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INTRODUCTION

In recent years knitting has seen a resurgence in popularity, with many different approaches emerging—from creative international runway fashions through to the application of knitting in interiors in the form of lightshades, cushions, floor coverings, chairs, and blinds, all based on the versatility of stitch structure. Conceptual artists, too, have exploited the traditional craft of knitting to create installations of all dimensions, from large-scale public sculptures to miniatures and wearable art, all of which challenge our preconceptions of knitting.

Knitting’s increased popularity has been assisted and promoted by the Internet and the growth of a virtual community of knitters who subscribe to the many popular and well-established websites, online journals, and magazines. There are many Internet bloggers and photo bloggers who regularly show images of their work, provide links to other Web pages, and are active in encouraging readers to become involved in discussion forums.
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“How My Mother Dressed Me” by Karen Searle, hand knitting and copper wire. Each dress measures 7 inches (17.8cm) high.
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“Ktog (Knit Together)” installation by Rania Hassan, worked in oil, fiber, canvas, metal, and wood.
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Concepts in interior lighting— flexible knitted “Matt lights” produced in strong mercerized cotton by Ilot Ilov, a company founded in 2006, located in Kreuzberg, Berlin.
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“Form and Function” by Claire-Ann O’Brien, commissioned by Rowan Wool; original seating exploring new applications for knitting in product and interior design.
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PHAT KNITS is a series of giant threads used to create knitted and sculptural interior products by Dutch designer Bauke Knottnerus. They were exhibited at the Momu Fashion Museum in Antwerp, the Netherlands, in 2011.
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Fibre Fest 2011 community knitting installation “Above and Below the Waves,” inspired by the Devonshire coastline in England; supported by Arts Council funding and led by textile artist Alison Murray with 2,000-plus knitters.

Another current trend is the growing interest in knitting as a community activity. Groups meet regularly in churches, cafés, and on the street to sit, knit, and chat, sharing ideas and swapping patterns. Some groups meet to socialize, learn, and develop new skills, while others knit for charity, for therapy, or to “knit” for social change. Knitting and activism—known as “knit bombing” or “graffiti knitting”—has become widespread globally, with activist groups expressing their concern for the environment and other social and political causes by creating knitted installations and “knit bombing” the environment.

These groups have been reinforced by knit-ins, knitting retreats, and knitting festivals such as Unravel and Knit Nation, both in the UK. The knitting festivals feature highly organized event programs of exhibitions, live demonstrations, and workshops, with the opportunity to purchase yarns, equipment, and knitting merchandise from exhibiting stalls.

The largest community event to date is the annual World Wide Knit in Public Day, established in 2005 by Danielle Landes. In its first year it comprised more than 25 events staged around the world. Each year this event has continued to attract greater interest and recognition and now involves over 800 events. It encourages knitting groups across the globe to interact with each other, attracting a generation of new young knitters. It also results in many collaborative knitting projects, with large-scale public installations and interdisciplinary projects between artists and craft workers developing within and between groups.

This revival of knitting in the twenty-first century has transformed our view of the craft. This book explores knitting by discussing the techniques, traditions, and contemporary concepts in fashion that have resulted in a profusion of exciting contemporary designs and developments. It examines new ideas and developments in the field of knitted textiles and design, featuring the work of some of the most exciting international designers in knitwear today.

Whether you are a student, designer, practitioner, or home knitter you will find this book a source of inspiration— illustrated throughout with samples, diagrams, and garment designs, demonstrating the potential of knitting and offering a wealth of techniques that can be explored and adapted for both hand and machine knitting.
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“World Wide Knit in Public Day”—the largest knitting event in the world, started in 2005 by Danielle Landes, encourages knitters to join in community knitting events across the globe to celebrate the craft of knitting and fiber arts.
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“Knit Knot Tree,” Yellow Springs, Ohio; yarn-bombed tree by the Jafagirls.
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“Elaine’s Bench” in Yellow Springs, Ohio, a colorful patchwork of knit and crochet tagged by the Jafagirls, who have been yarn bombing since 2007.
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THE KNITTING INDUSTRY

The practice of knitting, whether applying traditional techniques or new technology, covers a huge field and a vast array of techniques and processes, from hand knitting through to seamless knitting technology. This chapter discusses the manufacturing, design, and sampling methods within the fashion knitting industry. It also profiles the range of career opportunities available in the industry and, finally, explores the international trade exhibitions that provide a space for a range of exhibitors—from spinners to designers—to display knitted textiles and manufacturing machinery.
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Lady’s 1930s knitted shortsleeved sweater with decorative patterned yoke and fluted sleeve detailing by Patons and Baldwins’, a leading UK manufacturer of yarn and knitting publications.

[image: ]

Patons and Baldwins’ Lady’s 1930s bathing suit from “Diana” nonshrink fingering/sport (4-ply) knitting wool.
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Patons and Baldwins’ Lady’s 1930s bathing suit from “Crocus” nonshrink fingering/sport (4 ply) knitting wool, giving full pattern instructions stating, “As woollen fabric expands a little when wet, a Swimming Suit must fit the figure firmly before it is worn in water, otherwise it will be liable to sag.”
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Lady’s vintage 1930s knitted sweater with short tulip sleeves with gathered detailing in light fingering/laceweight (2 ply) yarn from Patons and Baldwins’.
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Crossover tunic design with intricate sleeve and shoulder detailing by Coven in dark green, black, and charcoal gray with stunning gold highlights, shown at Fashion Rio, Rio De Janeiro, Brazil, Fall/Winter 2010.

WEFT AND WARP KNITTING TECHNIQUES

There are two main forms of knitting: weft and warp knitting. Weft-knitted fabrics consist of a continuous looped structure of interlocking stitches or courses extending horizontally, and can be knitted with one continuous length of yarn. This creates fabrics suitable for fashion garments. The structure, however, means that work can easily be unraveled. Weft-knitted fabrics are the most common form of knitting and can be produced by hand using knitting needles, or produced on a domestic or industrial knitting machine.

Warp knitting is formed from loops of yarn zigzagging and linking in a vertical direction, creating very stable fabrics that cannot be unraveled. Warp-knitted fabric is produced by machine using one warp yarn for each wale; the wale is the vertical line of loops in knitting that each stitch hangs from. Warp-knitted fabric is used for corsetry, underwear, lingerie, sports fabrics, nets and tulle, curtaining, and trims.
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HAND VS. MACHINE KNITTING

Garments can be produced by hand knitting using two or more needles, a technique that is relatively slow compared to knitting by machine. There is, however, a fantastic array of yarns available specifically for the hand-knitting market, and the hand knitter also has the advantage of full control over the growth of the design, manipulating every stitch by hand. Hand knitting in fashion design became very popular in the 1970s and 80s, with the development of artisan hand knits inspired by the colorful work of the textile artist Kaffe Fassett, who brought knitting to the masses through the publication of books, including Glorious Knits, and the broadcast of his knitting series on television. At this time, too, knitwear started to gain recognition in the fashion world, as designers began including it in their collections and knitwear labels hit the runway. A surge of knitters, including Sandy Black, Susan Duckworth, Marion Foale, Sasha Kagan, and Patricia Roberts launched designs under their own names and labels. This growth in the presence of knitting on the runway was mirrored in the knitting-pattern market. Knitting patterns had previously been mass-produced and churned out by yarn spinners who paid very little attention to fashion. Now designer books of knitting patterns started to appear, launched with their own designer yarn lines—a trend that continues today.

In the 1970s and 80s machine knitting was also becoming popular among the general public, with the publication of many new magazine titles, including the American Machine Knitting Source by Fiber Circle Publications, as well as Machine Knitting News and Machine Knitting Monthly in the UK. These magazines promoted domestic machine knitting, providing features on machine-knitting techniques, readers’ ideas, knitwear patterns, and the latest in domestic machine technology. Hand and machine knitting have both survived; however, in recent years it is the hand-knitting market that has really developed in its appeal to the home knitter, as a result of the development of new yarns, the creativity and the portability of hand knitting, the promotion of the craft by celebrities, the collaborative projects that have developed between art disciplines, and the community knitting groups that have sprung up globally. The domestic-machine knitting market, by contrast, became oversaturated with magazines, and the launch of new machines, accessories, and yarns, and it has not held up as well as the more socially adaptable craft of hand knitting. Knitwear has, however, held its place in fashion due to the extraordinary growth of new young designers specializing in knit, including Julien Macdonald, Mark Fast, Sandra Backlund, Claire Tough, and Derek Lawlor—all names synonymous with success.
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Figure-hugging blue dress in a variety of knitted textures with gilt-chain detailing by Claire Tough.

KNIT CONSTRUCTION

There are two main methods of knitwear construction: fully fashioned, and cut and sew. Due to advances in machine knit technology and the introduction of seamless garments, however, these categories are becoming blurred.
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Fully fashioned knitwear
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Highly textured “birch gray” cable sleeveless top knitted using the WHOLEGARMENT/Shima Seiki system that allows many different stitch combinations in various gauges to be knitted in a garment.

FULLY FASHIONED KNITWEAR

Fully fashioned knitwear is produced by knitting each garment component exactly to the shape required for each pattern piece, by increasing and decreasing the number of stitches and shaping the piece by stitch transfer to the calculated measurements of the garment design. The production time is lengthy because the garments are usually made up by joining the seams together using a linking technique that gives a neat professional finish, and also by applying finishing processes to give a perfect, comfortable fit. This method of manufacturing is generally used for knitwear that is produced in luxurious fibers, such as cashmere, lambswool, vicuna, merino, silk, and linen, producing knit fabrics for the higher end of the market.

In recent years the iconic brand, Pringle of Scotland, which was founded in 1815, has been involved in many collaborative projects, taking its traditional heritage and mixing it with contemporary design and new technology. The brand has been developed and launched into the international luxury fashion arena by showing at both London and Milan Fashion Weeks. It has also linked up with many famous Scottish names, such as the award-winning actress Tilda Swinton and the artists Jim Lambie and Alasdair Gray, to give the brand real gravitas as a label of quality and distinction by playing on its Scottish heritage and strong design appeal.
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Fine Dubied-pleated Lurex and acrylic knit dress, Spring/Summer 2011 collection “Fossil Warriors” by Alice Palmer.
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Turquoise fully fashioned 60s-inspired knitted dress by heritage knitwear label Pringle of Scotland.
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Fully fashioned fine-gauge intarsia color-blocked knitted sweater worn with gray flannel pants by Pringle of Scotland—Spring/Summer 2012 collection, presenting a new take on the iconic Argyle styling for which Pringle are renowned.
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A very feminine style with sculptured, open-work detailing forming the garment yoke by Danish designer Iben Høj.
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Detail of a fine-gauge crêpe knit using a partial knitting technique to add shaping, fullness, and flare to a bodice top by Iben Høj.
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Iben Høj is renowned for her technical understanding of stitch structure, as illustrated in the delicate detailing of this knitted garment using partial knitting techniques.
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Delicate white, fine-gauge top using a partial knitting technique to add shape, flare, and drape to this silhouette by Iben Høj.

CUT AND SEW

The cut-and-sew method is the simplest and cheapest way of constructing knitwear produced commercially. To make the lower price point of the end product financially viable and attractive, the manufacturing processes are much quicker, and the types of yarn used—acrylic blends, cotton and polyester mixes, acrylic wool and polyester combinations—produce fabrics that are machine washable and relatively easy to care for. The fabric is knitted on a V-bed or flatbed knitting machine, as described on page 22, or alternatively, tubular lengths of fabric can be made on a circular knitting machine. The lengths of fabric are knitted and then pressed. Layers of knitted fabric are stacked up on top of one another and the garment pieces are then cut out in bulk using automatic cutters, in a similar way to woven fabrics. The garments are then overlocked (serged) and the seams sewn together. Any garment components—for example, neck ribs, pockets, and knit trims—are produced separately and attached during the finishing process.
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Color-blocked jacquard knits by designer Ginna Lee, whose personal aim is to “create abstract visual manifestations of specific emotional moments or states” through her work.
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Cut and sew. The fabric is knitted to the required length and width, the garment pieces are cut from the fabric, and they are then sewn together.

SEAMLESS KNITTING

One of the most exciting technological advances in the knitting industry, introduced in 1995 at the International Textile Machinery Association (ITMA), is the development of innovative seamless knitting technology, which has resulted in the making of whole garments with 3-D shaping. The production of seamless garments involves little or no cutting and sewing after production, saving time, labor, and yarn costs. Seamless knitting has grown in popularity due to its wearability, combining a flattering fit and smooth shaping with the comfort factor of no seams, and has been adopted by the underwear, sportswear, activewear, and knitwear markets.

Many designers have adopted seamless knitting technology. Cutting-edge designer Issey Miyake’s “A-POC” custom collection was started in 1997 in collaboration with engineering designer Dai Fujiwara. It was “founded in the philosophy of clothing made from ‘a Piece of Cloth,’ a concept which explores not only the relationship between the body and clothing, but also the space that is born between them.” The collection comprises tubes of machine-produced seamless fabric designed to be cut into various lengths and shapes, and customized by and to the consumer’s individual design requirements.
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Knit installation “Anyway,” 2002, by textile artist Freddie Robins. A 65 x 118 x 118-inch (1650 x 3000 x 3000mm) series of large-scale, tubular, “interconnected four-limbed sweaters” exploring seamless knitting technology.
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Fabrics are suspended from the ceiling exhibiting the inspirational Issey Miyake “A-POC” (a Piece of Cloth) line developed by Dai Fujiwara. The concept began in 1997 and is revolutionary in that the engineering of the garments occurs while the fabric is still on the roll.

KNITTING MACHINES

There are many different types of knitting machine, from the simple domestic knitting machine to a wide range of industrial machines. Each machine has its own specialist capabilities.

Domestic knitting machines are the most popular machines for home knitters and small design studios. They are easy to operate and are available in fine, standard gauge, and chunky gauge. The machine knitting gauge refers to the distance between the needles on the machine bed and also defines the thickness of yarns the machine can handle. A fine-gauge machine knits lightweight fabrics and a standard-gauge machine knits good sportweight fabrics, while the chunky gauge is better suited to light, bulky yarns, hand-knit type yarns, and more textured novelty yarns. Machines usually have an integrated punchcard mechanism or pattern stitch mechanism for programming pattern stitch repeats, such as Fair Isle (see page 89), tuck, and lace patterning.

Domestic knitting machines have various attachments and additional carriages that are usually sold separately, including lace and intarsia carriages and yarn changer and ribber attachments. Domestic machines have a single bed of needles. If a ribber is added it forms two flat beds, which then creates a double-bed machine—the ribber can be used to knit the ribbing of a garment and then lowered to allow the main body of the garment to be knitted on a single bed, if required. A full garment can be produced on a single-bed machine; however, a double bed gives greater versatility, producing both plain and purl fabrics. The single bed produces knit stitches and the ribber knits the purl. A double bed allows for the production of an almost unlimited range of fabrics, including double-bed jacquard, circular tube fabrics, and ribbed structures.

The domestic machine is useful for creating and developing new ideas, being easy to work on and excellent for hand manipulation techniques, such as cabling, decorative partial knitting, and decorative lace trims, edgings, and fringing.
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Standard-gauge, domestic knitting machine with single bed.
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Dubied hand-flat industrial knitting machine, showing the “V-bed,” which is hand-operated, and is available in a variety of gauges producing very fine lightweight fabrics to chunky weight. Swedish School of Textiles in Boras.

Industrial hand flats are hand-operated industrial knitting machines. The Dubied knitting machine, for example, is a hand flat manufactured by the Swiss company of the same name. The machine is no longer in production but it is still used by many independent designers and small businesses, due to the hand operation and the versatility of the machine’s stitch capabilities. Small design studios often use these machines for producing fabric swatches, exploring color, texture, and knit techniques, and creating sample garments. Industrial hand flats are produced in a variety of gauges, ranging from around 16gg to 1.5gg, with 16gg being a very fine gauge, having 16 needles per inch, and 1.5gg being a chunky gauge. Industrial hand flats have a “V-bed,” consisting of two knitting beds that are angled and meet in an inverted “V” structure that can produce a wide variety of stitch structures, such as double-knit jacquards, ribbing, and tubular fabrics.

Circular knitting machines are available in a wide range, from those that are powered mechanically or electronically to those that are controlled by computer. All produce lengths of seamless tubular fabric in various gauges, including single to double jerseys, jacquards, ribbed fabrics, fleece, mesh, and double-faced fabrics for specific purposes, including hosiery, sports outerwear, and household and medical textiles.

Automatic, fully fashioned flat knitting machines are a development of the traditional flat knitting machine. They have an automatic fully fashioned function that is controlled by an imported computer and are relatively easy to program and use. The fabric design is created on the computer software and the information is then fed directly to the electronic flatbed machine, which knits the design.
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Circular knitting machine producing three-color jacquard fabric.
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Digital knitted fabrics produced in 50 percent merino wool and 50 percent Egyptian cotton. “Only the best Italian yarns are selected for this collection. The colors are not seasonal, they are selected to create a special Emdal identity and balance.”

COMPUTERIZED FLAT KNITTING MACHINES

Designers continually seek and explore new methods of production, investigating the potential of the machine and developing new technology. Computerized flat knitting machines are controlled by knitting technology software and can be used to design knit structures such as jacquard and intarsia patterns, as well as flat patterns. They also have flexible knitting speeds that can be adjusted. Quality and productivity are important factors in the fashion and textile industry, and the latest machines have been designed to achieve maximum efficiency without reducing standards. Advances in machine knitting have enhanced the capabilities of knitwear production, resulting in the introduction of seamless or whole garment knitting.
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Knitted fabrics being designed digitally by Emdal for the DANSK Fall/Winter 2010/11 Fashion and Interior collection.
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Digital knitted fabrics designed and produced on an industrial knitting machine at the Emdal ColorKnit factory.

[image: ]

[image: ]

CAD programs enable the designer to develop ideas for jacquards, intarsia patterning, placement motifs, and other techniques. The screen image shown illustrates the difference between slip and tuck stitch.
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Digital hooded “Tree” cape by Emdal ColorKnit, a company established by Danish textile designer and artist Signe Emdal.

SEAMLESS KNITTING TECHNOLOGY

The two main suppliers of V-bed knitting machines are Shima Seiki in Japan and Stoll in Germany—two companies that work at the forefront of knit technology to develop products ranging from knit design software to standard computerized flat knitting machines and seamless knitting technology. Shima Seiki produces several different “WHOLEGARMENT®” knitting systems, from very fine to coarse gauge. Stoll produces “Knit and Wear®” garment technology using similar systems in a range of gauges, creating multigauge fabrics from fine to coarse, with the coarse gauge giving a hand-knitted appearance. Knitting-machine technology is constantly being refined and developed to improve performance and set-up times, increase production speeds, and enable machines to knit a greater range of stitch structures.

In seamless garment production, the garment components— front, back, and sleeves—are all knitted as tubes, with each component using a separate cone of yarn fed through separate yarn feeders at the same time. The shaping of the garment is worked by a computer program and then during the knitting process the components join, merging into one garment. This process results in the production of garments that are comfortable and, as Stoll describes, “a perfect fit, providing new freedom in shape and design, high fabric quality and the elimination of bothersome seams.”
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Stoll automatic knitting machine, which is able to produce “knit and wear” garments at high productivity levels, in a wide range of knitted structures, including intarsia patterning.

THE FUTURE OF KNITTING TECHNOLOGY

There are many collaborative and interdisciplinary links between knit designers and artists, scientists, and architects, which stimulate ideas, resulting in new concepts and product development. Research has been vital in the development of smart textiles, which have included medical textiles, lightemitting textiles, and scan-to-knit technology—all of which have improved and advanced the development of knitted structures, and the performance of fabrics and production practices. These are discussed in detail in Chapter 4 (see p.134).
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“A Tree Tale”—knitted installation exploring perspective and scale by Danish digital knit brand Emdal ColorKnit, who have a history of working in collaboration in the fields of fashion, textiles, home décor, set and costume design, and art exhibitions.


CASE STUDY

VERONIKA PERSCHÉ
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Veronika Persché working in her Viennese knitting studio workshop producing fabrics for designers (fashion) and artists internationally.

Textile designer Veronika Persché was born in Klosterneuburg, Austria, and since 1999 has worked as a freelance designer, producing contemporary fabrics for international fashion designers and artists from her knit design studio in Vienna. Veronika trained in textile design, graduating from the College of Textile Design at the HTBLVA in Vienna. She is renowned for her exploration and fabric manipulation, resulting in innovative three-dimensional fabric structures that involve the techniques of tuck and jacquard, frequently produced using a computer-driven flatbed knitting machine. The techniques she applies to her work allow her to explore her love of color, producing samples in a wide range of colorways. Yarns used in her work include viscose, which is renowned for its draping properties, and merino wool, cotton/viscose, and wool/latex, all of which play an important role in developing the intricate three-dimensional surface structures for which she is recognized.

Veronika has worked on collaborative projects, exhibitions, and freelance assignments with many artists and designers, including fashion labels Elfenkleid, Szidonia Szep, Elizaveta Fateeva, and Eva Gronbach, and the jewelry designer Sonja Bischur. Her work has been shown at the International Trade Fair for the Skilled Trades in Munich and at several exhibitions, including “Around 30” at Galerie Handwerk in Koblenz, “Folge 02” in Vienna, and “Austrian Talents” at Galeria X in Bratislava. She has exhibited her ecological textiles at the Ethical Fashion Source Expo in London. She has guest lectured at the Academy of Fine Arts in Vienna, and led textiledesign workshops at the Haute Ecole d’Art et
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