Sea (2004) and Have 

Lunch Downtown (2005) (Figure 20). In 2005 she was the artist in residence with the 

Museo del Barro, Asuncion, Paraguay, working with local women who made Nanduti 

lace. This work culminated in an exhibition entitled Intraducible (2005) (Figure 19), 

which toured to the Universidad UNIACC Gallery, Santiago, Chile, and the 

Constance Howard Resource and Research Centre, London. In 2009 she was 

contacted and commissioned by the German womenôs organisation GEDOK in 

Karlsruhe, Germany. GEDOK specifically selected Maier as an artist who works with 

lace to create an artwork that celebrated a forty-year town partnership with 

Nottingham. Maier produced Midlands and Tooraloorals (2009), an installation that 

took inspiration from motifs found in the Nottingham Trent University Lace archive.  

Maier cleverly uses the seduction of textiles and decoration to engage the viewer 

with familiar reference points that attract a second look. Hidden in the patterns are 

explicit images and words that are revealed or concealed depending on the 

experiences and understanding of the viewer. When interviewing Danica Maier, I was 

interested in establishing the reasoning behind the hidden sexual dialogue and 

images that are characteristic of her work and how lace may have played a part in 

conveying them. Maier talked of the significance of the ócounterô and double side of 
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things, indicating the importance of instigating a questioning of objects. When looking 

at her work it is evident when engaging with her strong use of pattern and craft 

processes that often she subverts our vision for us to experience the unexpected. 

When talking about her work involving Laura Ashley prints, she explains the ócounterô 

and double sided of things. This is illustrated when she describes how she hopes to 

engage with her audience:  

I am kind of quite interested in people also coming in and saying oh god itôs a bunch of 

lace, but because they are having that counter association to what I am completely 

playing with and then they might actually enjoy that there is something else going on 

there, but then I am hoping that this also counters the associations they have with the 

lace, sort of switching it back so it changes their expectations. 

From our first interview it was made clear that her work is strongly associated with 

sex and the use of pornography. Her relationship with lace is clearly defined and 

categorised as drawing from opposite associations. Maier interprets associations of 

lace by colour, stating ñblack lace tends to be for the sexualisation of women or 

something sexyò, which, she is quick to say, does not particularly interest her or plays 

a part in her work. The pastel shades of lace ribbon she chooses are ócounterô to the 

pornographic imagery. Lace for Maier is about the óproper sideô or ónice sideô that she 

describes as the ñlace collar, the little ruffled pants that girls wearò. It also represents 

the ñcute, pretty and lovely and harks back to the handmadeò.  

Although her work has explicit themes and imagery of sex, Maier has strong views 

on lace underwear and the associations linked with it. She states, 

I have a complete dislike for the lace underwear stuff, this sort of sexy, which is meant 

to be sexy I donôt find it that way, I find it crude, I suppose I have very crude 

associations with it in terms of I suppose prostitution, because itôs a stereotype of what 

is meant to be sexualized therefore I donôt really find that interesting.  

This distinction of the two sides of lace underpins ideas found in her work that 

balance the domestic and decorative with the subversive and unspoken. The direct 

intention of Maier is not to portray lace as sexual, but for the viewer this connection 

may appear intentional and adds to a duality of meaning linking lace with the 

innocent and sweet and the subversive and taboo. When talking of her own 

associations of lace to curtains, lace doilies etc., she points out the underlying 

duality: 

So itôs all of that side of lace that when I am using it I am particularly interested in which 

is why I think I use a particular type and particular colours because itôs not about just 
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making something that has a an immediate association to something sexy or raunchy 

and the imagery is raunchy, it really is about the balancing of two things. 

The influence of lace in Maierôs work comes from historical connection through family 

and the inherited remnants and saved pieces of clothing collected by her 

grandmother. These scraps represent a grandmother whom Maier describes as a 

ñstrong womanò who was a mother of two with ñindependence and a jobò. However, 

Maier believes that if her grandmother saw her work today it might not ñtranslate 

back through the generationsò. The close family connections suggest a possible 

reason why lace suggests for her óproprietyô and ópurityô rather than what appears to 

be a more obvious connection with sexuality. However, lace is still used to seduce 

the viewer, enticing them to enter what appears to be familiar and comfortable 

environment. Maier plays with our constructions of the everyday to initiate a 

questioning of reality.  

 

Figure 19: Danica Maier, Intraducible, 2005, Nanduti lace, Paraguay. 
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Figure 20: Danica Maier, Have Lunch Downtown, 2005, lace ribbon and straight pins, 20ft x 8ft x 1in, 

London. 

 

Shane Waltener  

Interview 08/12/2010 10.35am (1hr 35min) studio London 

Shane Waltener is an artist and a craftsman (Figure 21). He makes installations, 

artworks and interventions that engage with the viewer through processes of 

handcraft. He is passionate about making and creating narratives between the 

people who interact and take part in his work through workshops. He studied 

sculpture at Camberwell College of Art, then at La Cambre Institute, Brussels, and 

learnt textile and sewing processes. Techniques of lace-making, basketry and 

knitting are all integral parts of his practice. 

He started working with lace techniques in 2003 after the London College of Fashion 

inherited patterns from an obsessive needlecrafter. These patterns instigated his 

exploration of making lace. His first outcome was Aunty Peggy has Departed (2003) 

(Figure 23), an installation at a disused tube station in London that also included a 

sound piece. Lace doilies became a recurring presence in his work, appearing in a 

redundant shoe factory Show Room Doily (2004) (Figure 22) and surrounding the 



68 

Chihuly chandelier in the entrance of the Victoria and Albert Museum. A series of 

webs were also created from nylon fishing line and suspended in a church yard at 

the Museum of Garden History, London. The nylon thread appeared and 

disappeared according to the light and the position of the viewer creating an ethereal 

presence. His series of World Wide Webs installations, have graced international 

exhibitions including Radical Lace and Subversive Knitting (2007) at the Museum of 

Art & Design, New York, USA and Love Lace (2011) at Powerhouse Museum, 

Sydney, Australia.  

Waltener was interviewed in his London studio, surrounded by art pieces both 

finished and unfinished and by collections of materials used for his group work and 

his individual contemplations. I was initially interested in his thoughts on men making 

lace, but when this subject was approached it was dismissed and made clear that 

lace is just another process to explore and does not hold any special significance 

other than it is a craft process. When talking about the lace in his work he describes 

it as a weaving process: 

Itôs all about making knots in one way or another and tying things together and creating 

a history through the physical connection between things, itôs between people but itôs 

also between materials and how it is put together by a community of people. 

He was also keen to make clear that men are and have always been involved in the 

making of lace and to think otherwise is incorrect, saying that ñIt is a myth that men 

donôt knit or crochet.ò He proceeds to tell tales of fishermen making nets, men 

knitting in the war effort and Cypriot soldiers establishing a cottage industry that 

made doilies.  However he does acknowledge that there is generally a stigma 

associated with these particular crafts techniques in relation to men.  

The process of making dominates Waltenerôs practice. He is self-taught and his skills 

include knitting, basket weave, crochet and sugar craft, which are all used as 

methods to explore the construction of objects. His work embraces his own 

explorations of craft techniques and also workshops that include the wider 

community which he encourages to contribute skills and share knowledge.. Waltener 

uses processes like knitting and lace-making to create networks that join threads and 

people together. 

The communities created through his workshops play a significant role in the act of 

making and sharing; he describes it as ñmaking some connections that will create 

some kind of narrativeò. The narrative, however, is not seen by him as a way of 

gathering stories. His position is clearly to facilitate the process of making an 
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exchange between his participants possible. The finished product does not play a 

central role even with his own work and he is reluctant to deliberately make things in 

durable materials. He thinks that it is important not to ñeternize on the value and 

uniqueness of an objectò.   

His thoughts however change when considering the present day resurgence of craft 

and the act of making. In our current culture, he thinks that people in this economic 

climate are ñvaluing time and doing things for óits own sakeô and also reusing things 

and making do with what they haveò. When I asked whether he thinks that people are 

valuing time, he replied:  

the interest in craft and making pre dates the crash so itôs some form of resistance as 

well as a political dimension to it, itôs about resisting the commercialism and capitalism 

and not wanting to be part of that economic system. 

Lace for Waltner is another craft that fits into his skill base, which leads him to the 

value of lace as an act of making developing hand skills and engaging the wider 

community to share knowledge.  

 

Figure 21Υ {ƘŀƴŜ ²ŀƭǘƴŜǊΣ !ǊǘƛǎǘΩǎ {ǘǳŘƛƻΣ нлмлΣ [ƻƴŘƻƴΦ 
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Figure 22: Shane Waltener, Showroom Doily, 2004, knicker elastic, 350 x 300 x 350 cm, disused shoe 

factory, Kings Cross, London. 

 

Figure 23: Shane Waltener, Aunty Peggy Has Departed, 2003, mercerised cotton, Aldwych Tube 

Station, London. 

Cecilia Heffer  

1st interview 13/05/2010 2.45pm (1hr 10min) my studio Nottingham  
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2nd interview 21/08/2010 3.17pm (1hr.46min) private address Byron Bay, Australia 

Cecilia Heffer studied painting and textiles at the National Art School, Sydney, 

Australia in 1982. She gained a postgraduate Diploma in 1990) and a Masters in 

textiles at Central Saint Martins, London in 1993. Heffer has worked as a textile 

designer in leading studios in London and New York, including Timney Fowler, with 

her designs appearing for Liberty, Jaeger and Calvin Klein. She is currently senior 

lecturer and Director of Program in Fashion and Textiles at the University of 

Technology, Sydney, Australia. Her work takes aspects of historical lace to create 

contemporary interpretations that explore the boundaries between technologies and 

traditional textile practice. Exploring the structural qualities of lace, Heffer creates 

new geometrics and systems that explore the physical dimension of lace.  

In 2005 she was commissioned by the Australia Arts Council Board to explore 

contemporary translations of lace from an historic source. The solo exhibition Laced 

(2006) (Figure 24), which explored her translations of contemporary lace, was also 

funded by the Australia Council, which led her in 2007 to design contemporary lace 

curtains for the state rooms, Government House, Sydney. Through her fascination 

with structures, Heffer created Hyperbolic Lace (2009) (Figure 25) which explores 

geometric structural surfaces as a means to investigate future lace possibilities. Her 

Solo show, Lace Narratives (2010) (Figure 26), carried on the theme of structures but 

also introduced a journey of self-reflection and cultural identity.   

Her latest project, a collaboration with Bert Bongers, titled Interlace (2011), was 

produced as part of the International Lace Award (2011) for the Powerhouse 

Museum, Sydney and received a Highly Commended award. It engages with digital 

media to produce an interactive sensory video lace installation. Heffer and Bongers 

transform traditional indications of lace into a three dimensional environment through 

the process of video technology.  

Her initial experience of lace started in the Powerhouse museum Lace Study Centre, 

which she approached with a limited knowledge of lace but a strong interest in fabric 

manipulation. Lace offered her the capacity and means to explore new structural 

potentials and describes the reason for her interest in it because of the ñethereal 

qualities and see through structure, pattern and delicacyò of lace. Her mentorship 

with lace expert and maker Rosemary Shepherd challenged Heffer to learn the 

process of making bobbin lace and the history behind lace as an art form.  

Hefferôs background in design and print appears to draw her to the structural qualities 

of lace rather than the social and sexual concepts that lace often inspires. The 
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structure has influenced her to recreate a contemporary semblance that draws from 

the configuration of thread and encapsulated motifs. Shepherdôs definition of lace as 

ña decorative openwork fabric in which the pattern of the spaces is as important as 

the solid areasò (Shepherd, 2003) is described by Heffer as ñconceptually 

underpinning all her workò. Hefferôs aim is to combine the historical connection that 

lace makes with textile practice and the potential of new interpretations through the 

introduction of contemporary processes when talking of her process she excites in 

the future possibilities of lace construction: ñI am interested in the intersection 

between emerging technologies and traditional textile practice with an aim to create 

new lace possibilities.ò  

When commissioned to make a contemporary lace curtain for Government House, 

Sydney, Australia (2007), Hefferôs response had a more traditional approach. 

Drawings depicting the flora and fauna of Australia were used and woven on 

traditional lace looms by the last Nottingham Lace curtain manufacturers in the UK, 

Morton, Young and Borland Textile Group, Scotland. Her subsequent work has been 

of a more experimental nature but is still dominated by the structure of lace and the 

process of making rather than the conceptual and metaphorical constructions of lace. 

She describes her work as focusing on constructions of space as a means to identify 

form while exploring an interplay between positive and negative space, between the 

interface, the background and the foreground. 

When asked in her first interview whether she would use lace as starting point, again 

she was quick to answer óyesô and explain her new work for a future solo show, Lace 

Narratives (2010): 

I am using lace as a metaphor for place. I continue to explore the definition of lace as 

an open work fabric whereby the pattern of spaces is as important as the solid motif. In 

lace we construct a pattern of spaces as a means to identify form. As individuals we 

identify ourselves by the spaces between objects, in order to understand our own story 

we notice the differences, the spaces between ourselves and others. Lace I feel is a 

metaphor for understanding our country, place in the world and sense of belonging. 

The presence of lace in Hefferôs work is a starting point and stimulus, drawing from 

the material and structural qualities of lace to create constructions that play with 

space and light. Hefferôs relationship with lace appears to be an aesthetic one that 

links up her past in design with a new engagement to create artworks. Heffer builds 

structures and shapes through patterns drawn from her love of lace fabric, craft 

process and new technology. It does not challenge the viewer to question; instead it 
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presents an aesthetic and inviting interpretation of lace that draws from the historical 

structures of lace but is formed by the technology of the present.  

 

Figure 24: Cecilia Heffer, White Shadow (detail), 2006, silk organza, Venetian hand printed braid 

patterns, machine stitching, 60 x 3m 

 

Figure 25: Cecilia Heffer, Hyperbolic Lace (detail), 2009, machine and hand embroidered, silk thread, 

pebbles, nylon. 
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Figure 26: Cecilia Heffer , Art-20, 2010, photographic transfer, silk linen, machine stitching on a 

soluble substrate, 12 x 14 cm. 

Catherine Bertola  

1st Interview 09/02/2010 10.30am (1hr 14min) cafe Newcastle 

2nd Interview 17/01/2011 09.21am (1hr 4min) cafe Newcastle  

Catherine Bertola graduated from Newcastle University in 1999 with a BA (Hons) in 

Fine Art. She has had a number of solo shows including Prickings (2006) at Fabrica, 

Brighton that toured to Nottingham Castle and Museum (2007), and Over the 

Teacups (2008) Galerie M+R Fricke, Berlin, Germany. Her work has also been 

shown in major national and international group shows including Out of the Ordinary: 

Spectacular Craft (2007) at the Victoria and Albert Museum, London, Walls are 

Talking (2010) at the Whitworth Art Gallery, Manchester, and Personal Tempest 

(2011) at Neue Gallerie, Innsbruck, Austria. Bertola's work involves installations, 

objects and drawings that respond to particular sites, collections and historical 

contexts. Her artworks are concerned with uncovering forgotten histories of people 

and places to make us reconsider the past.  

As a contemporary art practitioner, Bertola uses lace fabric metaphors to articulate 

ideas in her work. Lace has been used as a reoccurring theme since her installation 

Home from Home (2002). Other works have included Prickingôs (2006ï07) (Figure 

29), consisting of seven pieces of artworks that were ghosts of garments made from 

hundreds of pricked holes that form lace like patterns. The holes represent the point 
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in the hand production of lace where the pattern is pricked out onto paper to 

determine the form of the pattern. The work challenges and subverts the forgotten 

status and history of lace as both a feminine object and a form of invisible labour. 

The work becomes a metaphor for the women that wear lace and the women that 

made the lace. From this work came Anatomy (2006), consisting of a series of art 

pieces that were representations of her underwear in the form of pricking patterns. 

The pieces alluded to the heritage of the fabric and mass manufacturing. 

Traditional lace design work is also alluded to in Blue stockings (2010) (Figure 27 & 

Figure 28), a series of twelve life-size drawings of lace tights that continued on from 

Anatomy (2006). Each drawing is named after one of the original members of the 

Bluestocking Society, a group of pioneering Georgian women who through networks 

of friendship and professional patronage promoted education for women. 

 When interviewed about her connection with lace, it was clear that metaphor played 

a strong role in communicating themes in Bertola's work. When questioned about 

lace it was evident that she did not feel that lace, as a fabric, was different in any way 

or worthy of any particular attention: 

I donôt think lace is any more popular or different than other handmade crafts, itôs 

perhaps more noticeable because we are connected to it through our art or research 

However, when analysing the text from the interviews, it is clear that Bertola made 

references that appeared to offer a different view. The status and value of lace is 

referred to as ñworn like jewellery in the seventeenth centuryò and when describing 

her interest in lace, she talks of ñthe multiple associations that lie beneath the 

surfaceò. Bertola has repeatedly used lace characteristics above other associated 

crafts as a metaphor to convey themes relating to gender. When asked again, 

Bertola said that she feels that lace has ñuniqueò qualities in relation to other fabrics 

when thinking about the exclusive role women played in making handmade lace. 

What particularly interests her is the anonymity of these highly-skilled women who 

received no credit for the lace they produced. These hidden lives connect with 

Bertolaôs desire to portray forgotten and invisible histories that she reframes the 

making of new connections with the past: 

I suppose when I looked and learned more about lace, discovering it was always made 

by women, that became really interesting. Lace became something that was a form of 

employment for many women and they were all anonymous and it was highly skilled 

work and they were never credited with the kind of piece of lace they made. It was all 
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anonymous and it was an industry that was controlled by men and I suppose I was 

quite interested in that, those two aspects of the fabric history and meaning. 

Gender and anonymity plays a central role in the work of Bertola. She is interested in 

the forgotten stories of women the parts of history that were never written and that 

were dominated by male counterparts. When talking about this issue, she draws my 

attention to her artwork Blue Stockings (2010) that refers to a group of society 

women who were influential and notorious in the eighteenth century. These women 

were unknown to her until four years ago; she heard about them on a radio program. 

This taste of a hidden history is the stimulus for Bertola to express and make public 

through her artworks these forgotten stories: 

So itôs that kind of idea that there are women that have done those things but they are 

not talked about or are in those kind of books in the cannons of history so itôs sort of 

looking at history from a different perspective. 

When questioned how lace suggests the theme of gender to her, she replied: 

I am interested in it because most of my work is interested in the female role within the 

domestic environment so thatôs initially why I was interested in it and then I suppose 

when I looked to learn more about lace discovering it was always made by women it 

then became really interesting. 

When pushing further on the idea of female labour and domesticity in her work, I was 

keen to hear how lace had or could play a part in expressing those areas that 

interested her: 

I think because in contemporary terms itôs so associated with the female body with 

femininity and with female sexuality if you think of lace stockings and lace knickers and 

also the domestic the net curtains and lace doilies itôs all associated with visions you 

have that are very female and very domestic. 

Lace offers Bertola a reference point and vehicle to provide the recurring sentiments 

she wants to communicate in her work, which she does with success and poignancy. 

Her drive to tell the forgotten histories and stories of women are compelling and 

intriguing, the reappearing theme of lace in her work intimates that she is able to use 

suggestions of this fabric to transmit themes that are important to her. When asked to 

describe lace in singular words her reply was ñbeautiful, intricate, feminine, exquisite, 

fragile, delicateò. 
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Figure 27: Catherine Bertola, Bluestockings-Elizabeth Montagu (detail), 2008, pen and paper, 85 x 

135 cm, photo Colin Davison. 

 

Figure 28: Catherine Bertola, Bluestockings-Elizabeth Montagu, 2008, pen and paper, 85 x 135 cm, 

photo Colin Davison. 
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Figure 29: Catherine Bertola, Anatomy 8, 2006, paper, pin prick drawing of contemporary mass 

production lace underwear, 84 x 59.4 cm, photo Douglas Atfield 

 

Figure 30: Catherine Bertola, If She is Not, 2010, pins and pillow case. 

Elaine Bell  

Interview 28/06/2011 10.30am (30min) NTU lace archive  

Elaine Bell is a freelance fashion knitwear designer who graduated from Nottingham 

Trent University with a BA (Hons) in 2011 and also received the Wayne Hemingway 

Land of the Lost Content award in 2011. She works as a freelance knitwear designer 

for Cast Creations, who are based in the Lace Market area of Nottingham. Cast 

Creations act as her agent, selling her designs worldwide. Bell also has a vintage 

fabric and textiles company.  

Bell was sponsored by Rowan Yarns to produce her collection Hidden Histories of 

Lace (2011) (Figure 31), which was inspired by artefacts in the Nottingham Trent 

University lace archive. Through the exploration of lace sample books and a 1930s 
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fashion correspondence book, Bell reframed lace patterns and silhouettes of lace 

clothing to produce a series of five garments for her end of year show at NTU. Bellôs 

designs embodied structures of lace into machine knitted garments, replicating forms 

associated with constructions of lace. Bell strived to reproduce the raised texture 

playing with scale and yarns to create a series of garments to be worn on the 

catwalk.  

What becomes clear when talking to Bell is her passion for vintage textiles and the 

relationship and understanding she has of lace. The archive offered her a vast 

quantity of historical lace artefacts that would ordinarily not be accessible to view. 

This opened up endless design possibilities for her with a view to directly translating 

the motifs and structures she found. The samples were photographed in detail and 

printed out. Each design was directly copied and plotted onto graph paper, and then 

translated into designs for the knitwear machine. The form and silhouettes of the 

garments mimicked images she had found of lace dresses from the 1930ôs, which 

she combined with contemporary shapes.  

The remit for the collection was óSummer Beach Wearô. It is interesting that Bell had 

chosen the combination of knitwear design and lace to create a collection to be worn 

in the summer. It is clear that Bell was motivated by the current popularity of lace and 

referred on a number of occasions to the fashion market: ñI think itôs very much in 

vogue for fashionò and ñlace is really coming in for 2012ò. The commercial element 

was an obvious concern and paramount when future design samples were to be sold 

by an agent worldwide. The finished collection played with the raised quality of lace 

and scale of structures to create an open weave that revealed the skin beneath: 

I think the designs of the lace not only the repetitive designs but kind of the structure I 

thought would work very well with ladders and cable stitching which I did in the final 

collection. It was great to photograph the samples and follow the contours really. 

When questioned why lace bikinis had been used underneath the garments it was 

clear that Bell had wanted to retain the theme of lace but added ñI wasnôt bothered 

about seeing the skinò and ñI didnôt really give the styling a lot of thoughtò. The 

choosing of bikinis for underneath the garments for the cat walk show appeared 

initially to be incidental: 

The reason I styled them, I wanted to be quiet versatile I thought they were garments 

that could be worn with jeans because they were cotton they were designed for 

summer so I thought bikiniôs I actually got lace bikinis from Primark that were 

ridiculously cheap but look really good. 
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Although this was a subconscious act, it did not go unnoticed by the male viewers in 

the audience at the catwalk show, Bell states that ña lot of the men liked the stylingò 

and ñI got a lot of comments off the menò. When pushed on the use of bikinis in the 

collection, it was clear that the act of revealing the models bodies so openly 

increased her chances of the collection being spotted, since she states that ñI like 

people to sit up and noticeò.  

The intricate open-work structure of lace was used by Bell to design innovative 

knitwear designs but also to grab the attention of the audience. The use of historical 

lace as inspiration enabled Bell to directly translate lace pattern and structure to her 

designs, combining it with technology to reinterpret the structure making it desirable 

and current in the contemporary fashion climate. The borrowing of lace associations 

contributed to the finished display and added an interest that singled out her design 

and connected knitwear with sexuality, but the overriding theme was the saleability 

for the fashion market. When I asked Bell about how she felt lace was perceived now 

in a contemporary culture she replied, 

People donôt appreciate it as much as they should do particularly hand-made lace, I 

donôt know, I think itôs very much in vogue for fashion. I think it has become a fashion 

commodity now when you look round Top Shop there is a lot of things with lace. 

Although lace had been used by Bell as a starting point, it was clear that this was 

purely a stimulus for new work and was not through a desire to express any 

underlying themes. The commercial fashion industry has such a fast turnover of 

ideas, with some companies having multiple collections per season, that it is very 

difficult to engage with any deeper meaning other than saleability.   
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Figure 31: Elaine Bell, Hiddon Histories of Lace, 2011, knitwear collection, Nottingham Trent 

University. 

Visual mapping 

In order to gain an understanding of the use of lace by the case study artists, a 

method of cross case synthesis is used as an analytical technique alongside 

description to underpin the strategy and provide links in data collected. Yin describes 

the process of cross case analysis as relevant where a number of case studies have 

been used to identify a phenomenon (Yin, 2009: 156). Text tables are also used to 

display data from the individual case studies, which enables a transparency of 

connections and similarities, drawing out emerging patterns to be analysed. Yin 

suggests that these patterns can be open to ñargumentative interpretationsò through 

the text, allowing for a holistic approach.  

The implementation of cross case synthesis is carried out through a process that has 

been labelled for the purpose of this study as óvisual mappingô. Two artists are 

selected from the case studies to provide between twenty and forty images that they 

thought contextualised their practice. The images could include the work of other 

artists, people, places, books or anything that they felt contributed to influencing their 

work. The two artists chosen are Danica Maier and Catherine Bertola. They are 

chosen because for me they offer connection to my own work, because I find their 
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practices inspirational and because I want the opportunity to look at their practice on 

a deeper level. 

The use of images to analyse the practice of others is an appropriate approach in the 

context of an empirical practice-based enquiry. It allows Maier and Bertola to 

interpret their practice through a process compatible to their chosen means of 

communication. This allows for the inner thoughts of the artists to be exposed and 

analysed. John Berger believes that our visual understanding reflects our thoughts: 

ñthe way we see things is affected by what we know or what we believeò (Berger, 

1972: 8). I also select images to be mapped that contextualise my practice, enabling 

a reflexive and subjective position to the study in parallel with my objective position, 

which as a researcher I hope will further enlighten the study.  

The images from each artist are grouped into themed areas (Figure 32) example 

Catherine Bertola). Each group is then named according to the theme and 

connections between interlinking groups were established. This creates a visual map 

that distinguishes the dominating themes that appear to influence the practices of the 

artists. The following pages give examples of how the images are grouped and 

connected (Figure 32, Figure 33 & Figure 34). These images represent my 

interpretation of the images and the maps that were subsequently created to be 

analysed.  

It is important that the formation of my maps is not corrupted by the knowledge 

gained through contact I had already made with the artists. To avoid these possible 

influences I set up and introduced two focus groups that could also use the images to 

create visual maps. The intention was for the groups to mimic the actions I had 

already taken in establishing themes that reflected their practice. This process added 

a new dimension of triangulation to the study that enables multiple sources of 

evidence to converge and produce a more credible analysis of the case studies.
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Figure 32: Catherine Bertola ς context images collated in groups. 
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Figure 33: Catherine Bertola ς context images named groups and connections. 
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Figure 34: Catherine Bertola, Visual Map (Joy Buttress). 
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Figure 35: Danica Maier, Visual Map (Joy Buttress). 
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Triangulation  

The method of case studies can be criticised for lacking rigour and allowing biased 

views to influence the direction of the findings and conclusion (Yin 2009: 14). 

Triangulation is used as an appropriate approach to achieve analysis that takes into 

consideration the views of others. This is achieved through the use of focus groups 

that provide multiple sources of evidence, gaining a stronger and more accurate 

body of evidence (Gibbs 2007, Yin 2009).  

Two focus groups were set up: participants with visual and analytical skills were 

chosen as the most appropriate and effective participants. Art and design students 

were identified as a suitable group that was easily accessible and available through 

NTU. The students chosen for group 1 were Brenda Baxter (MA Fine Art), Randy 

Huseby (MA Textiles) and Lucy Davison (MA Textiles); group 2 comprised Belen 

Cerezo (PhD Fine Art) and Rebecca Gamble (PhD Fine Art) for a variety of creative 

approaches and perspectives.  

The students were asked to create a visual mind map from the images provided by 

the artists. All artistsô work was kept anonymous to prevent already-established 

opinions of the artists interfering with the results. The groups were encouraged to 

form connections and links by gathering the images. The groups formed were then 

labelled and links were drawn to connecting groups of images. I silently observed 

each group and recorded the session through photographs, recordings and notes 

that were later analysed and compared. 

It became obvious while observing group 1 that they were taking the chosen images 

at face value and exploring and commenting on the detail of the images rather than 

grouping through conceptual themes and ideas. Group 2ôs approach appeared 

analytical, thinking in terms of a broader understanding of possible themes that 

encompassed the whole practice of the artists.  

When analysing the maps created by the groups, it is clear that similar themes were 

identified. The map I had created for Danica Maier suggested two dominating areas: 

ógenderô and ósexualityô. From these areas came pattern, domesticity and craft 

(Figure 35).  

Group 1 also distinguished two main areas:  ówomen and homeô and ópatternô. 

Feeding from them, but less significant, were ówoman as objectô, ódesign and homeô 

and óstitch and feminismô. Group 2 separated three clear themes of ócraft and 

patternô, ósexualityô and ódomesticityô that were all encompassed by issues of gender.  
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It became apparent that the focus groups had established the powerful interplay that 

domesticity plays in Maierôs work. I had seen it as a lesser theme fed from her 

interest in gender related issues. Referring back to her interview, what also became 

clear was the dominant role women had played in her life and the contribution they 

had made to her understanding of craft techniques. These relationships were also 

loaded with expectation when in the home and influenced the pull Maier had felt 

between óhomemakerô and óindependent womanô. These feelings were reflected in 

the images she had chosen depicting 1950s film stars, interiors and baking 

magazines covers.   

In her interview, Maier compares the questioning of womenôs issues to the work of 

artist Karla Black, with her use of objects and materials to query the feminine and 

issues relating to women. Maier felt that objects that were charged with womenôs 

issues that surrounded her upbringing. She states, ñwhen I was raised these are 

what I was surrounded by and therefore these are things that I am interested inô 

which then form a óstrong starting point in my workò.  

When analysing and comparing these findings it is clear that the visual maps provide 

a clear in-depth understanding of the concepts that form Maierôs work. The addition 

of the focus groups introduces an extra questioning and allows the study to establish 

further the potential reasons why lace has been used in her work.  

When I mapped the visual images of Catherine Bertola, it was clear that the two main 

themes running through her work were ógenderô and ópatternô, feeding in equal 

measures to areas of ócraft and processô, óheritageô and óhistoryô (Figure 34).  

Group 1 mapped out Maierôs practice in the very simplified terms of ópatternô as the 

dominating theme, with ócraftô and óinteriorsô feeding off this main area. When 

comparing this to group 2, ópatternô played a far less significant role when defining 

key areas. A multifaceted map was created that represented  ógenderô, óclassô, 

óprocessô and ódomesticityô. óObjects and archivesô also played a part, which I had 

overlooked when mapping her images. My focus was on the themes of the finished 

pieces of work rather than the process by which she created them and as such I took 

the sources for granted. 

When looking back over the interviews, Bertola had made it clear that archives have 

played a significant role in her work. She describes them as a place where her 

research giving her what she describes as ñthe understanding in terms of the 

contextò. This insight reflects a key area that drove Bertolaôs work forward, linking 

themes of óhistoryô and óheritageô. This then suggests the strategic role that lace can 
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play in contemporary art as a bridge between both aspects of heritage and gender, 

providing a reference to the past and womenôs issues.  

The process of visual mapping allows me to gain a different dialogue with the artist 

who instigated unstructured answers that were insightful and beneficial to the inquiry. 

This approach avoids prepared and contrived answers or statements from the artist 

that had already been used for websites, articles or even interviews. It also allows 

the two artists involved to analyse their practice through a natural mode that 

precipitated deeper thought when analysing and describing their practice. The focus 

groups introduce the thoughts of others to the research, prompting new analysis and 

thought on areas that may have been overlooked or not closely analysed. 

In terms of visually mapping my own practice, it is a useful reflective process that 

allows me to understand how others viewed the themes present in my work. It is 

however difficult to use the maps created as a contribution my analysis. Lace had not 

been present in my work before this time and I had not chosen it to convey themes 

that were already established in my practice. I therefore reflect on the undertaking as 

a valuable process to define my practice and as an indicator of change through 

newly formed concepts.  

Conclusion 

The contemporary use of lace in art and design is complex. The case studies offer a 

method that helps get to the centre of the issue through direct contact with current 

creative practice. It is important that the approach is qualitative, distinguishing key 

practitioners recognised in their fields while making strong connections with themes 

of lace. Interviewing the artists and designers creates a transcribed text that can be 

studied and analysed. Visual mapping contributes to the collected data and enables 

previous notional formations to be questioned and conclusions to be substantiated. 

It becomes clear from the data collected that each practitioner encompasses multiple 

underlying concepts in their work which includes areas of craft, heritage, sexuality 

and gender. All these areas are open to exploration through the application of lace 

themes in their work.  

Shane Waltener uses the craft process of making to create lace webs that invade 

spaces and join together the skills of people to create new narratives that reflect a 

changing society. The structure of historical lace is used by Elaine Bell to recreate 

contemporary fashion garments that embody shapes and forms of lace in 

manifestations not associated with traditional techniques. Textile artist Cecilia Heffer 

recreates contemporary lace from the foundation of historical archives and also 



90 

reinforces the theme of lace through craft and heritage. Ideas behind gender and 

sexuality are confronted in the work of Danica Maier and Catherine Berola, playing 

with metaphors of lace. They question our connections with lace, producing work that 

is rich with craft process and decoration that challenge our perceptions and 

expectations of pattern and fabric.  

The method of case study research also enables me to access and expose the 

layers of the artist, allowing an insight into the foundations of their practice, which 

provides a comprehension that would have been otherwise hard to achieve. I found 

the contact with Danica Maier and Catherine Bertola particularly helpful; I had 

already felt an affinity with their work before I chose them as the subjects of my case 

studies. Through this process I have been able to observe the strength of their 

artwork through close investigative practices that included interviews and visual 

mapping. The visual mapping provides a particular awareness of their ideas; it takes 

away the ambiguity of discourse and replaces it with images that clearly exposed 

their interests, thoughts and concepts by opening a new dialogue and discussion 

about the artworks they produce.  

The access I achieved through case studies had an impact on my practice, 

empowering me to challenge my way of working and encouraging me to be even 

more self-reflective, leading me to identify the strong themes in my work of skin, 

beauty, sexuality and pattern. The in-depth study extended my thinking to new ways 

of concept development and encouraged me to be bold in my evolution of theoretical 

ideas. The following chapter brings together those ideas, drawing from the 

knowledge gained to inform my own practice while working on the themes of skin 

and pattern. Skin is explored addressing ideas around beauty and sexuality. Pattern 

is considered and contextualised in the framework of the Nottingham Trent University 

lace archive, where the connections are explored between lace and gender. The 

chapter also highlights artists that have used themes of skin in their practice to 

express the metaphorical value of our outer surface to transmit ideas identity and 

gender. 
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Chapter Four: Skin as a site and sight for exploration and 

decoration  

Introduction  

This chapter aims to address skin in the context of my own practice and also in 

contemporary art practice. My starting point is the exploration of skin as a canvas 

and metaphor. I consider the application of both permanent and temporary pattern 

and the naturally occurring marks and textures that grow, die and rejuvenate 

throughout the life of a living skin. Skin can generate a cultural form of 

communication that is both sexual and political, forming an interface that engages 

with the visceral and physical body through the application of manmade patterns that 

adorn and scar the surface of the skin. These themes and connections are used in 

the development of my ideas and are explored in my practice-based work through 

vintage leather opera gloves, latex and the patterns I have found in the NTU lace 

archive.  

This interplay of pattern and skin is explored through the development of artworks, 

combining my study of lace and my own theoretical development. It addresses the 

essential role pattern plays in the construction of lace designs that includes both 

geometric and non-geometric shapes often with a traditional emphasis on flora and 

fauna. The chapter looks at the importance of pattern when placed on the bare skin, 

discussing tattoos, scarification and the afflictions caused by disease or genetic 

marking on the body and how these differing ideas of pattern have been translated 

through art.   

The second half of this chapter highlights artists that have used the concept of skin 

and pattern to convey a variety of themes in their practice challenging us on a 

number of levels. The highlighted practitioners explore ideas associated with our 

bodily surface, offering a variety of approaches that deal with the physicality of skin 

and the abstract concept of skin. Artists are discussed that use themes of skin and 

the body through a number of mediums to redefine and challenge cultural constraints 

of body image and perceptions of beauty.  

Skin and pattern: as a theme in my practice  

Skin is a multilayered, multipurpose membrane that protects, covers and contains the 

organs. It is sensitive to heat and touch and is our soft outer covering that shapes 

and forms the physical reality of the body. It encases the inner working of our bodies 
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and is the immediate and obvious indicator of our race and age. Skin offers me a 

powerful physical and metaphorical canvas to explore ideas around sexuality and 

beauty. It connects my ideas on the body and lace pattern and the theories I am 

developing around the objectification of the female form.  

I return to the research I have done on adornment (see Chapter Two: 60) to 

understand the implications of pattern in a cultural context and the symbolic meaning 

for cultures throughout the world and through history. Beauty can be culturally 

defined and commoditised through the application of marks on the body. Pattern 

created through disease and birth can also have an inhibiting and emotional effect on 

a human being in society, creating isolation and rejection through visual pattern that 

is not desired. People have used pattern on skin both permanent and temporary as a 

powerful platform to challenge the social constraints of appearance. This interplay of 

pattern and skin offers me an opportunity to explore my own ideas around lace, 

through surfaces that replicate human skin by adding interventions that adorn, 

disrupt and embellish the surface. Leather is chosen for my artworks as this offers 

the closest likeness to human skin and encompasses ideas around sexuality. 

In 2010 I started collecting white leather opera gloves from vintage shops and EBay. 

The use of an object already worn and shaped to the hand of another woman 

provides a ósecond skinô and an appropriate starting point to create work that has the 

potential to exploit and define aspects of femininity. Gloves have much in common 

with lace; both are historical symbols of wealth, often worn to determine the wearersô 

status and position in society. Philippe Perrot observed that gloves ñillustrate the 

dialectic of conformism and distinction inherent in clothing behaviour in mobile 

societiesò (Perrot, 1994: 120). Etiquette handbooks in nineteenth century society 

were commonplace; they were written with an authoritarian approach and a 

threatening manner, and determined the approach to dress taken by both men and 

women in the wearing of gloves. Gloves played a part in the conformity that was vital 

for acceptance as a lady in society; women were expected to always wear their 

gloves in church or in a theatre. The glove helped mediate through the difficulties of 

navigating suggestive touch creating a distance that was required by modesty. Skin 

to skin contact through touch in public was considered distasteful, except in private 

circumstances, so the glove became the intermediate barrier which enabled contact 

to happen Valerie Cummings describes gloves as the óinterposition needed to be 

acceptableô (Cumming 1982: 57). The insertion of fabric covering the organs of touch 

and apprehension emphasised the sexual insinuations on a ñhighly eroticised area of 

the bodyò, that is, the hand (Perrot 1994: 106). The haptic qualities of leather gloves 
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offer the viewer an added sensory perception and manipulation combining the 

nuances of physical restriction and the enticing gestures of the hand. Interconnecting 

themes are found in gloves and lace fabric, each embracing links with a historical 

past that connected wealth and social standing and more recent associations of 

sexuality and erotica.  

The use of pre-worn gloves was also important to me when explore my ideas of the 

body, it added a tension between the leather form and the embodiment of the past 

owner. This included the creases and the indentation of the hand contributing to the 

balance between form and function. Pre-worn gloves offered another dimension and 

significance to the artwork, Doris Salcedo determines the use of worn apparel as 

ñcharged with significance, with a meaning they have acquired in the practice of the 

everydayò (Salcedo, 2000: 21). The worn gloves introduced the idea of decay and 

loss of form and offered my concept a highly charged canvas with opposing themes 

of modesty, power and eroticism, and even the length of the glove was significant. 

Valerie Steele suggests that ñgloves that extend up to the elbow or even the armpits 

(such as opera gloves) tend to be much sexierò (Steele, 1996: 133). The 

investigation of these links through creative processes plays an important part in 

consolidating the developing themes and concepts.  

The ambiguity of forbidden touch became significant within my artwork; I was 

interested in generating a balance between object and viewer and creating an 

emotive boundary. I began to explore the relationship between objects and materials 

and how they can imbue a visceral and haptic response, disabling and/or repelling 

the viewer. I had been greatly moved when visiting the exhibition Louise Bourgeois: 

The Fabric Works (2010). Bourgeoisô sensibility of selection, placement of fabric and 

incredible use of detail created for me a relationship with the artworks that aroused 

intense inward feelings and a sense of voyeurism. Flesh-coloured forms resembled 

uncertain but intimate body shapes, the fabric was worn and used with suggestive 

stains and marks, fabric was cut, stitched and reworked to create artworks that 

played with colour, pattern and shape. This selection and treatment of fabric offered 

an approach that was disturbing, intriguing and forceful. It created a powerful 

interplay with the viewer, enticing a closer engagement and a physical urge to touch 

and experience the fabric.  

This relationship and engagement was explored in the work of Surrealist Meret 

Oppenheim in a fur-lined cup and saucer, Object (1936). Oppenheim used skin to 

provoke and confront the viewer with an everyday object that offered sexual and 

sensuous references. Her art piece echoed the sentiments of Leopold Sacher-
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Masochôs novel Venus in Furs (1870) disturbing and unsettling the viewersô 

conceptions. German artist Rosemarie Trockel also plays with our perception of 

objects to question issues including sexuality, feminism and the human body. Her 

work uses various forms and mediums but she has worked a great deal with wool 

since the mid-eighties, using knitting machines and computers. Her large-scale 

óknitting picturesô are a response to a male dominated art world, which by using 

traditionally feminine resources and techniques she questions the hierarchy of 

materials. Her knitted pictures are stretched like a canvas and are integrated with 

politically charged symbol such as the hammer and sickle, Playboy bunny and 

swastikas. Her use of apparently inferior materials and process methods disarms the 

viewer by changing the rules and perception of the material.  

This balance of object and material became an overriding theme in my own work and 

engaged it in an investigative process that explored the dichotomy between pattern 

(historical lace motifs) and the surface of skin (leather glove). My intention was to 

explore the boundaries created through pattern and the implications that arise from 

using the combination of both pattern and skin. Through the materials and processes 

I used, I considered the ideas that had formed from reading George Simmel and his 

essay Adornment (Simmel, in: Frisby and Featherstone, 2000).  His essay had made 

me aware of the potential power of adornment to create a relationship with the 

viewer. Simmel argues that we adorn our bodies for ourselves but also for the 

purpose of others. He suggests that this is done not only for our own gratification but 

also for the pleasure and  ñvisual delightò that it offers others, intensifying and 

enlarging the presence of the person through what he describes as a sort of 

emanating radiation (Simmel, in: Frisby and Featherstone, 2000: 207). The idea of 

skin and body and the placement of decoration are exploited through my own 

investigations that experiment with pattern and surface through the adornment of the 

white leather opera glove. 

My ideas of pattern and the body were examined through the application of both 

digital and hand-led processes with each glove subjected to multiple approaches that 

included pricking, piercing, marking, cutting, burning and sewing. These experiments 

produced a visual display of unfamiliar surfaces that were intriguing and decorative 

and as often in our reaction to skin markings, with an element of repulsion examples 

of the multiple ways I worked with the leather gloves can be seen in the images 

below (Figure 36). I then considered other materials that replicated human skin and 

introduced latex rubber and liquid latex to my analysis and investigation. Liquid latex 

and latex rubber both have a strong association with sexuality and offered a new 
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surface that made links with erotica and fetishism. Latex as a material has a pliability 

and stretch that when used in clothing is seen as a second skin, which can both 

excite and repel the viewer.  

 

Figure 36: Joy Buttress, glove samples, 2010 ς 2011, vintage opera gloves, silk thread, iron powder, 

laser etching, steel wire, various sizes, artists studio Nottingham. 

Skin and lace are so closely linked through pattern that my attention was drawn back 

to the Nottingham Trent University lace archive as a starting point to discover 
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historical lace motifs. I was fascinated with a section of the archive that housed a 

large number of design portfolios containing prints of hand-painted plates abundant 

with designs and used as inspiration for the Nottingham lace designers and 

manufacturers. Many of them had been obtained from the Great Exhibitions of 

Europe by lace manufacturers around the late nineteenth century to the early 

twentieth century and bought back to Nottingham. The portfolio I found of particular 

interest was entitled Ornamentale Zierformen Nach Der Natur (óOrnamental 

Decorative Shapes From Natureô), designed in the Royal Art School, Plauen 

Germany, and a recipient of the highest award at the Great Exhibition in Brussels, 

(1910) (Figure 37). The portfolio contains twenty-four plates of designs inspired by 

natural forms found in flora and fauna, but unfortunately the author is unknown.  

 

Figure 37: Author unknown (design portfolio), Ornamental Decorative Shapes from Nature, 1910, 

Nottingham Trent University Lace Archive, Nottingham. 

During the middle of the nineteenth century, principles of naturalism were starting to 

emerge in the arts and became strongly established as a recognised influence. Art 

Nouveau was a widespread art movement from the period 1890ï1910 (Madsen 

2002: 187), distinguishable by the way it interpreted nature as a resource to discover 

a new beauty. The approach was taken to replicate nature in the arts and had two 
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general directions: The first was to imitate growing natural forms in an attempt to 

replicate the impression of nature (Grady, in: Madsen 2002: 188) and the second 

was to marry the onset of the industrial world and nature. It was important to the 

movement to create art and design that embraced both the natural world and the 

new technology of the time. The influence of the Art Nouveau could be seen all over 

Europe by the turn of the nineteenth century, the movement, or óJugendstilô as it was 

known in Germany, embraced all aspects of design in the home and in architecture. 

The images I found in the portfolio appear to be influenced by the work of German 

biologist Ernst Haeckel (1834ï1919) who produced an influential book of lithographic 

prints entitled Kunstformen der Nature (óArt Forms of Natureô) (1899), which was a 

landmark in the field of naturalist illustration. His stylised and decorative images 

embraced a new audience, engaging both scientists and artists. 

The drawings of Haeckel were influential because they reflected the Art Nouveau 

style, but also created an extended range of imagery to be used as inspiration. His 

influences could be seen across a broad spectrum of design fields including the work 

of artist Constant Roux (1865ï1928), who created a chandelier for the Musée 

Océanographique in Monaco (Figure 39). The design was a translation of Haeckelôs 

Discomedusae (jellyfish) illustration. The chandelier and the museum was dedicated 

in 1910 by its founder Albert I, at which Haeckel was present (Shick, 2008). A 

contemporary interpretation of Haeckels Discomedusae can also be seen in the 

contemporary work of artist Timothy Horn, using transparent rubber (Horn, 2011) and 

entitled Discomedusae (2004) (Figure 40) in memory of Haeckelôs drawing. 

An important platform for the promotion of Art Nouveau was the Exposition 

Universelle (1900), a world fair held in Paris that exhibited the style throughout the 

event. The influence of Haeckel was strikingly evident in the principal gateway 

designed by Rene Binet, creating an ornate and grand entrance based on Haeckelôs 

drawings of radiolarian structures. The relationship between the science of Ernst 

Haeckel and architecture of Rene Binet has recently been recognised in an exhibition 

at the Northwestern University Library, Charles Deering McCormick library of Special 

Collections (USA), entitled Rene Binet & Ernst Haeckelôs Collaboration: Magical 

Naturalism & Architectural Ornament (2011).  Art Nouveau has had a lasting 

influence on art and design that has challenged our approach to the natural world. 
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Figure 38: Ernst HaeŎƪŜƭǎΣ Ψ5ƛǎŎƻƳŜŘǳǎŀŜΩΣ Art Forms in Nature, 1899, Germany. 

 

Figure 39: Constant Roux, Chandelier, 1910, glass and metal, Musee Oceanographique, Monaco. 

 

Figure 40: Timothy Horn, Discomedusae, 2004, Transparent rubber, copper tubing, light fixtures, 7 ft 

diameter, Collection of Samtang Museum, Adelaide, Australia. 
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This influence is reflected in the NTU archive, capturing the change and 

transformation in lace design, which is clearly evident in the design portfolios held in 

the collection. An example of this is the work of designer Ludwig Otto Werder (1868ï

1902) whose portfolio New Lace ï Sketches for lace and Embroideries (1898), 

reflects the movement of transformation from the persistence of traditional pattern. 

Werder was born in the town of St Gall, Switzerland, a town known for its 

connections with design and industry and becoming an important centre for designs 

applied to machine embroidery. Machine embroidery was often used for the 

production of óchemical laceô, sometimes known as óGuipureô lace, a process that 

applies embroidery to a material backing that disintegrates after the pattern has been 

created. From 1896, Werder was employed as a professor for the design of machine 

embroidery at the school of design. He had trained in Paris as a designer and saw 

his work exhibited at the World Exhibition in Paris (1889).  

Otto Alder a respected manufacturer and member of the museums commission in St 

Gall was critical of Werder's design portfolio, New Lace. He opposed the new 

ornament and design and the ónew styleô which, in his opinion, was ñlacking elegance 

and graceò (Wanner-Jean Richard, 1993). Werder was a strong follower and 

representative of floral Art Nouveau and changed these styles to work in the context 

of machine embroidery. The New Lace portfolio is part of the NTU collection and 

contains an introduction written by Werder, indicating his concerns about not 

changing with the current art movement. He believes that it is his ódutyô as a teacher 

of textile design to take an óactive interest in the attempts for progress, he ends his 

statement by urging his colleagues and industry to devote time in this ónew directionô 

(Werder, 1898). 

Great exhibitions and festivals have consistently played an important part in 

disseminating new design initiatives. The Festival Pattern group was established as 

part of the Festival of Britain (1951). It involved X-ray crystallographers, designers 

and manufacturers and was instigated by Dr Helen Megaw, a leading Cambridge 

scientist. Diagrams of atomic structures were used to once again unite science and 

art to inspire patterns and new work. The Festival Pattern Group produced curtains, 

wallpapers, carpets, lace, dress fabric, ties, plates and ashtrays that incorporated 

design found in the images of atoms.  Nottingham lace manufacturers A.C. Gill were 

responsible for manufacturing the lace designed by H. Webster, creating a selection 

of designs (Figure 41). A dress made from the designs was worn by Lady Alice 

Bragg for the Congress of the International Union of Crystallographers in Stockholm, 

1951 (Welcome Trust, 2010). The successful designs showed that science and art 
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could have a mutually beneficial relationship that can demonstrate the decorative 

applications of science. 

 

Figure 41: Beryl 8.9 lace, Crystallographer: Lawrence Biggs; designed by H Webster for AC Gill, 1951, 

Victoria and Albert Museum, London. 

This understanding of the potential of pattern allowed me to explore aspects of lace 

and design history that contributed to a deeper grasp of the study. I moved on to 

exploit the patterns I had discovered in the portfolio and used them as a starting point 

to think about ideas relating to lace motifs and skin. The portfolio contained 24 plates 

(Figure 37) that had multiple designs that replicated botanical drawings of flora and 

fauna. The designs had an otherworldly quality to them and provided intricate and 

intriguing patterns and forms. I was excited that this portfolio had once been 

inspiration for other artists with a similar intention to transform the motifs into another 

art form.  

Initially I took photographs and made drawings of the designs in my sketchbook. I 

wanted to attempt to translate them accurately so they still reflected their original 

form (Figure 42). The drawings were scanned, manipulated and digitally transformed 

to allow formatting using the Adobe Illustrator software. This process enabled the 

images to conform to the specification for the laser cutter and the digital embroidery 

machine (Figure 43). The patterns were then used in a variety of ways including 



101 

etching, cutting and stitching in order to translate the patterns on leather fabric and 

latex rubber both of which for the purpose of my work substituted human skin.  

   

Figure 42: Joy Buttress, sketches from Ornamental Shapes from Nature, 2010, pen and paper, 

Nottingham. 

 

Figure 43: Joy Buttress, details of glove sample one and three, 2011, laser etching and cutting, hand 

embroidered, vintage leather opera gloves, thread, paint, Nottingham. 

 



102 

Skin and Pattern: in the practice of others  

 In contemporary art, the surface of the body is defined as a projection surface and a 

fetish, a place of wounds and stigmatization, an individual dress or a cover to be 

modified. (Benthien 2002: 3)  

Skin has been a preoccupation of artists, especially women artists, over the past 

quarter century (Flanagan & Booth, 2007). Artists, designers and exhibitions have 

used skin and pattern as a theme to communicate multiple ideas. A variety of artists 

engages with skin as a surface or metaphor. The physicality of skin offers the artist a 

wealth of associations and opportunities to experiment with the skin as a canvas. 

The fascination of the surface of the body for artist and scientist alike has created an 

amazing array of ideas and concepts that challenge and address the potential of skin 

to convey inner feelings and thoughts. The application of pattern to decorate and veil 

the surface of the body appears to add a further mystery that adds intrigue and 

tension and provides a metaphorical surface to explore.  

Artist Nicola Constantino uses a subtle seduction to challenge us, creating a 

contradictory reaction of attraction and repulsion, displaying her clothing and 

accessories as haute couture. On closer inspection, the items are sexually charged 

and appear to be constructed from skin, with multiple protruding human nipples and 

anuses that add confusion to the definition. Through art piece Human Finery (2000), 

comment is made on the meat and leather industries and references the Surrealist 

tradition of ambiguous provocation. Constantino challenges the viewer on a number 

of levels that deal with body politics, gender issues and wider political engagement 

on consumerism.  

Skin as the indicator of our identity is a recurring theme in the work of many 

contemporary artists. The act of replicating it or changing our perceptions of it can 

subvert the initial use and question our understanding. The use of skin in art adds a 

powerful personal response along with the visual, aesthetic response. Kira OôReilly is 

an artist who uses her own skin as the site and medium of her work (see Chapter 

One: 36). The play of her own skin and body to engage with the audience is 

paramount in conveying strong personally political themes in her work. The audience 

is sometimes asked to write on or cut into her skin and body tissue (Figure 44). This 

act is done to invoke ñnotions of trauma (a wound) and stigma (a mark) towards a 

ñspoilingò and opening of the body suggesting an alterity or othernessò (Dumas, in: 

Hauser, 2008: 30). Her outer skin becomes the shield that is opened and exposes 

her innermost feeling whilst the outer surface becomes a palimpsest of scars that 
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suggest the passing of time, creating ñnarrative threads of the personal, sexual, 

social and political knot and unknot in shifting permutationsò (Dumas, in: Hauser, 

2008: 30).  

 

Figure 44Υ YƛǊŀ hΩwŜƛƭƭȅΣ Post Succour (legs) skin bearing incision marks (legs), 2001, image taken at 

the end of the Succour performance, Liverpool , photo Manuel Vason. 

The dressing of our bodies through dress, jewellery, body paint and tattoos is 

suggested by Joanne Entwistle to be ñvital to our acceptance in cultures around the 

worldò. She also believes it adds a mystery to the body that that makes it 

ñprovocativeò and ñinfusedò with sexuality (Entwistle, 2000). The marking of bodies 

can distinguish us from each other adding our own expression of beauty and 

establishing our presence. 

Tattoos, like lace, decorate the skin in pattern and shapes, which can draw attention 

to our skin adding a mystery that veils the body. Through the application of pattern 

and a covering of the skin an erotic allure of the striptease can be recreated. Tattoos 

obstruct the final revelation and complete unveiling of the body, poising the gaze at 

the brink of erotic anticipation. Michael Hardin suggests that the tattoo on the female 

body can then represent her óveiled sexualityô (Hardin, 1999). This control empowers 

the woman to break free from being a passive object by denying the male gaze of 

sexual intervention and penetration (Hardin, 1999: 97). This empowerment to change 

our bodily surface is not a new phenomenon; the initial interest for women to tattoo 

their bodies came in the first wave of feminism in the late nineteenth century. The 

second craze came in the 1920s, which then led to women breaking the ñgender 

barrier in the feminist 70sò (Mifflin,1997: iv). Tattoos allowed women to change the 
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way they looked permanently and also enabled them to question the attitudes 

towards women.  

An example of this is reflected in the work of performance artist VALIE EXPORT in 

her art piece Body Sign Action (1970) (Figure 45). The image of a suspender belt 

strap is tattooed on her thigh, EXPORT calls the tattoo a ñsymbol of a past 

enslavementò, and ñrepressed sexualityò (Export, 2011). This defiant act was done to 

challenge a male-dominated society that she felt set the position and expectation of 

women. 

 

Figure 45: VALIE EXPORT, Body Sign Action, 1970, artist performance ς tattoo on thigh, Frankfurt. 

The symbol of tattoos can mean strength of voice, as a once-transgressive act 

becomes a symbol of self-control and inner strength. However, the adoption of 

tattoos by the mainstream has led to subcultures applying a more radical form of 

modification, which could be said to indicate further their uniqueness and 

disassociation from the cultural norm. The act of scarification has been adopted, 

offering an extreme way to visually reveal oneself through pattern.  

Steven Connor recognises the importance of the balance between the physical 

action of tattooing and the end result of the outer motif, and suggests that tattooing is 

a ñparticularly complex form of interchange between the injury and the markò 

(Connor, 2004: 53) which then determines that the process of marking the skin or 

even injuring the bodyôs surface plays as a significant role, reflecting and displaying 
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self control over the body and determining what happens to it and how it is judged by 

others.   

The act of scarification is practiced widely across Africa and is used to transmit 

complex messages about identity and social status. The practice of incising the skin 

with a sharp instrument to control and create marked patterns on it is a long and 

painful process, but is being adopted as a form of subculture identity in Western 

societies. The popularity of this process of permanent pattern in the form of 

scarification tattoos is growing and is seen as a step on from tattooing that has the 

added raised and tactile element to the pattern (The Brighton Hussy, 2011). Facial 

scarification in West Africa is used to identify ethnic groups and individuals, and also 

demonstrate personal beauty (Coleman, 2002). This practice questions the 

motivations to replicate and adopt these actions in our Western culture, in which the 

issue of personal beauty can be argued to play a significant role. 

The social construction of beauty has been challenged by tattoos; Hardin suggests 

that tattooing disrupted ñthe standard Western conventions of beautyò (Hardin, 1999: 

91). For women, the body has been a site of contention, objectified by the media as a 

commodity that is both profitable and controllable and labelled as both sexless and 

seductive. The adoption of tattoos or body modification by women to indicate control 

over their body is significant and has been appointed by feminists as a site to defy 

the expectation of the feminine (Hardin, 1999). In non-Western society, body art has 

been used as a sign of commodification inscribed upon the woman just prior to her 

being given to a husband (Hardin 1999: 89). In Western society it can be a location 

for body politics and a declaration of female opinion and perspective. The application 

of pattern on our bodies in Western culture has enabled the communication of 

personal narratives and has become a phenomenon for both women and men. 

Identities are conveyed through tattooed patterns or words that permanently mark 

the body. The once-subversive nature of tattoos no longer applies; they are no longer 

hidden under clothing but are used as an outward display of character.  

We all have the commonality of skin that stands immediately between the physical 

world and ourselves; this commonality therefore provides the possibility of a personal 

relevance and engagement with an audience that can be powerful and arresting. 

Artists also have an opportunity to draw our attention to the social construction of 

beauty through their artworks, addressing ideas that are challenging and thought-

provoking. Renee Baert draws our attention to such artists, in her essay The Dress: 

Bodies and Boundaries (2001). She illustrates how artists have used the notion of a 

ósecond skinô created through clothing as ñsurrogates for the bodyò and provokes us 
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to rethink womenôs bodies (Baert, in: Jefferies, 2001: 21). Baert refers to the work of 

Jane Sterbak, who challenges us on issues concerning women, fashion, 

consumption and the body. In one of her pieces, Sterbak creates a dress entitled 

Vanitas: Flesh for Anorectic Albino (1987) which is formed and fitted to a standard 

dressmakers dummy but solely constructed from fresh meat. The dress becomes 

animated by the gradual decomposing from raw state to cured.  

Cathy Daley is an artist inspired by clothing and iconographies of female glamour. 

Through her drawings and sculptures she dramatically challenges our expectation of 

body shape and size. Her work depicts garments of extreme exaggerated 

proportions questioning the inherited boundaries of glamour for women. Artist Alba 

DôUrbano creates clothing of life-size digital images of her naked body, transforming 

a 2D image into a 3D tailored shape, which can be seen in her garments Il Sarto 

Immortale (óThe immortal Tailorô, 1995ï97) (Figure 46). These garments impose the 

images of DôUrbanoôs body shape including her breasts, stomach, buttocks etc on 

the body of another woman. She describes this digital process as producing ña virtual 

entity, a data landscape, a digital abstractionò (Lupton, 2002).  

 

Figure 46Υ !ƭōŀ 5Ω¦ǊōŀƴƻΣ The immortal Tailor, 1995-97, The Immortal Tailor: T-shirt 1995-

97͖ Digital print, fabric͖ 37 x 27-1/2 inches.͖ The Immortal Tailor: Dress 1995-97͖ Digital print, 

fabric͖ 19 x 37 inches.͖The Immortal Tailor: Skirt 1995-97͖ Digital print, fabric.  

Painter Jenny Saville also uses the body to suggest issues relating to women. In her 

painting Branded (Figure 47) an obese nude woman is inscribed on the surface of 

her skin with adjectives that are often associated with women, such as ósupportiveô, 

óirrationalô and ódelicateô, challenging our perception of roles. Artists have been able 
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to reclaim and take back control when defining bodies and their shape, size and 

beauty. My practice-based study embraces this concept and attempts to use the 

knowledge gained through research around the areas of skin to translate my own 

ideas relating to lace and the body and the use of pattern to change and interrupt the 

surface.  

 

Figure 47: Jenny Saville, Branded, 1992, oil and mixed media on canvas, 209.5 x 179 cm. 

Conclusion 

Skin can be used to transmit a variety of powerful themes through the metaphorical 

boundaries it creates, both physical and emotional. The physicality of skin has been 

mimicked by artists and recreated through artificial and natural means to question 

and subvert, inducing a discourse surrounding representation and identity. It is 

evident that pattern can play a key role in communicating these ideas when applied 

to the skin. The construction and structure of lace fabric determines that skin is 

exposed when worn over the naked body, revealing and concealing the surface of 

our intimate space as it moves. Skin plays a significant role when understanding the 

allure of lace, the óreveal and concealô display it creates can contribute to 

sexualisation of the female body. My investigations explore the boundaries created 

when pattern and skin are placed together and the symbiotic relationship that occurs. 

Materials that replicate human skin are used to consider the implications of adding 

pattern to the surface. Hand techniques are combined with digital technology to 

explore historical lace and to obtain an awareness of materials.  
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Vintage leather gloves offer a canvas and metaphorical balance between historical 

connections of propriety and an underlying sexual tension. Latex rubber replicates 

the texture of skin and offers a connection to materials that suggest erotica and 

fetishism. The introduction of stitch and surface decoration beautifies and corrupts 

the surface, changing the appearance of the leather and latex through adornment. 

The combination of historical pattern applied from the NTU lace archive and my 

chosen materials adds an uncertainty to the expectation of lace in relation to skin and 

pattern. Intricate patterns become sites of disruption on the surface of the leather; 

stitching, piercing and burning are applied in an attempt to disfigure the appearance 

of the skin through adornment.  

A balance is created that considers the duality of lace that encompasses opposing 

themes around beauty and repulsion. A tension is explored through the erotic 

associations connected with leather gloves and latex fabric, enabling an examination 

into the potential for a visceral relationship with the viewer and object. Traditional 

techniques are applied to the surface of the fabric, making a connection with gender 

specific crafts. However, unconventional materials are also used to embellish the 

surface to add a questioning of ornamentation and exploration of adornment.  

Traditional craft processes can offer the artist a vehicle to transmit metaphors in art 

that can be powerful and arresting. The following chapter considers these 

implications and explores the influences and perceptions of stitch in creative 

practices. A historical framework is set out to reflecting upon the re-appropriation by 

women artists to redefine handwork and the social construction of the feminine 

through stitch. Contemporary practitioners are also considered to establish an insight 

into the variety of themes that are being used through these ends to transmit 

contemporary ideas.  
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Chapter Five: Stitch in Contemporary Art  

Introduction  

This chapter reflects on the craft-based process of hand and machine embroidery as 

a tool for communication in contemporary art. It briefly follows the journey by women 

to reclaim and define stitch as more than a pastime or gender informed labour. 

Instead it addresses how embroidery has contributed to a redefining of the 

perception of the feminine. The chapter does not enter the debate on the position of 

craft in fine art; it acknowledges that the merging boundaries are producing exciting 

and challenging work that is recognised as art. Bradley Quinn, in the opening text of 

Contemporary Textiles: the fabric of fine art (2008), states that the work of 

contemporary artists including Tracey Emin, Lucy Orta, Rosemary Trockel ñreveal 

how textiles bridge diverse narratives more easily than other media, and spark 

interpretations that are both literal and metaphoricalò (Quinn, in: Monem, 2008: 10). 

This chapter highlights artists who have used the craft of embroidery and stitch as a 

valid and successful medium in contemporary art practice. It also acknowledges how 

both hand and digital embroidery has been introduced and applied in my own work to 

convey themes around gender, beauty and sexuality. The following section reflects 

on this application in an attempt to make sense of themes and concepts developing 

in my work.  

Stitch: in my practice  

My childhood experience of stitch was that of wearing uncomfortable ógirlieô dresses 

for church that were sewn and hand finished by my grandmother. The idea of sewing 

and femininity imbued in me a sense of rebellion when it came to the expectations 

and restrictions of growing up in the Brethren movement where womenôs roles and 

pastimes were clearly and narrowly defined. Adopting the process of hand-sewing for 

the first time since a tray cloth in my childhood was an intrepid experience and one I 

was surprised to take. I felt an instinctive pull towards hand-stitching, wanting to 

experience the tactility of the materials and a process that was completely driven, 

controlled and produced by me. I decided that I would think about the needle as a 

pencil and attempt to make the marks and shapes through experimentation. The 

repetitive process of piercing, pulling, wrapping and twisting soon became a 

therapeutic and contemplative process, with results that grew into crustaceans and 

masses that undulated on the surface of the leather gloves I used to experiment with.   
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I wanted to create surfaces that suggested a duality of beauty and repulsion. The 

application of adornment on the surface of the leather had a potential to demonstrate 

infestation, restriction, deformation and disruption. I attempted to achieve this 

through the use of silk thread, beads, human hair, wire, iron filings and latex. Stitch 

was used to apply the materials but also to create the textural surfaces. The process 

was long and sometimes painful with my own skin getting worn and perforated in the 

process of repeatedly stitching through leather. The act of making became ritualistic 

and an enjoyable process, giving me time to focus and plan while watching the 

threads grow and mutate to a tactile surface. The process of stitch provided me with 

a means to express ideas that were developing in my practice it added a charge to 

the material surface linking the object with thoughts and feeling about the themes I 

was endeavouring to portray. I was interested in the connection stitch has made with 

the female voice and how it had contributed to the defining of the feminine.  

Stitch: to define the feminine  

Embroidery has been a significant activity for women as both a form of labour in the 

work place and as a craft hobby in the home. The historical associations of 

embroidery can reflect an inhibited woman who is suppressed by class and position, 

a silent voice only communicating through stitch. Samplers from the nineteenth 

century reflect intense workmanship and many hours of work, often taught in schools 

as part of young girls education they demonstrated needlework skills and ódutiful 

pietyô (V&A, 2011). The Victoria and Albert Museum has within its collection a unique 

sampler from the nineteenth century by Elisabeth Parker (1813ï1889). Parker 

recounts her life through stitch, describing her family situation, the cruelty from 

employers and her attempted suicide. This deeply personal confession is used to 

reveal the feelings of a woman repressed and trapped by her circumstance, with only 

the process of stitch to convey her despair which is reflected in the closing line of her 

sampler ówhat will become of my soulô (V&A, 2011). Stitch allowed Parker to reveal 

herself freely, sharing the harsh reality of her life but also through a pastime that 

brought pleasure to many women isolated and confined to their homes. 

This duality is referred to by the late Rozsika Parker (1945ï2010), who establishes 

that stitch has ñprovided a source of pleasure and power for women, while being 

indissolubly linked to their powerlessnessò (Parker, 2010: 11). Parker reinforces 

these sentiments in her seminal book The Subversive Stitch, offering the reader an 

historical study of embroidery but not with the usual focus on style and technique. 

She explores the meaning of stitch in the context of the social, economic and cultural 
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importance of stitch to women. The book challenges the formation of femininity not 

technique, and the divisive use of stitch to convey new thought. Victoria Mitchell, in 

her tribute to Parker, praises the provocative nature of the book that has allowed us 

to understand stitch as a process ñto be active, to think, to question, to invert, to 

subvert, and above all to be heardò (Mitchell, 2011: 210). Textiles provided a channel 

for women to reveal themselves through familiar processes indicating inner feelings 

that had remained hidden and suppressed. 

However, textiles have not been recognised in the critical studies of art and design 

which has been said by Virginia Troy Gardner to be due to a number of reasons. She 

entitles them ñobjects of neglectò and blames gender bias and the nature of the 

medium for confusion on the placement it has in critical and historical discourses 

(Troy Gardner, 2006:15). Troy Gardner draws our attention to the powerful interplay 

that modernist textiles played in providing a channel of expression that could not be 

achieved by other media. Her reference to the idea of the Gesamtkunstwerk or ótotal 

work of artô (i.e., the synthesis of art and life as a condition of modernity), introduces 

us to a way of thinking that embraced textiles as a ñnoble artò through the writing of 

William Morris, who exalted the hours of skilled labour to produce a tapestry or 

embroidered silk (Troy Gardner, 2006: 20).  

We are also introduced through Troy Gardner to many women who used the medium 

of stitch to express new thought in the pursuit of a farer system of equality. This 

includes the artist Hannah Hoch, a commercial designer from 1916 to 1926, and an 

avant-garde artist whose embroidered photomontages that sometimes included nude 

women frolicking amongst flowers and trees challenged the conventional notions of 

gender, beauty and consumer culture (Troy Gardner, 2006: 47). This development in 

the modernist textiles movement set a new precedent in the applications of stitch, 

weave and design to have subversive and political content.  

The Pattern and Decoration movement of the 1970s had more women than other art 

movements, and all of the women feminists. óWomenôs workô (i.e., the roles 

traditionally assigned to women by patriarchal societies) became the focus of a 

number of the artists including Miriam Schapiro, Joyce Kozloff, Valerie Jaudon, Jane 

Kaufman and Cynthia Carlson (Schwartz, 2007). These artists reworked processes 

associated with the everyday, including quilting, embroidery and beadwork, to create 

artworks that challenged the conventions of the art world unsettling the boundaries 

and associated stereotypes of feminism and art.  
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This reclamation of ówomenôs workô was set to destabilise through craft techniques 

but was not done to reject femininity. Instead, as Parker states when describing the 

work of feminist artist Kate Walker, it was done to ñempty the term of its negative 

connotations, to reclaim and refashion the categoryò (Parker, 2010: 207). Walker 

describes her use of embroidery and the potential undermining associations it has 

with ñsweetness, passivity and obedienceò as not subverting her work. Walker 

believes that femininity and sweetness are a womanôs strength and what is needed is 

to create a form of stitch that reflects ñphysical and mental skillsò and that this 

strength should not be mistaken (Parker, 2010: 207).  

The feminist art projects by Judy Chicago in the 1970s became cultural and 

conceptual monuments to feminist art, with amateur craft the central theme. One of 

the projects, The Dinner Party (1974ï79), challenged the perception of women in a 

historical and symbolic role, while celebrating womenôs artistic accomplishments. 

This project reflected a change in how stitch could be used to not only celebrate 

women, and their importance historically but also to unsettle, displaying political craft 

that fought back from the domesticity that had become imposed.  

This movement by women to re-appropriate craft as a vehicle for change was also 

reflected in two large touring exhibitions: Embroidery in Womenôs Lives 1300ï1900 

and Women and Textiles Today which started in Manchester in 1988. Both 

exhibitions raised ideas that had been explored in the Subversive Stitch, although 

each exhibition complimented each other they had differing themes. Embroidery in 

Womenôs Lives 1300ï1900 emphasised gender and class in a social context, whilst 

Women and Textiles Today investigated the relationship between women, textiles 

and femininity and the connections with the ñhierarchical and gendered value system 

of the visual artsò (Barnett, 1995). Curator Pennina  Barnett found that when she 

read the visitors book at Wolverhampton Art Gallery reviews were mixed and 

conveyed both óengagement and recognition or anger and disappointmentô 

(Deepwell, 1995). This judgement was especially true of the contemporary work 

displayed in the exhibition Women and Textiles Today (1988), Barnett addressed the 

response in her essay Afterthoughts on curating The Subversive Stitch (Barnett In: 

Deepwell, 1995). She describes the responses as ñnot going beyond issues of 

categorisationò of ówomenô and ótextilesô, she responded with the opinion that it is 

important that we go further and expand the framework to encompass ñdiverse 

practicesò and ñnew discoursesò (Barnett, in: Deepwell, 1995: 84). Barnett also 

addresses the definition of women and femininity as not predetermined and explicit, 

so that the ideas about textiles ñvary across time, place and cultureò (Barnett, in: 
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Deepwell, 1995: 82). Sixteen years on from her essay, art textiles have become 

increasingly visible along with the process of stitch to communicate powerful themes 

that challenge and make us ask questions. Artist, writer and curator Janis Jefferies, 

is excited about the possibilities of textiles both material and technological and states 

that ñtextiles are at the very vanguard of contemporary art practice and social change 

todayò and have ñthe potential to transform the way we thinkò (Jefferies, in: Monem 

2008: 58).  

The voice of women expressed through stitch has become strong and meaningful, 

translating lives through a familiar technique, with an everyday narrative of 

experience that is truthful and current. Turner Prize nominee (in 1999) Tracey Emin 

is one of the leading women artists from the óBritartô or óYoung British Artistô (YBA) 

movement who has embraced fabric and stitch to convey and visually confront 

personal issues. Emin does however write that she has ñno interest in the feminist 

politics of embroideryò and it has been said that she does it because ñshe is good at 

itò (Robertson, in: Buszek, 2011: 195). Kirsty Robertson argues that although Emin's 

politics might be ñdisengagedò, her very presence in celebrated and prestigious 

galleries implicates her in representing the ñghosts of textile artists and workersò who 

did not gain access to such establishments. Emin has used stitch in her work on a 

number of occasions, in a tent appliquéd with the names of past lovers entitled 

Everyone I have ever slept with 1963ï1995 (1995), which was one of her first and 

most noted artworks. Louise Bourgeois also became a highly regarded artist who 

used cloth and stitch to convey potent metaphors that relate to her personal 

experiences. Themes of mothering and nurturing are used to challenge the events of 

her childhood. Bourgeois uses cloth that she has collected over many years to 

powerfully translate her memories through stitched fabric. 

Traditional craft making is becoming a contemporary force that is allowing women to 

reveal themselves with powerful and defiant voices that communicate through the 

familiar visual language of embroidery. Artists Tilleke Schwartz and Andrea Dezso 

both revisit traditional samplers, recreating them to reflect issues that affect or are 

part of womenôs lives. Schwartz produces open-ended narratives that depict graffiti, 

icons and imagery that engage the viewer in a relationship that requires them to 

complete and decipher the art piece (Figure 48). Dezso revisits the traditional 

embroidery samplers of her native Transylvania, and produces more literal 

translations of social and moral narratives based on the relationship with her mother. 

Dezso and Schwartz both re-define the traditional sampler to encompass their lives 

as contemporary freethinking women dealing with the everyday.  
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Figure 48: Tilleke Schwartz, Count Your Blessings, 2003, hand embroidery, silk, cotton and rayon 

yarn on dyed cloth, 67 x 64 cm. 

Themes of sexuality are also addressed through contemporary stitch; Orly Cogan, 

Ghada Amer and Danica Maier have all used embroidery to convey intimate, 

sexually-charged experiences. Brightly coloured threads and patterns are used to 

ósoften the edgesô of explicit material. Cogan stitches into vintage fabrics, creating 

figurative collages that address traditions of femininity while investigating the 

feminine sexual perspective (Figure 49). Amer experiments with the materiality of 

thread to create a textural veil that hides intricate hand-stitched erotic abstractions. 

Maierôs hand stitched crewel work transforms sexually explicit images into a 

pixelated pattern that is only revealed when viewed at a distance thus playing on the 

expectation of stitch and the revealing of the unexpected. 
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Figure 49: Orly Cogan, Natures Secrets, 2007, hand- stitched embroidery on vintage linen, 187 x 187 

cm. 

Major exhibitions have contributed to highlighting and celebrating artists who have 

chosen to use textiles and the process of craft techniques. The series of ArtTextiles 

(1, 2 & 3) (1996, 2000, 2004) exhibitions at Bury St Edmunds Art Gallery provide a 

survey of recent practice with a view to stimulating debate on the use of textiles in 

art. It also gave to contemporary artists the opportunity to engage with the idea of 

textiles and the platform to exhibit at a national exhibition.  

Pricked: Extreme Embroidery (2008), curated by the Museum of Art & Design in New 

York, invited 48 artists to demonstrate the diversity of embroidery. The show included 

the work by Angelo Filomeno, Death of a Blind Philosopher (2006), which depicts an 

embroidered skeleton whose eye sockets have been violated, facing a blood red 
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explosion of tendrils and blossoms attacked by flies and cockroaches. Filomeno 

learnt his craft as a child and is now a master of embroidery, creating intricately 

stunning stitched work. Elaine Reichek embroidered an 80 foot-long transparent 

curtain with dots and dashes that spell out the first telegraph message sent by 

Samuel F. B. Morse on May 24, 1844: ñWhat hath God wroughtò (2007).   

Digital stitch was the focus of the exhibition Closely Held Secrets (2010) at the 

Bonington Gallery Nottingham. It brought together the work of nine artists to 

collaborate with embroidery technician Tony Taylor and research assistant Tessa 

Acti, translating works into embroidered artefacts that addressed issues of sexuality, 

gender, ornamentation, craft and technology. Included was the work of Grayson 

Perry, Stella Whalley and Craig Fisher.  

Conclusion 

Stitch has become an accepted and powerful medium for artists both male and 

female to communicate their ideas. This brief historical framework of stitch and 

embroidery in contemporary art practice aims to illustrate the vast potential and 

applications that have arisen through the process of stitching cloth. The historical 

implications of stitch can offer the practitioner a platform to challenge the perceptions 

of gender and the role of women. It offers powerful, resonating metaphors that 

confront and challenge impressions of position and place in the context of the female 

role.  

When discovering hand stitch for myself, exploring an unfamiliar process opened 

new challenges and discoveries. With little knowledge and no formal training I broke 

rules with ignorance and abandon, creating shapes and marks on the surface of the 

materials. What added to my exploration and enjoyment was the physical process of 

pricking, stabbing, cutting and pulling, inducing cathartic steps of emotional 

satisfaction that were sealed and concealed in a decorative exterior that shrouded 

the intentionality of the operations that had been performed. My pursuit of stitch to 

apply texture, beauty and repulsion embodied the metaphorical meaning I had found 

imbued in lace fabric and encompassed a means to express theories I had pursued 

of objectification, sexualisation and eroticisation that contributed to my new visual 

expression. 

The following chapter comprises of a broad conceptual and practical analysis of the 

final artworks produced for my exhibition Lacuna (2012), a solo show in the 

Bonington gallery, Nottingham. This section of the thesis recounts the journey of 

exploration and discovery in my practice that engages with processes used and 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Samuel_Morse
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themes pursued to create and display works that transmit the concepts formed 

through theoretical research. 
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Chapter Six: Outcomes of the Research Process 

Introduction  

This chapter sets out to explore the outcomes of the research process through a 

summarisation of the thesis development and the parallel process of creative 

discovery to produce a new body of work. It explores the evolution of the 

manufacturing process to create artworks that investigate the physical relationship 

pattern has with the body and the metaphorical associations connected with lace and 

skin. The chapter ends with a description of my exhibition Lacuna (2012), Bonington 

Gallery, Nottingham, a solo show that represents the accumulation of work produced 

to express ideas explored as part of this inquiry. 

Developing my concept 

When this inquiry started I had my art practice and the Nottingham Trent University 

lace archive. I had no expectation of where it would lead or how it would change me 

as a practitioner. Subsequently, I became immersed in a world of academic research 

and critical thinking amongst lots of beautiful, intricate and delicate historical lace. 

The lace archive offered me a vast resource; I was overwhelmed by the volume and 

visually seduced by its beautiful patterns and structures. I started this research with 

an attempt to define lace to understand what sets it apart from other fabrics. 

Through the introduction of reflection and action research I gained a new process of 

learning and understanding. Familiar practices were subjected to methods that 

reflected on my choice and selection of themes and ideas. I began by questioning my 

way of working through mind maps and reflective journals, breaking down elements 

of interest into areas of study to explore further through academic literature.  

My practice became a channel to experiment with ideas through my theoretical 

reading and understanding. Literature became a necessary part of my process; it fed 

me with new ways of thinking and opened me up to a discourse that was a necessity 

for change to happen. My studio became a new working environment that introduced 

the ideas and theories of others to stimulate my own thoughts. I became a gatherer 

of things that triggered ideas around lace, surrounding myself with a resource of raw 

materials that now included written works, and printed matter as well as pieces of 

lace, vintage fabrics, leather opera gloves and craft materials.  

I was introduced to the thoughts of other researchers who instigated reflection on my 

developing ideas, although the study was not a collaborative process the input 
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became a valuable means to further my understanding. Paul Carter claims the value 

of intervention and working collaboratively as an obvious focus of creative research, 

stating that ñIt is this back-and forth, in a way that advances or changes the patternò 

and that this sort of creative vision makes sense of the ñgaps, interruptions and 

unpredictable crossoversò (Carter, 2004: 5). This intervention into my practice 

triggered new academic reading and creative discourse; I was exposed to the 

practices, thoughts and the ideas of others, which offered me a new way of thinking 

that could be applied to my study of lace.  

To understand lace in the context of art and design I turned to a number of 

international exhibitions including Lace in Translation (2010), Love Lace (2011) and 

Lost in Lace (2012) all had used ideas around lace to bring together artists and 

designers. The majority of the artworks in these exhibitions played with ideas around 

the decorative construction and process of making. My interest lay in artists that 

encompassed both the structural and metaphorical value of lace and played with the 

duality and ambiguity of lace to embrace multiple associations such as the work of 

Doris Salcedo, Ann Wilson and Kira OôReilly. They helped me to question the 

meaning of lace to be more than a decorative historical fabric but also a powerful 

signifier of domesticity, sexualisation and exploitation.  

The method of case studies took me further into the world of creative practice and 

concept development and introduced me directly to artists and designers who were 

using lace in their work. Through structured and unstructured interviews I became 

more aware of how lace was being used to translate ideas. I became conscious that 

the psychological associations with lace can be separated into two groups of thought: 

white lace for purity and black lace tarnished with the veil of death and sexualisation. 

The duality and ambiguity of lace became my preoccupation, and concepts in my 

practice began to form around the ideas of skin, beauty and the qualities of lace to 

both repel as well as attract.  

These ideas were investigated through fashion and clothing connecting lace and our 

outer surface. This led to explorations of the metaphorical value and power of 

clothing when placed on areas of the body. My interest lay in the change of lace 

fabric from a display of status and wealth to a fabric with sexual overtones that 

offered a paradoxical display of purity, obedience and seduction.  

A pivotal moment came when I starting reading George Simmelôs essay on 

adornment (in: Frisby & Featherstone, 2000: 192). Ideas came together when I read 

Simmelôs analogy of the positioning of jewellery and clothing in relation to the body 
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and their potential to transmit signs and signals. When applying this notion to my 

research I made links to suggest that lace sits in a unique and personal space on the 

body ï not directly on the skin like tattoos, but in an intimate space between clothing 

and skin.  

This emotive boundary of skin became an area of interest in my own practice and 

also as a research area in the context of contemporary art (Chapter Four: 102). I 

investigated the connection of pattern and skin to generate a cultural form of 

communication that is both sexual and political and the interface that can be created 

through the application of pattern to adorn and scar the surface. The physicality of 

mimicked human skin provided me with a material and canvas to explore my creative 

ideas. This was achieved through the use of pre-worn vintage leather opera gloves 

and latex rubber each material adding to the associations of sexuality and erotica.  

Lace pattern was explored through motifs found in a design portfolio Ornamentale 

Zierformen Nach Der Natur (óOrnamental Decorative Shapes From Natureô) (1910) in 

the Nottingham Trent lace archive. The historical lace motifs formed a starting point 

to explore pattern and the potential application of pattern onto my chosen materials. I 

was interested in investigating lace pattern but not replicating it as a fabric. My aim 

was to suggest lace pattern through connecting associations and structural qualities 

and to engage the viewer with a decorative display that implies the properties of an 

ornamental construction through insinuation rather than literal translation.  

The connection between pattern and skin was achieved through the application of 

hand and digital machine embroidery. Stitch offered a process that has been used by 

contemporary artists to redefine the feminine and express ideas around gender and 

self-expression as referenced in chapter Five. Like lace, embroidery is strongly 

connected with the female and can be successfully used as a theme or technique to 

challenge our expectations and the conventions attached to women.  

The application of embroidery as a process offered the flexibility to incorporate 

multiple materials and ways to translate pattern, decoration and introduce new digital 

techniques into my practice. I was interested in exploring through stitch themes 

around beauty and repulsion making a connection with the theoretical ideas I had 

formed in my thesis around the duality of lace to attract and repel, reveal and conceal 

(Chapter Two: 46).  

The following section explains the process of manufacture bringing together the 

artworks that explore ideas around skin and historical lace pattern. The section starts 

with the seven white leather vintage opera gloves, all developed as individual 
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explorations but all expressing the same themes around the body and adornment. 

Latex fabric is introduced in the following section through the ideas and manufacture 

behind the artworks Skin Quilt and Skin 1ï5, which are explained through their 

connection with the motifs found in the NTU lace archive. The last section closes the 

chapter and explains the reasoning and choices made behind the curation of my 

exhibition Lacuna (2012) that displayed artworks produced as part of the inquiry.   

The manufacture of the artworks  

Gloves: one to seven 

Each leather opera glove represents an investigation and exploration into the 

intimate personal space created through the engagement of lace pattern on skin. 

They explore theoretical ideas in my thesis triggered by George Simmelôs essay on 

adornment (in: Frisby & Featherstone, 2000: 192). The implications of these ideas 

are examined in connection with lace and the decorated, objectified and sexualised 

female body. Beauty is questioned through the application of textures and patterns 

adorning the surface of the leather and creating highly embellished landscapes. Long 

leather gloves allude to touch and sexuality, ideas that are further enhanced through 

stitch and decorative applications to draw attention to sensuous and delicate spaces.   

Historical motifs were chosen from the design portfolio Ornamentale Zierformen 

Nach Der Natur (óOrnamental Decorative Shapes From Natureô) (1910) found in the 

NTU lace archive. The designs questioned my expectations of the traditional 

interpretations of flora and fauna found in lace and this allowed for a less 

conventional more fluid approach to pattern (Figure 37).  

The laser machine was explored as a mark-making tool to translate the patterns I 

had found. The technique was capable of etching the surface of the leather 

replicating the branding or tattooing of skin. Hand sketches were scanned and 

manipulated in an Adobe Illustrater computer programme then converted into a Live 

Trace on the Ethos software compatible with a laser cutter. Time was spent with the 

digital embroidery technician, Tessa Acti, experimenting with scale, velocity and 

speed to manipulate the outcomes of the machine and create the detail and intricacy 

without burning through the fabric (Figure 50). Templates were made to determine 

the placement of the motif and samples of leather from vintage leather gloves were 

used to understand the variation in thickness. This was important to determine the 

movement of the machine to negate the formality of a fixed design and create a 

template that I had control over. The historical lace pattern was broken down into 
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various elements so that the surface of the glove could be covered with an organic 

pattern and not the formal repetition of design. Each etched motif was hand directed 

and placed on either the inside or outside of the glove using the laser as a drawing 

tool to create various textures and marks on each surface. I was often enthralled and 

overtaken with the intensity of the process so revisiting and reflecting on the ideas 

and concepts I set out to achieve became a key element of the process of 

manufacture (Figure 51). 

 

Figure 50: Joy Buttress, laser etched glove sample (2010) 
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Figure 51: Joy Buttress, sketchbook (etching samples) (2011) 
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Glove One (Figure 53) and Glove Two (Figure 54) both display the investigations and 

explorations brought about through my use of a laser cutter to translate pattern on 

the surface of the leather. Laser etching was combined with decorative embroidered 

stitch adding to the textural surface and creating an unconventional appearance.  

On subsequent gloves I experimented further with the use of embroidery to create 

textural landscapes questioning the expectation and placement of pattern to produce 

unfamiliar decoration. Mounds of beads and networks of threads explored the 

contours of each glove to create a tension between the form and function of the 

object. In Glove Three (Figure 55), Glove Five (Figure 57) and Glove Six (Figure 58)  

migrations of threads and bead, cluster in the crevasses of the hands suggesting 

discomfort and irritation; changing the focus from the whole hand and instead 

drawing attention to intricate details in intimate and sensuous areas (Figure 52).  

 

Figure 52: Joy Buttress, Glove Five ς detail (2012) 

Glove Four (Figure 56) and Glove Seven (Figure 59) experiment further with 

materials investigating ways to simulate texture and pattern. Glove Four examines 

the artificial replication of stitch through an application of magnets and iron powder 

creating raised mounds that mimic heavily embroidered cloth. Glove Seven explores 

dense pattern and texture. Silk flowers dipped in liquid latex become an extension of 

the skins surface creating an impenetrable boundary that is both decorative and 

unyielding. 

All the gloves became outpourings of ideas, experimental and exploratory. The 

gloves although finished art pieces represent individual reflections on pattern on skin, 

formed over the course of the inquiry. They started with ideas around the direct 

translation of historical lace patterns and developed into separate examinations that 

investigated the implications of textural placement. This was achieved through 

materials that penetrated, veiled and interrupted the surface of the leather. 
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Figure 53: Joy Buttress, Glove One, 2012, hand embroidery, laser etched leather, vintage leather 

glove, silk thread. 

 

 



126 

 

Figure 54: Joy Buttress, Glove Two, 2012, laser etched, hand embroidered, vintage leather glove, 

paint, string. 
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Figure 55: Joy Buttress, Glove Three, 2012, hand embroidered, vintage leather glove, human hair, 

glass beads, silk thread. 
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Figure 56: Joy Buttress, Glove Four, 2012, vintage leather glove, magnets, iron powder. 
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Figure 57: Joy Buttress, Glove Five, 2012, hand embroidered, cotton thread beads. 
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Figure 58: Joy Buttress, Glove Six, 2012, hand embroidered, vintage leather glove, cotton thread. 
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Figure 59: Joy Buttress, Glove Seven, 2012, hand embroidered, vintage leather glove, silk flowers, 

latex. 
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Latex artworks  

The use of latex rubber, found household linens and a Barudan digital multi-head 

embroidery machine became the start of further experimentation. The use of latex 

rubber introduced me to a material that offered the flexibility of a fabric sheet and the 

ability to be formed, dipped or painted as a liquid. Latex also offered me a surface 

that replicated human skin through colour, texture and connection with ósecond skinô 

clothing in fetish fashion. 

The properties of latex as a fabric determined that garments are often glued together 

rather than stitched as difficulties often occur when trying to penetrate the surface. 

This offered me a challenge and an opportunity to explore a material that had 

unpredictable outcomes and would not replicate the usual manifestations of 

embroidered patterns. The combination of digital technology and an unconventional 

material allowed me to start to push the boundaries of stitch. Engaging the 

embroidery machine in an unfamiliar procedure subverted the process to pull, pierce 

and distort the fabric in an action that was self-controlled and determined. I was able 

to control the digital embroidery machine as a creative tool, altering length and 

density of stitch, tension and balance of threads, to produce interventions on the 

surface.  

My use of latex in this way created a surface that had a duality like lace of beauty 

and repulsion. The potential to embed meaning and emotive boundaries through the 

application of decoration offered me a new and undiscovered area to explore in my 

practice through the application of digital embroidery.  

Historical patterns found in the design portfolio Ornamentale Zierformen Nach Der 

Natur (óOrnamental Decorative Shapes From Natureô) (1910) were digitised through 

my sketches and translated into a Wilcom software programme. This converted my 

drawings into a variety of digital stiches that replicated the chosen patterns. Many 

hours were spent experimenting with scale, tension and threads to create textural 

surfaces that could be stitched out on the latex fabric. Once this had been 

established the historical lace motifs designs became embroidered interventions on 

the surface, providing an unusual conflict that pulled and puckered the surface to 

look like the brutal scarification of human skin (Figure 61).  
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Figure 60: Joy Buttress, Sketchbook (digital embroidery sampling), (2011). 
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Figure 61: Joy Buttress, latex sample being stitched out on the Barudan multihead embroidery 

machine (2009). 

My initial intention for these experimentations was to use these unconventional 

embroideries to produce a traditional piece of craft. I was interested in creating a 

familiar domestic object that was connected to women through the process of stitch.  

Patchwork quilts have traditionally been made by women and are used and 

displayed as part of a domestic interior. The making of a patchwork quilt is simple 

and accessible, the fabric used is often recycled from clothing and interior cloth to 

create a new cover. Quilts are closely connected and associated with the body, they 

enclose and warm us offering security and an intimate connection with our personal 

space.  

The artwork Skin Quilt (Figure 62) was produced to suggest a ósecond skinô. This 

provided the opportunity to explore the interesting dichotomy between the comfort 

and protection of a cover and the repulsion of wrapping the body in an alien skin. 

Embroidery was used to represent the traditional application of stitch on quilts and to 

explore further the use of pattern. 

At first glance Skin Quilt evoked a cover that offered warmth and comfort, however 

on closer inspection the use of unorthodox materials changed the viewers 














































































































































