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The Politics

What does it mean to make craft-hased art in a country dependent on outsourced labor? juLiA BRYAN-WILSON
talks to four US artists whose work takes up the global economy and its repercussions on national identity,
and discovers that it's possible to challenge the status quo without dropping a stitch.

wWith bars |:-.:-1.1i|11: wieekly crochet nights and kniting ca fiég J|J-'.'|i:
erating, the current popularity of textile handicrafts in the US is
undeniable. A growing number of artists, many of them women,
are also producing critical, socially committed, |.I\.I:I:||'|."|:l|'.lu1“'!.' arl
ented, collaboravive craft-based work—so many that it could be

75

called an emerging genre. For example, Cat Mazza uses her welbsie,
microRevolt.org, to solicit knitted and crocheted squares from
crafters around che warld for her Wike Blaaket Pefition, which protess
awearshop Labor, Sabrina Gechwandiner engaged awdiences in s
cussions about the Iraqwar in her 207 installation Wanime Knittisg






JULIA BRYAMN-WILSON: Craft can be a moving
target. | was pare of 2 conference at the Ceuy last
spring. *Craflt at the Limies,™ that ]:-rl:iI:IEl'tl‘ I:nﬂa_'!]u.*r
studio cratt artists and contemporary-art historians
who were not necessarily decorarive-arcs scholars,
At some points it felt like we were on different plan
ets—the amn histerians were discussing how craft
wias devalued before i was resurrected by "70s femi-
nism. There was talk, even, of embarrazsment,
LIZ COLLIMS: Craft shame.
JBW: Exactly. You can see echoes of it in the way
that theword has been dropped frem the Califomia
College of Arts and Crafts [now the California
College of the Arts] and the American Craflt Museum
mow Museum of Arts & Design]. Neither of those
has eraft in it name amymore, But the studio craf
artists of an older generation at this conference
wiere completely puzzled by the idea that craft has
b marginalized: "What are you talking about?
There's a stigma asenciatid with craft?™
LE: I wonder if the fime-art versus craft split marters
amymone. [ teach a rew generation that dossn’t cane
abour ald arv-eraft hierarchies. The DIY movement
diesn'y think of eraft as a diny word.
ALLISOM SMITH: Even though the work each of us
makes can b L'.L1-I"El:lr:|ﬂ‘|‘.1 2% craln, wae ane all ln'lng
to stretch the boundaries of conceptual and collab
prative art a5 well. We are conceptual artists whose
subject is craft, That's the difference berween our
wonk .,am_l. :-itl,ll,‘I:ii.'l ;r.ilﬁ arbists: wie aneworki |!||_e; within
a theoretical framework. And yet all of us are actively
courted by the craft arena—oiten moee courted by
that world than by convemporary-am andiences.
Jesw One striking thing about you all as artisis is
how you explore the relationship of craft vo politics,
If craft implies utility, for you four, craft’s “func
tien” is to generate political dialogues.
AS: Well, American cultare—a ot of cultures, actu
ally—foregrounds cralt as a mode of expression for
defining national identity. In living-history reen
actments and open-air musewms, which are peda
gogical sites, the focus is always on two things: craft
and war. Obwiously our master narratives of history
are about war more than anything else, but at these
sbres dn's eraft that metioalously re-creates war and
makes it vizible, Handlcraft becomes a metaphor
through which tat hirnk abour the errain of war.
JBW: Notion Nanny ( 2005=2007 1, a commmunicy-based
performance and installation in which you work
with local craftspeople, iz a good example of how
you explore the relation between the two,
AS: In Notion Nanay, one sculptural element is a doll
wearing a handmade Revelutionary War-era cos-
tume, | was trying 1o think about what can be con-
sidered [-pl,:_'||_|,||i.;;:-1'|,1r'!; o pu'-| i1i|'.1'|]:,':u']|."|.'.|1'|! within
very tradivional crafn practices,
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Race, class, and gender are played out in the global
economy as advanced countries subjugate an
entire third-world workforce. | try to consider this
global critique in my work. —Cat Mazza

CAT AT A COMPUTER. 1008 MEESUEFROHHT WA THEMIT- PO PATTERN X
dibd OOLIETESY THE ARTIST

JBW: Motioa Nanny has a significant interactive-
collaborative component, All of you take this

1'|:|,:|:-r|:\-,1q;|'| in YLD work, and 1I'm curious how thar

gets elaborated for each of you in different institu

tional compexts.

SABRINA GSCHWANDTHER: My Wartime Knitting

Circle in the “Radical Lace and Subversive Kninting™
show at Mew York's Museum of Arts & Design (2007

worked really well. because the museum was very
generous in allowing people to knit at my table
without paying an entry fee, But other times [ nun

into installation problems, becanse curators don't

always understand that this kind of work is not
made through a studio practice that leads to dis

crete objects, The works are collaborative, and can
be made outside the exhibivion site or at the site
itself, or some mixture of both, It's not the same as
when artists come in and bring their materials and
create an installation that somebody walks around
inamd then leaves, The awdience is helping to create
the work. So the exhibition site becomes a partici-
paROTY SpACE, ATh activist Spale, an education Spade,
and a tactical space. It's also a working space.

A% When Netion Nanny was exhibired at the [-h*ri-c-.']u}'
Art Museuwm in 2007, there was a similar imstitu-
tional confusion about what the art actually was_ I

was a living, active process that would continue
throughout the show. The public is coming in and
doing things; I'm there doing things. Things are
being added; things are disappearing, The show is
accumulating objects and ideas as it goes on, | had
apprenticeships with craftspeople in the area, and
craflts we made collaboratively were integrated into
the exhibit. You just said a great string of words,
Sabrina, about how an activist, paricipatory, tact:
cal space s part of the work. It's something that
isn'e abways clear, [ think, for the instination.

There wene a lot of interesting moments when |
was trying to install Notion Naany, becanse boxes
were arriving from my studio and from a kot of dif
ferent bocations. Some of them had ebjects that |
had made, 5eme of them had objects that people
had given to me. Some of them had pencils and
paper and art supplies that were there for the audi
ence to use. When these boxes came in. there was
a registrar with a clipboard
LE: She maust Bavie D HOATE CTAEY,

AS: She was ke, "What s £has ball of hl:lllli.{!'t.'l'tl.'l[ i
this pencil?” And when [ got everything back at the
end of it, things like pencils were wrapped in Bubble
Wrap, preciously packaged as if they were artworks.
Of course 1 love '.'|-:|:|!th:||:a|_|h.',I in institurions, because
there's ::1|.5.|;.1inm|.-:|ij|.-|:-i:_u.|' that's gemeT aved around
the work that you don't always get in galleries,
SG: One problem L had with the Woetime Kaitting Circle
picce had to do with maintenance. It took me a
while to figure out how to display it so that yarn
wasn't always getting tangled. 1 was there all the
time just to clean it up. It was like a full-time job,
bt | wasn't getting paid vo do ic. It would be great
if museums could realize that support might be
needed and budget for it accordingly,

What was wonderful was that two musewm stafl
members really helped out, including the traveling
exhibitions coordinavor. He was really into the
piece. Hie had a relative on duty in lrag, and it was
very therapeutic for him to be knitting, He learned
to knit there. He was sointoit; he would go almost
eviery day on his lunch hoor and tell people, = You
can also sit and knfc here with me,”

CAT MAZZA: | had a different experience with the
"Radical Lace”™ show. The piece | was sliowing 12 2



14-doot-wide blanket porraying the Nike swoash
The swoash is made p af faur |:lgI four-inch suares
that serve 23 petitions for Cair-Labor poelicies bor Nike
garenenn workors, IV was created h}' knit hobbyisis
fam over 25 countries who visited the microRevolr
website. The interface [microrevolt, org/petition
orerview. him| allowed users to virmally sign their
mames and mail in their hand-stitched squaAres
instead of the traditional signing of a petition. And
I'm"|||:||1|||' 16 11 |'-|'i.1-.'n| toadd wo it duri ng the o hibd
tion. But man decided mot toshow the Mike blanke
they decided o show documeatation af it Mayhe the
p-:ul.r:-r.'ll rheroric made the institution concernied :
there 1'.rn*.l.ﬁ.'--:'::-|:-1.':|5l11 .'I|:|=-.'.i-::-:'|~; because of the
g, Buk there was another issue. too.

RSz What was it 7

CM: Apsthetics

&G That was the big one, | think. More 20 than the
prlirical izsue,

LC: When was this decision madey?

CM: Thay discided that the Mike Blanket would bein
the exhibition. Then, three days before the piece
was supposed to go up, 1 got an e-mail from the
CURIOT saying, “We'ne so sorry; wi just can't hang
i, It's too difficult v hang, and it looks too " funky”
among the other work,” | thought maybe someone
from Nike was on their board. But in fact the aes
thetic issues are just as interesting. The banner is
made from iridescent orange yarn—acrylic, syn
thetic marerial—and the squares are made by hob
||:.'i-:|:~:. so thiey are sometimes a it amatewr Inr\-l:int:_
The museum assumed that the banner aspired to
some high-are qualivy. which was never the inten
tion, The show was abourt radical and subversive
artwarks usIng kr|i1l'.:|._!:_|:-r IJ.|.'|". and '.l.'!:u:l-.'1|||.'E|'.|~|. e
ht imito their title, & didn't Bt imto their aesthetic
AS: All of us have tried to reach out to this incredible
crafrer emergy thar's waiting o be engaged , which
iz somewhat separate from the concern e reach a
museum andience. There was something so excit
ing lor me about the way “The Muster” |1:|'-|:|3:]1I:
|;o|_l|¢|,|::q;r 50 INLATYY different Eroups of |'-.'|'-|'-|-.*-'Ih"!,'|'-|1d
the contempoTary-am workd,
CM: Looking back onthe Nike piece’s appearance in
“Radical Lace,™ | was really disappoinoed, but on the
other hand, it made sense, We negotiate these dif
ferent venues, and our expectations have to change
based on those venues. 1 use Webk media ve reach
audiences beyomd the museum. [n fac thisconnects
back tocralt, because crafr, like the Internet, isalso
seen as a democratizing medium, a secial network
that operates outside the institution,

G What's fascinating, too, is that people pick up
knitting nesdles as an escape from the computer, In
thi face of everything fase and glinting, they want

something real=a reinjection of the artisanal. Bur

handicrafc often brings them back online, because
they go searching for instructions or tips, and they
discover there's this whaole online commumnity of
blogging crafters, So it feeds back into the digital

IV ITIETI TSR
LC: Maybe putting together a MySpace page is not
that ditferent from collaging or quilting. You're
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using difterent marterials, ro different ends, but
along the way you're starting with matter and
transforming it inte something else, using your
hands and yeur brain,

CM: There's a rich interface between textiles, tech
nolegy, and labor issues. Theorists have written
about the link between textiles and digital media,
because the computer 15 made up of a binary
machine cede, ones and zeros, while knitting is
also based on a two-digit system: the stitches, knit
and purl.

JBW: Your point about labor, Cat, is crucial. The
wariows ways you all treat craft foreground the rale
of the hand in making art—which has been some
what effaced since the Conceprual turn—plus by
larger economic isses,

AS: Somebody who saw my project at Berkeley titled
their blog entry “The Handmade vs. the Brainmade
Udeal.,” They were frastrated because the Label of a
piecein my show, which isa coverler, read, “Coverlig
by Allison Smith, woven by Leigh Alexander of
Charleston, South Carolina,” I take a lot of pride in
I.rlqll.:l:-:ll.llhi'.rly_-lI!rl:'lhu.';nl;!'.n,' whoanema l:::lgl:hia
work with me. but for this person, the issue was
that the weaver was secondarily mentioned. It's an
interesting dilemma. This person was struggling
with what that meant in terms of legitimare labar,
as il 1o say, “It's her ldea, but somebody else made
ir, Iz thar QEF™ | find all of thiz, thiz exact conversa
teon, to e the meat of the waork.

LC: If at the top of the hierarchy is the amist, and
underneath that is the crafver, there's a huge,
i|!|'.|.'r|3|'l.'||'|'. pl.'l|.l|.||.1.l|l.'l|:|. of hand-makers even lower
than that, Am historian Clenn Adamson called ouwr
attention to this at the 2006 American Craft Council
conference in Houstan, I you want bo talk aboui
'-l.'|'|.|1.il.:|'\lil'|i: on incraft n_'ul.w_ let"s Jospdk: ait the kids
making soeccer balls overseas.

AS: Exactly. We forget that even today Nikes are
made by workers. We vend vo think of mass
preduced "machine-made” things as if they're
totally devoid of human hands and workmanship,
bavt machines aren't making all these things; people
are making these things,

LE: Thie huarsh realiny i5 that a bot of US rexeile mills
are still im business |'-:1|_'_.' |'h.'|'.i||:-i|"1|‘l-|':|' have FOVETn
ment contracts making unilerms for soldiers
all uniforms are supposed vo be American made,
which iz why they're so expensive. There is a glove

Craft is considered to be at odds with the intellectual
labor that has fed conceptual and politically motivated
art. So bringing back the activist spirit to something
interactive and bodily is important. —Allison Smith




Factory in North Caroling that makes trigger-hnger
gloves with antimicrobial liners for the soldiers
in Iraq, so that their hands don't fall off from
swirating so much. Thar's the kind of thing keeping
domestic factories alive, But [ think we're on a
cusp of a new shift, perhaps, because of the anti
China backlazh,

JBW: There's also the reinvigorated “made in the
USA™ movement that stems not from 2enophobia
bt from localism and sustainabilicy, a5 consumers
become more aware of carban '_.I.":'I.I“::'.r'\- and the
resonrces wasted in :~|'|i|:-|:li||E:.

LC: In Kmitting Nation at~The Muster,” | was trying 1o
address this ension: "1 hate ERLE iotism: let's pask
the flag onm the ground and walk all over it.” But at
the same time, [ love where 1 live, and | want people
bie B0 have jobs. [1"s omplicated; if we take back
manufacmering and pall out of other countries, sud
denly those people don’t have any jobs, and then
theyre starving. There are no easy answers.

CM: Liz, maybe out of all of us, you have your finger

c L LIS SN TIRAC, A TROA Pl B aaie T TG CLmIMG FARTINL, PO PR
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on the pulse of manufacturing because of your work
as aclothing designer

LC: When I started out as a designer, | didn't know
much about production and manufacturing. Thar's
part of why I created a niche for my work as hand
made. AL a certain paint, though, | knew | had 1o
ST W outsourcing; my business could not survive
if | continued to make clothes in my studio, paying
the labor wages | had vo pay. | think Natalie Chanin
from Project Alabama, a fashion line thar featured
garments hand-sewn in a cown called Florence, sold

E3AE HH PAINTEF i BT AHTIN

her company for this very reason. It was sad; she
had this fantastic mission te have her stuff made in
the US, and she really revived a comm |1|'|it!.-.;|:-.-_| EAave
them a lot of werk, But the BATTNETINS Were (oo
expensive, Another company bought her cut, and
fuaw all of those pieces are made in India.

For me, trying vo survive by outseurcing rook an
irenic twist: Barneys wasn't interested in my work

when 1 had it muade by a Chinesa fag 1orY, Ti ey said

"We have other designers who do that, Wewant the

handmade pieces from you.” But if you do go hand
made, you have to find a factory that can manage
that quality of labor and be humane—which raizes
a lot of gquestions

W Exhical fuestions

LC: Absdutely. I've been working with a factory in
Peru that can maintain that level of integrity, but
it required research on my part. The biggest prob
lem for me in having a business was that | became
disconnected from my creative process. | wasn't
geiting to make things amymore; it was all about

A A [ A RS T L BTN
LTI Y THE AR

management and outsourcing. It was a real spiri
the commaodification of some
thing that had been about love and connection. It
sounds hokey, but my work is 20 emotional. That's
part of why

tual crisis for ma

I stamed doing fashion, because | used
the knitting process as a way to do self-surgery, |
was going through a lot of emotional pain when |
started making knitwear, and [ was also coming
out, discovering my sexuality, Creating garments
that are connected vo the body was a Way Lo conrect
to myself and describe my emotional landecape. To

go from that to making expensive clothes i
Barneys was a difficult transition, and 1 misssdis

hands-on aspect,

5G: That kind of alienation is one of the thingsia
draw peaple to craft as a hobby right now. Peopl
don't see the result of their labor in their jebe. i
doa part of the administration or a parm of e phe
cal assembly, bur then your work goes cet intste
world amd doesn't have your SLAEN om it Sothes
craft projicis at home are something peopk ass
Irom start to findsh. And part of the pleasare sl
knitting or sewing circle is that it doesn’t happesi
isolation. You're sivting with other F"“:P‘I";" :h
and making together. Craft iz often a social s

AS: A lot of what we've bean I.||L'tng: 2 beatn 5 ke
mind-body split—how intellecooal laber & kel
over manual labar, Crafr. asa physical, perfoms
tive act, is still considered to be at odds withe
imtellectual labor thar has fed conc ¢ praal am asdy
lot of politically motivared art. For emaery of my
poditical arvise role models, the cricique of the o
madification of an entailed a rejection of hasdia
making—and coft became a bad waord, S bringisg
back the political-activist spiri 1o soamething ings
activie and bodily is really important,

LC: Part of m ¥ MLES10n with Hn:.‘r-u|g,\;:.'|;|u.-p.-}.ﬂ_
has taken various permutations since its fing
appearance at Allicon’s “The Muster, was “E-.'
|:I-|'|1|1|-=' an inkling of the human effort invelwd§
L process ol I'|'..|ki||__.'_ 5-.::-|1'.|'1|'|i|:|!.l__, My inlention
were multifaceted, It's a public am experienceia
lays bare the process of machine knitting ande
tile and garment construction. It's also 2 ol
tion of movernent and the physicality of a massd
process, And it’s usually collaborative, with may

With Knitting Nation, | was addressing this
tension: I hate patriotism; let's walk

all over the flag,” but the same time, | loye
where | live, and | want people here to
nave jobs. It's complicated. —Liz Collins

people working rogether to build one thing: inth
it"s a commentary about labor.

CM: As wie'ne talking about garment labor iiss
U reminded , too, of the unjust conditions in s
puter manufacturing, This is something that liy
to remember when 1'm discussing g-.mnut,hpplj'
using fmy mass-produced laprop, But, then, weal
coexist in corporate culture, and we try to dowks
wi can within it. What inspired me co call mywe
site microBevolt was Guattari's idea of moleole

revolutions—the idea thar social and culos



ghange can occur from small aces of resistance, thar

’:h-‘l'l.g-l' 1% Mol !li'.rl1'|ll:|' =1 LD '-ll"liI:II"I1I i III:- o k‘.l:ﬂ.'l"l ILl I'IH

weconamic policy.

B4 A café im my neighborhood in Long Beach,
Califarmia, recently held a craft fair called

*Handmade Revalurion,™ and it made me think

about the desire to connect cralt, William Morris

syl with utopia or radical pelitics. Vet as much as

ghis event couched irself as resisting capitalist cul

BEfe, 11 i1|.x| featured 4 lot of tables wath ]h.\:rih]l.' gl

ing stuff, It didn't, for instance, sponsor workshops
em how to knit or crochet, While they could be part
ef an alternative micreeconomy, more often these
araft [airs have becore abour hipster shopping.

AS: Ceafi has become a buzzword in the arwaerld,
oo, In 0 muwch comt EIMpOTALY AT, I|!|1:q|.].;||, when a
work is supposed to be about craft, what that means
i5it"s got some big, sloppy stitchesonit. It's a kind
of disrespect wo crafn rraditions and the deep history
of hand-making

G: Well, I'm a pretty bad crafter, | have to say. |
0k some sewing bessons recently and just learmed
how e do an invisible hem. Dwark with film, videa,
photography, sewing, embroidery, crocher, and
kninting, and I'm pretty much just technically pro

Bcient with all of those mediums,

LC: But that's not your process.

5G: Mo, it's not. 1 make installations. events, and
publications, among other things, that challenge
houndartes between artist and curator, or archivist,
and between art and craft, When [ wrote my book
KnitKait, for example, | chose a publisher, Stewart,
Tabort and ':I"""’t"-- that spite ializies in cralt books.,
It'z a divizion of Abrams, the art book FIJII]LH"I:'I:. 50
Abrams sells KnitKnit to yarn stores and to art book

stores. 1t was really important for me to write with
handeraf hobbyises and fine-am readers in mind.
becavse L wanted to mix PEErspRECiIVES O W It are B8
and can be: e often used handerafi as a site to
engage ideas about what constitutes art.

AS: IF you're using crafr, the gquestion of skill is
going to enter the critigue mo marter what,

G 1 liko to hear H-I:II1:II"IH.'¢:III]|"I'\ ||:Ii:lI.E|'I|h o thelr
relationship to leminism.

LC: Some of my garments address female sexuality

and ideas abour erogenous zones, or areas of com-
fort, discomfort, bondage, and release, And tharties

mnto AUEETINREE, but 1 don’t know whese it falls

within feminism. Kritting Naotion in "The Muster™
was, importantly, all female, and it was aboun

wormen working in a vime of war and a tradivion of

wormen getting together for a cause, But I've moved

on from that and thought about configurations thar

woulkd be more about labor that's mot gendered.

5G: Hisvorically, hasn't textile labor been mostly

done by women?

Alienation is one of the things drawing people to craft
as a hobby right now. People don't see the result of their
labor; their work goes out into the world and doesn't
have their stamp on it. —Sabrina Gschwandtner
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L wwell, wl!:m:t:,.‘-utl. loak around the |1||.1|1|.|.I'.1|:l|.1:|inb:

landscape globally, there are some areas where it's

women's work, but there are others where it's

men's work, and there are others where it's both. 1

was :-;'.1|l:| |.1..'_.5-;'|.i II’!.'].H:'iI'IH in the fac Lory in Peru and

SEEINE [T '|'|'|IIZI WWETE kllill-l']h. TI1|." TTRERL] oHEE |.|:II."

ones running the industrial machines and doing
the programming, to be sure; but where people are
doing things by hand, it’s a real mix.

A% The "60s and '70s feminist approach revealed
the historically gendered nature of craft and vied
it o domesticity. | grew up in a Martha Stewart-
type household, with all the straight whive rituals
of suburban America that are embodied in crafn
projects, Feminism |11'||'||.'I.1 me be critical of
those 1I:|'i|13_-'. while also im pl:ir..nn:ug me in the
critigue, and it also gave me a way to think abour
performance and queer identity. 1've had a ot
of studentg—swomen students—who don't want
to have anything to do with feminism. Up until
LTTR [the Brooklyn-based feminist artist collec

tive|, really, the predominant attitude was, “lt's
done, it's in the past, feminism’s ourmoded.”

Ferninism has been just as messy and unwieldy,
and stigmatized, as craft.

CM: | have a mentor, Faith Wilding, who worked

wiith Judy Chicago on Womanhoise anmd made influ

ential craft-based arvworks in the "70s, Wilding is

-J]Hil LIy i I1'|'L||'I|'\1"|.I I0E Ty I11I."|.1:I|L all Ilj i '!.'Lll': rq':|1;:| 15011 -
and sl made me aware of those I:l".'l_"I].I.Fh. Thand
wave feminist theory has taken up other aspects o
identity—sexualiny, race, and class—sofeminism is
still relevant; race, class, and gender are also played
out in the global economy, as advanced countries
subjugate an entire third-world workforce to create
products. 1 oy to consider this more global critique
in my work,

JBW: Perhaps craft s a uselul verm roday for the way
1E allows us (o see these overla [, to make Connec
tions between such different subjects: globalized
labor, war, digital culoure, feminism, collaboration,
gueer idenrity. Because it is soslippery and unfixed,
14 L'n.i.lIl!'IIZ!i'-“lll:']d.‘-.': ol I.IH.h.I.Ij HPL"."I [ALET] |.'|E 1RSLIES,

Fier meore imformation om the artists in this story, turm to
Index, p. 110,
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