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Showing a flair for fashion, a model in the Tongue-in-Chic Skirt turns the head of ukulele busker Howlin’ Hobbit on the streets of Seattle.
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When I am asked to define craft, I don’t and I won’t. I like to think of it as undefinable—with no rules—and that is why I was drawn to it in the first place. Craft is a way to connect with people, a way to create a community that you are inspired by. I have come to realize that once one’s hands are in motion, “making” is difficult to stop. There may be long lapses, unfinished projects, even disasters, but the feeling inside you never leaves. Do you know the feeling I am talking about? The one that makes you relax, focus, and feel proud that you are making something? That is an example of the power of craft. Regardless of one’s skill level, I truly believe that making things makes good.

While conducting interviews over the past few years, I must have asked hundreds of people the same question: “So, how long have you been making stuff?” Ask me, and my answer, like many of yours, is “I’ve always made things, ever since I was a little kid.”

What I make now is films, and what I have made in the past runs the gamut of craft. My story would continue: “No, I didn’t go to college. Yes, I make a ‘living’ as an independent artist. No, I’m not professionally trained. No, I don’t currently have to support kids or pets. Yes, it’s difficult to balance it all. Yes, I work all the time. And yes, I am very, very happy with my life.”

But that story is mine. The story of the girl next to me will be very different. So, too, the story of the guy next to her, and so on. That is what I love about this book: We get to see into the lives of others, to understand what motivates them. We all live very differently under the umbrella of craft, though we share a common bond of making and creating. It’s who we are and will continue to be, as we grow old. Then another generation will come along and start it all over again. Or so we hope.

Living a DIY lifestyle is nothing new. Our generation’s interest in the resurgence of craft started as a grassroots phenomenon, though now I think it’s safe to say it’s leaked into mainstream culture. We make to provide. We make to give. We make to share. We make because we love. Making is marketable, it’s “green,” it’s local. And when the fad passes, we will still be making. Because making things by hand has never stopped, and it will never disappear.

When it comes to craft, I encourage you all to spend time observing and absorbing what’s around you—in your personal lives and also what is available online. Be inspired by the amazing people and projects within this book. Make the ideas your own, use the resources as a springboard, and then share your story with others. Remember, the empowerment of craft is contagious.
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In 2008, I happened to visit La Connor, Washington, a small, artsy community with several museums, a smattering of galleries, and a healthy program of outdoor sculpture. The latter included a statue of a gone-but-not-forgotten town canine known as Dirty Biter, whose sleek bronze body was wrapped in a handcrafted sweater. The garment was the work of a “drive-by knitter,” I heard, who had also placed boalike scarves around the neck of Silent Words, another sculpted figure across the street. No, no one knew who the nameless needleworker was, the woman in the local yarn store told me, which may or may not have been true. But that was my first experience with knit bombing—tagging trees, poles, and other public spots with knit or crocheted swatches.

Boy, was I ever intrigued. Among the questions that fascinated me (along with the obvious, “Didn’t anyone see the person do it?”) were: Why would someone do such a thing? And how? Overall, though, my reaction was: This is a great idea … and a very funny one. As I began to read about knit bombing (also known as yarn bombing), I realized that it was a worldwide movement with warm and cozy, if sometimes gargantuan, results. Knit bombers have covered a bridge in Ontario, an artist named Magda Sayeg had tagged the Great Wall of China, and statues have been seen wearing scarves from Europe to Australia, prompting me to wonder, how is it that knitting has emerged from one’s sitting room onto a broader stage?

Later I came to realize that all kinds of crafts have moved from personal passion to public statement. Think of the impact the AIDS quilt has made over the last twenty-five years. More recently, makers have come up with all kinds of clever ideas to be eco-friendly, including reusable bags—made of fabric, recycled plastic, and yarn, to name just a few—as part of an energetic campaign to do away with the ubiquitous plastic grocery bag.

As photographer Gale Zucker and I met and talked to crafters, many of whom are featured in this book, we were stunned to realize how far-reaching this new blend of craft and activism—what writer Betsy Greer has called “craftivism”—really is. It affects what people make, why they make it, what they make it out of, and whom they tell about it. It’s part of the DIY movement, which promotes handmade objects (and a lifestyle that goes with them) over mass-produced articles. And the work as been enriched by formally trained artists who are embracing age-old crafts. The irony, of course, is that the new directions, popularity, and even profitability of the work of one’s own hands and heart have been expanded by the most up-to-date technology, in particular, by the Internet.

By connecting makers with those who share their enthusiasms, the Web has altered the crafting landscape, allowing the viral spread of ideas and techniques, creating a far-reaching community, mobilizing like-minded people in support of causes, and opening global doors to those whose work might once have been noticed only in their hometown.

All that begins, though, with the magic of an individual’s vision and skill. Why focus on the particular makers in this book? Because they excited us, and we believed the story behind them and their creations would excite and inspire you, too. Carolyn Mazloomi’s quilts, for example, are stunning graphic art, but how much more powerful to know she taught herself to quilt and then set out to tell what she felt were important stories with her craft. And what about the granny squares that Ellen Bloom has taught scores of Los Angeles crafters to make? After seeing her personal granny square suite, I’m sure neither Gale nor I will ever think of crochet in quite the same way again. And remember those plastic bags? We were amazed by the way Virginia Fleck has turned advertising messages into her jaw-dropping designs.

The artists and crafters we’ve chosen use many kinds of media and have a variety of goals in mind, but similar themes surface again and again: Crafting a Statement (Part I) focuses on political comments, broadly defined as statements that may highlight political opinions, social issues, endangered animals, or the use of art for art’s sake. Recrafting the Past (Part II) points out the way traditional pursuits like embroidery, sewing, and crochet have returned with a new, spirited point of view and touches on the changing definition of feminism. Crafting for a Cause (Part III) examines that widespread, and time-honored, practice of creating to help others; while Crafting to Recycle, Renew, and Reuse (Part IV) covers crafters who’ve gone green. Finally, Crafting a Community (Part V) explores how we forge bonds with other like-minded makers nearby or around the globe.

Along with the profiles are projects from or inspired by the makers, as well as tips, hints, ideas, and resources to move you to action. There’s also a list of Web links to connect you even farther. The lives and work of the people in this book make a statement about the power of craft. You can, too.

—Joan Tapper
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A sweater with a slogan. A quilt that’s a call to action. A publicly displayed swatch of knitting that unites a community with its spirit of pure fun. What’s going on?

Something new has entered the world of craft. The age-old question used to be: Is it utilitarian or is it art? Well, we can still cherish our handmade sweaters, mittens, or quilts as winter wear and warm coverings for a bed. And we can marvel at an exquisite woven rug hanging in a gallery as a piece of purely decorative art. But now these handmade objects may be something more—not only the outpouring of an artist’s personal vision but also a point of view that’s designed to persuade us.

Now we can go to quilt exhibits that bring issues to our attention with artistry that often has tangible fund-raising results. We can find comments on politics woven into gorgeous garments or incorporated into environmental installations that are meant to provoke a dialogue. An exhibit of crafts that use animal skin patterns can startle those of us who may never have thought about endangered species into taking action to save the world’s big cats. Even the act of exchanging a tiny handcrafted collage or placing a knitted tag in a tree may help us forge bonds, with individuals or groups, where none existed before.

The goal is to make us all start talking—and keep talking—about art, about politics, about one’s place in a community.
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CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT: Corrine Bayraktaroglu in her studio; Corrine, Nancy Mellon, and their bench; a flower power welcome to Yellow Springs; the JafaGirls with Mr. Plato; the Knit Knot tree.
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    Spring flowers were blooming in Yellow Springs, Ohio, which was hardly a surprise until you consider that the flowers were made of felt with buttons, beads, and lace, and they were bursting forth not in gardens but on telephone poles, benches, trees, and banisters. This was a display of “Flower Power,” an outpouring of community textile graffiti, led by “knit bombers” Corrine Bayraktaroglu and Nancy Mellon, otherwise known as the JafaGirls.

The two women have been installing their creations on the streets of their town since 2007, when they organized a street-art-themed event for the Yellow Springs Arts Council. Researching the topic, Corrine came across pictures of knit tags by Magda Sayeg, a noted knit bomber based in Austin. Suddenly a bare tree outside their venue looked full of possibilities. “Nancy said, ‘I think it should have some knitting,’ ” Corrine remembers. So they joined the burgeoning knit bombing movement by attaching a couple of knit swatches to the trunk.

“The public response was phenomenal,” she says. They dubbed their creation the Knit Knot Tree, and it stayed up for months, embellished from time to time with additions by the JafaGirls and anonymous contributions.

Corrine, who was born in the northeast of England, came to Yellow Springs as a newlywed with her husband in 1978 and, after years of moving around, returned to Ohio in 2002. She says her grandmothers and mother taught her to knit, crochet, and embroider, but when her son was born twenty-seven years ago, followed by a daughter two years later, she had little time for crafts. About fifteen years ago she turned to fine art, which she uses “to explore questions and issues that concern me, confound me, please me, and interest me.”

And the name JafaGirls? That was the result of an ill-attended opening of one of her exhibits in an off-the-beaten-track gallery. Her husband observed, “Maybe they think you’re just a bunch of Jafas,” as in “Just Another F*#&@*%g Artist.” “Yes, we’re Jafas,” Corrine responded, “and I’m not going to follow the rules anymore.”

In Nancy Mellon she found a kindred spirit. Nancy grew up in Park Ridge, Illinois, and remembers visiting her grandmother in Pennsylvania, whose huge cabinets were filled with stuffed animals and crazy quilts. She learned to embroider (but hated following patterns), met her husband in Chicago, tried “the acting thing in New York,” and lived for a time in California. Eventually, they wanted to go back to the Midwest. With their two teenage sons, the couple sought out attractive art towns; Yellow Springs was a “wonderful” choice.

The JafaGirls now meet every Tuesday to dream up projects and put them together, sometimes over the course of months. Among their creations is “Mr. Plato,” a felt-covered, life-size resuscitation doll destined for a spot on a public bench. (“In Yellow Springs there are lots of philosophers who sit on benches,” Nancy explains.) There has been a considerable amount of yarn bombing, too: a “Nosy Tree” decorated with plaster casts of locals’ shnozzes; an all-red “Queen of Hearts Tree”; a “Bumble Bee Pole,” featuring felt bumble bees; and mixed-media adornments for “Elaine’s Bench,” which memorialized a cherished member of the Yellow Springs community.

The two are part of a global network of knit bombers, many of whom tag surreptitiously, in the dark of night. “We stay in touch with Grrl+Dog in Australia, Knit the City in London, and Yarn Bombing in Canada,” says Corrine. But they’ve given up trying to “do things sneakily. In a village of 3,500, it’s hard to be anonymous.”

Besides, they relish the reactions of their fellow citizens. “That’s our favorite part,” says Nancy. “When we are out working, people stop and talk and give us a thumbs-up.” Even the local police have been known to pitch in, by helping to put a knit covering in a hard-to-reach spot.
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Knit bombers in downtown Yellow Springs give peace a chance by covering a telephone pole with symbols and swatches. The JafaGirls and other crafty citizens also brought Flower Power to public spaces.
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A stitch in time attaches the Bench Warmer in place.

For “Flower Power,” they counted on the contributions of many other crafters. “I wanted to cover a telephone pole with flowers,” Corrine remembers, “but Nancy said, ‘I don’t see how we can do it.’ ” Eventually, about fifteen people—men, women, and children—met once a week at a coffee shop, and the project evolved into using the flowers—four hundred in all—in various spots around town.

“I love treating the outside as our gallery,” Corrine says. “I love to see the public laughing and touching things. And I like it when you can incorporate something into the piece that someone else has made.”

“Visual art is lonely,” Nancy adds. “You work by yourself. This has given us a wonderful playful relationship with the community.”
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If you think your local trees, telephone poles, and street signs look as though they need a little something, you (and perhaps a few fiber-oriented friends) might consider yarn bombing. Here are tips from the JafaGirls.

KNOW YOUR AREA and be prepared for a wide range of reactions. In usually liberal Berkeley, California, a cozy on a public sculpture brought a demand that the defacing object be removed, while in Britain, Knit the City yarn bombers covering a phone booth near Parliament were spotted by a bobby, who noted that since his wife was a knitter, he wouldn’t arrest them. If the object to be tagged is on private property, you may want to ask permission.

TAKE A QUICK MEASUREMENT of the object to be covered.

TREAT KNIT OR CROCHETED TAGS IN ADVANCE with a waterproofing/UV-protecting product (Granger’s Soft Shell UV Proof, for example). This will help keep the work from fading or deteriorating too fast. Felt tags should be treated with a UV-resistant fabric spray.

BRING SELF-ADHESIVE VELCRO and a small pair of scissors.

KEEP THE TAG SEVERAL FEET (1m or so) off the ground. Dogs like to leave their marks.

IF THE ART IS MEANT TO HIGHLIGHT AN ISSUE, leave a tag with a link to a URL where someone could find out more. If you don’t care about remaining anonymous, sign your name.

GIVE CREDIT to people who add things to the street art. That contributes to a sense of community.

FINALLY, ALWAYS CARRY A CAMERA to document the event!
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A number of serious fiber artists have moved on from telephone poles and trees to a few bigger things—like gas stations, water towers, and woodland paths.

ROBYN LOVE’S The Knitted Mile, a strip of yellow knitting produced by ninety craftspeople from all over North America, unrolled down a mile (1.6km) of highway in Dallas, Texas. With a half-dozen master crocheters, Robyn, a resident of Newfoundland, Canada, also turned a water tower atop a sixteen-story building in New York’s SoHo into a yarn-sheathed “pencil”—in honor of a pencil-shaped art-and-design award.

CAROL HUMMEL’S crocheted installations often rest on strong philosophical bases. Her Aspen Invasion—Steamboat Springs showed off dozens of purple, orange, and yellow “stepping-stones” that meandered through the Colorado woods from hot tub to hot tub. Why? By commenting on “the abundance of condominiums that are proliferating on the aspen-covered mountains,” she writes, the “piece highlights the challenges of population growth, consumerism, and environmental protection.”

Artist JENNIFER MARSH founded the International Fiber Collaborative in 2007 to promote art and education. In 2008, she got students, individuals, and groups
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LARGE ROUND 3-LAYER FLOWER (MAKE 1)






SMALL SQUARE 4-LAYER FLOWER (MAKE 5)






SMALL ROUND 6-LAYER FLOWER (MAKE 3)





SMALL 3-LAYERED LEAF AND LARGE 3-LAYERED LEAF (MAKE 5 SMALL AND 6 LARGE LEAVES)
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