
A new felt presence: Making and learning as
part of a community of women feltmakers

Item Type Thesis or dissertation

Authors Spry, Georgina C.

Citation Spry, G. C. (2020). A new felt presence: Making and learning as
part of a community of women feltmakers [Unpublished doctoral
thesis]. University of Chester.

Publisher University of Chester

Rights Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International

Usage policy The full-text may be used and/or reproduced in any format
or medium, without prior permission or charge, for personal
research or study, educational, or not-for-profit purposes
provided that: - A full bibliographic reference is made to the
original source - A link is made to the metadata record in
ChesterRep - The full-text is not changed in any way - The full-
text must not be sold in any format or medium without the formal
permission of the copyright holders. - For more information
please email researchsupport.lis@chester.ac.uk

Download date 22/05/2023 09:37:52

Item License http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/10034/624275

https://chesterrep.openrepository.com/cdr
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://hdl.handle.net/10034/624275


 

 

 

 

A NEW FELT PRESENCE:  

MAKING AND LEARNING AS PART OF A 

COMMUNITY OF WOMEN FELTMAKERS 

 

‘Thesis submitted in accordance with the requirements of the University of Chester   

for the degree of Doctor of Education by Georgina Caroline Spry’ 

Date (May 2020) 

 



2 | P a g e  
 

 

 

 

The Hushed Reverberations of these associated feelings continue in the brain, and by 

modifying our present reaction, colour the image upon which our attention is fixed. 

The quality thus acquired by objects through association is what we call their 

expression. 

Santayana (1896, p.48) 
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ABSTRACT  

Georgina Caroline Spry 

A New Felt Presence: 
Making and Learning as Part of a Community of Women Feltmakers 
 
The purpose of this qualitative art-based autoethnographic research study is to examine the 
lived experience of contemporary feltmaking from both collective and individual 
perspectives and the relationship between personal practice and the learning that takes 
place in a community of shared practice. The thesis exists as an exhibition of feltworks 
alongside a written piece, which presents qualitative and arts-based data comprising of my 
own experiences documenting both my journey through treatment for stage three breast 
cancer and the learning and teaching taking place as a member of this female community of 
feltmakers. It explores the principles of tacit knowledge in feltmaking alongside the concept 
of flow as a key marker of mastery, incorporating an analysis of the collaborative learning 
elements which facilitate the process of its members’ transformation from novice to expert, 
within a broad base of abilities, skills and experience. The thesis begins with an examination 
of the history of feltmaking, and the learned traditions passed through cultural generations. 
This is followed by an exploration of textile ‘pockets’ in women’s history, examining 
patriarchy, privacy and interiority through a narrative.  Within this context, shared felting 
projects are presented. The feltmakers’ pockets are displayed as Tripartite Helix, examining 
international and local felting techniques alongside shared privacy within the physical 
pockets, the three sections denoting elements of felting as a collective sense. My own work 
Hushed Reverberations explores privacy, interiority and its exposure to the exterior.  My 
practice and autoethnographic mesearch research are embedded throughout the study to 
illuminate the experience of learning and teaching of feltmaking in order to appreciate the 
process as much more than mere material transformation. 
 
This art-based research establishes a connection between feltmaking, historical, patriarchal 
and cultural influences and an autoethnographic, mesearch research methodology. The 
thesis reveals the affiliation between personal narrative through feltmaking craft and 
biography as a relational connection between shared journeys, intertwining 
autoethnographic learning, feltmaking, narrative and cultural history. It also reveals that 
learning in a collective does not take place simply through increasing participation in an 
experience, but is also fuelled by pedagogical, social and historical factors. The research 
contributes to an understanding and an expression of how the process of feltmaking can be 
used as a way of communicating and conveying a personal journey which can provide the 
means for individuals to support themselves and each other.  However, the basis of the 
women's experience in crafts cannot be explained in isolation from the environments in 
which they take place but must be connected through culture, history and gender. The 
thesis concludes that women can use feltmaking to make sense of life-changing events and 
adversities, and to begin the healing process, bringing comfort and sense of community 
during periods of turmoil.  
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SUMMARY OF PORTFOLIO  

This enquiry is informed by my previous research, from the Education Doctorate 
programme. The various research assignments carried out since the start of Doctoral study 
will combine with this thesis to form my Education Doctorate. 
 
1. RESEARCH METHODS FOR PROFESSIONAL ENQUIRY 
Preparing students to teach pupils with Special Educational Needs and/or disabilities in 
mainstream schools: a re-examination of a 'tip toey' subject through the philosophy and 
theory of selected methodological paradigms. In 2013 I was the Special Educational Needs 
Co-ordinator (SENCo) for the Faculty of Education- Initial Teacher Education, in conjunction 
with being the Arts Co-ordinator, which I am still currently. Researching the introduction of a 
new master's degree in Special Educational Needs (SEN) for teachers led to research for the 
Doctorate. The Taking assignment explored research methodologies and applied this 
research into an examination of the impact of specialist school placements on student's core 
teaching skills. 
 
2. SOCIAL THEORY AND EDUCATION: KEY ISSUES AND DEBATES. 
Special Educational Needs Placements in Initial Teacher Education - Evaluating impact into 
the teaching profession, 'we know much more than we know we know'. In 2014 while writing 
the SEN Master's programme, I investigated the validity of trainee teacher's placements in 
specialist schools, exploring Wenger's theory of Communities of Practice. This assignment 
explored the tensions and dilemmas surrounding a non- standard teaching placement in a 
special school and the impact of these placements when the student teachers are 
completing in the trainees newly qualified and recently qualified years in schools. The 
exploration into Communities of Practice informed my final thesis research when 
investigating knowledge transfer in a group of feltmakers.   
 
3. POLICY ANALYSIS FOR INTEGRATED SERVICES 
Are English Initial Teacher Education providers expected to go where they have not gone 
before? The SEN and disability policy landscape; impetuses, implications and responses. In 
2014 while preparing for an OFSTED visit and finalising the SEN&D and SENCo master's 
programme, I researched government policy, and practice of Special Educational Needs in 
primary schools. The research took the form of an analysis of the implications of OFSTED 
criteria as an impetus for teacher education institutions and the tensions arising for SENCo's. 
 
4. CREATIVITY IN PRACTICE: 
An exploration of the concept of "flow" and community in creative feltmaking, alongside an 
exhibition of felted pod forms. In 2015 I concentrated on my passion for the arts and used 
arts-based research to investigate the notion of Csikszentmihalyi's Flow. The practice-based 
research project examined my practice as an artist and how this shifted both in relation to 
the exploration of new taught approaches and when achieving moments of flow while 
crafting the felted objects. These objects exhibited in a local Chester gallery for several 
weeks. This exploration fuelled one of the areas for my thesis research, and some of the 
research sits within the thesis. 
 
 
5. INSTITUTIONS, DISCONTINUITIES AND SYSTEMS OF KNOWLEDGE: 
“And since it is beautiful, it is truly useful” …, rethinking the classification of felt in the art 
craft hierarchy: a complicated affair (Saint−Exupery, 1943 p.34). In 2016 I researched the 
classification of feltmaking as a craft in the art-craft hierarchy. In order to fully appreciate 
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the associations between art and craft, the assignment examined the reciprocally 
illuminating relationship between discourse and practice. The principles that explicate and 
contextualise the relationships and differences between craft and art can be seen to be 
subject to cultural and regional variations alongside historical changes in attitude and 
presumptions. 
This research was presented at the International Journal for Art and Design Education (iJade) 
Conference in 2016 and framed much of my subsequent thesis studies. 
 
6. THESIS IN CONTEXT 
In 2016 I presented the outline of my current autoethnographic thesis, making connections 
between flow theory and Sennett's notion of stretched out time- when the bedding in of 
practice becomes tacit knowledge for craftspeople. The presentation also postulated that 
artists need to be emotionally or intellectually involved with the work or both in order to 
become a master of the subject. Finally, it introduced the importance of traditional craft 
communities in a contemporary form to enable this to happen. This was the foundation for 
my research and this thesis. 
 
7. FINAL THESIS 
A New felt presence: Making and Learning as Part of a Community of Women Feltmakers 
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CONTENT WARNING 

The feltworks and autoethnographical narrations in italics within chapters 4 and 6 are a 

personal account of a traumatic period and encapsulate the emotions embodied at the time. 

Some readers may find the content upsetting or unsettling. 
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CHAPTER 1  INTRODUCTION–  ROVING  

 

This thesis is an autoethnographic exploration of the relationship between my 

personal practice of feltmaking and the learning taking place in the shared 

community of woman felters. The components of feltmaking, together with the 

concepts of patriarchy, pockets, privacy and interiority, are layered together within 

the thesis in a similar way to layering fleece for feltmaking.  The tripartite 

relationship between personal cathartic practice documenting my journey through 

treatment for stage three breast cancer, research into feltmaking, and the 

community of female felting practitioners, of which I am a participant, are carded 

together alongside the history of pockets and patriarchy as one roving ready for 

felting. 

 

The thesis focuses on wool felt and particularly the pivotal autoethnographic 

portrayal in felt and audio of my journey through cancer treatment the Hushed 

Reverberations installation, as the journey will also be referred to forthwith. This 

journey is portrayed alongside the elements that have enabled me to produce the 

artworks- offering insight into the vital importance of technology, cultural history 

and family traditions of feltmaking. This is layered with a comparison to 

contemporary teaching, knowledge transfer and practice of the women in the 

Frodsham Friday Felters group (FFF) supporting and expanding on the Tripartite Helix 

exhibited installation of felted pockets. My practice and autoethnographic research, 

and both personal installation Hushed Reverberations and felting community 
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installation Tripartite Helix are embedded and illuminated throughout the study to 

highlight the experience of learning and teaching of feltmaking in order to 

appreciate the process as much more than mere material transformation. 

 

A key component of my research has been the ability to use my understanding of 

previously taught feltmaking methods at the FFF group, intuitively experimenting 

with felt to portray my journey through a life-threatening illness in a series of visual 

pockets Hushed Reverberations. The journey through the diagnosis, surgery and 

treatment was a very personal and traumatic period; Hushed Reverberations utilises 

my autoethnographic voice, recorded data about the self and the context of being 

processed through the system of breast cancer treatment (Ngunjiri, Hernandez & 

Chang; 2010). Using the idea of autoethnography as a research method the thesis 

combines ethnography, biography and self-analysis by using feltmaking techniques 

to materialise the audio reflections taken at the time of treatment in a 

contemporary art practice (Ayling-Smith; 2016). The work investigates how 

feltmaking can be used in textile artwork to make a connection between a set of 

emotions experienced as a participant in stages on a challenging journey and the 

physicality of the making of felt-based textiles, creating a connection between the 

artist and the viewer, (Dewey; 1934).  Hushed Reverberations materialises the set of 

emotions that continue to be experienced after the event, brought back to the 

foreground by events or circumstances. It contributes to an understanding and an 

expression of how the process of feltmaking can be used as a way of understanding 

and expressing a personal journey while developing an understanding of the 
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experience for the viewer, establishing a connection between feltmaking, cultural 

use of cloth and autoethnographic research methodology (Ayling-Smith; 2016).    

Attendance at the International Feltmakers Association regional group 11, FFF has 

been key to this thesis, where over the past six years I have observed the 

ambiguities, similarities and differences between how individual members of this 

group, including myself,  learn, and how we advance from a beginner or novice 

towards competence and expertise, culminating for myself in the ability to work 

viscerally with learnt feltmaking techniques to enabling a personal cathartic 

portrayal of my cancer journey to visualise in Hushed Reverberations and for others 

to make and present their own felted pockets for display Tripartite Helix. 

Hushed Reverberations is an artistic performance (Edward, 2018), the images 

interacting with and supporting the verbal discourse, connecting all areas of the 

thesis; my own autoethnographic practice with its unique voice, feltmaking and its 

history, patriarchy; privacy and interiority linking to the international feltmakers own 

pockets and expertise within Tripartite Helix.   

 

Pockets are a theme running through the thesis, they have been chosen as a literal 

and metaphoric object, representing women's historical struggle for equality, the 

marginalisation of women's artwork and the marginalisation of craft within the art 

community, as well as a personal, private place, a sacred space within which objects 

are kept close to the body (Adamson, 2007, 2010; Cixous, 2010; Parker, 1984, 2010; 

Pollock, 1988, 2006; Walby, 1994).   
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An exploration of a patriarchal society and women's notions of privacy and interiority 

are examined as a core strand through the research narrative. Women and their 

pockets are the main thread explored throughout the thesis and woven throughout 

to reinforce these critical elements within the research. Tracking a history over 300 

years; connecting felting, history, patriarchy, privacy and the learning taking place in 

the community of felters. Through a personal reflection on this history and art-based 

autoethnographic research, my journey through cancer resulted in my personal felt 

pockets series Hushed Reverberations (Chapter 4). 

 

These ambiguities of how I as an individual and individuals within the group learn in 

the FFF environment are therefore an armature to this research, the other elements 

laminated and inlayed on and into it. I have used my autoethnographic fieldwork and 

personal reflections at a time of illness, alongside those of feltmakers to support the 

research findings (Chapter 6). This element of the thesis is interrogated through 

Dewey's (1934) writings on Art as Experience, Csikszentmihalyi's (1990) notion of 

flow as an indicator of mastery, demonstrating optimal experience, Lave & Wenger’s 

(1991) and Wenger's (1998,2002, 2009, 2010) research into communities of practice 

and Sennett's (2008) writings on The Craftsman. Sennett (2008) hypothesises that 

real art is the experience of making or encountering the object, believing a work of 

art is a refined and intensified form of experience where there is flow within the 

crafting process, from one process to another, as one part leads into another and 

carries what came before.  Many of these explorations are my inspiration, my 

curiosities and my aims. 
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OVERVIEW OF THE THESIS 

Roving is processed wool, which is the crucial ingredient of the feltmaking process. 

The felting process starts by using merino wool roving and corresponds to the 

introduction of the thesis.  Roving is a continuous sliver of wool fibres which have 

been combed after carding. Typically coming in a long and narrow rope, the fibres 

are parallel and are usually commercially made. The introduction lays out the 

research in parallel sections and brings them together as one in conclusion to the 

chapter. 

 

Blending brings together different elements within the literature and materials 

review. In feltmaking terms, it is when different fibres or colours are combined. 

Blending fibres and colours can make exciting colour combinations or bring fibres 

together with different properties. Within the thesis, the literature and materials 

review brings together the various strands that support the research such as; self, 

felt, theory, history and community. 

 

Carding is where fibres are brushed using a drum or handheld carder with small 

hooks, looking a little like dog brushes, through which the fleece is drawn to 

separate, mix and align the fibres prior to layering. Methodology, method, analysis 

and dissemination are carded together, bringing the various elements of the chapter 

in alignment. 
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Layering the carded fibres or wool roving using small pulled drafts of around ten 

centimetres in length in the same direction ensures that the layer is as even as 

possible. The next layer is laid in the opposite direction and subsequent layers in 

opposition to the previous. The number of wool layers is dependent on the thickness 

of each one. The finer the layers, the better the quality of felt produced. Layering 

wool fibres carefully is fundamental to the success of the felt produced, positioning 

myself at the forefront of the research with a self-examination of living through 

cancer treatment and the subsequent artworks entitled Hushed Reverberations and 

within the layers of the research is also vital to this thesis as a participant, member 

and individual.   

 

I view the members of the feltmaking group as individual fibres within a piece of felt, 

each one distinct and yet coming together to make a collective whole. The term fibre 

is frequently used in place of the term wool, which is usually in differentiation from 

yarn or raw fleece.  Fibre also allows for non-sheep wool such as angora, alpaca, 

mohair or other fibres such as hemp, silk or human-made materials. The different 

fibres are representing the variances in the distinctiveness of the members of the 

group and how a single meeting constitutes a diverse and varied mix of individuals. 

Fulling is the process of bringing all the separate fibres together using extreme 

agitation, heat and moisture to mat and shrink the wool fibres to make felt. The 

word stems from the Medieval Latin term fullare – to walk on or trample (Cranley, 

2007), exemplifying the amount of agitation necessary to complete the felting 
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process. Analysis and discussion of the thesis research bring all the written and art-

based elements together to make a whole. 

 

Lamination in feltmaking terms is where wool fibres are laid on top of a fine woven 

fabric. The two fabrics are then felted or laminated together until the wool has 

shrunk, creating texture within the unshrinking fabric. Lamination brings together 

wool and fabric, and examples are apparent in the personal Hushed Reverberations 

artworks. Conclusions of the research bring together all elements of the enquiry 

laminating the various elements together. 

 

The primary installation, Hushed Reverberations, (Chapter 4) tracks a personal 

journey through my treatment and recovery of breast cancer. The felted images are 

displayed as a series of eight felted 'pockets’, some containing one or more objects. 

All images are pertinent to the autoethnographic rumination attached to each 

image, accessed through a Quick Response (QR) code and presented in full later in 

the thesis. All pockets in the Hushed Reverberations series were felted whilst 

listening to these articulations of autoethnographic memoirs, negotiating, as 

Freeman (2015, p.2) states eloquently, "the relationship between the stories we 

want to tell and the histories we have lived through", encompassing the recorded 

voice and the artistic response to it. Noting the expunging of the verbal utterances, 

which were recorded at the time or subsequent to the event and the making 

ensuing, both the recording and the construction a personal cathartic exercise. A 

subjective experience in a personal context. The images and recorded recounts tell 
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their own emotive story that may elicit an emotional response in the reader 

(Edward, 2018; Freeman, 2015; See also: Dewey, 1934; Etherington, 2004, Leavy 

2015). As Gergen and Gergen (2002) state: 

"In using oneself as an ethnographic exemplar, the researcher is freed 

from the traditional conventions of writing. One's unique voicing - 

complete with colloquialisms, reverberations from multiple 

relationships, and emotional expressiveness - is honoured. In this way, 

the reader gains a sense of the writer as a full human being". (p.14) 

 

Tripartite Helix installation (Figure 38) encompasses local, national and international 

responses to a call for felted pockets.  Each pocket is unique and yet connected 

through history, culture and material.  Exhibiting crucial cultural heritage, the 

pockets are unique in material, design and technique. They embody the worldwide 

work of female individuals who are represented through the making of their own 

felted pocket containing personal contents (Appendix 2). The pockets not only signify 

the regional skill of the individual feltmaker (Burkett, 1979) but also demonstrate the 

importance of female interiority and exteriority (Fennetaux, 2008, p.308), through 

both the selections the women optate to display or conceal and the preferences 

feltmakers have demonstrated in material, design and choice of contents. The 

pockets are united with one thread binding them as one continuum symbolising one 

international feltmakers group, unique as an installation. 

A wire armature helix is felted and forms the substrate, the surface or material on or 

from which the felted pockets live. They are designed to be viewed, opened and 

moved; the installation ever-changing with each viewing and exhibition in a similar 

vein to Robert Morris' (1967-70) textile felt works (Auther, 2010). Tripartite Helix 
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furthers our understanding of past, cultural understanding, teaching and use of 

feltmaking and how this relationship to feltmaking connects to our diverse presents, 

in its use and form. Therefore the research requires a methodology which is open to 

interdisciplinarity, working with and learning from feltmakers, historians, 

anthropologists, archaeologists and artists (Johnson, 2018; Nygren & Andersson 

Ahlin, 2018). 

 

In the last decade, a number of researchers have sought to bring arts-based 

autoethnographic research; a/r/tographic (artist, teacher, researcher) to the wider 

research domain and as such is more widely accepted as a valid research 

methodology (Leavy, 2015, 2017; see also Chilton & Leavy, 2014; Etherington, 2004; 

Freeman, 2015; Irwin, 2013; Irwin & de Cosson, 2004; Pinar, 2004; Sinner, Leggo, 

Irwin, Gouzouasis & Grauer, 2006) alongside the process of creative personal 

enquiry, mesearch (Edward, 2018 see also Douglas, 2017; Leavy, 2015, 2017; Pink, 

2013). As Edward (2018) explains mesearch is an innovative practice that: 

“...delivers a personal, creative narration, combining reflections and 

emotions in relation to self. Instead of being an attempt to undervalue 

or challenge the accepted notions of style within academic research, it 

promotes a freedom of expression which allows greater fluidity 

between the researcher, the performer, and the writer” (p.113). 

 

 The positionality of these elements together ensures this research is unique and 

timely. 
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The exploration of my own artistic identity and self-perceptions through the learning 

and teaching process; concentrates on the intersections of art and qualitative 

research, my thinking brought forward through making. The felt-based self-research, 

mesearch is subject to the unique circumstance whereby where the author is both 

theoriser and theorised in the intersection between art and research (Edward, 

2018). 

 

Mesearch describes the process of creative enquiry where autoethnography, self-

reflexivity and personal experience are used as academic research, as person-

centred wisdom, and is explained in detail within the methodology chapter (Douglas, 

2017; Edward, 2018; Leavy, 2015; Pink, 2013). Hushed Reverberations, in its creation, 

demonstrates freedom of expression and promotes the intersection of these 

elements, combining personal reflections and emotions in the production of the 

felted artworks.  The thinking that enhances art works from and towards the 

subjective, "through the narrative and not from the evidence" (Acaso & Megias, 

2017 p. 115).  The feltworks created during the period in which I was living, coping 

and dealing with a serious illness does not reproduce an unconscious, which is 

closed in upon itself. It fosters connections between fields. "The map created is open 

and connectable in all its dimensions; it is detachable, reversible, susceptible to 

constant modification" (Acaso & Megias,2017, p.118). The felt artworks are a map, 

connecting my learnt felt techniques, the ability to intuitively work with the felt 

through my personal journey through illness, pockets and female history displayed 
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through them whilst exploring notions of privacy and secrecy in both my own 

(Hushed Reverberations) and the larger group artwork (Tripartite Helix). 

 

Crafting groups have seen a resurgence, particularly within the last five years (Crafts 

Council, 2017). There is a void of research conducted within the United Kingdom into 

the learning taking place within these craft groups; research on the subject has been 

mostly restricted to far Northern Europe (Finland, Norway, Sweden), implying that 

there is a need to further understand the best practice in knowledge transfer within 

the English feltmaking community. This thesis, in part, examines the elements 

described to fill a small gap in this void. 

 

An understanding of how felt is made is needed in order to comprehend what makes 

it so versatile, unique, and global. The term felt throughout this thesis will be aligned 

to Mullin's (2009) definition (adapted from Kadolf & Langford, 1998) as: 

"Any fabric made directly from wool fibres that are entangled with the 

aid of heat, moisture, pressure and friction and without the use of a 

binder or adhesive...True felt requires the special properties that wool 

and some animal furs possess: scaly surface, natural elasticity and the 

ability to move along the length of the fibre". 

(Kadolf & Langford 1998, p.246-50 cited in Mullins, 2009 p.2). 
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RATIONALE 

Koro-Ljunberg states, "research and methodology could also be seen as processes of 

creation and connections that are always becoming newly invented, adapted and 

fabricated" (2012, p.808).  The exploration and layering of relationships, the process 

of creation and connections between feltmaking family traditions and the learning 

and skills taking place in the FFF women's group alongside discussions on patriarchy, 

pockets, privacy and interiority and the artworks that evolve from these, support an 

understanding of best practice in and a wider understanding of knowledge transfer 

within the FFF feltmaking group. 

 

The thesis advances the methodology of arts-based autoethnography in the field of 

felt and art education. The felt-based research provides a framework to explore and 

develop the autoethnographic possibilities of feltmaking as an exhibited art form. 

The installation and artworks in themselves are unique; the embodiment of the 

expression of new knowledge. The artwork is action, exploring a raw distribution of 

relationships; the process capturing through the artworks externally what is 

happening internally- buried in, and also what is for the felt, a process of 

transformation. 

 

The exploration of the relationship between autoethnographic practice with 

reference to feltmaking, and the learning taking place in the shared community of 

woman participants of the Friday Felters Group is an armature to the research.  
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Layering of research onto this armature gives a wider perception and understanding 

of the complexities of learning and teaching (Dewey, 1934; Sennett, 2008). A main 

element of the research encompasses my own cathartic practice and aims to explore 

autoethnographic learning through practice (Edward, 2018; Freeman, 2015) through 

a personal journey as well as autoethnographic fieldwork reflections and those of 

feltmakers to support the research findings (Leavy, 2015). These are layered on top 

of an exploration into the history of feltmaking. The layering of the found knowledge 

in this way is uniquely rooted in personal experience.  This research identifies the 

ambiguities of how I, as an individual, and individuals within the group, learn in the 

group environment. 

 

THESIS RESEARCH GROUP  

The feltmaking group meet monthly on the third Friday morning 9:30-1:00 and call 

themselves the Frodsham Friday Felters (FFF). Some are also members of the larger 

International Feltmaking Association group (IFA). The IFA website states the 

association is "the place where feltmakers worldwide, both experienced and 

beginners, join together to find useful information, advice, insights, resources and 

inspiration for developing their feltmaking skills and broaden their networks" (IFA, 

2019). The IFA work in regional groups, FFF is in region 11 (Figure 1). The monthly 

FFF meetings are usually attended by between 25 and 35 felters, from a membership 

of over 100, including at least one new member in each session within the research 

timescale September 2016- June 2018. 
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The idea for the research began to emerge in 2014 with a postulation regarding how 

these new members grow from a beginner towards expert (Sennett, 2008), 

developing expertise in feltmaking techniques within this group and how the group 

of individuals support this transformation. Although the research ended in July 2018, 

I am still attending the sessions. 

 

The feltmaking group are unique in the assembly, having the highest member 

numbers of all the regional feltmaking groups. Their monthly meetings always have a 

paid tutor or an expert within the group to lead the session, whereas most groups 

have 'playdays' where the members work on their own projects with an outside 

expert brought in on rare occasions.  A member of the group since 2012, I am seen 

Figure 1 International Feltmakers Association Regional Groups. 
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as a stalwart member, which allowed for my research to be conducted as an 

informed observer (Braun & Clark, 2013) or an intimate insider (Taylor, 2011). 

 

The group is composed entirely of women, and as such, the group cannot be 

divorced from this gender bias (Cixous, 2005, 2010; Parker & Pollock, 1996; Pollock, 

1990; Walby, 1994). For centuries crafters had a well-defined role within the 

tradition of making, observing both hierarchical and sociocultural structures 

(Neidderer & Townsend, 2015; Sennett, 2008). The tradition of craft and the 

woman's role within this practice, alongside hierarchy in terms of art and craft and 

its impact on the societal value of the object is explored within chapter 2. 

 

COMMUNITIES OF PRACTICE  

Frodsham Friday Felters is a community group which engages in the process of 

collective learning. Membership of the group implies a shared passion, commitment, 

and competence in feltmaking that distinguishes members of the group from other 

people and defines their identity. FFF is a strong and well-established women’s 

community of shared feltmaking practice.   

 

Lave and Wenger (1991) first postulated Communities of Practice (CoP) as a means 

of co-creating knowledge, where shared understandings of engagement and interest 

exist between community members. Their work was later enhanced by Wenger’s 

later research (1998, 2010) which developed the ideas of CoP in organisations: this 
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research offers a different perspective on the acquisition and development of new 

knowledge and skills in a non-formal learning environment between the 1991 and 

1998 research. 

 

Lave and Wenger’s (1991) research originated in the theoretical study of learning in 

craft apprenticeships and revealed data differing from the accepted assumptions 

about apprenticeships, that the apprentice copies the master in a routine and 

mechanistic manner in order to learn. Although the apprenticeship offered effective 

learning opportunities, they found that learning was much more complex and 

involved opportunities for social interaction, stressing that the apprenticeship was 

sanctified by a clear obligation from the master and the novice through distinct steps 

of participation (Lave & Wenger, 1991, p.67). 

 

Huddleston & Unwin (2002) clearly outline the central proposition of Lave and 

Wenger’s notion of socially situated learning: 

“What is important here is that knowledge and skills are seen as not 

belonging solely to an individual, but things were just to be shared and 

developed collectively. In addition, it is the social, political, economic 

and cultural dimensions of any community of practice and the nature 

of the interactions between members that determine how much 

learning occurs”(p.97). 

 

Socially situated learning and CoP consist of individuals who organically form a 

learning community to assist them in self-directed, collaborative co-creation of 
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knowledge. Lave and Wenger (1991) postulate that the co-creation of knowledge in 

a community is much more developed than in an apprenticeship model where 

‘learning by doing’ gives an unacceptable explanation of how a craft is learnt as it is a 

far more complex process (Fuller et al., 2005). Lave and Wenger (1991) suggest that 

the true nature of situated learning involves a multi-layered process which includes 

both the culture of and the relationships within the community. Lave and Wenger 

(1991, p.29) designated the social and situated pursuit of knowledge and skills within 

the learning process, legitimate peripheral participation, whereby in order to 

develop their practice learners involve themselves in communities with other 

similarly minded participants. In most instances, Wenger (1998) suggests, this may 

be a driven desire to enhance the learner’s professional development.   

Lave and Wenger (1991) postulate that the community grows through “participation 

in an activity system about which participants share understandings concerning what 

they are doing and what it means in the lives for the communities” (p.98). Shared 

understanding supports individual novice members to become progressively more 

accomplished in their mastery of knowledge and skills gained from the more 

experienced community members, developing the novices into more active 

community members. Therefore, legitimate peripheral participation describes how 

novices become part of the community of practice through “relationships between 

newcomers and old-timers, and about activities, identities, artefacts” (Lave & 

Wenger 1991, p.29). However, Lave & Wenger (1991) propose whether an individual 

is a central figure or on the periphery within the community; it is the shared 

common interest and practice, which is of importance. These themes are central to 

the research conducted within FFF. Data collection has shown how the group shares 
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individual knowledge and skills supporting the transition from a novice participant to 

FFF member.     

 

SOCIAL LEARNING  

Positioned within the boundaries of social learning are CoP and situated learning. 

Lave and Wenger’s ideas develop the notion of social learning through a sociological 

rather than a psychological lens. Bruner (1961) and Vygotsky (1978) support the idea 

of learning as a social activity, both arguing the ideals of social constructivist 

approaches which allow learners a holistic understanding of their knowledge (Jarvis, 

Holford & Griffin, 2003). However, socially situated learning, unlike social 

constructivist learning, emphasises “the culture of the social participation, the 

nurturing of relationships and, in particular, the shared specific purpose of the 

activity” (Aubrey & Riley, 2019, p.214). Therefore, situated learning could be 

considered a sociocultural approach rather than a social constructivist one (Gredler, 

2005). 

 

Wenger (1998) suggests there are three essential characteristics of a CoP: mutual 

engagement, whereby members work together and support each other. Joint 

enterprise, where they have a shared perception of their activities and direction, and 

a shared repertoire. By which individuals in the community engage in interconnected 

behaviours, ways of communicating and acting, whereby the community requires 

members to have distinctive ways of approaching and accomplishing things 
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(Bourdieu [Fowler, 1997]; Smith, 2003). Participation in the FFF community “shapes 

what we do, but also who we are and how we interpret what we do” (Wenger, 1998, 

p.4). 

 

Wenger (1998) proposes that socially situated learning comprises four peripheral 

constituents which are all required to demonstrate social action as a means of 

knowing and learning, all four emphasising the significance of ways of talking 

(Wenger, 1998, p. 5). These four peripheral components for learning are: 

• meaning, how individuals within the group speak about their developing 

abilities towards individuals and collectives, making the learning meaningful; 

•  practice, talking about shared social and historical frameworks and 

resources, as well as the perspectives that sustain mutual engagement; 

• community, how individuals talk about the communal arrangements in which 

creativities are characterised as worth pursuing, and how individual’s participation is 

seen by the group as being competent; and 

• identity, the way individuals talk about how learning changes who they are, 

which creates a personal history of becoming from the perspective of the 

community (Wenger, 1998, p. 5). 

 

In challenging the traditional notion of learning and teaching, a process in which 

learning was an individual passive activity, Lave and Wenger’s (1991) work brought 

forward the idea of learning in a shared social experience. Whereby the culture of 
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the group and interaction within the group were both significant elements of 

learning in a community of practice, Lave and Wenger (1991) concluded that 

learning in these communities was far more multifaceted than just ‘learning by 

doing’. Through a process of legitimate peripheral skills and knowledge, the novice 

gradually becomes more competent in the mastery of knowledge and competencies 

adopted by the group.  Lave & Wenger’s (1991) hypotheses on CoP are central to my 

research into the FFF community, my research has shown interrelated areas 

between the data gathered at FFF and CoP concepts of shared and situated learning 

experiences. 

 

Dewey (1934) stressed the significance of learning in collaborative environments, 

structuring the learning to meet the needs of the individual. Where learning involves 

a shared practice in which individuals learn from the more experienced expert, and 

learning becomes an active process refining knowledge and skills. Sennett’s (2008) 

application of scaffolding within epistemic apprenticeships in situated learning aligns 

with Lave and Wenger’s notions of learning in a CoP (1991, 1998). Sennett (2008) 

proposes that learning is a far more complicated process than simple observation of 

the expert and the experience undertaken. Within the research undertaken in FFF 

and in my personal learning journey I have recognised that the process from novice 

to expert is a complex transformation and, relying on one source of information such 

as observing the tutor /expert or the felters in isolation from each other would not 

yield the complete answer to the research narrative. Sennett (2008) also 
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hypothesises that for authentic learning to take place, the learning experience must 

be transformative and include both practice and action.  

 

LEARNING AND MASTERY - SENNETT 

A series of dialogues are created by Sennett’s (2008) The Craftsman, which is the 

first book in a trilogy, outlining the essential characteristics of craftsmanship. By 

examining a broad perspective of the concept of craftsmanship, Sennett (2008) takes 

the notion of craftsmanship as a measure of the quality of work in general, which he 

affirms is “the desire to do a job well for its own sake” (p.9). Sennett (2008) 

advocates that the understanding of research which is informed by historical-cultural 

analysis is vital in promoting research outcomes relating to implications for future 

practice.  Sennett (2008) suggests that research in itself is a form of craftsmanship; 

the data from the research itself he refers to as material in the craft sense. 

 

One of Sennett’s (2008) central dialogues is the ever-present discourse between the 

head and the hand (see adapted Figure 2). Discussing the awareness that 

understanding with the mind is different from engaging with the hand (although 

there is an “intimate connection” (p.9) between the two) he sets out how learning to 

see with the mind’s eye is vital for the craftsperson. Ultimately, he creates a making 

is thinking philosophy, a “circular metamorphosis” between thinking and doing 

(p.40). 
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Sennett’s fundamental concern is to establish the connection and unity between the 

head and hand, thinking and doing, culture and nature, reflection, and action 

(Lorenz, 2010; Sennett, 2008). Postulating that human action and understanding 

deriving from the physical activity of experience, the making of and the dealing with 

things, he believes there is a continuity between physical activity and mental 

reflection and states that "every good craftsman conducts a dialogue between 

concrete practices and thinking" (p.9).  He suggests that thinking is both an integral 

part of the work within craftwork, and also a result of quality-driven; thus, 

craftsmanship exemplifies the relationship between ethical thinking and a more 

egalitarian form of social community (Sennett, 2008 p. 243).  He also suggests that 

“one reason we may have trouble thinking about the value of craftsmanship is that 

 

       Figure 2. Interaction of head and hand  

Adapted from Todd (1999) 
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the very word, in fact, embodies conflicting values" (p.51). This alludes both to the 

conflict between absolute or perfectionist (pp.241-252) as well as the conflict of 

craft in the art-craft hierarchy, explored previously within the portfolio of my EdD 

research. Craftsmanship, according to Sennett (2008), involves the desire to do high-

quality work and the pursuit of excellence. 

 

The pursuit of excellence and quality-driven work can create difficulties; driven in 

this context, referring to the obsessional energy in the making of an object or the 

development of skill. In pursuing quality, the craftsman would be wise to earn how 

to use the obsessional energy well in the desire to improve their work and skills. The 

nature of craftsmanship and the desire for perfection could lead the crafter not to 

be able to accept any imperfections in their work could lead to incapacity in being 

able to accept imperfections in the strive for perfection. Not being able to separate 

good and not good enough is an irreconcilable conflict within the mental makeup of 

the craftsman and competitive obsession can lead to “antisocial experts” (2008, 

p.246). 

 

 The defining attributes of craftsmanship Sennett (2008) put forward are threefold. 

 Firstly, craftwork is completed well for its own sake and not as a means to another 

end. It is yielding two kinds of emotional rewards, the pride taken by the artist in 

their work and the anchoring in a “tangible reality” (p.21). 
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Secondly, the action of stepping outside of the self and entering into the work 

through a process of slow pace and routine in learning allows for the education of 

the novice through feedback from the expert, which permits “intuitive leaps” to 

occur (p.209). The routine of practice leads to new learning habits; Sennett (2008) 

considers repetition as stimulating and practice becoming a narrative rather than 

digital repetition (p.160), which allows the skill to be practised to the point of 

sophistication. 

 

Thirdly, the strong relationship between craftsmanship and community is a defining 

attribute, according to Sennett (2008). He states that “standards for good work were 

set by the community, and skills passed down from generation to generation” (p.25). 

However, he believes craftwork is not about imitating traditional models; it should 

only be a stimulus towards the new work. Mistakes and crises, he suggests are 

inevitable, but they provide fertile ground for new skills to come to fruition. 

 

Sennett also proposes that manual and mental labours are fundamentally equal; 

they must both make a useful contribution, and both can be assessed according to 

craftsmanship standards, putting forward the conviction that good work moulds 

good citizenship. The common ground between manual and mental labours is in the 

crafting of play, Sennett (2008) offers. Play, he suggests, allows children to learn how 

to be social and also channels cognitive development, establishing conventions while 

instilling obedience to rules, but also allowing the children to create their own rules. 

“When a child fingers a piece of felt cloth, sensory stimulation dominates; the child 
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plays around with the felt, experiments with it, the dialogue with material objects 

begins” (2008, p.269). Sennett quotes Friedrich von Schiller in declaring “the sense 

impulse sways us physically and the form impulse morally… both are combined in 

the play impulse” (2008, p.270), negotiating between pleasure and rigour; taking the 

time to play is central to Sennett’s (2008) beliefs. 

 

Using the mind’s eye is essential to create a narrative within an artwork that can 

travel as a cultural artefact. In doing so, the maker includes a personal mark of 

presence within the object, almost stamping it with a “material consciousness” 

(Sennett, 2008, p.129). Sennett (2008) advances there are three kinds of material 

consciousness: presence, metamorphosis and anthropomorphosis, the latter giving 

an understanding of how we give inanimate things human qualities, which includes 

this personal mark of presence. Klakulak (2016) and Larkin (2013) ascertain that the 

spirit of the maker is encompassed within the work of the artist and similarly 

postulate that the work and the artist cannot be divorced from one another. One of 

the areas explored in the research in FFF is the connections of the feltmakers to their 

feltwork, embodying the maker in the work. Larkin (2013) believes that this must be 

learned rather than a taught experience. The personal mark of presence is 

exemplified in Larkins work, taking an autobiographical stance to much of what she 

produces (2013). By contrast, Dewey (1934) proposes that this connection is lost 

between the artist and the viewer - a gulf between producer and consumer is 

created, which disallows the viewer (the consumer) access to the artwork’s true 

meaning. Proposing that the viewer does not have the same insights into the 
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rationale and methods for producing the original piece and therefore, cannot fully 

understand the artworks original meaning, missing the personal mark of the artist's 

presence, this is discussed further in Chapter 4 when a dialogue is undertaken, 

surrounding the making of personal feltworks accessible. 

 

Individuals experience and manage judgements about their work throughout their 

practice; however, Sennett (2008) asks how individuals come by these judgements 

when propositions of what is considered good quality work are at best abstract. 

What is worthwhile in his debate is the notion of good work. Focussing on both the 

relationship between the novice or expert and the object and the relationships 

between the individual and other people and how they connect to the artwork. 

These relationships emphasise the lessons of experience through a dialogue 

between tacit knowledge and explicit critique (Sennett, 2008). 

 

Sennett (2008) proposes that over 10,000 hours is the length of time it takes to 

become an expert, which in his definition is to have access above the readily 

available tacit knowledge that is needed to become a true craftsperson. The time, he 

suggests, is needed for the concentration of long periods, and this can only happen 

when emotionally or intellectually involved with the work. Sennett (2008) suggests 

that when a skill is learnt, there is a development of a complicated repertoire of 

procedures. The conversion of taught information and practices into tacit 

knowledge, the art of working instinctively, and therefore the physical outcome of 

the skills learnt is one that runs through the discussion and analysis of the thesis 
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research, linking both to myself and FFF. As the craftsman becomes more skilled 

moving from novice towards expert, Sennett (2008) suggests, there is a constant 

interplay between self-conscious awareness, serving as critique, and tacit 

knowledge, serving as an anchor. The conscious/unconscious position of the 

craftsman moving through a learning process that began with a social learning 

experience at the instruction of the expert. Social learning is at the core of the 

research journey of novice to expert in FFF, using the concrete learning experiences 

in FFF meetings to support and challenge individuals within the learned practice.  

 

DEWEY- LEARNING & ART AS EXPERIENCE 

Dewey (1916, 1938) asserted that the emphasis on learning compromises both 

social interaction and concrete life experiences with the novice at the centre of the 

learning process, which is examined throughout the thesis. Promoting an idea of 

learning by experimentation and doing, Dewey (1916) proposes that genuine 

learning could only take place when learners were making independent evaluations 

through their learning while challenges and difficulties were met and resolved. 

Viewing education and democracy as being fundamentally linked, Dewey (1916, 

1938) suggests that individuals reflect on all learning experiences. He proposed that 

learners need direction and that teachers are responsible for facilitating the learner 

by guiding and encouraging the individual's interest to support the development of 

their intellect and skills. In this way, the pedagogy surrounding the learner would 

support both the learner's engagement with their learning while also aiding them in 

being active members of their community, which is evident within FFF. 
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Experience, as Dewey (1934) defines it, is the fundamental characteristic of life itself, 

the experience of art he claims is the most "vital" we can have, being a “refined and 

intensified forms of experience” (p.2). Dewey postulates that when thinking of art, 

we tend to think of art objects. He suggests real art is the experience of the artist in 

the making or encountering the artwork and that when art is separated from the 

experience of making it is disconnected from life. Experience, he proposes, is a 

continual occurrence but only some experiences, he suggests, are complete and 

unified.  When the material experiences of the making or encountering artwork 

connect, “every successive part flows freely, without scene and without unfilled 

blanks, into what ensues” (p.37); every experience is unified by a single quality 

despite a difference in its component parts. All art, according to Dewey (1934), could 

be described as a performance, encompassing the rhythm of vital natural 

expression. As if it were of dancing and pantomime, as the movements of the 

individual body enter into all reshaping of material, the perceiver appreciates the 

performance as a passive spectator, attending to the final shaping which is the 

performance. My own feltworks are described as a performance, using the whole 

body in the act of making, creating movements, shaping and reshaping the felt. 

 

Dewey (1934) denotes the artist as the producer and the artwork as a product 

experienced by the perceiver. He suggests that art unifies doing and undergoing 

while the artist embodies in himself the attitude of the perceiver while he works. 

However, there is a disconnect between the artist and the perceiver, suggests 

Dewey (1934) and believes the artist is the one who needs to restore the continuity 
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between the two. An analysis of the two installations in this thesis exemplify how 

these connections can be made, a rationale of which is given in chapter 6. Dewey 

(1934) notes that too much interpretation or criticism of art, particularly traditional 

art, leads to an inhibition in art’s ability to become an experience for a human being. 

The artworks become enveloped with opinionated interpretation, advancing a 

particular ideology or protecting a cultural bias rather than allowing the perceiver to 

make commentary of their own. The dilemma of engagement and the viewers 

experience is further developed later in the thesis. 

 

In viewing artwork as an expression of the artist, Dewey (1934) proposes there are 

two mistakes that can be made, firstly by the perceiver rationalising the art as 

merely expressing the maker's emotions and secondly by thinking of the art’s 

expressive qualities independent of the fact that the artist is expressing something 

utilising the object, something with inherent meaning. In support of this Dewey 

(1934) states, “the emergence of works of art out of ordinary experiences to the 

refining of raw materials into valuable products may seem to some unworthy” and 

continues that “no amount of ecstatic eulogy of finished works can of itself assist the 

understanding of the generation of such works” (p. 10-11). He opines that “objects 

of art are a language” (p.211). Still, the word ‘language’ is open to interpretation, 

suggesting that the perceiver can attach any meaning to the artwork and in this way 

it can move beyond the intent of the artist; this is not under the control of the artist 

and is rather than of the perceiver’s response. This is in contrast to Sennett (2008), 

Larkin (2018) and Klakluak’s (2018) thinking that these two things are inextricably 
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linked, while Dewey (1934) asserts there is a divorce. However, Dewey (1934) also 

declares the passage of time can change the way a viewer/consumer 

perceives/interprets an artwork. It is impossible to experience artwork in the same 

way as our ancestors have because the experience is informed by the viewer’s own 

culture; the artwork itself is refashioned every time it is aesthetically experienced. 

 

The examinations of Lave and Wenger's (1991, 2009, 2010) beliefs of learning and 

sharing of skills in a community of practice, Sennet’s (2008) concepts of learning and 

mastery and Dewey’s (1934) postulations on art as experience have shown the 

interrelations between research on situated learning (Lave & Wenger, 1991), making 

is thinking philosophies (Sennet, 2008), principles of art as experience (Dewey, 1934) 

and creativity and flow research (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990, 2013). These will be 

examined further within the thesis. 

 

PRESENTATION OF RESULTS   

The felting community FFF is craft-based, in alignment with Sennett's (2008) notion 

of craft, giving the context of craft as manipulation and transformation of materials 

which is founded on skill development, from primitive levels to that of mastery. In 

the research, I have explored in chapter 6 particulars which the expert needs to be 

aware of when teaching people with more primitive levels of skill and how the group 

and individuals support those that need extra guidance (Wenger, 2009, 2010). 

Wenger's (2009, 2010) research into communities of practice and Sennett's (2008) 
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writing on The Craftsman is vital in supporting these explorations. The ideals of "the 

intimate connection between the hand and the head" (p.9) alongside Sennett's 

explanations on the characteristics of craftsmanship are a foundation to the research 

and described in more detail in the Chapter 2. 

 

The research also explores how, for the more expert, technique moves on from 

being just a mechanical activity to that whereby people feel fully and think deeply 

about what they are doing, towards a level of mastery where they become at one 

with their work, explored in Chapter’s 2 and 6. Sennett (2008) illustrates this point 

clearly, "the craftsman represents the human condition of being engaged" (p. 20) 

continuing to explain that within this engagement their head and their hand, the 

technique and the science, the art and the craft all become one. When these 

elements are in place artists experience the notion of flow (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990).  

Flow, in accordance with Csikszentmihalyi (1990), is an essential part of an artistic 

endeavour, when artists and crafters let go of rational thought and self-

consciousness when working. Therefore, artists who are able to let go and maintain 

focus and attention on their artistic pursuits may in fact be working in a state of flow.  

The principles of how embodied or tacit knowledge are complicit, not only in 

achieving 'flow' but also in the transition when moving towards mastery from a 

novice are discussed.  This state, I argue, is an indicator of Sennett's (2008) ideal of 

mastery within a craft. 
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The traditions of how historical and contemporary craft knowledge and skills are 

taught and passed on through generations are noteworthy within these worldwide 

feltmaking communities. The feltmaking brings them together through ceremony 

and practicality, teaching both ritual and skill, although gender divisions in some 

societies affect this knowledge transfer. Belenky ,Clinchy, Goldberger and Tarule 

(1996) comment on the usefulness of researching individuals in communities and 

how the outcomes can divulge a deeper meaning to the research, an intimate insider 

within this research offering significant advantages, as I participate in and identify 

with the women's group at the centre of the research investigation (Taylor, 2011).   

 

The genderisation of knowledge and knowing and the differences in the 

embodiment of knowledge by a group of women learners are noteworthy. By way of 

illustration, Belenky et al. (1997) discuss gender-specific learning and the vicissitudes 

of women's knowledge development particularly in the context of a patriarchal 

society (Pollock, 1988, 2006; Walby, 1994). Observing how women embody 

knowledge and move towards what I suggest is Sennett's (2008) mind-body dualism 

within a particular social context and culture (FFF), and the shaping of knowing 

leading from novice to expert, is discussed throughout. 

 

POCKETS 

Alongside my personal pockets as a transitional journey through illness, the sharing 

of information, knowledge, and ourselves as feltmakers on a broader scale resulted 
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in the international pockets project Tripartite Helix. An a/r/tographic project, where 

participants from the IFA online community from around the globe participated in 

the making and sending of their own felt pocket (Chapter 5) was displayed at the 

regional group meeting (Figure 40) as well as online on the IFA social media page. 

Panovani and Whittaker (2017) write on collaborative practice and the mutual 

respect which sits at the core, and comments from individuals about the pop-up 

exhibition support this notion of mutual respect as well as that of interest in the 

variety of techniques used. 

 

This arts-based research entices the viewer to rethink: rethinking the artist/ teacher/ 

researcher role within personal and group learning, teaching and making processes; 

rethinking the method; rethinking the materials used; examining the personal and 

private for women individuals and group and rethinking the reactions and, 

interactions between ourselves and each other with the final exhibitions. Examining 

the place of the aesthetic and the artistic within the product and process of social 

research, which has been expanded and changed over the decades, many have 

strived to advance the field of arts-based research and autoethnography (Barone & 

Eisner, 2012; Edward 2018, Pink, 2013). The written thesis and feltworks are a 

celebration and a journey of arts-based research, autoethnography and mesearch 

encapsulating the complexities of felt (Douglas, 2017; Edward, 2018; Freeman, 

2015). 
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RESEARCH AIMS 

The following questions comprise the aims; they are addressed throughout the 

thesis and are expanded upon below. 

 

• How can the practice of feltmaking be investigated through 

autoethnographic research? 

• How is knowledge generated in a shared community of women in a regional 

feltmakers group? 

• What is the relationship between my own practice of feltmaking and the 

learning taking place in the shared community of women felters? 

• What characterises the form of learning generated in a community of women 

participants of a regional feltmakers group? 

 

A personal exploration of autoethnographic feltmaking practice is at the forefront of 

this research. The research ran alongside the development of the felt artworks 

Hushed Reverberations and allowed for cathartic practice in the documenting of a 

personal journey during a critical time, ultimately enabling the exploration of notions 

of privacy, patriarchy, feltmaking history and community. 

 

An investigation into how the community of practice, the regional feltmakers group, 

provides validation to help the participants grow and emerge into feltmakers, from 

novice to expert (Sennett, 2008; Wenger, 2010). The research into how individuals in 
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the group co-create knowledge for themselves and others through different 

opportunities, guidance and direction of 'experts' in a variety of areas of feltmaking 

is explored and examined utilising an exploration of autoethnographic learning 

through the practice of feltmaking.   

 

The research identifies, through observation, analysis and personal interpretations 

of significant events in the research period, how autoethnographic research 

enlightens the co-creation of knowledge within this group (Barone & Eisner, 2012; 

Edward, 2018; Pink, 2013). Dewey's (1934) concepts of mastery of knowledge as a 

process of learning, alongside Csikszentmihalyi's (1990) concept of flow as a critical 

marker of mastery and Wenger's (2010) communities of practice are used to 

exemplify the gathered research. A valid discussion encompasses how individuals 

within the group trust the more knowledgeable others to facilitate the process of 

transformation from novice to expert (Sennett, 2009), supporting a collective sense 

(Kouhia, 2015) and in doing so redefining their own identities within the context of a 

wider feltmaking community. The literature review discusses Lave and Wenger's 

(1991) CoP, which has rooted the research in a context of shared experience and 

participation, proposing a situated learning philosophy. Sennett’s The Craftsman 

(2008) gives detail to the interactions between the individual and the group, 

contextualising the journey and the difficulties of the transitional experience from 

the novice towards mastery or tacit experience. 
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Within the literature review is an examination of Dewey’s (1934), contention that 

learning centred pedagogy enables learners to engage with their learning, preparing 

novices to be active members of the community and society.  Relating more 

specifically to the artworks created, his book Art as Experience (1934), Dewey 

contends that real art is the experience of encountering or making the object and a 

real work of art is an intensified and refined form of experience. His philosophies 

(1934) on learning delve deeper into the learning taking place in the FFF group and 

the learner's journey towards mastery or tacit experience. 

 

 

Through a historical and personal narrative and by exploring customs of knowledge 

transfer within feltmaking, the research discusses how learned traditions are passed 

through cultural generations, and how these traditional teaching methods impact on 

contemporary knowledge transfer within the group. These notions are explored 

alongside an exhibition of personal and shared felting projects. The investigation of 

textile 'pockets' in women's history examines patriarchy, privacy and interiority. The 

felt pockets exhibition of Hushed Reverberations and Tripartite Helix exemplify these 

notions further, the exhibition examining privacy, interiority and its exposure to the 

exterior. 

 

As a researcher, I conclude with an analysis of the many and varied factors that 

support my own and the FFF group learning of new techniques and skills discussed 
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throughout. The analysis of how tradition and teaching skills are critical is 

undertaken alongside the women's community of practice and how it plays a vital 

part in individual learning. This is explored further when analysing how the group 

and individual learning cannot be separated from each other. Finally, how the 

mastery of a skill can lead to the incarnation of tacit knowledge, resulting in periods 

of active inner harmony, and perhaps the embodiment of the maker within their 

work (Larkin, 2013). 
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CHAPTER 2  LITERATURE AND MATERIALS REVIEW –  BLENDING  

 

The chapter combines the understanding of felt as material from both a historical 

and community perspective by initially exploring these themes and then identifying 

the significance of Finnish holistic craft pedagogy as a method for teaching 

feltmaking. These theories are applied to notions of patriarchy and privacy through 

the analysis of women’s pockets from a historical and feminist viewpoint. 

 

The literature review section begins by adopting the idea of a pocket both 

metaphorically and physically to engender the notions of patriarchy and privacy. The 

feltmaking group is composed entirely of women, and as such, the group cannot be 

divorced from this gender bias (Cixous, 2005, 2010; Parker & Pollock, 1996; Pollock, 

1990, 2006; Walby, 1994). Therefore, a discussion of gender in relation to craft 

groups and feminist debates is valid and is subsequent to the discussion on pockets. 

Following this discussion are exemplars of how felt and textile art communities 

empower women globally.  

 

The chapter explores transitional experiences within the research period, moments 

of introspection and enlightenment which have been shaped and reshaped 

throughout the study. The thesis research timeframe encapsulates an ongoing, 

personally challenging and a life-changing experience journey through cancer, 

treatment and recovery. This experience has been embodied in my feltmaking, 
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Hushed Reverberations series, addressing the duality of absence and presence, 

presence where the felt artworks have gathered physical evidence of an absent body 

through the making process (Larkin, 2018). Thus, this thesis is autoethnographic. The 

period spanning a monumental time within my life and therefore my feltworks 

embody Klakulak's (2018) notion of using the artworks as a second skin, processing 

my experiences of cancer and treatment through the physicality of making. The give 

and take between the felter and the felt; a subtle but ineffable dance, enabling both 

processing of the experience and movement through and beyond the physical 

involvement. The field-notes and reflections of this time in conjunction with the 

Hushed Reverberations series and the Tripartite Helix artworks made by the FFF 

group and the extensive IFA group IFA create self-representations, externalised 

through felt and embodied within the artworks. 

 

These deliberations consider the alignment of the feltmaking groups learning 

experiences to the discourses surrounding women's ways of knowing (Belenky, 

Clinchy, Goldberger & Tarule, 1997) and feminist theories of interiority and 

patriarchy (Cixous, 2010; Fennetaux, 2008; Parker, 2016; Pollock,1990,2006; 

Walby,1994) as well as Khouha’s (2015) research on the ‘collective sense’ in 

communities of practice within crafting groups. 

 

 A discussion related to the traditions of teaching methods as well as contemporary 

methods are explored threefold: firstly formal (novice to master), secondly informal 

(the discussions, support and advice given by peers) and thirdly, those more abstract 
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methods in teaching (such as online courses or using Internet video resources). The 

discussion elaborates on how these teaching methods impact on the individual’s 

notions of learning and teaching by giving detailed examples aligning to the Finnish 

holistic craft pedagogy. The notion of tacit or embodied knowledge has been 

explored to further the debate on knowledge transfer and mastery (Merleau-Ponty, 

1963;Polanyi, 1967, 1969). Viewpoints from felt artists/craft people alongside 

examples of artist work are used to help to elucidate or clarify these discussions.  

 

THE FEMALE POCKET: AN IMPOSSIBLE RECEPTACLE 

Pockets are a recurring theme throughout the thesis, exploring ideas of interiority 

and exteriority, the need to protect our vulnerable human selves. Pockets secure 

and carry our necessities: money, identification, keys, and treasured personal items, 

and they are a metaphor for home, the haven for both us and our possessions 

(Fennetaux, 2008; Klakulak, 2018). The metaphor is apparent in both the written 

discourse and artworks presented; Hushed Reverberations and Tripartite Helix: 

Tripartite Helix is a collaborative felt project while Hushed Reverberations a private 

journey. 

 

The things that are carried on our person can reveal a lot about the complexity and 

pace of our lives, revealing our desires to communicate, consume and move at will 

(Burman & Denbo, 2007). A pocket in the modern sense of the word is seen as an 

internal sewn-in pouch in clothing. However, throughout the 17th, 18th and 19th 
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centuries, the term usually refers to an independent pouch hung around a woman’s 

waist under clothing. Skirts and dresses were made to accommodate access to these 

tie-on pockets with the inclusion of small slits in the side seams (Victoria & Albert 

Museum, Figure 3). The wardrobe accounts of Elizabeth I show that pockets were   

often placed in her gowns, nightgowns, safeguards, and cloaks. The pockets kept the 

same fundamental form for over 200 years (Figure 5), and during that time, many 

written sources, including novels, letters, inventories, bills and diaries give us 

information on their nature and use, while paintings, prints, drawings and 

photographs document the pocket in use. These sources are widely examined both  

in Burman’s Pockets of History project (2002, 2007), and information on pockets  

 held by the Victoria and Albert Museum (2020). 

 

 

Figure 3 Diagram of a gown and petticoat showing access to pockets, 

1760’s. V&A Museum.  
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WOMEN AND PRIVACY- PRIVATE POCKETS  

The handmade nature of these innocuous items makes them a beneficial source of 

information on the hidden or covert lives of women. As Berman (2007) suggests, 

pockets are therefore rich in social information in terms of how they were made, 

used, decorated, lost or stolen. Berman (2007) states that women's pockets held 

significant purpose as the women of the time had little rights to own property and 

very little if any private space. Several paintings capture women’s pockets and can 

be seen in Appendix 2. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4. Pockets examples in the Victoria and Albert Museum. 

http://collections.vam.ac.uk/item/O75111/pockets-unknown 
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Tie-on pockets were seen as key to the woman’s experience of privacy, as one of the 

very few places that were secretive to the individual, allowing the woman out of the 

“domestic interior”. The examination of pockets permits the scholar not only to 

examine woman’s relationship with this interior, but also the creation of “female 

interiority” across all classes and ranks, from labourer to gentlewomen (Fennetaux 

2008, p.308).  

 

In Grandmammas pockets, Hall (1848) writes a tale of Annie Fielder and her 

attempts to gain order to her childhood through the stories her grandmother told 

her, through the medium of the contents of grandmother's expansive pockets. As 

Hall (1848) writes: 

    “Annie had often longed to peep into them but was afraid. She 

knew their contents were numerous and very tempting. Amongst 

them was a large silver bon-bon box, with a puzzle top to it - and a cup 

and ball, which she was permitted to play with when she was very 

good” (p. 40). 

 

Hall (1848), constantly refers to the size of Grandmamma’s pockets and the 

abundance of their contents: "what a multitude issued from the pockets, so as to 

form a positive court (p.133)... a great many things in my pockets, Annie, which if 

they could speak, would read you lessons" (p. 152). 

 

Grandmamma’s pockets also contained small pockets within, form and function, 

comprehensiveness and utility demonstrated (Hall, 1848). The distinction is given by 
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Grandmamma between the left and right pocket, explaining to Annie the right 

pocket distributes, typifying the spirit of activity and the left pocket preserves, 

characterising carefulness (Hall, 1848). The spirit of distribution and preservation 

shows a direct relation to women as household managers; however, the absence of 

any money in the list of contents is typical of social mobility at the time. 

 

Grandmamma’s pockets are seen by Annie to be very old-fashioned, although 

searching the contents of the pockets allows the child access into an adult world. 

The items recorded as being the most commonly carried in pockets are those that 

needed to be kept confidential such as letters and other documents. The pockets are 

giving the owners a sense of both protection and privacy for their belongings 

(Unsworth, 2017). Annie commented on their hidden nature, suggesting as they 

were so handsome, they should be on show; however, Grandmamma lectured 

Annie, reminding her that it is their usefulness, not their beauty that was important. 

Annie was still in awe of them; at night, the pockets were slung across the high back 

of Grandmammas chair, having a commanding and mysterious effect (Hall, 1848). 

 

In this context the content and form of the cornucopia of items contained within the 

pockets can be seen, showing the proper roles and responsibilities of women; this 

comprehensiveness and utility of the pockets are shown partially through the 

contents but also into their interior economy, exploring the world as hidden but also 

common (Burman, 2003). Unsworth (2017) supports this hypothesis that there is an 

emotional connection between ourselves and the content of our pockets due to 
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their proximity to the body. The contents can also give us social clues as to what the 

person saw as necessary or important to carry with them and as such, are essential 

historical resources. 

 

In Fennetaux’s (2008) deliberations she states that, in opposition to reifying privacy, 

the pockets allow us to research the paradoxes at the centre of this elusive notion, 

providing us with an exploration of related categories such as secrecy, intimacy, 

interiority and the private sphere. These notions are explored within my artworks, 

Hushed Reverberations series, made throughout treatment for a serious illness and 

as such were private ruminations in felt. Levine (1980) discusses this notion of 

privacy as sustaining personal life-space where the individual’s own uniqueness can 

be explored. Fennetaux (2008) importantly concludes that privacy should not be 

seen as extreme egocentricity but understood as a dialogical relationship between 

exterior and interior, between self and other. Therefore, by studying the complex 

uses of pockets, I can examine the relationships between self and other, exterior and 

interior, disclosure and secrecy, the liminal quality of the pockets allowing a 

catechistic enquiry tool in the investigation of notions of privacy. 
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HISTORY OF POCKETS IN A CHANGING CLIMATE- POCKETS OF FASHION  

 

 

 

Connor (2002) discusses the discourse of unnatural female and natural male 

‘pocketness’, at the time where women were quietly dissuaded from using internal 

pockets and were seen within the general ideal of the time as troubled when using 

them. Men of the upper classes replaced their pouches with the practicality of sewn-

in pockets by the 17th Century (Foster, 1982, p.8). Sewn-in pockets for men enabled 

a mobility that was denied women, as inserted pockets were much less likely to be 

stolen (Burman & Denbo, 2007) (Figure 5). Connor believes the position of pockets 

Figure 5. Location of pockets on men’s breeches, 

Victoria & Albert Museum. 
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on the body to be the subject of serious and ongoing debate in terms of how this 

produced, expressed or disrupted differences in gender.  

 

As Connor (2002) and Matthews (2011) make clear, the female form was in 

continual danger from the bulges and distended lines caused by pockets and the 

contents and these pockets would give an ungainly fifth bulge, women already 

having four outward bulges, those being two breasts and two hips (Buck, 1984; 

Burman, 2007; Fitch, 2017; Foster, 1982; Wilcox, 1999). Pockets for women were 

antithetical to the feminine ideal of having the equipment to move freely in public 

and as such, were seen to disfigure women and the ideal of the well-dressed 

woman. The woman who attaches to the body equipment that could be used for 

movement and ambition was seen as unnatural (Connor, 2002). The female pocket 

an impossible receptacle seems to have required nearly constant renunciation 

throughout the century in opposition to the man’s lower halves which were seen as 

“the epicentre of a naturalised modern world, where civilisation invisibly but 

palpably resides” (Matthews, 2011, p.570) and not as full of unnatural shapes as in 

the case of women. 

 

GENDER– POCKETS OF CONTROL  

The positioning of the pocket on the female body raises a conceptual difficulty that 

brings to light the explicitness of the logic that a person could or could not carry the 

tools of public mobility in the form of portable property (Connor, 2002). These tools 
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could include money, keys, a watch or calling card, suggesting a pocket conundrum 

for the woman, of what the pocket might hold and where it is situated in a woman’s 

clothing, how to keep within the fashionable guidelines but also be able to function 

within the necessities of domestic management.  

 

This distinction is set firmly in discussions of sexual difference and its cultural 

relation to mobility, money and nature. These ideas registered fundamental cultural 

questions. Contextualising this in the law of the time, until 1882 when the Married 

Women’s Property Act was introduced, married women had to surrender all their 

property to the man when they married, as the two were then legally one person 

under the law. A woman was not allowed to draft a will or sell a property without 

her husband’s consent, generally not allowed to carry money, and became legally 

subordinate to her husband. 

 

The literature of the time gives an insight into the everyday practice and usage of the 

pocket, providing an insight into social history, patriarchy and power. Elliott (1819-

1880) writes as an advocate for the fact that women are intelligent beings and 

deserve recognition as such. Her writing seems so contemporary in her arguments 

on women’s full participation in their society. The discourse of pockets moves 

forward in Elliot’s Mr Gilfil’s Love-Story (1857) where Elliott emphasises the 

foreignness of a dagger in Catarina’s pocket, and how it transforms her into 

something other than a woman. When Gilfil finds the object, he moves it straight 

into his pocket, switching the dagger from hers to his, shifting the balance of power. 
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Other key texts of the century show female characters escaping desperate situations 

while writing of the strange things in the pocket, always with the suggestion of 

deformity and misbehaviour. Lizzie Eustace in Trollope’s The Eustace Diamonds 

(1873) has a pocket, but she is too afraid to use it “she might even taken them in her 

pocket – had she dared” (p.185). The word ‘even’ showing that this was last resort 

and how much of a transgression it would have been to have made use of it. These 

stories exemplify the connections between women's privacy, akin to secrecy, and 

especially to immorality in this era. 

 

Pockets through history have shown an association with personal memory and 

emotional attachments. Fennetaux (2008) summarises this well suggesting that the 

pockets provide a “fecund space for the explanation of the owner’s interiority” 

(p.333). This is shown in many ways, by decorating using their own or and the initials 

of admirers, using recycled fabric worn previously by a loved one or embroidering a 

concealed pattern that had a connection with their personal life. As Parker (2010) 

suggests, craft gives women a path to the awareness of the astonishing restrictions 

of femininity, sometimes providing a way of negotiating them and at others giving 

the yearning to escape the constraints.  Parker (1984, 2010), Burman (2003) and 

Burman & Fennetaux (2017) offer similar insights into the covert ways women have 

used embroidery and textile art as a means of escape, satisfaction and support: the 

making and decorating of pockets, allowing a channelling for women’s agency, by 

giving mental space to explore negative and positive emotions (Ilmakunnas, 2016). 
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Many of the pockets of the 19th century have been delicately embellished in a 

similar way to those referenced by Annie in Hall’s Grandmamma’s pockets (1848); 

this may seem somewhat incongruous with the fact that they were hidden. 

However, women at the time had few rights of ownership and very little privacy 

(Berman ,2007). Berman (2007) suggests women took particular satisfaction in 

investing skill and care to personalise these intimate objects and often included 

subversive as well as innocent stories in their patterns (Parker, 1988, 2010; Burman 

2003, Burman & Fennetaux 2017). This trend is growing in fashion today; examples 

can be found in contemporary subversive cross stitch books written by Jackson 

(2006, 2015).  However, pockets were overwhelmingly innocent decorations, and 

many children practised their stitching on pockets as a rite of passage; it was one of 

the only ways that children’s work could be preserved by the mother, an 

embodiment of labour and love. 

 

The decoration through the practice of needlework, Fennataux (2008) proposes, was 

an exercise in control and orderliness. The purpose of which was to keep young girls 

at home in order to tame and teach them the virtues of patience, thrift, control, 

order and industry. These lessons were summarised within the making and wearing 

of pockets and how this encapsulated the qualities expected from women in the 

gender construct at that time (Fordyce, 1776, remarked upon in chapter 14 of 

Austin’s, 1813 Pride and Prejudice). Hall's (1848) Annie was pained by the sheer lack 

of respect for the pockets and believed their contents had both energy and activity 

which she saw as fine and noble qualities, perhaps this is purposeful, as giving 
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respect and acknowledgement to women's privacy and secrecy would exemplify the 

women's immorality. 

 

In contemporary literature, pockets still embody gender differences. Rice (1989) 

depicts in Peter’s Pockets the frustrations of a boy who has to spend his day without 

pockets, without mentioning a girl’s persistent lack of them. In Bill’s new frock, Fine 

(2007) explores contemporary gender roles. When Bill wakes up as a girl and wears a 

pink dress for the day, Fine writes “how was a person in a frock like this supposed to 

survive? How can you live without pockets? How can you? How can you?” (p.47–48), 

and later after wearing the dress for a while, “he couldn’t help muttering something 

quite rude, and quite loudly, about the sort of person who would design a pretty 

pink frock with no pockets, and expect other people to go around wearing it ” (p.53). 

Burman (2003) supporting this, stating that pockets are consistently an embodiment 

of gender difference. 

 

Since the advent of the iPhone 6, a barrage of pocket-related journalist and blogger’s 

articles have appeared widely in social media (Brown, 2017; Diehm & Thomas, 2018; 

Lubitz, 2016; Mwanza, 2018; Summers, 2018) due to the inability of the phones to fit 

within the size constraints of the women's pocket. 
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Basu’s 2014 article on the gender politics of pockets suggests some diverse 

viewpoints on the lack of pockets for women or what she believes is worse, the idea 

of fake pockets that have no utilitarian use. The article puts forward again the notion 

that mid-range fashion is inherently sexist, dominated by men mainly driven by 

design and not function or form, consistently dodging the very people it markets to. 

Johnson writes in The Spectator (2011) in support of this statement that the clothes 

Figure 6. Gender differences in pocket size. 

Retrieved from https://pudding.cool/2018/08/pockets/#step-2 
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industry is dominated by men thus ensuring that the advent of trousers for women 

made little difference to the inclusion of useful pockets. 

 

Comments on social media and blog posts, such as through a search for 

#WeWantPockets, #WOMENNEEDPOCKETSTOO on Twitter, provides a plethora of 

communications from frustrated women “I have often heard women bemoaning the 

lack of pockets in their clothing. I have never heard anyone wishing pockets away”, 

“in everyday garments I think pockets are essential” “speaking for myself, I love 

pockets” (Snowdon, 2016), have inspired the setting up of a webpage Pocketocracy 

– justice for your lady pockets since 2017, to provide a list of companies that sell 

women’s clothing with pockets; their mission is clearly to be able to connect women 

to clothing brands that include functional pockets. 

 

In 2018 a tweet by the American author Heather Kaczynskin went viral: “PLEASE PUT 

POCKETS ON GIRLS’ PANTS [trousers],” she wrote. “Omg. My 3yo is SO ANGRY when 

she doesn’t have pockets, or the pockets are fake. She has THINGS TO HOLD, like 

rocks and Power Rangers. She’s resorted to putting stuff down her shirt. Come on. 

Pockets for girls, please” (BBC 3, 2018).  The trend for women’s pockets to be 

smaller than men’s pockets was studied in America by Diehm & Thomas (2018) who 

measured the pockets in 80 women’s and men’s trousers and stated on The Pudding 

digital publication webpage, 

“Our measurements confirmed what every woman already knows to 

be true: women’s pockets are ridiculous… on average, the pockets in 
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women’s jeans are 48% shorter and 6.5% narrower than men’s 

pockets… men’s pants pockets are basically the pockets of our 

dreams.”   

 

Their research concluded that only 40% of the women’s pockets they measured 

would fit one of the three leading smartphones, and less than half could fit a 

specifically designed front pocket wallet into them. 

 

Figure 7. Comparative analysis of pockets in women and mens jeans 

Retrieved from ttps://pudding.cool/2018/08/pockets/#step-2 

 

Burman (2003) suggests that there is a strong mirroring between the restricted 

scope of women's pockets and the limitations and frustrations of women to their 

ownership of property and money. In summary, Matthews (2011) states that by 

denying women access to a pocket and the contents therein, she becomes precisely 

what her culture needs her to be. 

 

POCKETS SUMMARY 

Through an examination of the research into women’s pockets, a clear integration 

between cultural and social practices is established, alongside a discursive 
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relationship between the pocket and the social world, with the contents and the 

objects themselves acting as implements helping us to understand the experience of 

a sense of self. Pockets illuminate women’s social history. Research into the 

gendered nature of the contents, alongside references to male dominance, 

demonstrates that the pocket can be situated as a significantly gendered object. 

Pockets have been shown to be an intimate place where situations were explored 

and projected which enabled women to exercise and experience an individual 

uniqueness providing her with her personal life space (Fennetaux, 2008); this to 

Levine (1980) is central to privacy; thus, pockets serve as instruments to preserve 

secrecy. The associations of the pockets to memory, imagination, secrecy and 

subversiveness have clearly shown the role played by pockets in the women’s 

experience of the interiority. Therefore, in examination of the pocket we find a 

fertile space for exploring notions of privacy, emotional attachment, containment 

and gender, which are explored later in the thesis.  

 

FELT AS A MEDIUM 

Felt is an alluring contemporary sculptural material spanning history from neolithic 

to industrial. Having a direct intimacy with our bodies, the agitation of wool fibres to 

encourage them to entangle together is a physically painstaking process which 

engages directly with the artist’s whole body; the process a performance which gives 

vitality to the material, the fibres engaging a direct visceral response (Larkin, 2018). 

Often observed as a humble material, felt is understood as one of necessity, of 

industrial, of practicality such as the materials used in nomadic homes with direct 
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relation to its historical ancestry. However, the felt matrix is nonlinear, in constant 

flux, shifting during and while forming, a material substance without axis in which 

one element relates to others shifting and moving throughout its creation. I engage 

with felt as a healing substance, one connected to nature and used as a symbolic 

narrative as a way to investigate the function of everyday objects such as a pocket. 

 

The symbolic aspects of feltmaking support my reflective artistic narrative, inspired 

by humanity’s relationship with traditional craft materials over time. Klakulak (2018) 

and Larkin (2013) are both contemporary felt artists and both utilise the symbolism 

of felt, blurring the boundaries between reality, art, life and fiction in using this 

textile substance. Larkin (2013) suggests that many cultures believe there to be 

physical energy and spirit in the making of felt, which leaves a part of the spirit of the 

maker within the felted object, as such believing felt is indeed a living thing, 

postulating that the fibres hold some of the energy she puts into it. Klakulak (2018) 

embodies this eloquently in her webpage artist’s statement: 

One of the main reasons I am attracted to working with wool felt is 

the antiquity of its use by humans as a second skin, a protection 

against the physical elements and therefore, its offering of 

psychological security. These pieces mark transitional moments in my 

life, moments of vulnerability that inspired the depth of introspection. 

I process this life I have been given through making, and so I make a 

felt skin to hold the concept so that I can let go and move on. 

 

We have a familiarity with textiles as a result of daily contact. From the moment we 

are born to the moment we are dressed for a funeral; we are encompassed by an 
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experience of textiles. Unlike other textiles, felt comes from animals, being hairy 

animals ourselves we are connected to felt on a personal but also on a primal and 

visceral level. Felt is the bridge between our human and animal states, between the 

industrial and the organic, head and heart, modern life and neolithic (Larkin, 2018). 

 

FELT IN CULTURAL AND HISTORICAL TRADITION 

Cultural and historical traditions of feltmaking cannot be divorced from 

contemporary feltmaking practices, where knowledge is passed down through family 

and community. This section will outline how cultural traditions of feltmaking are 

embedded into the community and draws parallels with the FFF community of 

practice (Lave & Wenger, 1998) and Sennett’s (2008) philosophies on learning from 

novice to master. 

 

The origins of felt lie at least 3,000 years ago. Art historians believe that humans 

have been farming sheep for more than 10,000 years and therefore speculate that 

felting was discovered soon after, in all likelihood to be the earliest form of textile 

(Burkett, 1979; McGavock & Lewis, 2006). Many mythologies surround felt, as there 

are with most crafts. One of the earliest myths from the time of Noah’s Ark, cited by 

Mullins (2009), suggests that where the pair of sheep were kept in a warm and 

cramped environment on the ark, they shed their wool through the journey.  

Throughout the voyage they stamped and urinated on the fallen fibres, creating a 

felt rug, Noah discovered this rug once the animals had left.  Some truth may be 
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attributed to this story, as Mount Ararat in Eastern Turkey, the landing place of the 

ark, is where felt may genuinely have originated (Burkett, 1979). 

 

Another popular felt myth is that Jacob made Joseph's coat of felt. Burkett (1979) 

supports this assumption threefold: felt being one of the earliest forms of textile, 

feltmaking was usually a male task as Jacob reportedly made the coat; and thirdly 

the 'many' (Genesis Ch.37 v.3), implying many pieces, as a whole coat would be 

challenging to make in one complete part (McGavock & Lewis 2006). 

 

Handmade felt played an essential part in protecting humans for them to survive 

over the earliest centuries, felt having given protection in the form of tents, rugs and 

clothes; rugs have been made from felted wool since 600 BCE (Burkett, 1979; 

McGavock & Lewis, 2006; Paetau-Sjobers, 1996; Tellier-Loumange, 2008).  Having its 

origins in Europe and Asia and still being used today by Central Asiatic nomads, 

Burkett (1979) states the origins of felt derived from a highly developed technology 

which included the diversity of both execution and design. The Mongols made felt 

idols associating them with magical powers that watched over their families, 

guarded their sheep and took care of their ancestors' (Paetau-Sjobers, 1996). 

Similarly, the archaeological evidence presented by four felt swans discovered in a 

tomb at Pazyryk, having supposedly symbolic powers to transport the souls of the 

dead, the demonstrates an artistically advanced felt culture (Paetau-Sjobers 1996). 
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It, however, is impossible with felt artefacts to imply a difference between old and 

new, modern and traditional (Paetau-Sjobers 1996). Giving a chronological 

progression with the past and present situated as opposing extremes cannot be 

justified when working with felt. Felt has developed in multiple cultures, each 

showing an adaptation to the individual needs of that culture, through the 

adaptation the origins become lost (Burkett, 1979; Mullins, 2009; Paetau-Sjobers, 

1996). Therefore, it is easier to talk about felt history from the viewpoint of 

traditions (Mullins 2009). 

 

Mullins (2009) suggests the term ‘tradition’ refers to an element of culture that 

"reflects the beliefs, lifestyle or aesthetics of its makers in some way and is passed 

on, sometimes subconsciously from one generation to the next. In this sense, 

traditions are culturally specific" (p.2). Different cultures will not have the same 

traditions as each other, in the way felt is made, thought about or used. Some felting 

traditions will change in each specific culture, and others will be kept the same, to 

assure a communicable tradition. Each culture works independently of each other 

determining which elements stay the same and what changes. However, they all 

share features of each the culture that surrounds it, such as technique or design, 

which creates a continuum of felt across the globe (Mullins 2009). 

 

The way felt is thought about in terms of traditions, rather than chronology or 

geography demonstrates felt diversity, as well as connectedness between cultures 

and therefore how some traditions are becoming global. Mullins (2009) believes that 
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by examining feltmaking through the ideal of tradition, it can be better recognised as 

an individual and cultural creativity of everyone who works with felt globally, rather 

than where the felt is being made or displayed. Further exploration of cultural 

traditions of feltmaking is valid research at this time to support the contextualisation 

and examination of contemporary feltmaking. 

 

Since 1980 the art of feltmaking has been resurrected. Courses in different styles of 

feltmaking are now commonplace, online tutorials and internet videos are easily 

accessed, it has made its way onto school curriculums in both Sweden and Finland, 

and many Higher Education textile courses incorporate feltmaking. Mary Burkett 

(1979) famously brought feltmaking to the attention of the United Kingdom when 

she arranged the first exhibition of worldwide feltmaking in 1979, her subsequent 

book The Art of the Feltmaker is seen by many to be the feltmaker’s bible.  In order 

to have progressed the ancient art form into what can be seen today, artists working 

with felt must have challenged themselves in a variety of different ways, developing 

skills and knowledge along this process with many working in social and communities 

of shared practice (Burkett, 1979; Lave & Wenger 1991; Paetau-Sjobers, 1996; 

Tellier-Loumange, 2008; Wenger, 1998). 

 

The traditions in the hugely diverse area of the Middle East have seen the 

significance of the use of felt in these areas and also the adaptation of this medium 

to suit the specific culture. As in Central Asia, Middle Eastern feltmakers are also 

combining creativity with their ancestral traditions to join in a contemporary 
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international discussion about felt and art (Mullins, 2009). Kazato (2012) gives us the 

term ehe esgii ('ehe' mother, 'esgii' felt) which is used by Mongolian nomadics, not 

only describing the making and use of felt in this culture but also the social 

relationships that occur around the process. The process is threefold, the pattern, 

the sheet to cover the unfulled felt and the final product, a felt wall for a ger. An 

example of 'mother felt' is shown to check for size, shape and pattern; it is also used 

as an exemplar to ensure cultural correctness, in much the same way as the tutor at 

the FFF group brings examples and exemplars of the work the group will complete 

during community meetings. 

 

Entwined in both the processes from the nomads and the FFF group is the 

knowledge of how to make felt and use it, through the co-working experience with 

elders in the community.  In the nomadic group the making of felt is a whole family 

task, and once the piece is finished, the Mongols state “xoxo Coxen” (a pretty girl is 

born), (Kazato, 2012, p.248; Rona- Tas 1963, p.208). In the FFF group, the supportive 

community goes beyond tips to improve techniques; community members’ help 

each other find the courage to evolve artistically and develop skills through shared 

experiences. The whole experience of felt making is inescapable from either culture, 

making entwined and woven into the fabric of daily life and ceremony.   

 

Sampildendev (1985) states that feltmakers in the nomadic community always 

inform their neighbours about the day of feltmaking so they can all take part. In the 

same way, the group administrator informs the FFF group of the next session’s 
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feltmaking and list of equipment needed. In nomadic groups individuals have 

different responsibilities, some make the felt while others have the responsibility of 

providing the animals to pull the felt to full it or to complete the feltmaking by 

compacting the felt further by rolling and pounding. The nomadic feltmaking usually 

only happens once in several years, as felt is so robust and hardwearing; therefore, 

the techniques are passed down carefully through generations and bodily co-

experience with all available people in the local area (Kazato, 2012). The passing 

down of knowledge in nomadic feltmaking draws parallels with contemporary 

feltmaking whereby the tutor, or more knowledgeable other, supports individuals 

from the wider community group. Sennett (2008) remarks on the ideal of bodily co-

experience as a tool for uninhibited knowledge transference of skills, which are then 

retained intrinsically to share with future generations. He writes of several instances 

where secrets of the masters have not been passed down and died with them, 

something in the workshop practice inhibiting the passing on of the tradition or 

technique; perhaps due to the master not wishing to share their secrets or the 

novices’ inability to grasp the concept. The novice not being able to pinpoint what 

was lacking in the workshop experiments to inhibit the knowledge transfer from the 

expert.  Sennett (2008) noting that these secrets have been unable to be regained 

through later experimentation by subsequent craftspeople. In contemporary 

feltmaking, the uprising of sharing techniques through group meetings, Facebook 

groups, YouTube sites as well as organised felt tours of Eastern European and more 

extensive areas is ensuring these traditions are kept alive. 
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In Eastern Europe Kazato (2012) explains that in the passing of feltmaking knowledge 

elders and beginners work together, deliberately on their hands and knees across 

the wool to check for thickness; in this way, the beginners learn with their hands. An 

example is given by Kazato (2012) on this passing of knowledge, where one family 

(B) requests the techniques from another (A) who provides the mother felt and 

passes on their knowledge given to them by their predecessors. This new knowledge 

from family (B) will be transmitted to future generations of that family. Parry-

Williams (2015) describes how highly organised systems of knowledge exchange, 

within cultural textilemaking, continues today in the society, suggesting that 

exchanging through knowledge systems through traditional and social means serves 

to support and continue the sharing of skills and understanding through generations. 

Atalay (2015), however, warns that the craft culture in Turkey is in danger due to 

mass production and many traditional crafts have become extinct due to the 

adaptations and simplifications of craftworks for industrialisation. These patterns or 

techniques are indigenous to a particular culture, and through industrialisation, the 

cultural techniques are simplified technically, and therefore their cultural meanings 

are also trivialised, resulting in crafts no longer being passed on through generations, 

causing a “cultural misidentification” of both craftspeople and consumers and 

therefore the relationship between craft and cultural identity is under threat (Atalay, 

2015). 
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HOLISTIC TEACHING AND LEARNING PEDAGOGY IN FINNISH FELTMAKING 

Much of the research into craft education encountered in this study took place in 

Finland. Craft education has had an established presence in the Finnish school 

system since its founding in 1866. Firstly, it was included in the curriculum for 

practical reasons; it was important that people were taught to make artefacts and 

tools needed in daily life, secondly learning these skills was believed necessary for 

the success of a nation-state (Garber, 2002, p.139). It is still a compulsory subject in 

a national core curriculum in Finland, and the subject comprises textiles and 

technical work. Due to this core foundation, the popularity of crafts, including 

feltmaking, continues strongly into adulthood, and as such, there are many crafting 

communities and many teachers. A strong base of research participants to draw 

from may go some way to explaining why much of the core research knowledge 

comes from this country (Kouhia, 2015; Pöllänen, 2009, 2009a). 

 

Holistic pedagogy, according to Karppinen (2008) and Pöllänen (2009), encompasses 

all phases of the process of the craft, from designing to making and evaluating the 

craft object, but with the proviso that it must include the role of the maker in the 

process and all stages ought to be completed by the same person, on their own or in 

a group. This pedagogy is generally referred to in Finland simply as holistic craft 

(Kojonkoski- Rännäli 1998, p. 92). 
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Holistic craft differs from the ordinarily reproductive craft in one aspect; holistic craft 

would ideally include all aspects from design to evaluation; the most obvious 

difference is in the designing phase (Kojonkoski- Rännäli, 1998). Ordinarily, craft is 

seen in Finland as a reproductive procedure, copying a model or a previously learnt 

technique whereas holistic craft starts with using previous skills and experiences in 

order to design something new, given the additional stimulus from that session. 

 

Pöllänen (2009) suggests that the environment is key to the learning process, 

situatedness and domain specificity being commonly documented as significant 

factors for any theory of learning. The environment is not purely seen as a 

replacement for a solid external state, but it can adopt the character of a mental 

structure in a learning situation. The creation of agencies within the education of 

craft needs both the location and the performer (Hiltunen, 2008). Kouhia (2015) 

asserts that writing about the experience of teaching and learning craft is a 

multifaceted practice in which the individual follows their artistic insight while 

making. The process by which the novice learns and how it is taught provides a 

crucial context for the learning process; this context is a vitally important and is re-

constructed every time the learner becomes actively involved in learning in a 

particular setting: the novice and expert become acclimatised to the setting, making 

learning much more accessible by re-evaluating prior practices such as reflecting on 

experiences performed in order to achieve a chosen goal. 
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Holistic craft pedagogy is a key element in the dissemination and analysis of my 

research into FFF in Chapter 6. Each stage of the holistic process from design to 

evaluation can be correlated to the data collected through the research period, 

giving a substrate for further analysis. 

 

FELT IN CONTEMPORARY ART 

There are many similarities between the traditional methods of feltmaking and 

contemporary feltmaking communities in the passing down of knowledge, with the 

elder being the instructor and the purveyor of local knowledge; also in the sharing of 

the individuals learned practice. Both use traditional teaching methods, such as the 

sharing of knowledge about the particular sensations on the hands that occur in 

each process. This process of knowledge transfer not only plays a role as a functional 

tool but also as a medium to connect people in the community, allowing the ability 

to pass on knowledge from elders to the young, or from expert to the novice 

(Kazato, 2012). In a contemporary global feltmaking community, it is almost an 

amalgamation of traditions, sourced from various regions and countries which are 

taught almost consecutively and connectedly. 

 

This connectedness with the work exemplifies a universal similarity, with felt being a 

conduit to connect people, there is a universally intimate relationship with textiles. 

As Millar (2014) states: 

“This is the extraordinary nature of this very ordinary medium as it 

folds and unfolds… We are attempting to step outside the fold, in 
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doing so, we may identify ways in which we might use the relationship 

with cloth to create connections between communities, to give voice 

to what cannot be spoken, to make visible which what has not been 

seen, to touch which that has been ignored” (p.33). 

 

The hidden voice is perhaps what embodies the 'mother felt', alongside examples 

that are shown by tutors within contemporary community feltmaking sessions. 

However, within the FFF group examples shared by the tutor are not to be 

painstakingly copied as in the replication of mother felt, or as in the apprentice 

craftsman workshop, but used as inspirations and as a visual representation of 

techniques.  This allows individuals to embody as many or as few of the techniques 

as they choose and also applying the 'textile legacies' that Atalay (2015) describes as 

“cultural references, historical and ecological considerations and the notion of 

quality” (p.223), supporting Parry-Williams’ (2015) discussion suggesting that 

inherited knowledge is inextricably bound with cultural knowledge. Szulanski (2003) 

argues that there is a 'stickiness' associated with this knowledge. Agreeing with 

Sennett (2008), Szulanski (2003) hypothesises that the specialist knowhow can be 

lost at the source. This may be because of cultural reasons; the original is becoming 

to some degree new or an alien ‘other’ that economic return does not acknowledge 

the original, or there is a compromise within a social or a political-cultural identity. 

 

The informed tutor needs to be practised in bridging these gaps, making way for the 

previously conceived works to allow for appropriately different or suitably similar 

‘others’ while maintaining the voice of the imperfect original (Parry-Williams, 2015). 
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Perhaps by the acknowledgement of the original, by looking more deeply and closely 

into the character within, can make the original more explicit when redesigned and 

used for a variety of applications.  Contemporary felt artists could, therefore, 

embrace traditional practice and, while acknowledging this tradition as a partner, 

perhaps inspire and bring new hybridity to felt art. 

 

Felt has many uses, from garments to carpets, furniture, lighting, wall art and 

installations; there is an incredibly diverse range of objects that contemporary felt 

artists are producing across the globe. The visibility of felt as a fibre in contemporary 

arts during the 2010s has also been fuelled by the resurgence of fibre crafts in 

mainstream culture. This has been evidenced by the elevation of the handmade, 

reusable and recyclable and by the attunement to environmental movements 

alongside the position of craft as ethical and ecologically sustainable (Auther, 2010). 

The conditions providing the momentum for change and the widespread adoption of 

felt by contemporary artists have fuelled the uprising of a felt movement, not limited 

to regional felt groups but, more recently, to university degrees in textiles and fibres 

(Larkin, 2018). These are both seen to be a training ground for interdisciplinary 

contemporary art. An example of a contemporary feltmaking artist is Anita Larkin,  

who is presently completing a doctorate in fibre art work (Figure 8). 
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Figure 8. Anita Larkin, (2012). Weapon of Mass Deception    

 

Trish Ramsay takes the three-dimensional form to a large scale (9.1 x 9.3 x 8.1m), in 

her 2009 series (Figure 9) made from domestic fleece and steel, which was wet 

felted and made to respond to man’s interaction with the environment. A site-

specific installation created in California’s Nevada foothills, Likeness was made in 

response to the rugged landscape and epitomised the Western ethos of 

resourcefulness, examining both nature and culture. The felted trousers (pants) 

show both a connection to the land in the work required in cultivation but also the 
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“spiritual intelligence” passing between generations. (Ramsay, 2011, p.278). Hunter 

(2012) extends this interpretation when expressing that her feltart is connected to 

the land but also to its history and the women of her past community who had 

native resourcefulness in evidence in their everyday lives. Ramsay (2011) and Hunter 

(2012) build their premise on those of Piirto (2005) who postulates that although the 

life of the artist can be fascinating, the work of art stands on its own; and in doing do 

it speaks for all people who find a relationship to it.  

 

Figure 9 Trish Ramsay, (2009). Likeness, Large Pants. 

 

Hunter (2012) states through her research that she became aware of the 

inseparable link between feltmaking and cultural identity throughout the world. 

Artists are engaged in these shared experiences over the globe. Recently a group of 

six feltmakers from USA, UK and Norway travelled to Pazyryk. Pazyryk is thought of 
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as the cradle of feltmaking since the Ice Princess’s mummified body was exposed, 

complete with colourful felt hangings, saddlebags, costumes and ornaments (Hunter 

2012). Lines (2014) states that the Alai women gave the visiting artists practical 

demonstrations, and were themselves hungry for contact and new knowledge from 

the European felt makers, noting that the Alai women worked both as individuals as 

well as a group, sharing skills and developing new products. 

 

EMBODIED KNOWLEDGE 

If we can elucidate on what knowledge actually is and the concepts that surround 

the discourses on the lack of knowledge being a problem, we can go some way 

towards an understanding of the transfer of knowledge from the expert to novice. 

Johnson & Donnelly (2013) suggest that we retain only some of the knowledge that 

we gain through experience, and much of that may be lost, fading to the point where 

it is unusable for future application. This becomes a fundamental problem of 

knowledge management which Polanyi (1967, 1969) addresses. Polanyi (1967) 

details in his work on personal knowledge some of the fundamental discernments 

involved with the management of knowledge, which considers 'intuition and 

creativity thereby adding a post-positivistic dimension to the western philosophical 

tradition' (Johnson & Donnelly, p.735).  
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Figure 10 Florian (2012)   Knowing, Doing, Believing Triangle   

 

Polyani (1958) puts forward the notion that our explicit awareness, the focal core of 

our understanding, is carried by the "tacit acceptance of something not explicit, 

which binds, heavily and concretely, ourselves to and within our world" (p. x). This 

notion is paralleled by Florian's (2012) knowing, doing, believing triangle (Figure 10), 

in that we move from personal participation to interpersonal throughout the search 

for knowledge and acceptance of the known. The explicit aspects of this core of 

knowledge can be transferred objectively from one person to another, and to do this 

we not only need to know but also to believe and engage in the "self- conscious 

transfer of expertise from the expert to the novice" (Johnson & Donnelly 1986, 

p.742). Florian (2010) accepts that only two sides of the triangle need to be in place 

for this knowledge transfer to be successful. However, Polanyi's (1958) viewpoints 

seem to point to the recognition that not only the belief and acceptance of this 

knowledge is core but also that the implicit, tacit dimension of knowledge are in 
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place before the knowledge transfer can occur. Lang (1970), encapsulates the 

problematic discourses on the nature of knowledge within four lines: 

 

If I don't know, I don't know 

I think I know 

If I don't know, I know 

I think I don't know. 

(p.55) 

 

Polanyi (1969) takes this notion one stage further in explaining how the personal, 

subsidiary or tacit root of knowledge is then moved from the core towards the focal 

centre of attention. In this way, all knowledge is transferred in a from-to relation. 

You own your subsidiary knowledge; it is yours; it is part of your very self, 

internalised, it is what you rely on to navigate your way to a distal endpoint, relevant 

to the focal point of your attention. He postulates that all-knowing therefore follows 

the presumption that your subsidiary knowledge is internalised, whether this is tacit 

or explicit knowledge, and all- knowing will exhibit this twofold from-to 

arrangement. This theory resonates with Conces (2010) belief that this movement 

and flow helps to support our "reasoned deliberation, leads to cogent 

arguments…deductive logical validity or inductive strength and an absence of 

equivocation" (p.2). Polanyi (1969) expresses the belief of eternal change and 

mobility in terms of the continuous flow of the river, which always renews itself. This 
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arrangement is not, however instantaneous, it takes time and effort, stating that 

"effort must be lived, and living takes time" (p.xi).This advances the concept that 

knowing is a living process for the knower, it is embedded both in the living process 

and also in our history, encapsulating the from-to process as in the here and now, 

and also in the past and the interrelation and correlation of the two;  

 

"in the from-to stretch by which we grope our way forward out of 

and in to and within a world, we both make and are made, 

process and are processed, in tension, indeed, and even paradox, 

but not in contradiction. For what we have here is not an all-or-

none affirmation or denial, but a polarity'". (Polanyi, 1969, p.xi) 

 

Although Polanyi never explicitly wrote about embodied knowledge, tacit knowledge 

refers to the same phenomena (Harris, 2020). Tanaka points out that in contrast to 

Merleau-Ponty, Polanyi "did not consider the body as the subject but as the 

instrument in knowing" (2013, p.51). In his discussion of tacit embodied knowledge, 

Tanaka defines it as "a type of knowledge in which the body knows how to act" 

(2013, p.48. Author's emphasis). In contemplation of Merleau-Ponty's discussion on 

the knowing of the habitual body, Tanaka emphasises the performative aspect of 

embodied knowledge, "It is a kind of intelligence that dwells within the body in 

action" (2013, p.51).  

 

Merleau-Ponty (1963) discusses at length the way our consciousness is embodied in 

the world, our awareness is part of an active relationship between our body and the 
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world, suggesting that "my body is the fabric into which all objects are woven" 

(p.273), providing what is seen as the original source in the discussion on embodied 

knowledge (Tanaka, 2013). Merleau-Ponty (1963) concludes that the process by 

which we gain an understanding of the world is the direct result of unity between 

subjects and objects and the embodied process. As Bourdieu (1990) proposes in his 

discussion on habitus, "what is 'learned by the body' is not something that one has, 

like knowledge that can be brandished, but something that one is" (p. 73), furthering 

the discussion by positing that embodied knowledge includes knowing how to walk, 

ride a bike, orient oneself and move through space. Movement is not thought about; 

it is tacit, embodied and practical. Merleau-Ponty asserts that embodied knowledge 

is a "knowledge in the hands, which is forthcoming only when a bodily effort is made 

and cannot be formulated in detachment from that effort" (1962, p.144). Sheets-

Johnstone (2011) proposes that knowledge is enfolded in movement and moving is a 

way of knowing. By thinking in movement, we are being in the world and living it 

directly through movement, suggesting that every day and complex activities such as 

performing surgical procedures or sculpting a piece of wood are more than know-

how as these abilities are "saturated in cognitive and affective acuities” (2011, 

p.256). 

 

In Ayling-Smiths (2020) artworks, her body is multifariously present in the 

dimensions of the textiles, the "signature traces of sweat and scent, and breath and 

skin embedded in their material substrate" the elements of embodiment 

"whispering through the weave" (p.3). She locates her work in personal, in memory, 



89 | P a g e  
 

and in memento, lifting the barriers to emotional content and response (Ayling-

Smith, 2020). Parallels can be drawn between her textile works and Hushed 

Reverberations in the embodiment of trauma and practice within the works, of 

consideration and reflection and possibly cure. 

 

GENDER, CRAFT GROUPS AND FEMINIST DEBATES 

Crafts in a similar way to other art forms have always integrated and reciprocated 

modern ways of living, fiscal pressures and political attitudes of the creators’ times. 

Emerging through written text or material culture, Sallee (2016) argues that women 

are and always have been assiduous contributors to political action. She postulates 

that this form of craft activism is not a new product or a resurgence but one that has 

consistently been a role in women's traditional crafts and art.  On examination of 

subversive artworks created between the 18th and the 20th century and of feminist 

movements between the 1960s and the 1990s, alongside contemporary crafting as 

protest, I surmise that through the objects they make, women engage in a collective 

dialogue about women's traditional arts, crafting and feminism.  

 

Feminism is frequently separated into waves which can be useful a way to outline 

the delineations of a particular movement at a particular moment (Cochrane, 2016). 

First-wave feminism commonly refers to movements encompassing women’s 

suffrage, second-wave feminism is recurrently attributed to women’s endeavours to 

gain better equality in the workplace between the 1960s and the early 1990s.  The 
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term third-wave is frequently credited to Rebecca Walker after the publication of her 

article ‘Becoming the Third Wave’ (Cochrane, 2016). Walker (2015) suggests that a 

definition for third-wave may include women reaching adulthood in the 1990s, 

whose philosophies are post-structuralist, with involvement that tends towards 

micro-politics. 

 

Feminist scholars such as Pershing and Schapiro put forward the idea of femmage – 

feminist assemblage – where women recontextualise symbols and images in 

meaningful ways for them, artist and critic Lippard, known as a Guerrilla Girl, terming 

this technique positive fragmentation (1995). Third-wave feminists of the 1980s and 

1990s participated in the positive fragmentation of re-contextualisation of vintage 

femininity. Women’s traditional arts were particularly significant to second-wave 

feminists and established women artists and their history as substantial and 

legitimate. Faith Ringgold (1930- ), Judy Chicago (1939- ) and Miriam Schapiro (1923-

2015) were innovative in their inclusion of lace, embroidery, patchwork and quilting 

into the contemporary and very political artworks. Later generations of feminists 

such as Debbie Stoller, a third-wave spokesperson and author of the irreverent Stitch 

’n Bitch knitting and crocheting books (2003) as well as the co-founder of American 

feminist Bust magazine, align creativity and crafting with their agenda, which are not 

automatically the same as their predecessors. 

 

Women’s traditional arts can be used as a fruitful base for examining 

intergenerational debates between older and younger feminists. Schapiro and 
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Lippard’s generation of artists can be disparaging of the issues and views which are 

seen meaningful to the third-wave feminists (Lippard, 1995, p.136). Some third-wave 

feminists such as Zeisler, co-founder of Bitch magazine, seem concerned by the 

trend of finding “feminist agency within the crafting movement” (Sallee, 2016, p.36), 

arguing that to make a feminist life it must take more than reclaiming women’s 

work. The craft itself must be oppositional or political to demonstrate real activism. 

Crafting can be a bridge between career and family, redefining feminism by creating 

ways to pursue non-traditional careers, helping women to make a livelihood through 

being creative alongside the opportunity to stay at home with family if necessary 

(Sallee, 2016). The third-wave’s vision of contemporary crafting does give women a 

platform where they can discuss definitions and manifestations of feminism, and a 

way to represent their narratives to a male-dominated culture (Lippard, 1995). 

 

Crafting, a term which includes feltmaking, can, therefore, allow women to both 

distance and align themselves to feminist traditions they agree or disagree at the 

same time as aligning or distancing themselves from their “foremothers”, and 

support a distancing from feminist traditions they do not align to (Parker, 2010; 

Sallee 2016, p.36). There can also be historical and cultural continuity in the way the 

craft and technique can hold meaning (Parker & Pollock, 1996). Creating craft in 

response to life events is deeply rooted in tradition, for example, embroidery and 

quilts have been used to record public and private events and have been termed 

cultural memory and are entwined with personal memory (Sturken, 1997). Sturken 

has described these memories as one “that is shared outside the avenues of formal 
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historical discourse yet is entangled with cultural products and imbued with cultural 

meaning” (1997 p. 3). Women can use feltmaking and other forms of craft to make 

sense of life-changing events and adversities, using it to begin the healing process, 

bringing comfort and sense of community during periods of turmoil (Ice, 1997). 

Sallee (2016) argues that crafting is a “traditional way women comment on their 

roles as women, workers, and partners in a male-dominated world” (p. 107). This 

process aligns itself to traditional roots of practice alongside new methods that have 

changed the way information is disseminated, such as Facebook and YouTube. 

However, there are always tensions between public and private, complicity and 

comfort when creating objects of memory (Miller, 2008; Miller & Parrott, 2009; 

Miller, Taylor & Carver, 2006; Sallee, 2016). 

 

Treen (2015) describes the contemporary crafting display yarnbombing, whereby 

anonymous crafters install knitted fragments in urban spaces. Sallee (2016) extends 

the description into a more conceptual definition by adding  “handmade graffiti 

narrate[ing] a conversation between women”  (p.116), therefore postulating a 

‘crafting as conversation’ model. Felt artists such as Imogen Noble use felt in the 

landscape in a similar fashion to yarnbombing, using blended merino fleece which is 

wet-felted onto groins on the Kent coast. 

 

The relationship between feminism in embroidery is considered in Rozika Parker’s 

The Subversive Stitch (2010), where she puts forward that it is the traditional art 

form, such as embroidery in this instance, has both restricted women through 
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notions of femininity, and also served as an instrument through which women could 

subvert and reformulate gender norms. As Parker (2010) states, “women have 

nevertheless sewn subversive stitch – managed to make meanings of their own in 

the very medium intended to inculcate self-effacement” (p.215). Parker (2010) 

believes that there remains a connection between embroidery and femininity, but 

the framework for this connection has changed. Women, on the whole, no longer 

embroider as a gesture of domestic duty, but embroidery or craft as a bond between 

women continues. However, for Parker’s (2010) second-wave feminist artists and 

the third-wave feminists who see crafting as the generational identity, there is a 

tension between crafting with an intentionally adversarial and activist orientation 

and Craftivism and the notion that crafting is still responsible for creating and 

recreating traditional restrictive gender roles (Parker, 2010). 

 

The narratives that women’s crafting create form a dialogue surrounding women’s 

traditional arts, gender roles and feminism, the dialogue of feminism, is in itself a 

traditional phenomenon, along with historical and cultural endurance in the ways 

women have used objects to voice their opinions. Objects can serve as distinctive 

and expressive scripts which reveal agency and the conflicting intercessions of 

groups who have been marginalised and oppressed. As Woodward (2007) states: 

“people require objects to understand and perform aspects of selfhood and to 

navigate the terrain of culture more broadly” (p.vi). Schlereth (1981) agrees, 

postulating that in the study of objects we illuminate the lives of the marginalised, 

much more than texts can. However, Cixous (1975, p.86) suggests that women use 
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avant-garde writing to share their stories, text which is unorthodox and 

transgressive, and which she asserts as therefore feminine. 

 

Dialogue that occurs through objects, can support the expression of agency within 

various social women’s’ groups, thus promoting a gateway of insight into the 

community and allowing further elucidation and exploration into these groups. The 

exploration of feltmaking as a cultural tradition in the crafting of objects can also 

support an empowerment of women from marginalised groups by gaining a 

livelihood using felt. 

 

CULTURAL IDENTITY- EMPOWERING WOMEN THROUGH FELT ART 

The development of feltmaking in a variety of different cultures globally, perhaps 

following the trade routes across Asia and Europe, impacted on individual cultures 

differently. In some areas the art of feltmaking is thousands of years old and is 

honoured as integral to that culture’s way of life; other cultures consider felt as 

merely utilitarian rather than as a cultural tradition; yet other cultures are only just 

exploring the possibilities of felt, having been introduced to feltmaking more 

recently. It is essential to consider these connections between cultures, especially 

now that artists are better able to share their expertise; artists are travelling to share 

their expertise and others sharing via the Internet or due to better and faster ways 

to travel (Mullins, 2009). 
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One organisation that helped women through the medium of felt is Pure Felt, a 

Swiss-registered charity. Its tagline suggested that by training unemployed and low 

privileged woman in Jordan and South Africa, the non-profit organisation created 

jobs and empowered and enabled women to gain a livelihood by starting micro-

businesses based on felt design products. Pure Felt created jobs, and the work 

experience and skills make the participants more employable. According to Pure Felt 

(2018), women in Jordan and South Africa have been trained and employed on 

commissions. Pure Felt (Figure 11) state that due to its tactile nature and visual 

appeal, the art the women make matters, it has the story of its making, makers and 

purpose and therefore of empowerment and engagement.  Pure Felt postulate that 

the artwork produced by participants’ prompts a relationship as it has an unspoken 

invitation to be touched, giving it a gravitational pull between the viewer and the 

artwork. 

 

Figure 11. Pure Felt, enabling women to start micro businesses based 

on felt design products. 
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An example of a University-led project is Craft Power (Potter and Schaer, 2015). The 

authors travelled to Georgia in 2012 from Columbia College Chicago to work on a 

project called Crafting Women’s Stories: Lives in Georgian Felt, a collaboration 

between Georgian women and American artists. The success of the project led to a 

return visit the following year. The project aimed to conduct workshops, to research 

traditional Georgian crafts and to work with the Women’s Fund in Georgia, an 

organisation devoted to the needs and rights of Georgian women, with whom the 

authors had worked before. During the project, they made hand-felted feminist 

banners, with slogans such as ‘equal pay for equal work’ and ‘my body my choice’, 

which were subsequently paraded in 2013 at Tbilisi’s first International Women’s 

Day march (Figure 12). 
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Georgia’s feltmaker’s carry on the craft traditions which embodied the histories of 

their culture and were supported by the researchers to use their felting expertise to 

make personal books, banners, slogans and masks, while sharing the tradition and 

practice of feltmaking. The project led to a series of workshops and consequently 

commissioned for the women to be paid to make feltworks. Empowering women 

and enabling them to have a voice within a patriarchal society. Bratich & Brush 

(2011) suggest that patriarchy becomes uncomfortable when encountering artisanal 

activities in the public arena as it turns interior domesticity outward, giving exposure 

Figure 12. Womens Day march, 2013 Tbilisi. 
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and therefore visibility to the unpaid labour that is taken for granted in the creation 

of maintenance of home life. 

 

The exteriorisation of the interiority of the mechanics of home life described in the 

examples above and elsewhere such as Turkey (the Ödemiş Women’s Cooperative) 

normalises women working outside of the home environment (Atalay, 2015). By 

empowering women economically, stereotyped impressions of patriarchy and 

conditioned behaviours are challenged (Atalay, 2015). Furthermore, the project 

develops new social networks alongside the craft activities, the collaboration 

supporting a revival of the new craft culture leading to stronger cultural identity and 

empowers women by education and networking between various backgrounds. 

 

However, Bratich & Brush (2011) argue in Fabricating Activism that the atelier, the 

communal craft circle, has been captured by capital: The advent of industrialisation 

has detracted from the community that produces craft objects in the atelier in 

favour of either mass production, where speed is more important than craft culture, 

or production from home. This movement, they suggest, potentially endangers the 

craftwork itself by putting restraints on what would otherwise be developments 

engendered by artists and craftsmen working together and sharing expertise. 

 

This craft culture, however, is indigenous in the creation of cultural produce within a 

community; women-focused enterprise groups are often channelled through 
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handmade craft production (Bailey & Townsend, 2015). As Dormer and Greenhalgh 

(2010) suggest, there is an interrelation between craft and the notion of the 

vernacular, which carries the authentic voice of the society through collective 

making within the community. 

 

Community and collaborative aspects of textile production have been widely 

researched. Parker (1984) documents subversiveness in textiles within women’s 

history, as does Showalter’s (2012) exploration of cultural and social collaborations 

in 19th-century America. During the 1970s, textiles became a totemic symbol of 

identity, action and activism (MacBeth & Barber,2015) and handcrafted textiles were 

used by activists such as Greenham Common Women’s Peace Camp, established in 

1981, who associated handcrafted textiles with domestic and women’s work. As 

Adamson (2007) suggests, textile craft in the traditional home served as a symbol of 

both a token of the feminist desire to break out of domesticity and of unjustly 

quashed creativity. 

 

Textile collaborations have continued to the present day, seeing a resurgence within 

the last 20 years signifying charitable, political and emotional collective efforts. 

There is a desensitisation to standard practices such as knitting or crocheting in 

public places, yarn bombing trees and benches. The impact of the Internet can be 

seen in the development of many of these practices, providing artists with the 

visibility that facilitate group community and collaborative practices. Greer (2008, 

2011, 2014) coined the phrase Craftivism, describing it as “taking something new to 
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share something old (the act of making) and plying it to our want to connect… Not 

only are the knitting circles and quilting bees recreated via the Internet, but so are 

the feelings that they give us” (2014, p.124). 
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Bratich & Barber (2015) cite instances where textile art has been used as collective 

activism, such as Norwegian artist Lise Bjorne Linnert’s work Desconocida- 

Unknown-Ukjent where handstitched nametags (Figure 13) made by groups of 

individuals in workshops are displayed placed in rows and convey the torture, 

kidnapping and killing of young women in Juarez, Mexico. The workshops build on 

the understanding of the pedagogy of models of current collaboration and social 

engagement. Using mindfulness and embodied knowledge as the students’ stitch, 

making connections between themselves, humanitarian and challenging social 

issues. 

Workshops like these carry on around the world today. Some universities such as 

Huddersfield have engaged first-year textile students in social issues, with the name 

 

Figure 13. Collective activism, University of Huddersfield (2014). Lise Bjorne 

Linnert’s work ‘Desconocida- Unknown-Ukjent, handstitched nametags  
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of the workshop signifying identity and the group of textile students signifying 

belonging in a community (Bratich & Barber, 2015). Macbeth and Barber (2015) put 

forward that as the participants of the project stitch an individual name, they 

activate the emotion of compassion directly with the named person and with the 

situation. As the needle moves through the cloth, it immortalises the person’s name. 

Thus, an internal and authentic personal voice is given to the artwork (Figure 13). 

Women’s community groups can support and empower marginalised communities 

by creating a livelihood through their crafts, outlets for textile collaboration and 

activism, as well as providing a space to learn new skills. 

 

CHAPTER SUMMARY  

The literature and materials review introduced an overview of felt as an artistic and 

cultural medium. Within the materials review, a deliberation is articulated on how 

the making of felt is a physically painstaking process, engaging the whole body in a 

performance (Dewey 1934; Edward, 2018). A discussion surrounding tacit and 

embodied knowledge is undertaken and how it can be seen as an indicator of the 

process of knowledge transfer from the expert to the novice, in a from-to 

relationship. The discussion continues in the dialogue surrounding how knowledge 

transfer is embedded in the living process, in both the here and now but also in the 

past, in a polarity between the two (Merleau-Ponty,1963; Polanyi, 1969).  This is a 

process that is in constant flux, each element relating to each other whilst ever-

changing, but with a constant connection to its ancestral history (Burkett, 1979; 

Larkin, 2013; Mullins, 2009). These symbolic aspects of feltmaking, rooted in 
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humanity’s relationship with traditional craft materials, support my reflective artistic 

narrative utilising the symbolism of felt. The feltworks are representing the physical 

energy and spirit of feltmaking, leaving some of the spirit of the maker within the 

felted object. Some cultures, therefore, believe that felt is a living thing, a healing 

substance, the fibres holding onto the maker's energy (Larkin, 2013, 2018). 

 

Feltmaking history has developed within multiple cultures, each adapting to the 

discrete needs of the culture. Through this adaptation, the feltmaking origins have 

disappeared.  When examining felt artefacts, it is, therefore, unworkable to imply a 

difference between traditional and modern, present and past as opposing extremes. 

It is more practicable to write about feltmaking from the viewpoint of traditions. 

 

Historical and cultural feltmaking traditions, where knowledge is passed down 

through community and family, cannot be divorced from contemporary feltmaking 

practices. Thinking about feltmaking from the standpoint of traditions rather than 

geography or chronology enables a connectedness between cultures. Therefore, 

feltmaking can be recognised as both an individual and creative cultural act, where 

traditions are becoming global. There is an inseparable link between feltmaking and 

cultural identity (Hunter, 2012). 

 

The visibility of felt as a fibre in contemporary mainstream artworks has grown 

significantly in the last ten years partly due to the position of craft as both ethical, 
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ecologically sustainable and attuned to environmental movements (Auther, 2010). 

These conditions have supported an uprising of a felt art movement not only within 

regional feltmaking groups but also in the adoption of university textiles degrees and 

international exhibitions. 

 

The items we carry on our person declare much about the complexity and speed of 

our lives, divulging our desire to move, communicate and consume at will (Burnam & 

Denbo, 2007). A pocket in the contemporary idea of the word is viewed as a sew-in 

internal pouch in clothing, however, during the 17th, 18th and 19th centuries it is 

usually referred to a tied-on pouch around the waist under women's clothing. 

 

Within the literature review, a discussion surrounding the history of a pocket reveals 

that a lack of insertion of a pocket into women's clothing, as opposed to men’s, 

denied women the means to travel at will. Therefore, women's independent pockets 

were significant, as at the time, women had little or no private space or rights to own 

property; thus, pockets were fundamental to a woman's experience of privacy. They 

allowed women out of the “domestic interior”, the contents granting future scholars 

an investigation of women's relationship with this interior as well as the creation of 

“female interiority” across all classes (Fennetaux, 2008; p.308). An investigation into 

the contents of the pockets allows an exploration of the private sphere; privacy, 

secrecy and interiority.   
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The lack of pockets within women's fashion is still in evidence today, pockets 

embodying gender differences (Fine, 2007; Kaczynskin, 2018; Rice, 1989; Snowdon, 

2016). This lack of contemporary pockets is exemplified in social media 

(#womenneedpocketstoo, #wewantpockets) alongside websites that connect 

women to clothing that includes functional pockets, such as Pocketocracy and 

Pockets Rock. Pockets through history demonstrate an association between personal 

memory and emotional attachments. This has been demonstrated in many ways, 

such as in the material used or the decoration embellished. Craft has given women 

the ability to negotiate some of the restrictions imposed upon them and escape 

some of the constraints. Women’s pockets were intimate places and central to a 

women's privacy, embodying notions of imagination, secrecy, memory, 

subversiveness (Fennetaux, 2008). An examination of pockets allowing the scholar a 

link in the relationship between the pocket and the social world, its contents are 

helping to understand a sense of self. 

 

These notions are explored within personal artworks, Hushed Reverberations, my 

private ruminations in felt made throughout treatment for a serious illness. These 

feltworks, accompanied by audio ruminations, explore a personal life-space at a time 

of crisis (Levine, 1980). 

 

The section of the literature review entitled gender, craft groups and feminist 

debates research the narratives surrounding women’s crafting and the ways women 

can use craft to voice their opinions through an object. Khouia’s (2015, 2016) 
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research into the collective sense of self explores how all these experiences combine 

for the individual and the group giving the individual much more than the acquisition 

of a new skill to the community experience. 

 

The history of felt as a medium and the uprising of felting groups have given a 

context to the formation of the CoP as well as a cultural framework. The work of 

organisations that empower women through felt and textile art, the projects bring 

back empowerment to women and women's communities and strengthen their 

cultural heritage. These elements are contextualised within the research undertaken 

at FFF and within my practice.   

 

The literature and materials review introduces felt as an artistic and cultural medium 

and therefore is a review of the material central to the research. The felt material is 

then offered within a historical and cultural context stressing the bond between 

communities and learning (Lave & Wenger: 1991, 1998). The review concludes with 

an outline of contemporary felt artists in direct relation to the artworks presented 

for the exhibition element of the thesis and artworks produced within the FFF. 

 

Crafting is created through myriad texts which transform into an individual form of 

expression, a societal spectacle, a fashion trend, a subculture, an addiction, a coping 

mechanism, an oppositional act, and a means of healing both physically and 

emotionally (Sallee, 2016, p. v). Contemporary crafting is a complex and 
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contradictory gender and class performance. A performance that serves as a form of 

communication among women, a language that both enables and contains 

oppositional and gender role explorations as a language, which has specific words 

that shape not only how humans express themselves, but also what they say. 

Crafting is at once a means of expression that enable women to express emotions, 

connect with other women, cope with stress and frustration, and also a means of 

containing and delimiting their expressions of gender roles and narratives (Sallee, p. 

2). 
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CHAPTER 3  METHODS AND METHODOLOGY –CARDING 

 

This chapter outlines the rationale for the doctoral research undertaken. It examines 

how knowledge is generated and disseminated within a community of feltmakers 

group during the process of creating two artworks Hushed Reverberations and 

Tripartite Helix. These artworks are the central foci in the practice-led and the 

empirical parts of the research. The research is conducted primarily from a personal 

autoethnographic standpoint. 

 

The chapter begins by reviewing the use of ethnographic research methods and the 

development of the practice of autoethnographic research. There is an examination 

and justification of the use of an arts-based ethnography, followed by a review of 

arts-based research (ABR) practices and a brief discussion on how they sit alongside 

methodological, theoretical, epistemological and ontological considerations. A focus 

on the genre of a/r/tographical research methods is concluded by a justification and 

explanation of the rationale behind the choice of felt-art as a basis for this research. 

The data collection process is described, followed by a discussion of the complexities 

of the data analysis process using ABR practices and a review of the ethics of 

conducting insider and personal research. 
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ETHNOGRAPHIC RESEARCH 

The research was initially constructed to be in keeping with the tradition of 

ethnography, originating from anthropological research traditions whereby 

ethnographers observe social practices and interactions without imposing any 

framework or structure to the situation; the ethnographer is situated within the 

writing they produce (Freeman, 2015; Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2011). By using 

ethnographic field notes, researchers include their perception and understanding of 

the singular social reality they are observing (Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2011; Leavy, 

2015). These perceptions include beliefs the researcher has on how they view the 

world as well as the particular experiences in that reality, including rational, 

corporeal, emotional and practical field experiences. Geertz (1973) describes these 

as 'thick' descriptions, informed by the researcher's subjective or systematic 

reflexivity about the experience and allowing the researcher to articulate a culture of 

situations within the setting. Ethnographers are able to listen, participate with and 

observe directly the individuals in their study (Heath, 2012), and are able to observe 

"the informal logic of actual life" (Geertz, 1973; p.17); the process of ongoing 

subjective writing and reflexive interpretation (Leavy, 2015) gives us a 'felt sense' of 

the informants (Grendlin, 1969). 

 

Feminist researchers such as Halpin (1989) and Smith (1987) have established how 

incorrect claims of neutrality within ethnographic research perpetuate the 

constrictions of gendered knowledge. They develop the work of mid-20th-century 

feminist theorists who, on abandoning beliefs of the genderless mind, stressed the 
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impossibility of separating the positioned self from one's thoughts (Freeman, 2015). 

Lawler (2014), on the other hand, suggests that the researcher draws on memories 

of events to narrate a research 'story' in which the memories themselves are 

interpretations of the events that happened, which are in turn interpreted. Memory 

itself can be seen as unreliable, as Lawler (2014) proposes "memories are 

themselves social products" (p.30); thus, systematic reflexivity is recommended. 

Harding (1995) proposes, therefore, the use of strong objectivity in the context of 

the research, using a distinctive female approach in the understanding, 

empowerment and interpretation of texts. The use of an autoethnographic approach 

to research using an immediate form of data collection has, therefore, supported a 

systematic reflexive methodology for this research. Immediate data collected has, in 

turn, addressed some of the dilemmas surrounding the interpretation of memories, 

autoethnography is therefore a valid methodology for this thesis research. Further 

reasons for the choice of an autoethnographic approach are outlined in the next 

section. 

 

AUTOETHNOGRAPHY 

Autoethnography is a qualitative research method that assimilates ethnography and 

autobiography to provide a self-reflexive way of knowing, which attempts to escape 

the boundaries of the authoritarian restrictions imposed on more traditional 

research strategies (Blair, 2014; Brochner, 2000; Duncan, 2004; Ellis, 2004; Ellis, 

Adams & Brochner, 2000, 2006, 2011; Griffiths, 2011; Humphreys, 2005; Reed-

Danahay, 1997, 2008). According to Cahnmann-Taylor  & Siegesmund (2008), it sits 
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between autobiography and ethnography and highlights the researcher and their 

reflexivity and reflections as a viable data. The researcher/ reflexive / reflections 

triad enabled me to encapsulate the narratives of the ‘truths’ I am portraying in this 

research, and therefore the narrative enquiry I have created is situated firmly within 

an autoethnographic methodology. An autobiography is a form of narrative enquiry 

(Freeman, 2007), one in which the narrative creates an understanding of the 

'interpreted truths' of the culture it is recording, taking a microscopic angle on the 

lived experience of the contributors. Although the researcher reveals themselves to 

be invisible within the writing, like all social researchers, they are unquestionably 

entwined within the story they are representing (Freeman, 2015). 

 

Choi (2017) suggests the epistemological foundations of autoethnography do not sit 

within the perspectives of social or behavioural science, but rather move towards 

Polkinghorne's (1983, 1988, 1989) assertions of a more human science. A science 

which allows the questions about the human realm to inform the choice of research 

method. A distinctive characteristic of autoethnography is that it approaches the 

research with an open mind rather than from a static positionality (Choi, 2017). 

 

Reed-Danahay (1997) and Blair (2014) both define autoethnography as a form of 

self-narrative which places the self within the social context, postulating it is both a 

method and a text. Autoethnographical research has inevitable overlaps with 

ethnography as well as "biography and autobiography, postmodernism, memoir, 

narrative and storytelling, research subjectivity, trust and the ethics of disclosure" 
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Freeman (2015, p.62), which can lead to confusion for the researcher. While 

autoethnography has traditionally been defined as the cultural study of one's 

people, more recently, it has been defined as a turning of the ethnographic gaze 

inward on the self while maintaining the outward gaze of ethnography (Denzin, 

2014). Autoethnography can be seen as a form of self-narrative which places the self 

within the social context. Positioning me within the FFF community using an 

autoethnographic approach, established opportunities to collect data on both 

personal and group research narratives when in attendance and absence from FFF, 

as Reed-Danahay (1997) and Blair (2014) propose autoethnography is both a 

method and a text. Ellis and Brockner (2000) concur and add that autobiographical 

self-narrative writing is research that displays multiple layers of consciousness, 

connecting the cultural to the personal, in this instance FFF to me. Ellis and Brocker 

(2000) and Denzin (2014) all encapsulate my viewpoints on the autoethnographic 

study, how I have turned my gaze consciously inward while in parallel maintaining 

outward scrutiny, using it as both a method and a text. The autoethnographic 

research method has supported an increased level of critical reflexive dialogue in 

this thesis (Edward, 2018; Griffiths, 2011; Skeggs, 2002; Spry, 2001; Sullivan, 2010) in 

both my FFF research and in my related artworks. 

 

Scholars from many different fields, especially those who embrace qualitative 

research as a vital tool for knowledge, are experimenting with self-research (Ellis & 

Brockner, 2000). Freeman (2015) offers a cautionary note, reminding us of the 

"potential failings and self-indulgent, even narcissistic qualities" (p. 62) of 
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autoethnography. Choi (2017) concurs, suggesting that the pitfalls of self-research 

be taken seriously; a consciousness of the dangers and limitations of using a variety 

of conversations across disciplines, however exciting and valuable, be made sentient. 

Choi (2017) cites Richardson (1994) in agreeing that although experimentations with 

textural form provide much greater freedom, this does not necessarily ensure a 

more developed product. A rigorous approach needs to be applied to the research 

method chosen, mindful that however, rigorous the approach, a final expected or 

wanted outcome is not guaranteed. In addressing some of the issues surrounding 

autoethnographic approaches to my research, such as rigour juxtaposed with making 

the research accessible by allowing a study that creates a bridge linking the viewer to 

the research. I desired a clearer methodology that allowed both an 

autoethnographic approach and one which permitted a more creative enquiry. 

 

Mesearch describes the process of creative enquiry where autoethnography, self-

reflexivity and personal experience is used as academic research, as person-centred 

wisdom (Douglas, 2017; Edward, 2018; Leavy, 2015; Pink, 2013). Edward (2018) 

describes mesearch as an innovative practice that: 

“... delivers a personal, creative narration, combining reflections and 

emotions in relation to self. Instead of being an attempt to undervalue 

or challenge the accepted notions of style within academic research, it 

promotes a freedom of expression which allows greater fluidity 

between the researcher, the performer, and the writer” (p.113). 

 

Weaving itself into a current trend, mesearch is becoming more dominant than 

autoethnographic research (Edward, 2018). Freeman (2015) warns that the ubiquity 
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of the practice in this field has led to a demise of quality. However, Edward (2018) 

elaborates on the distinctions between autoethnography, memoir and mesearch by 

stating that "mesearch is the creative inquiry into self as a living archive" (Edward, 

2018, p.36), expanding further by giving an example and diagrammatical analysis. 

Edward (2018) suggests that mesearch allows interdisciplinary research to become 

accessible to the viewer in a non-academic format, bridging the gap between 

research, practice and me. In this way, the method and the text are entwined, 

moving the gaze from the inner-self outward to provoke a more comprehensive 

viewpoint from the viewer.  Mesearch fulfilled the elements within the 

methodological difficulties I had encountered and was appropriated as my 

methodology. I further desired creative transdisciplinary research as an approach to 

data collection and therefore an arts-based research method was used. 

 

Figure 14. Visual articulation of the concept of mesearch.  

Adapted from Edwards, (2018).   
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As Leavy (2018) states, "Arts-based research [ABR] is a transdisciplinary approach to 

knowledge building that combines the tenants of the creative arts in research 

contexts" (p.4). Sullivan (2006) advanced the notion that artistic research can be a 

way to construct knowledge by assimilating lived experience, memory and 

subjectivity. Many institutions now recognise that practice-led doctoral thesis’ are 

not exclusively focused on the printed word particularly within art education (Sinner, 

Leggo, Irwin, Gouzouasis & Grauer, 2006; Eisner, 2008; Hickman, 2007; Irwin, 2013; 

Pink, 2013; Sullivan, 2014). Art practitioners can advance knowledge about their 

practice through the element of making, so as they can be: 

“…informed and empowered [which] requires information to be 

recreated in a vision of one's own making, and here, the operative 

word is making. As artists and art teachers we live our lives by 

processing the world by any means we can and, in most cases, this 

relies on visual acuity, creativity, and crap detecting capability” 

(Sullivan, 2014, p.284). 

 

Leavy (2015) differentiates between some of the main features of qualitative 

research, qualitative research, and ABR. She describes four main differences 

between ABR and more traditional styles of research. Firstly, the valuing of a range 

of different content and representational formats in arts-based practices recognises 

that the aims of the research differ from that in other paradigms. Thus, the 

strategies that are used to achieve them vary. Secondly, the researcher engaged in 

ABR needs a set of skills which may require the researcher to develop their research 

and artistic skills. Arts-based research demands openness and intuition, flexibility, 

the ability to think conceptually, thematically and metaphorically and attention to 

ethical practice (Leavy, 2015). Thirdly, Leavy suggests that art-based practices are 
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moving from "interdisciplinary to transdisciplinary" (2015, p.294), disrupting the 

disciplinary boundaries of the former; emergent ABR practices transgress the 

boundaries of one disciplinary context and challenge existing research paradigms 

(Leavy, 2015, 2018) 

 

Fourthly, Leavy (2015) suggests that the outcome of ABR differs from more 

traditional research. Therefore any assessment of construction of knowledge 

garnered from arts-based practices must relate to its aims and objectives and 

'traditional' scientific standards be modified to enable researchers to compare 

results accurately. Leavy (2015) concludes that to use the forms, practices and 

language of the arts allows us to think differently and see and research in new ways. 

 

Figure 15. A/r/tographical research merging making, knowing 

and doing combining into a creative third-space. 
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A/r/t represents artist/researcher/teacher and graphy refers to writing which when 

combined give a creative third-space (Pinar, 2004), merging making, knowing and 

doing (p.9) It is a particular classification within the genre of ABR (Leavy, 2015; Pinar, 

2004; Sinner, 2006). The contiguous relationship between the identities' 

artist/researcher/teacher' and 'art-making/researching/teaching' privileges both art 

and text (Garcia Lazo & Smith, 2014; see also: Bakan, 2016; Carter, Lapum, Lavallee 

& Schindel Martin, 2014; Irwin & Springgay, 2008; Kawka & Nieddu, 2015; Leake, 

2015; Wicks, 2017) Figure 15. A/r/tographical research merging making, knowing 

and doing combining into a creative third-space. Figure 15). 

 

Sinner et al. (2006) state that a/r/tographical research becomes a hybrid, practice-

based form of methodology grounded in both the self and the social: 

"a/r/tographical work is rendered through the methodological 

concept of contiguity, living enquiry, openings, metaphor/metonymy, 

reverberations and excess which are enacted and presented or 

performed when a relational aesthetic enquiry condition is envisaged 

as embodied understanding and exchanges between art and text, and 

between and among the broadly conceived identities of 

artist/researcher/teacher" (p. 1224). 

 

As Leake (2015) corroborates, in a/r/tographic research, artwork combined with 

writing provide the enquiry methods, data collection, analysis and exhibition of 

findings. The in-between space of artworks, a/r/tographer and research informers 

can provide new understanding and awareness of the research, giving a deeper 

meaning to the integration between the self and others, whereby the art-making is 
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not reduced to illustrative purposes or a validation of an experience or idea, see 

Figure 15, (Garcia Lazo & Smith 2014; Irwin & Springgay, 2008; Leake, 2015). 

 

Figure 15 The in-between space bringing forward new understandings 

 

ARTS-BASED AUTOETHNOGRAPHY 

Between 2010 and 2020, a number of researchers have sought to bring arts-based 

autoethnographic research to the wider research domain and thus it is more widely 

accepted as a valid research methodology (Leavy, 2015; see also Chilton & Leavy, 

2014; Etherington, 2004; Freeman, 2015; Irwin, 2013; Irwin & de Cosson, 2004; 

Pinar, 2004; Sinner, Leggo, Irwin, Gouzouasis & Grauer, 2006) which sits alongside 

the process of creative personal enquiry mesearch (Edward, 2018; see also Douglas, 

2017; Leavy, 2015; Leavy, 2018; Pink, 2010, 2012, 2013, 2015). 

 

Arts-based autoethnography can communicate research through a variety of forms 

including but not confined to artworks, digital works, performances, poems, novels, 

short stories, videos and other "experimental texts featuring action, emotion, 
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embodiment, self-consciousness and introspection" (Blair 2014, p. 7; see also Bickel 

2005; Denzin, 2014; Ellis 2004; Leavy, 2015, 2018; Madrid, 2012; Minge 2006; 

Morawski & Irwin, 2008; Pink, 2013; Spry 2001; Suominen Guyas, 2006.). Smith-

Shank and Kiefer-Boyd (2007) observed that significant and innovative methods of 

arts-based autoethnography appear at conferences, within journals and in 

classrooms across the field of arts education. Notably, these new artworks and texts 

are leading the field of qualitative enquiry within arts-based autoethnography and 

moving it forward in new self-reflexive and vulnerable directions (Bickel, 2005; 

Denzin, 2014; Leavy, 2009; Madrid, 2012; Minge, 2006; Smith-Shank and Kiefer-

Boyd, 2007; Spry, 2001; Suominen Guyas, 2006). New knowledge not found in 

standard qualitative research can be found in the fusion between art-making and 

research; this is arts-based autoethnography. ABR is grounded in the philosophy that 

it can recognise that art is capable of communicating or engendering an awareness 

of truth(s) in the knowledge of the self and others. In accomplishing self-other 

knowledge Gerber et al. suggest that the use of arts are crucial in ABR as the arts 

give significance to multiple, such as abstract and sensory “preverbal ways of 

knowing” (2012, p.41). ABR allows the ability to communicate the truth in my own 

and other’s stories in the fusion between research and felt-based artworks. 

 

As Chilton, Gerber, & Scotti (2015) suggest, these philosophical beliefs outline an 

aesthetic intersubjective paradigm, which calls into play sensory, kinaesthetic, 

emotional, perceptual, embodied and imaginal ways of knowing (Berger, 1972; 

Chilton, et al., 2015; Dewey, 1934). The philosophy of ABR is influenced by the 
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philosophical understanding of the body, through embodiment theory and 

phenomenology (Chilton et al., 2015; Leavy, 2018). Intersubjectivity refers to the 

associated aspects of the arts interpreted as knowing, whereby meanings can be 

made with and between others (Conrad & Beck, 2015; Leavy, 2018). The notion of 

understanding the body through a phenomenological approach aligns with my 

personal felt- based narrative. The felted objects in the research are experienced 

physically and therefore the interaction between the object and the person can 

support the conveyance of a deeper level of conscious understanding of this 

relation. 

 

The ABR carried out during this doctoral research consists of two visual elements 

which focus on overlapping concepts from an a/r/tographical perspective (Leavy, 

2015), providing a framework to explore and develop the autoethnography 

possibilities of felt making as an art form. The feltworks are both illuminating and 

examining my journey through the thesis research, and I am a part of both visual 

elements, one illustrating my journey. The other combines the journey I have taken 

with the group, with an external examination of exchange of learning within a 

community of feltmakers which I am also a part. The in-between space of the 

artworks exhibited gives a deeper meaning to the integration between the self and 

others, providing awareness and understanding of the self and social (Garcia Lazo & 

Smith, 2014; Irwin & Springgay, 2008; Leake, 2015). 
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The methodologies that relate to life experience are undoubtedly individualistic and 

encapsulate the concept of self as a researched researcher as part of, and within, the 

research process (Edward, 2018). Engaging with reflective methodologies while 

creating felt artworks intertwine with myself as both an artist and researcher. These 

visual research elements are a valid way to investigate both personal experience and 

information regarding the understanding of the cultural context within FFF and the 

wider felting community (Freeman, 2015; Gray & Malins, 2004; Hickman, 2007; 

Sullivan, 2010). The felt arts-based and/or reflexive enquiry enables the research to 

move beyond observations, interviews and statistics by looking inward at the 

vulnerable self (Ellis, 2004; Griffiths, 2011). 

 

Using my own feltwork Hushed Reverberations, created during the course of this 

research as an integral part of this research conducted within the wider FFF 

community of felters, has advanced the methodology of arts-based 

autoethnography in the field of felt and art education while the final exhibition goes 

on to create a performance that connects the viewer to the artist's experiences 

(Dewey, 1934; Douglas, 2017; Edward, 2018; Holmes & Roberts, 2019). 

 

The first element, Hushed Reverberations, is the artwork in action (Wilson, 2002). 

Each artwork, encapsulated in its own felt pocket, examines the ideas of interiority 

and exteriority by investigating the contents I have chosen to include, items 

comprising biological materials such as hair and medical items like pills and syringes. 

Ideas of composite making/conceptual/reality can posit an integrated methods 
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approach in which individual elements are combined and interrelated into the 

making of something new. The 'hand-making' is a valid part of the research, the 

truth of the hand describing a practice that speculates on our internal narratives, art 

as thinking and art as knowledge (Wilson, 2002). One in which "the linkage of 

research to the body completes a circle, linking the most ancient of art forms 

(performance) with the newest experiments" (Wilson, 2002 p.198). Wilson (2002) 

notes that many artists have used their creative, intellectual, and interdisciplinary 

practice to communicate the intersections of art, medicine and health through their 

artworks. 

 

Tripartite Helix is the second element; a large three-part felted helix armature, which 

encapsulates the variety and versatility of felt-based artwork while enabling an 

examination of the notions of privacy and interiority. The research project confronts 

the ideas of interiority and exteriority by examining the choices of contents the 

Felter’s selected to include or exclude in their pockets; the Helix provides a 

framework for this investigation. 

 

Elements of the thesis are interwoven with these methodological approaches 

throughout the writing. Figure 16, a conceptual framework diagram, aims to 

exemplify and clarify where these elements engage with one another.  
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Figure 16 Thesis Conceptual Framework 
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DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS  

The study of the International Feltmakers Association (IFA) and Frodsham Friday 

Felters (FFF) was conducted between September 2016 and December 2018. 

Throughout this period, FFF was visited monthly on a Friday morning for four hours. 

In order to methodically triangulate the observations of learning gathered from the 

ladies of FFF, members completed two open-ended questionnaires and two 

additional opportunities to learn and develop skills outside the monthly FFF 

meetings were provided, all attended by some members from FFF. In total, this 

approach created different observed learning environments during which over 150 

hours of observable data was collected (Figure 17). 

• three separate taught workshops outside the FFF 

• one (subscription) international online taught course 

• two open-ended questionnaires completed with over 40 respondents 

• pop-up Tripartite Helix exhibition 

 

Figure 17. Field note data. 

 

The research was carried out using autoethnographic ARB methods (Barone & 

Eisner, 2012; Edward, 2018; Pink 2012, 2013, 2015). These methods have been 
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examined and interpreted (Leavy, 2015) and validated (Greenhalgh, 2017); the 

potential exposure to allegations of undue subjectivity and even at times narcissism 

(Edward, 2018; Roth, 2005, 2005a, 2009; Taylor, 2011) has been mitigated by several 

principal social scientists who have used creditable autoethnography to depict their 

journeys (Blaxter, 2009; Frank, 2010; Riessman, 2015). 

 

The data collection process began with two anonymous questionnaires, unusual 

within autoethnographic research (Pink, 2013; Rose, 2012). The first open-ended 

and anonymous questionnaire aimed to identify common themes, the second 

questionnaire built on the responses from the first. Although not typical for 

autoethnographic research (Leavy, 2015; Pink, 2013), questionnaires were used by 

this autoethnographic researcher to establish some common practices within the 

group. The responses enabled areas of potential observations to come to the fore. 

Observations and field notes had taken place before the questionnaire had been 

conducted, but lacked direction and clarity. I needed to resort to ‘safer’ methods to 

provide a support structure at the outset of the data-gathering process. The aim of 

the anonymous questionnaires was to gather data in order to give a broader 

understanding of the context of the group and their feltmaking practices. This was 

the only written form of questioning in the research. The purpose of the first 

questionnaire was to discover common themes that arose in line with the research 

project: how knowledge is generated in a shared community of feltmakers and what 

characterises their learning. These themes played an essential role in the research 

project. Open questions allow the respondent to elaborate on an answer in their 



126 | P a g e  
 

terms without being limited by response categories (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 

2011). The second questionnaire aimed to clarify and elucidate elements gathered 

from the initial questionnaire. Both questionnaires were completed during a 

monthly felting session and placed in a box in the kitchen to allow for anonymity. 

 

Fieldwork notes were the next to be collected, both written and audio, and comprise 

observations of myself and my practice alongside interactions with members of the 

FFF community; they are used to support or deny the assertions made within the 

questionnaires. Fieldwork involves the: 

 "disciplined study of what the world is like to people who have 

learned to see, hear, speak, think, and act in ways that are different. 

Rather than studying people, ethnography means learning from 

people… Instead of collecting data about people, the ethnographer 

seeks to… be taught by them" (Spardley, 1979, p.3). 

 

The collection of empirical fieldwork data took the form of field notes, including "on 

the fly notes, memo notes, theoretical memos and analysis memo" (Leavy 2015, p. 

42) and recorded autoethnographic reflections. The individual stories from each FFF 

session were collected as data. These were not analysed alongside pre-existing 

theory after, but as Heath (2012) proposes, they were regarded as the threads in a 

tapestry of interlaced tales. Most of the data was generated from participant 

observation, using unstructured observations. Observations were taken with the 

'researcher as participant' in the researched situation, methodically observing and 

recording essential aspects of the group and individual activities (Thomas, 2011) and 

included my learning as a participant. 
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Observations were recorded by composing electronic field notes, on-the-fly notes of 

captured conversations which focused on internal responses as well as verbatim 

quotations (Ethrington, 2004).  In addition to these varied field notes, data was 

generated by keeping an electronic research journal (Figure 18) capturing 

photographs of stages in the felt workshop practice alongside annotated 

descriptions and comments from the tutor (expert) in charge of the session of the 

teaching process and from participants. Throughout these observations, data was 

collected and analysed to understand how group members considered their learning 

process to unfold through the different experiences they had throughout their time 

within the group. 

 

Figure 18. Electronic field notes and images.  

 

The narrative methods used in the fieldwork through observation and annotation 

enable the examination of reflexive responses to the information in terms of history, 

gender, culture and context (Ethrington, 2004; Leavy, 2018). As Ethrington (2004) 

hypothesises, this examination through narrative analysis "encourages us to explore 
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our own construction of identity in relation to the data, our participants and 

ourselves and provides a bridge between our internal and external worlds" (p.126). 

Verbal jottings were supplemented by 'memo notes' created using a digital voice 

recorder to capture details (Loftland et al., 2005). These consisted not only of long 

utterances but also of significant words or phrases which would be used to expand 

the field notes. The particulars of these notes were developed upon after each 

session in terms of learning and teaching to gather a thick description; the 

information collected is both data and a form of analysis (Thomas, 2009). 

 

Analysis of the data was inductive in nature, having the scope to recall and capture 

emotions and promote reflection in order to transform the way in which people 

think based upon what was learnt in the field (Leavy, 2015). However, as Tenni et al. 

(2003) postulate, when using the self and personal experiences as part of the 

research, there is a tendency to over-collect data. To avoid this, data were analysed 

in cycles (Coffey, 1999; Leavy, 2015) starting from early in the process to enable 

detection of data saturation, whereby new data stop informing the insights already 

gained (Coffey, 1999). By engaging in an internal dialogue with myself, in tune with 

my intellectual, psychological and emotional indicators, I was able to keep myself 

located within the data collection process (Ellis, 2004; Tenni et al., 2003). This was 

particularly important when constructing Hushed Reverberations, where the 

researched data in the form of artworks were constructed during a healing and 

recovery process encompassing a range of disconcerting feelings. 

 



129 | P a g e  
 

These data and the IFA Tripartite Helix can be translated through artistic enquiry, as 

Leavy (2018) states "epistemologically, ABR assumes the arts can create and convey 

meaning…ABR is based on aesthetic knowing" (p5), by using creative dialogue to 

explore the interaction between the researcher and the art (Manders & Chilton, 

2013). Consideration of theory, in particular Dewey (1934), Sennett (2008), and 

Wenger (2002, 2009) to support FFF data analysis, allowed further interpretations 

and alternative meanings to be aligned to the gathered FFF data. In this way, the 

literature was also used to contextualise, interpret and frame the data collected 

(Tenni et al., 2003). Consequently, a narrative analysis of the data was undertaken, 

which unified particular elements or categories into a contextual whole. The creation 

of this new text involved weaving between field notes, questionnaires and research 

analysis to allow a comprehending examination into the creation of the understood 

narrative (Polkinghorne, 1988; Dunlop, 2001).  Saldana (2011) suggests that the 

narrative becomes an "artistically composed arrangement of qualitative data" 

(p.196) and Leavy (2015) concludes that a composed narrative analysis supports the 

desire to breed humanity into the research, and tells the personal and the research 

group 'stories' in a more engaged, truthful and resonant way than when using 

traditional methodologies. 

 

INTIMATE INSIDER RESEARCH 

While conducting my research, I have encountered several professional and personal 

dilemmas. There are many gains to be had as a researcher with previous, first-hand 

knowledge of their field and the people within it (Freeman, 2015). This position, 
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however, is not without its difficulties. For a novice autoethnographic researcher, 

bridging the gap across the professional and personal divide has caused some crises 

of conscience which have troubled me, particularly in relation to 

personal/professional and moral conduct in my research. This section explores both 

gains and dilemmas of conducting autoethnographic research within a group 

previously known to the researcher as well as exploring the ethics of producing and 

displaying personal artworks. 

 

In reviewing feminist literature that considers procedures when dealing with existing 

friendships in autoethnographic research, Labaree (2002) argues that "the possible 

influence of previous relationships and friendships between the insider participant 

observer and informants is underdeveloped" (p. 114). Over 17 years later, this 

continues to be the case. Reflections on literature, such as Browne's (2003) 

examination of using flexible fieldwork boundaries in negotiating power relations 

when researching, and Hendry's (1992) writing on friendships in the field, have 

noted that the effect of close friendships on researcher's interpretive outcomes 

must be observed.  The researcher's relation to the person and the perception of a 

person will be affected by close association, and due regard to this effect must be 

noted (Brown, 2003; Ellis, 2009; Hendry, 1992; Ngunjiri, Hernandez, & Chang, 2010).  

This ought not to prevent the researcher from carrying out research within 

friendships, as the narratives that are told through feminist research are valuable in 

providing a stage for marginalised voices and therefore be articulated (Etherington, 

2004). 
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Taylor (2011) posits that intimate insider research takes place when the researcher is 

functioning in the innermost level in a place or situation close to them, one that they 

are directly involved in, and describes this situation as: 

“a contemporary cultural space with which the researcher has regular 

and ongoing contact; where the researcher's personal relationships 

are deeply embedded in the field; where one's quotidian interactions 

and performances of identity are made visible; where the researcher 

has been and remains a key social actor within the field and thus 

becomes engaged in the process of self-interpretation to some 

degree; and where the researcher is privy to undocumented historical 

knowledge of the people and cultural phenomenon being studied” 

(p.6).   

 

Taylor's definition (2011) encapsulates the research undertaken in FFF, the venue 

being a contemporary space used by a plethora of groups and associations, where I 

as the researcher am so inseparably bound to their researched field and their 

informants that consequently a narrative is formed where the researcher and the 

researched become part of each other's story. 

 

Intimate insider research alters the researcher's experiences of and in the group 

researched, the role of the researcher reshaped. In consideration of this, Ngunjiri, 

Hernandez, & Chang (2010) comment upon the indistinct relationship between 

researcher and the ethical considerations in the reporting and recording of sensitive 

information, particularly when conducting intimate insider research. Taylor (2011) 

uses the term intimate insider principally in association with researchers whose prior 

friendships, on whatever level, develop into informant relationships; she terms them 
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friend-informants. Much of the existing researched work attends to those 

friendships that have built post research which she terms informant-friendships, 

which she does not term as intimate insider research. Some of the felters in my 

study do fall into this second category, informant- friendships, where we exchange 

small-talk and good-natured remarks, occasional emails or contact on Facebook. 

Many, however, fall into the first category of friend-informants, which allow intimate 

insider research (Taylor, 2011).   

 

A wide range of experiences are explored through autoethnographic research 

(Ethrington, 2004; Ngunjiri, Hernandez & Chang, 2010). For the installation Hushed 

Reverberations, I am the subject and the object of my research, presented as an 

installation, a performance. Edward (2018) notes "this relationship with oneself, 

one's mind and one's body is a complex one"; it is an instinctively negotiated, dual 

role, one with its complexities constructing interwoven and ideological relationships 

(p.36). The mesearch, where "mesearch is the creative enquiry into self as a living 

archive" (Edward, 2018, p.36), allowed the dissemination of life experiences through 

art to non-academic audiences; thus this type of research begins to address topics 

that cannot be researched using traditional methods (Dewey, 1934; Edward, 2018). 

 

Pearce (2010) warns of an emotional vulnerability that can be brought about by 

using oneself as data; as Merleau-Ponty (1962), stated, "it is through my body that I 

understand other people" (p.186). Emotional vulnerability and the craving for 

understanding were a personal issue and quandary for me when moving the 
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artworks from private to public. Chatham-Carpenter (2010) suggests that in times of 

illness autoethnographer's may find it useful to write through their pain and indeed, 

the process of ruminating about stages in my treatment and the subsequent 

artworks was cathartic. However, during the transition between personal and public, 

various stages of vulnerability and ethicality became apparent, and it became 

important to find opportunities to protect myself (Chang, 2008; Chatham-Carpenter, 

2010; Ellis, 2009; Pearce, 2010; Tillmann-Healy, 1996). Having to let go of the image I 

was presenting as a researcher as well as revisiting the pain when exploring these 

images for a conference presentation presented huge hurdles. "Do Thyself No Harm" 

suggests Chatham-Carpenter (2010); however, what occurred during the process of 

the research was a better understanding of letting go, one which illuminated further 

aspects of the experience. As Pearce (2010) suggests, the process of building 

narrative accounts around experiences empowers the researcher by allowing them 

to recover control over turbulent life experiences. However, I believe this narrative 

will continue to re-emerge and entangle itself with my present and has enabled an 

autoethnographic account of mesearch research. 

 

SUMMARY  

The holistic approach provided by this ABR used autoethnographic, methods to 

contribute to the examination of myself as an individual within FFF as an informed 

observer/intimate insider. In relation to the first research aim, it gathers an 

understanding of both myself and the learning and teaching pedagogy in a group of 

feltmakers (Braun & Clark, 2013; Taylor, 2010). Mesearch methodologies has been 
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used to create an investigation onto myself as both an archive and living data to 

enable the ABR to become accessible to a broader audience.  The research is 

achieved by using different lenses to examine complex questions which, when 

combined, produce a multi-layered perspective on the 'collective self' in knowledge 

generation and characterisation within the group (Kouhia, 2015) as well as an 

understanding of myself and others through the use of my cathartic journey 

encapsulated in pockets. This research works from an interpretivist paradigm and 

takes the view that truth is created from a recognition of the meanings individuals 

give to occurrences in a socially constructed world (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 

2011). The journey to find the appropriate methodology was one that meandered 

before solidifying, in the same way as wool fibres drift and wander before joining 

together to become a whole. 
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CHAPTER 4  POSITIONING THE SELF –  FULLING  

 

Figure 19. A journey of self-discovery. Henna- head after chemotherapy. 
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“The chest, the house of the heart, is an important centre of the 

person’s being. I may locate my consciousness in my head, but myself, 

my existence as a solid person in the world, starts from a chest, from 

which I feel myself rise and radiate”. 

(Straus, E. 1966, p. 22). 

 

 This chapter contextualises my own journey through cancer treatment using 

feltmaking as a cathartic tool using pockets as a metaphorical and physical object to 

encapsulate each stage of the process.  The choice of using pockets to bridge the 

sphere between my body and social dissemination are initially discussed, alongside 

the materials and techniques used. My journey through the acceptance of sharing 

Hushed Reverberations outside of my private sphere and the stages of dissemination 

are deliberated.  A dialogue follows next in the chapter on secrecy and disclosure 

through the trauma of loss and subsequent deformity, and how these impact on my 

identity. A debate and process that I am still working through. Hushed 

Reverberations feltworks images, alongside the autoethnographic ruminations that 

inspired them and lastly images of the dissemination of Hushed Reverberations into 

the public forum are next shared.  

 

The use of pockets was a natural choice given the social research already undertaken 

and the wider pockets project. It was a personal cathartic journey and at the time 

not one for public consumption; even at the time of framing for display it was a 

difficult decision to share the work publically. The sharing with one chosen individual 

helped to support and clarify the dialogue of each picture, and also the choice to 

later share with others as well as the choice to not give rationale to each individual 
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story or attach the autoethnographic ruminations that ran alongside each artwork. 

This supported the move between the interior to exterior, from private to public.  

The pockets took a format derived initially from one element of a FFF session before 

diagnosis, where the expert had used cotton scrim between felt tops, before fulling 

to create small pockets for lavender. Within the session, I experimented with this 

technique; it was one I felt comfortable with and used in variation throughout the 

series of pictures. The series of felted pictures, Hushed Reverberations catalogue my 

journey through breast cancer, (Figure 20), starting with the removal of the 

tumours,-and the knife at the breast, and ending with a circle of friends supporting 

the healing process.  

 

 

         Figure 20. Close up of Nodules, part of the Hushed Reverberations series 
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In my experience, medical professionals can appear insensitive to the deep identity 

issues associated with breast loss. Many studies have shown that women suffer 

severe emotional distress with the loss of a breast, sometimes for years afterwards 

(Young, 2005), and lack of support and sensitivity to this trauma is something I used 

my art, as therapy, to help me deal with. The trauma of loss and the impact on an 

element of a woman’s identity and self-image are tackled throughout the images. 

Young’s words summarise this adeptly, “phenomenologically, the chest is a centre of 

a person’s being–in–the–world and the way she presents herself in the world, so 

thus cannot fail to be an aspect of her bodily habitus” (2005, p. 95). Important 

events like moving into womanhood or having children are located within a woman’s 

breasts. However, western medicine has a tendency to see body parts as replaceable 

or fixable and as such a woman’s breast is seen as dispensable and detachable. 

There is a huge lack of sensitivity around how important a woman’s breast is to her 

identity, and radical mastectomies are undertaken frequently for women with breast 

cancer. Young (2005) also suggests that if a woman expresses anger or depression 

due to the loss of the breast she is seen as unacceptably vain and is encouraged to 

become detached from the experience: society assumes that any emotional 

difficulties must and would only be linked to the husband or partner. The dis-ability 

to be able to become public and honest about the loss is also tackled in these 

images. How I must adjust to hide the deformity: 

“culture’s message is clear and unambiguous: She must adjust by 

learning to hide her deformity. Above all, she must return to daily life 

looking and behaving as though nothing has happened. She replaces 

the breast with a prosthesis, which finally achieves the objectified 

attributes of the phallicised breast… which serves to hide and deny 

her loss of feeling and sensitivity… Prosthesis and reconstruction give 
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primacy to the look, to the visual constitution of a women’s body. Her 

trauma is constructed not as a severance of herself and her loss of 

feeling, but as her becoming visually deformed, repulsive to look at. 

She must protect others from viewing her deformity and herself from 

the gaze of repulsion.” (Young, 2005 p.94-95). 

 

Young’s (2005) words cut to the central thoughts of secrecy, disclosure and hiding 

the trauma of the deformity my body has been given. By promoting reflection and 

evoking emotions when engaging with the artwork, one can bring this trauma into 

the open and support a transformation in the way people think. (Leavy 2016). I have 

breathed humanity into my work and told my own story through narrative and visual 

art. 

 

  Figure 21 Close up of One Day; part of the Hushed Reverberations series. 
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 The Hushed Reverberations feltworks track my subsequent journey through 

recovery, chemotherapy, medication and radiation- my identity bound in my own 

private pocket, both physically and emotionally and symbolically (Figure 21). 

Illustrating how the practice of feltmaking can be investigated through 

autoethnographic practice, the first research aim. They help to bridge the space 

between body and social by linking spheres; the material sphere, the felt as a textile, 

the social sphere as a diverse group of feltmakers and the symbolic sphere in the use 

of pockets (Leavy, 2015). They also bring my own interiority to the exterior. Using a 

series of visual images makes a powerful tool for communication that would support 

the audience in viewing the journey through breast cancer in an instinctual and 

immediate way, whilst leaving open a profusion of meanings. The images are 

intended to be used to disrupt stereotypes which help myself and others to see the 

phenomena of breast cancer, treatment and recovery in new ways. 

 

In contradiction to the beautifully embellished historical pockets, my pockets are 

consciously unprepossessing, the poisonous colour depicting not only cancer and 

chemotherapy, but the merciless roller coaster of the treatment regime and the 

types of fleece blended for the felt purposefully leave a hirsute finish, where the 

fibres will itch and yet not entwine (Figure 22). 
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Figure 22. Close up of Unbalanced? Part of the Hushed Reverberations series.  

 

These felted textile objects, alongside the autoethnographic ruminations, have been 

used to examine my own relationship between exterior and interior, self and other, 

secrecy and disclosure (Figure 23). The liminal quality of the pockets are used as an 

enquiry tool investigating notions of privacy and self. The pockets from the 17th and 

18th centuries were the only private space available to many women to keep their 

private thoughts and treasured possessions (Burman & Denbow, 2007). In a similar 

light the felt pockets made during the process of treatment provided a place for my 

private thoughts and some treasured possessions such as my hair, and to expunge 

each experience through the course of treatment, each encapsulating and exploring 

the personal and private journey, therefore truly a series of expressive objects. As 
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Dewey (1934) observes, they make the connection and restore continuity between 

art forms and the everyday events and sufferings that are recognised as experience. 

However, the artworks be seen as not just a work of art of experience but as the 

entire process and the audio elements support this interdependence and creation of 

a performance between the viewer and the art. 

 

Figure 23. Close up of 12 Keys to Heal.  

Part of the Hushed Reverberations series.  
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AUTOETHNOGRAPHIC RUMINATIONS 

LACERATIONS  

The cut of the knives, unbalanced body, fear, shame, embarrassment. 

The ward, the ever persistent buzz – the call for help sometimes 

ignored, mostly prioritised. The inability to move, to twist, to turn, to 

grasp the relief of pain, pick up a drink, just out of reach – move from 

the bed, move out of bed. The urgent need, the buzz ignored, tearful 

sobs, the curtains closed, shut tight, my private space. The helpful 

face, a useful straw, table moved, ignored once more. The still urgent 

need- the buzz again, the pain, the tablets – the underwater, 

drowning, choking, panic, the tears. Patronising help, support and the 

urgent needs suppressed. Unconscious into conscious, speech and 

thought, needs and want, realisation and panic. The choice that was 

not a choice, the consequences unwanted but needed. The plastic 

tube, the bottle, the wounds hidden, padded, clean and white, the 

bottle contents filling slowly. The realisation sinks in. The empathetic 

nurse – the one who has seen and been- the look in the eye, the look in 

mine. A dream? Not so much now, reality – the curtains closed, a 

secret tear, get dressed, and go home all is done here! The wounds will 

heal. The wool, the felt, the need to make, to take, to explore, 

expunge, purge, heal. 

The softness of Murano wool is in my hands giving comfort, the 

texture and the pliability laying out in sections, working small, working 

flat, managing expectations. The different style feels uncomfortable, 

mirroring the body- the uneasiness. The colours right, the toxicness - 

the drugs, the surgery, the cancer, the assault on the body and time to 

heal, the timescale a healing scale, before the further onslaught. 

Healing the body, healing the mind, the self and the other, the interior 

and the exterior, disclosure and secrecy. The wool going down in small 

sections calming and reassuring, layering and healing, adding in in 
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texture, the fibres, the skin. Warm water and soap cleansing, 

activating, supporting the process. Small sections, achievable 

workable, giving comfort, feeling not so alien now. Moving with the 

flow, unthinking actions- the moment moving forward, although time 

standing still or a meaningless timescale. The comfort, a sigh, a warm 

feeling glow, hands working independently with no thought needed. 

The head and the hands like strangers, independent of each other 

almost meditative, thinking but unthinking, moving but immobile. 

Giving a chance for thoughts to re-occur, push them away, push them 

back, refocus on the here and now, the wounds will heal. The object no 

longer a series of individual fibres, but part of a whole, one piece, one 

solid piece. Now to make it broken, scarred. The difficulty in cutting, 

the wounds will heal. 

(Figure 24) 
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Figure 24. Lacerations 



146 | P a g e  
 

UNBALANCED  

The pockets must have contents, no empty wound, no open scar, 

something to keep them safe, contained, wrapped up and hidden in 

plain sight. The stitches, the breast or absence of one, the puckers of 

excess skin, the needle and thread in a toxic skin. Working 

methodically, planning and detail, sketching and changing- modifying 

the initial. The shape and outline a cathartic working, pocket in its true 

sense, disclosure and secrecy. Difficulty emotional and almost 

sacrificial, outward display of the toxins within both mind and body. 

The empty vessel, the breast, the heart, move over to practical 

dilemmas, with what and how? The felting and the stitching, the 

pockets and the binding, add the string to tie back on. More thought 

with this one, more practical dilemmas, more alien in technique, the 

head and the hand moving and working together, not separate 

entities, far from meditative, difficult in the nature of the object, much 

more a cathartic experience . A challenging pleasure, vomiting 

emotions, internal scars, into something external although private, 

something visual something unbalanced. 

(Figure 25) 
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Figure 25. Unbalanced 
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CYTOTOXIC INFUSION  

 

The choking fear, the drawing of blood, the checking, rechecking the 

numbers are good. The relief and anxiety, the preparation and 

planning all culminating in the waiting. The waiting for your name 

called by a friendly face, the anticipation overwhelming choking 

undefinable. Walking and pacing waiting for the event you do not wish 

to come, is there really a choice? The choice of this, preventative? The 

choice of nausea, pain that aches in every molecule in your body. The 

sadness and fear of knowing what is known, what is to come, the 

anticipation that it will be worse that it is accumulative, that it won’t 

be easier. The cytotoxic infusion, the cure, the prevention, the effects. 

Startling abominable insurmountable. Name is called, the walk, the 

room, the bed, the machine. The machine with the rhythmic noise 

pumping and pushing the fluids, the healing and curing fluids, the toxic 

hideous fluids. The dilemmas of the good doing bad, the tastes and the 

smells, the tears, the upset, the smiling kind face. The anxiety, the 

anxiety, the anxiousness is all consuming, its overwhelming and lasts 

until the body gives up, it cannot stay in this state, it becomes 

compliant. It lies and it waits and it listens to the rhythm, the rhythmic 

noise of the infusion. The infusions are different, different in colour 

different in taste different in smell, different side-effects. The hair is no 

more the nails are no more, the brain is trying to think through fog- a 

deep fog and unrelenting fog, one that does not allow clear action. The 

medication is working on stopping the itch, the deep itch one that 

travels from my arm to my body to my legs inside my very soul. The 

smile the kindly face another cold infusion a warming pad to ease the 

pain, but keep checking for burns on the skin. The cytotoxic infusion 

easily burning the outward skin but shrivelling veins, through painful 

means, through painful days and nights, chording and shrivelling, a 
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new vein next time! Next time! Through hours of waiting, covering, 

listening to the monotonous tedious rhythmic pumping, killing time 

unable to focus. Wanting to go home desperate to not be here, 

anywhere but here, but it is inevitable- the consequences, the next few 

days, bed days. Ones you are unable to focus, to think, to eat, to drink, 

in pain, in nausea, deep ingrained nausea. Keep taking the tablets, 

double triple quadruple checking as the brain is unable to think to 

check. Keep having injections- the ones that help, the ones that 

support, the ones that hurt, the ones that impair the ability to walk. 

Keep taking the toxic infusions, keep taking the toxic medication, keep 

taking, keep going, keeping on. 

(Figure 26) 
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Figure 26. Cytotoxic Infusion 
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ONE DAY 

The bag of tablets issued, collected, sorted. Instructions written clearly, 

unmistakably. One day, three times, twice, only in the morning, only at 

night. For seven days, for two days, for three days, for three days 

before next treatment. Confusion not clarity, lay them out, write a list, 

check it once twice three times. The brain a fog an impenetrable fog, 

the fog once a mist, but no longer. The injections once a day, at 

different times to the tablets, tablets taken- the times ticked off the 

brain, humbled to remember, unable to gain clarity. Checking the 

boxes were they taken, new tablets now the nausea increasing, not 

suppressing. Seven, eight, nine? 

Twice a day once a day three times a day, toxic and harmful? 

Supportive and nurturing the immune system, the blood, stomach. 

Checking again, taking again, repeating again. 

(Figure 27) 
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 Figure 27. One Day 
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WIG OR SCARF? 

The anticipation the preparation the cutting of the hair, so short, so 

much, so much has gone. My trademark, my definition, my 

description. In preparation the appointment the wig, the wigs, too 

many to choose, which one how to choose? The circle of friends the 

photographs, the coffee and cake the choice to be made, the choice 

was made. The care of the wig, specialist care shampoos and sprays 

and brushes and stands. More care than the prosthesis, this one on 

show but for whose benefit? For mine, for onlookers, covering the 

boldness covering the lack of hair. But what about the rest? The 

cytotoxic infusion is doing its job its working, the hair is gradually, 

gradually going. The cool cap not working, the hair sliding gradually 

persistently ongoing, shedding, shedding. Everywhere, floors clothes, 

bed, pillow, shower. Sitting and shedding, walking and falling, 

touching, handfuls now. Handfuls of hair. Now my arms and my legs, 

my face, my nose, my ears, my eyelashes and eyebrows. Hair in my 

eyes, up my nose, in a scarf. Take control, have it shaved, the gradual 

slipping, the feeling the hair giving up coming out falling loose. Take 

control shave it, the pleasure of it gone overwhelming, the sadness it’s 

gone. Buy the scarfs, go to the class. Try the wig, the hateful itchy ugly 

wig. The wig that scratches, that cuts, that abuses the scalp. Take 

control ask the friends, what to do? Henna head! Take control have 

the tattoo, in control, a remnant of control, a small amount, enough. 

Embrace the look, the look of someone I know longer recognise, who is 

this person? Should they hide, be ashamed? Be fearful of infection, 

rejection, by some it’s true, this is not me, this will not be me, this 

cannot be me. 

(Figure 28) 
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Figure 28. Wig or Scarf? 
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NODULES 

The scan, the head the body, the lungs, the brain, the bones. Has it 

spread where is it? Is it hiding, another injection the contrast, to help 

to see, to see what we don’t want to see! The wait the excruciating 

wait. The phone call, the nodules, are they the same and the bigger 

are they there have they gone? If they are gone it is not good news, 

they have responded to the chemo, therefore they can return, they 

were cancer. They need to still be there, at the same no change, must 

have no change, willing no change. No change is good, no change is 

very good. Can’t have grown bigger, bigger is bad bigger is worse, 

bigger is worse than gone! Bigger means they are growing, growing 

means a resistance, a resistance to the drugs. No stopping them, no 

stopping them growing, getting bigger spreading engorging the body. 

So we hope, in the terror, in the terror of the wait. The phone call, the 

nurse, the marks, the nodules they are there! Some are bigger, some 

are smaller- confusion and terror, the worst day, the very worst day, 

the day that couldn’t get worse. The choking fear all, consuming 

choking suffocating fear, the terror of the unknown of the future, for 

the children, my husband, for myself for our lives together. A trip to 

the beach, to breathe the air to be free, to weigh up possibilities to 

take on board what has happened what has been said, what has been 

said? The confusion again, the plan, the worst day the very very worst 

day. A phone call, the oncologist a meeting planned. The wait, an 

extremely long wait, an eternity, a week. A difference of opinion, a 

meeting was planned, the outcome okay?? The difference in 

interpretation, of measurement, insignificant. The unknown, the future 

scans, the same results? The unknown! 

(Figure 29) 
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Figure 29. Nodules 
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12 KEYS TO HEAL 

The texts, the calls, the messages, the support to help, the 

understanding or lack of, this is okay they are there, they are there and 

thinking, supporting helping, chatting. Some long-standing friendships, 

others in bud yet to bloom, placing the ones lost, the ones who have 

gone, the ones that can’t cope and have disappeared. The 12 keys, the 

social group the social network, the supportive, uplifting, advising and 

caring. The ones who were there, through it all, through the loss, the 

huge loss. Through the healing, the choosing, the sorting, the advising 

and the distractions. The distractions from the infusions, from the 

injections, from the pain, from the medication. The wonderful glorious 

distractions, the wonderful glorious group, the group that starts to 

heal, heal the wounds heal the soul. The group that is still ongoing. 

Supporting and nurturing each individual unquestioning support, 

guidance friendship, a circle of friends, each one key. Key to the 

healing, key to supporting the fractured, abused and torn body. Key to 

unlocking an opening towards a new path, through a new gate into a 

new place. The continual supportive keys to heal. A wonderful 

backdrop, bringing back a person from the ashes, a friend. 12 keys to 

heal. 

(Figure 30) 
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Figure 30. 12 Keys to heal. 
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  The textile artworks were shown at the Post Graduate Research  (PGR) Conference, 

University of Chester July 2018, at the Talking Bodies Conference 2019, in 

conjunction with a presentation and have been accepted to present, exhibit and run 

a workshop at the International Society for Education through Art European 

Conference 2020, (Figure 31, Figure 32, Figure 33, Figure 34). 

  

 

Figure 31. Hushed Reverberations series, 

PGR Conference July 2018. 
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Talking Bodies conference 2019. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 32. Talking Bodies 2019 Conference poster  

and Hushed Reverberations display.   
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Figure 33. Comments books and comments 

from Talking Bodies Conference 2019 
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Figure 34. Being Radical: making is art and education. 

INSEA 2020 
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POCKETS AS A PERSONAL REFLECTION 

In an exploration of this fertile vessel, the pocket, in which I can allow myself to 

discover my personal life space, an investigation of an intimate journey through 

breast cancer has been undertaken. A private journey has been explored, and rather 

than a public portrayal, the artworks exemplify the differences between a personal 

and public representation, focussing on the emotional dimension. The events 

experienced during my treatment are embodied in the fabric of my life and the 

fabric of the felt made midst the treatment. They are marked through a series of 

textile felt pockets and autoethnographic ruminations which encompass key 

moments in the passage from diagnosis to recovery: each textile pocket is a story, 

holding a secret which is explored through the accompanying dialogue, exposing not 

only issues of identity and security, but also capturing the emotional attachment to 

each of the contents (Burman, 2002; Fennetaux, 2008). 
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CHAPTER 5  POSITIONING THE GROUP –  FIBRES  

 

 

This chapter contextualises my position as a member and researcher within FFF. It 

begins by addressing how the relationship between friendship and researcher can be 

a difficult, but ethically navigable one. The chapter elucidates upon all of the 

research aims by undertaking a discourse on how the data gathered from friends can 

be richer and more wide-ranging than from unfamiliar research participants, which 

gives an enhanced perception of the aims researched.  Following this discussion, the 

chapter moves to consideration on room layout within FFF and how the research is 

affected by a change in the table arrangement. The chapter then makes connections 

between the postulations made by Wenger’s (2002, 2009) research into CoP and 

notable moments in the research period within FFF; including those of structure, 
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attendance, teaching and situated learning. Within this sub-section Sennett’s (2008) 

thoughts on how the novice moves towards that of an expert is addressed by giving 

examples of how this concept occurs in FFF.  Following this are examples of how FFF 

has participated in acts of social capital and a rational is given for these events. The 

chapter subsequently moves to a detailed examination of the ethics of conducting 

research within a group that spans professional and personal divide. To conclude the 

chapter, an outline is given of how the Tripartite Helix installation was initiated, 

created and displayed at FFF. 

  

I have been involved with the FFF community for more than six years; we share a 

common interest and identity outside of our occupations and, as a result, many 

members have become close friends. Many of those with whom I have developed 

meaningful friendships have become significant participants in my research. Our 

shared experiences nurture degrees of familiarity and closeness between people, 

and we share experiences outside of the group, such as eating together and group 

visits. Some members holiday together and attend international and national events. 

I have witnessed mutual joy at special events as well as mutual grieving, in times of 

sickness. I had considered many of the group as friends long before the research 

began.  The instances of assistance from individuals and the group throughout the 

diagnosis and treatment of my breast cancer were particularly noteworthy and 

touching. The offers of practical and physical support came in abundance with 

specially made headscarves, offers of lifts to and from the group, and specially 
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procured foods and teas. These friends continue to provide support, making contact 

with requests for updates and offers of advice. 

 

Knowing these people personally as a friend, indisputably affects how I relate to 

them professionally as a researcher (Taylor, 2011). Taylor (2011, p. 6) notes that the 

difference between research with intimate informants and research with unfamiliar 

informants is evident in the volume of data gathered, suggesting that data from 

friend (intimate)-informants is decidedly more extensive in both depth and size. By 

accessing innermost thoughts and sensitive issues, the use of intimate informants 

becomes a unique and influential tool for both social and individual understanding 

(Ellis, 2009; Ngunjiri, Hernandez & Chang, 2010). There are not only more 

opportunities to gather data due to regular contact, but that intimacy also enables 

an increased ability to interpret information communicated in a variety of ways. This 

gives a more in-depth perspective of those elements which are more difficult to 

collect from unfamiliar informants, such as the use of body language. As Taylor 

(2011, p.6) confirms, this increase in perception gives insight into: 

 "non-verbal communication; sensitive or covert topics; detecting false 

truths; emotive behaviour; the degrees of effect that someone may 

have upon someone (for example, shame or disappointment about 

which people may be less likely to speak openly); logics of taste and 

rationality". 

 

This enhanced perception has been particularly valuable when gathering data about 

individual learning habits. To offer an example, the felters sit two to a table, usually 

sharing a table with a friend. The tables for many years have been arranged in lines 
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in a U shape around the room (Figure 35). Recently, however, to accommodate a 

larger group of feltmakers the tables have been rearranged to squares of two tables, 

each seating four felters. The administrator of the group emails the group the week 

before the session with a list of resources needed, and within this email, there is a 

response required from members to gauge the number of tables required on a 

particular day. As people arrive, more tables are added by the caretaker if necessary, 

during the session. Data collection was more accessible due to this setup because it 

was easier to move from the seats, and therefore FFF members were more able to 

walk around and catch up during the session. It became more natural to walk around 

and stop and stop and talk to individuals. As a result of the layout change, members 

now sit in different seat positions weekly, giving the opportunity to add new data 

from FFF not observed before.   

 

Figure 35. Layout of room before the move (not to scale) 
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 One regular pair of felters I observe are friends of each other, sharing holidays and 

other life events. They are not dissimilar in age, about ten years split the two, still 

close friends for many years and observation shows them communicating mainly 

with body language, incomplete utterances, and gestures. Sitting on a four table has 

given me insight into their personal communication and ways of working. This 

situation brings upon some ethical considerations which are discussed later in this 

chapter. As an example of notable insights, I have observed how the older of the two 

has strong opinions on her likes and dislikes, particularly concerning the invited tutor 

and her work; if she is not happy with the product or process explained she has 

commented "doesn't matter what they say, we'll just do what we want anyway" with 

a sideways glance at her friend who responds with a knowing grin. She is also highly 

critical of her own work, frequently suggesting that she will "chuck it in the bin" or it 

will become "another UFO" (unfinished felted object). If not happy with the progress 

of her work during the session, she will often leave it and go on 'walkabout'. 

 

It is common for felters to leave their work and wander around the room, 

particularly during challenging workshops; they look at other work, comment and 

catch up with people they were not able to catch up with before the group session 

started. As an intimate insider, I have been able to track events leading up to the 

‘walkabout’ within both myself and the FFF. Many of the events from FFF are not 

verbal, and many would not be visible to the outsider; I am, at times, able to unpick 

many of the women’s’ nuances and expect specific performances from differing 
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individuals. In particular, behaviours can be more easily decoded by my 

understanding of a felters personal history.   

 

COMMUNITY OF PRACTICE  

In this research, the individual felter moves from beginner to expert (research aim 

four), increasing their competency by learning from the more experienced 

community members in this socially situated learning environment. The concept of 

Communities of Practice (CoP) is rooted in anthropology and social theory and the 

attempts to develop an understanding of the social nature of human learning 

(Bourdieu, 1977; Foucault, 1980; Giddens, 1984; Lave, 1988; Mavor 1996; Vygotsky, 

1978; Wenger 2010).Engaging in the shared activity of feltmaking within the FFF 

community of practice (CoP), the novice and beginner become more adept in both 

technique and the role of being a member of the group. The sense of community 

(Wenger, 2002, 2009) to share and develop skills is a common theme throughout the 

research undertaken and seemingly a common core value in felt artists. It could be 

assumed this is because feltmaking is a traditional art form in which historically the 

skills have been passed down through communities across the globe, or perhaps that 

some skills cannot just be discovered through experimentation as techniques need 

to be taught (Lines, 2014). The outside tutors have repeatedly told the group the 

level of expertise in this FFF is high, stating, "I've been told to expect great things 

from this group", "my favourite crowd to teach, I've been looking forward to coming 

back", "I know you will produce some fabulous work, you have a reputation" (field 

notes 2016). 
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To record the level of personal knowledge of felting is also essential because the 

individual depth of knowledge generates a different kind of response from the more 

experienced felters and tutors, theoretically a more comprehensive one. Experience 

can be calculated by the questions that are offered by individuals and the answers 

proffered. The relationship between my own practice and the learning in FFF, 

research aim three, was to be accepted as an equal to some and an expert to others. 

Assessment of experience seems, I have observed, to play a significant role. 

However, the level of expertise could jeopardise relationships and the offering of 

information. For example, an outside tutor attended the group and was 

indiscriminate in her visible assessment of the group and an individual's felting ability 

in the way she questioned members during the pre-instruction setup period. This 

behaviour was noted by some of the more long-standing members. They engaged in 

a friendly game of one-upmanship regarding courses attended, many dropping the 

names of international tutors to demonstrate the level of their own expertise to the 

tutor. Once the group had established to the tutor that they were experienced, the 

tutor appeared to dispense with some of her preconceptions and accepted the 

group members by way of friendly banter surrounding some of the courses 

mentioned, offering opinion and personal insight. As I experienced and noted the 

situation as both a passive onlooker and an informed, intimate insider, this mutual 

exchange ended in trust for both the tutor and the group members. Mutual trust 

was therefore built, enabling respect on both sides and permitting the forthcoming 

learning to take place. As Coffey (1999, p. 47) advocates, the relationships we 

observe and create in our field-based research elevate our consciousness to enable a 
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sharper critical reflection of the situation. All relationships in the field will affect our 

gaze and interpretations of events, and she suggests it is imperative that it be so. 

 

Over many years, on different occasions, I was able to observe first-hand an 

individual’s transformation from novice towards expert (Sennett, 2008). These 

observations could only be noted as I had travelled the same journey, and could 

detect the relationship between my own practice and the learning taking place in 

FFF (research aim three). For example, I noted times where individuals have 

attended the group as a newbee, as the FFF group organiser calls them (with the 

offer of a name sticker so we can greet them into the group), asking for help and 

apologising for mistakes. After an indeterminate length of time, a year or more in 

some cases, progression could be recorded from newbee to the person welcoming 

the newcomers with offers of advice, help and support. Some one-time newbies now 

lead group sessions, and many share experiences of courses and workshops 

attended. It has been a privilege to accompany these people on their journeys, 

witnessing, being and observing the nuances of it, being a part of the transformative 

journey from novice, rather than merely being able to describe the journey. 

 

The FFF are involved in the development of an expanding and increasing level of 

participation and knowledge accretion for its members, with individuals having 

differing extents of obstacles to overcome. There is no formal curriculum within the 

group and therefore judging how learning progresses for all members is problematic 

for the core team. The core team comprises members who take care of tasks that 
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enable the group to thrive, whether peripheral or vital, the completion of these tasks 

enable the group to thrive. Wenger (1998, 2010) hypothesises that in order to build 

a meaningful community of practice participation alone within the group is not 

enough. A structure is needed to endorse and maintain an individual’s participation; 

Wenger (2002) termed this structure reification. As Collins et al. (2002) suggest, the 

structure contains the group’s values and protocols as well as genuine opportunities 

for participation and mutual interaction within the group, where participation and 

structure are both needed in balance, balancing chaos and bureaucracy. 

 

Conclusions from observations and field notes show that some tutors appear to 

hinder rather than help the members because of the type of teaching they employ. 

These tutors treated the novices and experts as “those who should be instructed, 

rather than as peripheral participants in a community engaged in its own 

reproduction” (Lave & Wenger, 1991 p.76).  This has been observed in the workshop 

sessions, where this specific instructional approach has led to FFF members have 

started their work again, this approach has also been observed in the online courses 

where participants have uploaded three or four attempts to a forum. As one tutor 

commented, “I want you to do this my way, I know it may seem alien to you, but this 

will give the desired effect and after some practice attempts it will become second 

nature”. When there are tutors who teach in a more instructional way, a significant 

increase in walkabouts and early pack-ups takes place; on walkabouts, FFF share 

displeasure of the teaching in muted tones and participate in stories of different 

workshops they have recently experienced; generally, there is no sharing of work at 
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the end of the session, as many FFF have left early. This contrasts to the more 

experienced tutors who use a different instructional approach, where the caretaker 

is often seen packing away tables around many FFF who are still working and 

engaged in their tasks. 

 

Lave & Wenger (1991) revealed other central concepts of situated learning, 

postulating the importance of motivation, learner identity within the group, learning 

from everyday practice as well as the notion of authentic peripheral practice. The 

theory of situated learning they termed situatedness (1991, p.32), suggesting that 

when the whole community embraces practical approaches to situatedness with 

legitimate peripheral participation, the more effective the community and learning. 

Legitimate peripheral practice enables the novices and beginners within the FFF 

community to learn from the more experienced peers to become fully-fledged 

community members. It is a dynamic and interactive practice when knowledge and 

skills are achieved: “the individual learner is not gaining a discrete body of abstract 

knowledge which (s)he will then transport and reapply in later contexts. Instead, 

(s)he requires the skill to perform by actually engaging in the process” (Lave & 

Wenger, 1991, p.14). 

 

Participation or engagement within the group is centred upon socially situated 

understandings of knowledge, which necessitate a shared view of understanding and 

experience between the novice and the more experienced or expert community 

member. Legitimate peripheral participation does not consist of a prescriptive 
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process cycle between learning, teaching and the learner carrying out an activity. It 

is a more profound, encompassing concept where a “person’s actions, the world are 

implicated in all thought, speech, knowing, and learning” (Lave & Wenger, 1991, 

p.52). Legitimate peripheral participation is a transformative practice and is 

motivated by the novice’s sense of belonging and their requirement to become an 

experienced member of the CoP. New members of the FFF community learn how to 

have a place in the group and learn how to contribute, moving from novice, to more 

experienced, to expert, becoming a full member of the community. 

 

SOCIAL CAPITAL  

It is worth noting that within the period of research study into this group three 

separate acts of external social capital have been experienced. Engaging in the 

making of twiddle muffs for people with dementia, syringe driver bags for the local 

cancer hospice and felted poppies for a national commemoration project. For the 

purpose of examining learning and teaching relationships in FFF and also the 

relationship between the felting group and the external world, the definition of 

social capital definition offered by Gray (2009) seems to be the most applicable;  

“the array of social contacts that give access to social, emotional and 

practical support. The support that is available is an outcome of 

network ties, the quality of relations with others, their practical 

availability, the values they hold, and the trust placed in them” (p.6). 

 

As well as producing felt work for personal use, the group also engaged in felt 

enterprises for the benefit of community need, in researching these areas I am 
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examining aims two and four, investigating the generation and form of feltmaking 

knowledge within the group.  The group responded when a call for help for the 

making of ‘twiddle muffs’ for a local dementia group. These are usually knitted but 

the group made felted hand muff versions with the inclusion of a variety of textures 

and additions attached inside and outside so that a patient with dementia can 

twiddle their hands, described by the NHS as fidget spinners for people with 

dementia; as people with dementia often have restless hands, they provide 

delightful source of tactile and visual stimulation, while keeping the hands warm. 

These were presented and notarised in the local press alongside syringe-driver bags 

for the local cancer hospice (Figure 36). 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

The group were also approached to make felted poppy garlands to be included in a 

national project commemorating 100 years since the end of World War 1; the group 

 

Figure 36. Twiddle muffs for local dementia group and 

syringe driver bags for the local cancer hospice made by 

FFF. 
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were encouraged to recreate the combined fortitude of the women during World 

War One who supported the overseas troops by knitting socks and other outerwear. 

The 79,300 knitted, crochet and felt poppies from contributors from all over the 

United Kingdom created an artwork entitled Curtain of Poppies, which showcased at 

Wonderwool Wales in April 2018, drawing comments of “breath-taking"; "amazing"; 

"inspirational"; "a marvellous tribute…” and subsequently the exhibition went on 

tour within Wales (Figure 37). 
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Onyx & Leonard (2000) suggest that these projects are invaluable within community 

groups as they nurture the scope for people to work together as active participants. 

However, from my field diary notes, there does seem to be a significant drop in 

numbers attending for these particular workshop sessions, up to half the normal 

Figure 37. FFF created poppies for insertion into 

commemorative curtain for Wonderwool Wales 2018. 
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attendees were in presence for the fidget muffs session and only one third for the 

syringe driver bags. Perhaps the closeness of the sessions to one another were in 

part responsible for the low numbers but when questioning those who did not 

attend it appears that the main rationale for non-attendance was twofold. 

 

Firstly, felters were not learning a new skill and “always prefer to have someone 

outside the group teach me” and secondly the tutor taking the sessions, although an 

active member of the group at the time, was not well-regarded by a few members 

for her teaching approach and ability. Lave & Wenger (1991) marked that 

participation is a key component of social capital theory and practice. Nevertheless, 

it appears that people only participate in a CoP if they feel that the activity or issue is 

important to them personally. They also need to be supported in this participation 

and the processes and structures for this need to be inclusive. Yet those that did 

attend suggested that the selection of social capital enterprise sessions provided 

them with “connectedness and the ability to support our local community”; 

providing them with a chance to “give something back” and help those in need, 

giving those Feltmakers a sense of empowerment and participation in the wider 

community. The comments and photographs within the local newspaper and at 

WonderWool acknowledged their work and gave them a “sense of pride”. These 

insights into how knowledge is generated and shared within FFF relate directly to 

research aim two. 
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ETHICS OF INSIDER RESEARCH 

Research that crosses the divide between personal and professional does not come 

without its difficulties (Freeman, 2015). In order to continue the investigation into 

research aim three, the relationship between my own and the group’s learning, 

navigating interwoven friendships and ethical considerations was essential. 

Conducting research within a group known intimately can cause a series of personal 

and professional ethical dilemmas throughout the process; these include issues of 

responsibility in the reporting of events and the portrayal of informants, the possible 

absence of impartiality, potential insider blindness and/or misrepresentation of 

information leading to abuse of trust, and the difficulties of navigating friendships in 

the process (Ellis, 2009; Ngunjiri, Hernandez & Chan, 2010). Freeman (2015) 

suggests we cannot be unequivocally sure about our ethical positionality but must 

trust our moral judgement and ensure we are working with care and ethical 

proprietary. Etherington (2004) advances that the researcher documents the 

behaviours observed by letting go of judgements and trusting in our ethical stance, 

thus, the fear of betraying our participants is navigated (p.210); this is the position 

adopted throughout my study of the group. 

 

My position as an intimate researcher has given me insider knowledge and the trust 

of the informers to enable this interpretation to take place, this trust enables a deep 

examination into my first research aim, the investigation of feltmaking practice. 

Navigating the minefield that can be autoethnography as an ethical friend is a 

problematic position. Ethical review processes do not account for the elements of 
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allowing trust (Blake, 2007; Freeman, 2015; Taylor, 2011).  As Blake (2007, p. 415) 

states, "trust arises within relationships at a personal level". Perhaps then trust could 

follow some of the same rules as friendship, respect, honesty and empathy to name 

a few and, as such, compliance in ethical review systems, which do not allow for 

these elements, could itself feel somewhat unethical. By being a moral friend do we 

then compromise research by not betraying confidences or using privileged 

eavesdropping, particularly when restricting what we allow ourselves to view and 

what we choose to communicate to others (Cast & Burke, 2002). However, by using 

these intimate insider details, the second question arises - when does this become 

an ethical concern? 

 

The names of individual felters remain anonymous, but the group is named 

alongside me, and this raises another ethical consideration when it comes to identity 

(Ellis & Patti, 2014; Leavy, 2018). Trust and an abundance of intuition over time 

provide insights into when to use or document information as an intimate insider 

(Ellis, 2009; Taylor, 2011). To exemplify, on occasion I have deleted observations 

made in my field notes because to use them 'felt' unethical; on other occasions, I 

intuitively turn off my researcher's button in the FFF setting (Ellis, 2009). By being 

both an agent of care and trust, to be able to keep an ethical stance in interactions 

with your informants and a firm line between friend and researcher, are 

fundamental skills for ethical proprietary (Blake, 2007; Freeman, 2015). 
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Any number of ethical issues are likely to occur in all forms of research, including 

autoethnographic research (Blake, 2007; Freeman, 2015; Taylor, 2011). Ethical 

questions can arise not only at the origins of data collection but during the entire 

research phase, sometimes unexpectedly (Freeman, 2015). It must also be 

acknowledged that the resolution of ethical concerns is not achieved even after 

approval by an ethics committee but will also be informed by a personal and moral 

understanding of ethics (Ellis, 1995, 2009). Many ethical concerns can be identified 

at the outset of the research. However, some will emerge during the research, such 

as the lived difficulties of navigating friend informants. Ethical considerations need 

to be monitored constantly both in accordance with personal moral beliefs as well as 

in agreement with recognised ethical standards. Researchers have a responsibility 

towards themselves in the research but also towards the participants, respecting 

their autonomy, beneficence, and non-maleficence, avoiding harm in all counts 

(BERA, 2018). The researchers' obligation to themselves emanates from the decision 

to be intimately involved reflexively in the research rather than research as an 

impartial observer (Pillow, 2003). To promote the researchers’ well-being requires 

respect of individual researchers’ rights to be self-governing, fair and impartial and 

the informers’ self-responsibility within the process, and so balance the needs of the 

informers, of the researchers and of the research (Etherington, 2004; Pillow, 2003). 

As Freeman (2015) suggests, there is "no ethical coversheet for autoethnography" 

(p.97). 
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Further understanding of issues of power and privilege have also been considered. 

These include but are not limited to what is and is not included within the emerging 

portraits, whose voices are heard within the visual account and to what extent they 

are heard (Barone & Eisner, 2012; Clough & Nutbrown, 2012; Denscombe; 2014; 

Thomas, 2009). Taylor (2011) suggests that all research into friendship groups will 

undoubtedly be partial and personal and dependant on a multitude of unprescribed 

factors, which could not be anticipated or calculated prior to the study.  To be ethical 

researchers, we must think and feel our empathetic way in the field. She advocates 

that as an intimate insider, we must consider not only the place of research but also 

the place of friendship, trust and personal belonging. However, the benefits of such 

research from this position can be significant. 

 

INTERNATIONAL FELTMAKERS ASSOCIATION POCKETS PROJECT ‘TRIPARTITE HELIX’ 

 

 

 

Figure 38. Tripartite Helix in suspension. 
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Tripartite Helix originated from part of my thesis research project and I composed, 

created the Helix and constructed the final installation from the pockets submitted. 

The Helix structure was made as a welded wire armature in three sections. These 

sections were wrapped in wadding, and wet-felted using a variety of cream felt 

roving. As the pockets arrived by post, they were strung onto a felted line, and each 

of the contents attached securely to the respective pocket. The combination of the 

helix frame armature and the strung felted pockets created Tripartite Helix. 

 

In Tripartite Helix display the pockets were connected by one continuous felt thread, 

one line, which Hall epitomises in her 1948 work. Hall describes a single thread of 

several yards in length which preserved the most beautiful order and how the thread 

could be wound from beginning to end, from first to last. The order of the pockets 

was abstract in design, preserving the beautiful order in which they arrived. The 

single felt thread, also epitomising the ties on the original historical pockets, tied one 

feltmaker with another, one country with another through the Helix, through our 

joint learning. 

 

As Dewey (1934) states, lines cannot be presented in isolation, because lines are the 

boundaries of things; the lines of objects carry over the meaning of the objects and 

bring the constituent parts together, connecting and assembling. Individual pieces 

would be meaningless unless connected to the other, and the constituent parts need 

bringing together to make sense of the whole. Each connected line expresses the 

way each object connects together and acts upon each other, giving what Dewey 
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describes as "moral expressiveness" (1934, p. 105) and describing the way the 

individual objects can interfere with each other as well as reinforcing the collective.  

  

I requested the IFA regional groups, of which FFF is one, to make a personalised felt 

pocket, 20cm x 20cm or smaller (Figure 39). The request was sent to the closed IFA 

Facebook group to gain a wider and international audience for the project. I asked 

the groups to make a pocket, explaining that as part of my arts-based research for 

my felt exhibition on how individuals learn as feltmakers, I wanted to use this 

learning in a particular context. The aim was to demonstrate that the actual and 

metaphysical connects all feltmakers, regional and international, through one (Helix) 

project. 

 

The limitation on size was intended purely to manage and display the pockets 

received. Some artists sent bigger pockets; these were still included within the 

project. Some examples were given in response to questions asked within the FFF 

community. The aim was to give flexibility in the form and structure to the individual. 

The IFA Facebook group, request stated: "This could be an envelope style with a 

closure, a simple pocket or even something 3-D, no rules… just creativity." 
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In contrast to the private objects which historical pockets used to contain, the 

project pockets required flexibility and openness for ethical reasons. The regional 

focus group was required to confirm the contents of the pockets which was passed 

on to the Facebook group: "Inside could be a photo of yourself or of your work, and 

link to your website or where you are from. The detail given would be up to you – 

but nothing too personal please as it will be on display. It could be any shape or size 

(smaller than 20 cm x 20 cm may be more manageable) or colour. Decorated in any 

Figure 39. IFA Call for Pockets 

IFA (2017) https://www.facebook.com/notes/international-feltmakers-association/opportunity-

to-join-in-an-arts-project/1250726345018879 
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way". The FFF community were given monthly online updates on the progress of the 

project with photographs and verbal descriptions, among others. The contents 

varied and included among other things a collection of handwritten poems in a book, 

postcards, photographs of examples of work, photographs of themselves working, 

business cards and being left purposefully empty. 

 

The installation connected the contributors as feltmakers around the globe. It 

displayed examples of different styles of felt, regional, national and international, 

together exemplifying knowledge, skills and learning of different techniques. Due to 

size constrictions of the space available at FFF, only two elements of the Tripartite 

Helix armature were exhibited, with all pockets, at the FFF community meeting in 

June 2018.  This was presented alongside a comments book and images of the 

installation were also shared with the closed IFA Facebook group on that day (Figure 

40). 
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Figure 40.  

Tripartite Helix was exhibited at the regional groups meeting in June 2018 
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CHAPTER 6  DISCUSSION AND ANALYSIS – FULLING  

 

This chapter is presented divided into three subheadings: Hushed Reverberations, 

Tripartite Helix and Friday Felters. The three distinct, yet interwoven, sections 

support an analysis of the research gathered within this thesis on each of these 

aspects. Firstly, Hushed Reverberations examines the individual autoethnographical 

artworks through a reflexive analysis which is discussed in the context of an 

interpretivist research paradigm. Secondly, Tripartite Helix supports a reflexive 

analysis of the feltmakers pockets and their contents, alongside a discussion on the 

agency of the installation.  Thirdly, Friday Felters analyses the teaching and learning 

that has been observed within FFF community, which is aligned to the Finnish 

holistic craft pedagogy in order to support clarity and give credence to the 

observations made during the research period.   

 

HUSHED REVERBERATIONS  

The autoethnographic methodology used in this thesis is an exploration, a vehicle for 

self-research to work within emerging methods of enquiry in the field of art 

education. One view is that an autoethnography approach enables self-study in 

order to create a fully reflexive dialogue in the hope that the meanings embedded 

within the installation and the writings will have some relevance to others 

(Humphreys, 2005); but the writing would ideally not be sterile as this could be 

challenging to read (Leavy, 2015). Camangian (2010) reinforces this opinion of 
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autoethnography as a promotion of self and social reflection.  However, according to 

Ellis and Brockner (2000), autoethnography exploration can generate fears, doubts 

and emotional pain, leaving the researcher vulnerable to the exposure of self. 

Nevertheless, when the researcher explores their experiences and the emotions 

attached to them, they validate the experiences as legitimate data. 

 

Figure 41. Hushed Reverberations feltwork series 
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By expressing themselves in works of art crystallising feelings and attitudes, 

individuals are revealing themselves to their peers in the hope that others will 

identify. Autoethnography "has the capacity to provoke viewers to broaden their 

horizons, reflect critically on experiences, enter empathetically into the lives of 

others, and actively participate in dialogue regarding the social implications of the 

encountered" (Ellis & Brockner, 2000; p.54). The place of the aesthetic and the 

artistic within product and process of social research has been expanded and 

changed over the decades; many have striven to advance the field of ABR, (Barone & 

Eisner, 2012). In order to apply forms of representation and thinking (Barone & 

Eisner, 2012), ABR provides an opportunity for concepts to be better understood by 

a broad range of people and this understanding supports rethinking and 

experiencing a set of qualities. 

 

Hushed Reverberations in its creation demonstrates freedom of expression and 

promotes the intersection of the elements of autoethnography, self-reflexivity and 

personal experience found in mesearch (Edward, 2018) to combine personal 

reflections and emotions in the production of the felted artworks (Figure 41). The 

felt artworks are a map, connecting my learnt, felt techniques, the ability to 

intuitively work with the felt through my personal journey through illness, pockets 

and the female history displayed through them whilst simultaneously exploring 

notions of privacy and secrecy in both my own (Hushed Reverberations) and the 

larger group artwork (Tripartite Helix). The pop-up exhibition at FFF supports 
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elements of the research and the process from self-narrative, as well as emotional 

reactions to the installation. 

 

INTERPRETIVIST RESEARCH PARADIGM 

Arts-based research does not require its own form of analysis but does require to be 

in line with the data to be analysed as well as the epistemological beliefs of the 

researcher (Leavy, 2018; Pillow, 2003; Rose, 2012). Issues of interpretation and 

analysis of visual ABR is briefly if at all discussed in many studies (Banks, 2007; Leavy, 

2018). My own positioning in relation to the research undertaken is an ever-present 

internal dialogue in the understanding of self in knowledge construction. Initially, I 

found the idea of positioning confusing, struggling with the notion of ontology, 

epistemology, and methodology, who I am in relation to my own research. As Denzin 

& Lincoln (2011) question on ontology; “what kind of being is a human being? What 

is the nature of reality?” (p.12), my daily struggles were particularly with my 

epistemological standpoint, “what is the relationship between the enquirer and the 

known” (p.12) and my methodological position “how do we know the world or gain 

knowledge from it?” (p.12). Through my personal journey in the process of enquiry 

for the duration of my research, I began to understand my positioning as regards my 

research, that there are close relations between my personal values and beliefs and 

my interpretation of the data. 
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Therefore, my personal philosophy identifies with an interpretivist research 

paradigm, as Guba and Lincoln (1994) suggest that, in this philosophy, my voice is 

one of the “passionate participant” (p.115), the creation of knowledge is between 

the researcher and the researched. Heidegger’s (1962) view of co-constitutionality 

aligns more closely with my own, with its focus on pursuing an understanding of 

experiences and how this understanding determines the choices made. Therefore, 

this understanding is a merger between the researcher and researched, in the case 

of Hushed Reverberations I am both. Within the Tripartite Helix and FFF research, a 

more interpretative study of the experience was sought after, therefore my theory 

and practice were linked “in a continuous progression of critical reflection and 

transformation” (Pitard, 2017, p.5). The process of understanding my ontological 

and epistemological standpoint evolved over time, illuminated my positioning as a 

researcher through the research (Schwandt, Lincoln & Guba, 2007).    

 

I found that in alignment with the interpretivist research paradigm, I hold the 

assumption that the social world and the researcher influence each other, and my 

perspectives and values impact on my findings and their interpretation, therefore 

there are multiple interpretations of this reality (Snape & Spencer, 2003), and I seek 

to understand the social world of both myself and the researched (Higgs, 2001). I 

also came to the conclusion that epistemologically I believe that I am an influencer 

of my own data collection and therefore its analysis. I have come to realise that the 

nature of learning is also part of this position, whereby we unconsciously choose to 

ignore certain aspects of our learning and these choices affect how we know what 
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we know (Pitard, 2017, p.7). Therefore, taking a reflexive standpoint, I am concerned 

with how much I influence my analysis of research and data, and whether being 

influenced by my perspective makes it impossible to conduct value-free research. 

However, the interpretivist paradigm suggested by Cohen & Crabtree (2006) 

postulates that the researcher’s values be inherent throughout the research process, 

and indeed the findings emerge through the discourse that occurs between the 

researched and researcher. The researched and researcher are intrinsically linked, 

aligning to research aim three, and the data and analysis gathered through the 

process are formed throughout, in a state of simultaneous shaping. When the 

reflexive process is then undertaken, when my lens is turned to look back at the 

data, the meaning of the research is again modified, cause and effect are inseparable 

(Cohen & Crabtree, 2006). 

 

REFLEXIVE ANALYSIS  

Dewey (1938) suggested “to reflect is to look back over what has been done so as to 

extract the net meanings which are the capital stock of intelligent dealing with 

further experiences. It is the heart of intellectual organization and of the disciplined 

mind” (pp. 86–87). I found it important to differentiate between Dewey’s reflective 

task and the use of reflexivity and self-reflectivity in research. Chiseri-Strater & 

Sunstein (1996) make this distinction clear; “to be reflective does not demand an 

‘other,’ while to be reflexive demands both an ‘other’ and some self-conscious 

awareness of the process of self-scrutiny” (p. 130). As an artist I needed to become a 
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“self-other” of a “participatory consciousness” (Heshusius, 1994, p.18) in order to 

take on self-reflexive interpretation of Hushed Reverberations. 

 

Taking this into consideration I, therefore, could become more aware of my 

assumptions to allow for deeper analysis and, as the research is autoethnographical.  

I am at the centre and therefore, reflexivity is essential. Reflexivity in visual 

methodologies is “an attempt to resist the universalising claims of academic 

knowledge and to insist that academic knowledge, like all other knowledges, is 

situated and partial” (Rose, 2012, p. 183). Rose (2012) continues to affirm that: 

 “reflexivity is thus about the position of the critic, about the effects 

that position has on the knowledge that the critic produces, about the 

relation between the critic and the people or materials they deal with, 

and about the social effects of the critics work” (p.183). 

 

However, in reflexive psychoanalysis full self- knowledge is an impossible goal, as our 

subjectivity, our subconscious, is not accessible to our conscious (Pillow, 2003; Rose, 

2012). Visual ABR also recognises that the viewer of the exhibited work will bring 

their own understandings and ways of knowing to the installations and the same will 

be true of this written thesis. I have also considered that individual elements of the 

exhibited work itself have their own agency, as Armstrong (1996) suggests visual 

artwork is “at least potentially a site of resistance and recalcitrance, of the 

irreducibly particular, and of the subversively strange and pleasurable” (p.28). I have 

found that I am in alignment with the thoughts of Pinney (2004) who proposes that 

it is not so much about how the art looks it is more what the art can do.  Although 
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the audience searches for the meaning in an artwork, it would ideally not be my role 

to claim that the work reflects meanings from elsewhere (Rose, 2012). 

 

Hushed Reverberations is however accompanied by narrated text and therefore 

reflects some of the meaning of the narrative, in a similar way to the text 

accompanying a painting in a gallery.  The narration makes a difference to the 

understanding of individual elements of Hushed Reverberations for the viewer, 

making connections between the work and the narration. Mitchell (1994) 

emphasised the interrelation of images and the accompanying text, laying claim to 

the phrase image/text and proposes that virtually all exhibited artworks are 

presented in this interrelated way, the artworks making sense in relation to the text; 

however, Rose (2012) proposes that the art not be reduced to the interpretation 

that is carried by the narration. 

 

Therefore, by taking part in autoethnographical reflexive analysis, it may position me 

ahead of the audience’s critical reflexivity as the audience will bring with them their 

own way of knowing and understanding the exhibited work, which I feel ought not to 

be influenced by my own assertions (Pillow, 2003; Rose, 2012). However, the visual 

art process is in itself a reflexive process to the artist throughout conception and 

creation and therefore could make the work ambiguous to the viewer. Within a 

thesis it could be argued that the ambiguity of the artwork could be made 

unambiguous to the viewer. In support of this Dewey (1934) theorises that a bridge 

could be made between the artist and the viewer so the work can be considered in a 
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third space. The hidden meanings in the images could then be made overt (Freeman, 

2015). Precisely because visual artwork matters, as it is seductive and powerful, it 

then could be considered critically (Rose, 2012). As Rose (2012) suggests “visual 

imagery is never innocent, it is always constructed through various practice, 

technologies and knowledges” (p.17). 

 

In consideration of these dilemmas, the need for a critical visual reflexive 

methodology for understanding the images became evident. Rose (2012) gives a 

suggestion of three criteria that would support a critical approach of interpreting 

images, using an autobiographical form of reflexivity. Firstly, it is necessary, she 

suggests, to take the artworks seriously. There is a necessity to look carefully and pay 

detailed attention to the work, as the art cannot be only reducible to its context. The 

way the work is portrayed has its own effects on the visual representation. 

 

Secondly, Rose (2012) proposes that we make time to think about the effects of the 

work as well as the social conditions in which the artworks arise.  As Pollock (1988) 

suggests “cultural practices do a job which has major social significance in the 

articulation of meanings about the world, in the negotiation of social conflicts, in the 

production of social subjects” (p.7). Visual representations can be seen as cultural 

practices that can depend upon and effectuate social exclusions and inclusions. The 

critical account, therefore, needs to address these practices as well as their effects 

and cultural meanings (Rose, 2012). 
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Lastly, Rose (2012) states there be a consideration of the way we look at the visual 

artworks, as our ways of seeing are specific to our culture, history, geography and 

social grouping. The reflection therefore takes into account how we as a critic are 

looking, and therefore think carefully about what we see and become answerable 

for our interpretations (Haraway, 1991). However, this is not an easy task (Rose, 

1998, 2012). Within these criteria, Rose (2012) suggests that consideration also be 

given to the reflexive effect that visual images have on viewers. The critical 

approach, therefore, considers the “agency of the image, considers the social 

practices and effects of its viewing, and reflects on the specificity of that viewing by 

various audiences, including the academic critic” (Rose, 2012, p. 17). 

 

In applying the above criteria to Hushed Reverberations, the reflexive analysis, I ‘felt’, 

is performative, following the influence of the original utterances, and consequently 

connecting the works in a full cycle. This illuminates and expands upon the idea of 

Mesearch, where I am both theoriser and theorised in the intersections between art 

and research (Figure 42), moving the inner gaze outward in order to provoke a more 

comprehensive understanding for the viewer (Edward,2018). 

 

The reflexive analysis of Hushed Reverberations takes on board the idea that as 

individuals undergoing life-threatening treatment, we carry within us an element of 

unresolved mourning from the process and its effects, a mourning of a pre-

treatment life (Ayling-Smith, 2019). Hushed Reverberations occupies a space 

between fully resolved, completed and pathological/complicated mourning, 
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whereby emotions are accentuated by events, happenings, or encounters. They 

remain at present open. 

 

Figure 42. Mesearch adapted table after research.  

Based on Edward, 2018.  
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REFLEXIVE RUMINATIONS  

In reflecting on my own feltmaking process and the making of the 

Hushed Reverberations original series, I feel now that I essentially see 

the world differently to how I did before my treatment. My judgement 

seems to be fundamentally based on my moral values grounded in my 

own personal point of view. I feel that my feltmaking is historically 

grounded in cultural and social tradition and in agreement that the 

feltmaker becomes one with the material- the feltmaker in a dance 

between themselves and the wool. I believe my feltmaking to be 

organic, and each piece develops as it goes along, exploratory in its 

approach. I never have a fixed endpoint, it is a more open-ended 

approach, working with the wool not against it. I have an outline 

agenda and the agenda is responsive, reflexive, and sensitive. This has 

not changed since I have become adept at feltmaking, however in 

trying to interpret my own work, perhaps my responses would vary 

according to my time and the place that the interpretation is taking 

place, perhaps my mood or social situation will give me different 

answers. I know at the time of certain anniversaries that this would 

definitely be the case. I feel the work as a whole has been reflexively 

shaped and influenced by the different situations that were being 

undertaken in the ten months journey. The responses in felt were 

interpretations of the narrative and actions that happened as I 

remembered at the time. The closest thing to hand was my phone and 

therefore the ruminations into the voice recorder recorded the feelings 

and memories of the time, as I needed these feelings to be expelled. 

The movement into felt moved this one stage closer. 

 

The work was personal and not meant for sharing and the meanings I 

now try to impose on them are constructions rather than 

interpretations as I am not the person I was when I made them. I will 
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now in the analysis attach different interpretations to the same 

artworks, than if interpreted at the time of construction. I appreciate I 

will not be able to find an absolute truth in the meanings associated 

with my interpretation; however, perhaps they will correspond with 

some element of the truth. This I will not be able to know for sure, I will 

not be able to gauge how far away I am from this truth. But through 

the process I hope to represent the research I prescribe is accurately as 

possible. 

 

The table is set, firstly the towel then the bubble wrap on top ensuring 

the bubbles are side up. In working through this series, all of the 

elements were taken from taught sessions I recall. Interestingly the use 

of cotton scrim material was one of the last Friday Feltmakers sessions 

before diagnosis, and this seems to feature heavily throughout the 

series. The colour is not one I’d worked with before but was chosen 

and bought specifically, I believe, to match both the colour of one of 

the chemotherapy infusions as well as the colour of the wounds and 

the removed dressings. It is difficult and emotional to look at the 

individual felt works now in detail. The size of each was governed by 

the limited movement and stamina I had at the time. Pockets were a 

theme throughout, I remember the research I had undertaken 

regarding pockets being a personal and private place, the sacred place 

where these personal objects can be kept in close proximity to the 

body and were an unconscious inevitability. They also metaphorically 

reflected the ideas of interiority and exteriority through the selections 

of objects I chose to display or conceal. All the pockets have a thread, a 

tie, and this nods to women’s past cultural heritage where the felted 

pockets essentially could be worn or attached together with one 

connected thread binding them together.   
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The tables set, the towel and the bubble wrap, jug of soapy water and 

all my preferred tools are ready for the making. This is my setting of 

the stage, a place of passion and anticipation. Once I have laid out the 

wool fibre to the size and the shape required, equal layers are added in 

opposing directions for strength and equality of shrinkage. Resists are 

included to separate the layers of wool, inclusions are added for 

texture and colour, then covered with a man-made netting to help 

keep it altogether. Then they are wetted with soap and water, and I 

gently agitate the fibres so they begin to find themselves together in 

and around each other. The wool fibres do not readily give way to this 

binding, it is as if I am an aggravator, an annoyance, an intruder. If you 

work too fast, too hard, or the water is too hot, the wool will win. If 

you choose the felting process to be a battle, it will split, not attach 

together evenly and become unworkable. If the choice is to work with 

the wool, then it’s a slow nurturing choice, coaxing the fibres gently 

into place. What remains of the felted item is valued, challenged and 

slowly altered to the required size and shape. The process, however, 

feels chaotic and essentially uncontrollable, the final results can only 

be alluded to, guessed at. The process has no definitives, the outcomes 

have an element of surprise, and apprehension builds for the unknown 

outcome. The fibres have entwined with each other, the space that 

was there between them before, no longer exists. The space to move 

has gone. The journey in their path travelled is capable of being 

valued, and the excitement of the process; movement, shifting, 

changing, advancing and finally evolving into a final fixed place. 

 

Lacerations 

Lacerations was the outset of the series, my starting point created 

without an idea of finishing line. The process of diagnosis, I remember 

feeling, had physically and metaphorically ripped me apart. The swift 
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processing of myself through a series of events, as if on a continuous 

conveyor belt. Remembering as if a series of still life paintings 

capturing the radiographer’s words “we’ll be seeing you again soon”, 

the waiting, the surgeon’s news, specialist nurse with a cup of tea, the 

waiting, the first operation, the waiting, the surgeons news, the 

waiting, and the surgeons final news, at the outset stating a variety of 

possible options; “Plan A”, “Plan B”, the waiting, and then 

“unfortunately it’s come to Plan C”. Lacerations encapsulates the 

ruminations after Plan C. Lacerations was my outward expression of 

locked-in emotion, which I was unable to release at the time, the cuts 

releasing emotion from the malleable felted sack of wool, cotton scrim 

and silk fibres. 

 

Unbalanced 

Unbalanced is a transitional work tackling loss and bereavement in the 

path travelled on the journey. It tackles what is valued and what 

remains, the stitches symbolising what has gone, an association made 

with deep memory, and daily reminders. Movement is now hindered, 

the torso unbalanced and fragmented separated from the body. What 

was internal is now external, occupying and accompanying other 

medical waste. Stitching and puckering where the breast once was, the 

other breast depicted as a porous mesh, vulnerable and exposed, 

encapsulated within the density of the torso felt. Restricted lateral 

movements, everyday activities altered. External influences have 

scarred the body leaving external and internal wounds however, the 

needle depicting the means and opportunity to stitch them back 

together. 
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Cytotoxic Infusion 

Still reeling from the unhealed wound, the intravenous Cytotoxic 

Infusion, was pushed into my body. The felt tops that are applied to 

the cotton scrim, shrink disproportionately through the process of 

gentle felting allowing the two materials to become one, pockets occur 

at the sites of inclusions of resists. The porous nature of the cotton 

scrim blocked in all directions by the encapsulating density of the felt. 

The inclusions in these pockets, I see as obstructions and intrusions 

within the natural healing properties of the felt. The shape of the work 

reminiscent of an IV fluid bag, the packaging for the fluid bag is 

opened, the fluid cold as it’s stored in the fridge. The work is 

interwoven with the process, engaging and reengaging with each 

other, inextricably linked. The process of making, the sickening, and 

anxiety-filled process of re-engaging with the still vivid memories of 

cytotoxic drug infusions. Re-engaging every time, when regarding this 

feltwork, with being processed and infiltrated with cancer destroying 

drugs. 

 

And so the process begins; and observed many times, information 
signs all around. The IV pump is waiting, the giving set ends of the IV 
tube are disconnected and the clip is pressed until it clicks, shutting off 
the fluid line. Next the wheel has been turned in its cassette, the flow is 
off. The sterile Cytotoxic fluid bag is opened by twisting the upper 
plastic winged lever and the spiked end of the giving set is inserted into 
the fluid bag via the winged lever, is twisted backwards and forwards 
to ease the spike into the port as far as it will go. The fluid bag is hung 
on a drip stand in the free end is arranged so it hangs in mid-air, sterile 
until it’s connected to me. The transparent clip chamber is squeezed 
until fluid appears, the flow of fluid is started by rolling the wheel 
upwards. The fluid is run down the entire length of the giving set tubes 
and out to ensure no bubbles, the flow is stopped by rolling the wheel 
back down.  The fluid line is hung back up again, the end in sterile mid-
air. The T connector was taken from its packet and is flushed with 
saline, again the nurse checking there are no bubbles. The blue gate 
shuts off any flow through the T connector and is placed back inside 
the T connector packet, keeping it sterile. The T connector is connected 
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to the cannula in the back of my hand. The gate on the T connector is 
moved to allow the fluid to flow, the blue clip on the fluid giving set is 
open and the wheel on the giving set is adjusted to allow fluid to flow 
into my arm, the rate of flow is adjusted. 

  

All completed swiftly and competently. Trusting the judgments and 

calculations of my oncologist and the nurses, respecting and 

depending on them. The rhythmic noise of the infusion pump became 

my heartbeat- the alarm a wake-up call (Figure 43). Every moment 

ingrained into my memory, the rhythmic sound still echoing on dark 

and sleepless nights, the rhythmic sound continuing as bag after bag 

of the toxic infusions, saline flushes and antihistamines were pumped 

for hours. 

 

 

One Day 

Cotton scrim encased in a felt surround, sheathing the doses of drugs 

taken into the body on One Day. Memories of these recent experiences 

of places, people and procedures, taking on board the atmospheres 

that they have and the liminal inbetween space of conscious and 

unconsciousness.  Being in this liminal space for days and weeks, the 

current place is too difficult, too overwhelming to be experienced in 

the here and now and needs to be contained and organised. 

Figure 43. Infusion pump sound and alarm. 
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Wig or scarf? 

In some respects the losing of my hair felt at the time as if it had as 

much emotional impact as the loss of a breast. Using animal fibre 

when wet felting, creating solid strong forms from what was once 

loose and individual is the crux of being a feltmaker. The infusions stop 

the hair follicles natural rapid cell division, the follicle shrinks, dies, 

then uproots and detaches (Figure 44, Figure 45, Figure 46). The hair’s 

life cycle incomplete. Wig or scarf allows us to engage with the 

detachment of our outward defining features. Who are we? What are 

our defining features? Do they matter? To whom? The process of loss 

changing rapidly throughout the eight days, until none remains. 

Clogging the hoover, blocking the drains, matted in the carpet, unable 

to disperse from clothes. What is my description now? 

 

 

 

 

Figure 44. Close up of 

beginning of hair loss. 
Figure 45. Wrapping a scarf 

after a hospital workshop, to 

disguise hair loss. 
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Figure 46. Some hair remaining, taking control 

with shaving and henna head.  
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           Nodules 

In the never stopping rollercoaster ride of tests and treatment, one 

that stands out as the most concrete of memories, as it has been 

remembered and affirmed the most. It becomes static and heavy in its 

recollection. Several growths of abnormal tissue developing in the 

lungs, appearing on the CT is round white shadows. The question the 

oncologist needed answering; were they cancerous or benign? 

Discovering nodules on the lungs, resulting in scans every couple of 

months, tracking their growth, if they shrunk they were cancerous if 

they grew larger they were cancer resistant, so we were looking for 

the third option no change. Using a new method a thick foam block 

punctured with holes, nodules from strongly felted wool were formed. 

The wool for felting thick and heavy, resisting the absorption of the 

soapy water initially, it is the wools natural defence. The overlapping 

scales on the surface of each wool fibre eventually surrendered and 

became saturated with the solution. In this state the wool has space 

and porosity, allowing for flexibility permeability and translucence. 

Once fully felted the nodules presented as durable and strong. The 

nodules, independent of the lungs although living within them. The 

lung sack a thin, susceptible skin of porous cotton and felted wool. The 

nodules constrained within this thin layer, I reflect either emotionally 

or physically on the contents of the delicate and pliable sack holding 

securely these intruders, as something beyond my ability to change. 

 

 12 keys to heal 

Darkness receding, and light shining through the window in the centre 

allowing air through. Permitting movement of the fibres with less 

constraints and softer fulling. Giving space to breathe and experience 

the shift towards movement, expelling the locked in negative energy 

and emotion. The healing fibres moving into and breaking up the 
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density of the ruby cotton fibre scrim. Still vulnerable and fragile but 

pushing the vulnerability to one side with the community of women 

that had gathered round me, each one key to healing different 

wounds. Suspending temporarily the need for control in the situation, 

proving to myself that I am strong and worthy. 

 

This story remains a mysterious one to all of those who haven’t lived it, 

and for those that have, each journey takes on different forms and 

outcomes. None are the same, none comparable, each a unique 

expedition in to the unknown.  The consequences of the story are still 

being felt in the sociology of my household. My body had become a 

house that held a series of unprocessed emotions. I desired a repair; 

these cracks cannot be permanently fixed; they will perpetually 

endeavour to be exposed. However, through engaging in an 

undertaking to address the impaired foundation, brought back some 

support and infrastructure of myself and family. The body heals by 

opening the doors and the windows that are encapsulating the 

emotions, letting them have the space to breathe, the damaged 

foundations may start to heal and perhaps start anew. 

 

MYSELF AS A LIVING ARCHIVE  

Being both the subject and the object of my research for Hushed Reverberations, 

personal ethics have been instinctively negotiated throughout (Edward, 2018). The 

movement from personal feltworks to public viewing has seen transitional changes, 

as I have become accustomed to sharing the story. Initially, the artworks were un-

authored and presented in absenteeism, each titled but presented without the audio 

reflections and behind glass (Figure 31). A series of protective barriers have been put 
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in place, protecting myself and following personal ethics of disclosure (Freeman, 

2015). An inward turning of personal gaze in research supports a greater level of 

critical reflexive dialogue (Edward, 2018; Griffiths, 2011; Sullivan, 2010), connecting 

the cultural elements of feltmaking to the personal, the critical reflexivity aiding the 

inquiry into my first research aim. The second exhibition of Hushed Reverberations 

was presented with the audio ruminations at the Talking Bodies conference (Figure 

47), alongside explanations of context and a conference presentation for further 

exemplification. Hushed Reverberations was still presented, however, behind glass. 

 

The exploration of myself as a living archive required an emotional vulnerability, the 

protective glass layer over each image a barrier protecting both myself and the 

feltworks (Edward, 2018; Pearce, 2010). However, the process of exhibition seemed 

to empower me to let go and to recover control over the experience of being 

treated for cancer. The narrative has continued, and the feltworks for Hushed 

Reverberations installation have grown and re-emerged, and I envisage they will 

continue to do so, entangling itself with my present and continuing the mesearch 

research (Edward, 2018; Pearce, 2010).   
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Figure 47. Dissemination or research at Talking Bodies Conference 

and feedback from delegates. 
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TRIPARTITE HELIX – POCKETS PROJECT 
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Figure 48. Tripartite Helix Pockets and contents. 
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The field of education welcomes and encourages autoethnography research and 

accepts the flaws and biases that come with the methodology (Smith-Shank & 

Kiefer-Boyd, 2007). Blair (2014) concurs, noting that the inequalities and 

imperfections of autoethnography help to expose and rediscover the non-normality 

of life, quite similar in the way the arts can. In using the pocket and their contents as 

a literal and metaphorical tool, I can explore some familiar and uncommon themes 

arising from the collected pockets, their making and contents. 

 

Leavy (2015, 2018) describes how participant-made art serves as data, by creating a 

common theme which the participants observe, in the case of Tripartite Helix a 

pocket made in felt.  Leavy (2018), Rose (2012) and Bolt (2004) all comment on how 

visual autoethnographical practice materialises the relational practices between the 

process of research and creative practice, and the comments made of these 

interrelations. As the feltwork is participatory with the FFF and wider IFA, the aim 

was to understand the “phenomena in mundane practices” (Leavy, 2018, p. 314), 

through visual research (Eisner, 2006).  These everyday aspects of human experience 

may be overlooked or lessened if data was gathered solely from verbal expressions 

(Leavy, 2018). Through the investigation of poem houses that combined poetic text 

and three-dimensional artefacts, Grisoni & Collins (2012) found a way to see and 

access a more profound level of knowledge about learning. Similar studies in visual 

ABR raise critical awareness, such as O’Neill & McHugh’s (2017) investigation of 

collective photography. By using the visual-ethnographic data, they widened the 

critical space to then allow simple truths to appear. 
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The investigation of the Tripartite Helix feltwork pockets allowed a particular way of 

experiencing and knowing (Grisoni & Collins, 2012; Hickman, 2007). The 

investigation allowing an enquiry into areas of my own and the participant’s interest, 

which have been observed and questioned within the research group. The enquiry is 

especially beneficial in the examination of everyday, accepted things in the felters’ 

lives (Leavy, 2018; Rose, 2012). The investigation supports bridges between visual 

imagery and theory within the lines of enquiry (Barone & Eisner, 2012), which have 

been examined and interpreted (Leavy, 2015, 2018). 

 

The Helix symbolises not only the interconnectedness of felt and feltmakers around 

the globe, and the strength and unity within the IFA. The strong wire armature 

represents the power of the group as a community, the struts between signifying the 

regional groups. The forty pockets (Figure 48) are individually made by the felters in 

their own homes or workshops, as Rose (2012) states “all visual representations are 

made in one way or another and the circumstances of their production may 

contribute towards the effect they have” (p.20). Therefore, the sites of production 

will have an influence on the pockets manufacture. 

 

INTERPRETATION OF VISUAL MATERIALS  

In using Rose’s (2012) suggestions for interpreting visual materials, an adaption of 

her diagram (Figure 49) was used to assist with a deeper contemplation and 

engagement with Tripartite Helix.  The chart illustrates three distinct but interwoven 
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areas to support a reflexive analysis of the pockets. Firstly, thinking about the visual 

object by paying detailed attention to individual pockets by studying compositional 

questions. Secondly, looking at the visual pockets and their contents, in an attempt 

to articulate my own, albeit subjective, meaning. Thirdly, looking at the agency of the 

instALLATION, AND DISCUSSING HOW I AM regarding it as a critic, alongside the FFF 

reactions from the pop-up exhibition. In addition, images and comments from a 

conference workshop and ten individual felt workshop sessions taken with students 

at the University of Chester, further the analysis of pockets and contents in the 

context of patriarchy and privacy. 

 

Figure 49 What are the relations between the maker, the contents 

and the audience? Adapted from Rose,2012 p.21/347 

 

The pockets were connected to the long, felted thread in the order they arrived, 

each pocket encapsulated in its own protective envelope pocket. Opening each 

envelope, and in turn, opening each pocket, ‘felt’ at the same time exciting and 
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intrusive into the individual feltmakers lives (Figure 50). In order to preserve the 

connection between the individual pockets and the contexts, a smaller thread was 

attached, inseparably joining the two. The connecting thread from pocket to pocket 

is fluid and changing, AND the line is able to express a different meaning through its 

connections and intertwining ability each time it is displayed; thread over thread, 

thread under thread over thread, under over, over under, crisscrossing haphazardly, 

having no formal guidelines for exhibition. 

 

Figure 50. Envelope – Pockets from across the world 

 

An undertaking of an individual examination of each pocket included photographing 

the pocket and its contents, attaching the contents to the pocket and completing 

answers within an Excel document (Figure 51) in an attempt to gain a deeper 

meaning of each pocket and perhaps gain some new knowledge in the analysis of 
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mutual elements of commonality. As Leavy (2018) and Hanauer (2010) both suggest, 

the process of reconstruction of these experiences in a further examination is the 

practice–process-product of ABR. This enables the creation rather than THE 

reproduction of data. I would suggest further exhibitions of Tripartite Helix would be 

the creative force which is the power of ABR “in doing, making, creating and 

performing” (Leavy, 2018, p. 482), Leavy suggesting in 2015 that “artistic method, 

such as visual art or performance, can serve as an entire methodology in a given 

study” (p. 20). Using the analysis of the creative acts as an instrument to generate 

further data as a component of the research process and can enrich and energise 

the research design (Leavy, 2015, 2018). 

 

Figure 51 Examination of individual pockets and contents 

 

When examining the pockets, holding, feeling, and opening were very personal 

moments. Being able to have them in one’s hands and taking individual textures as 

well as engaging with the contents on different levels, meant apperceiving them 

individually alongside recalling the questions to support a deeper reflection of each 

pocket. As described in the literature review, pockets through the course of history 
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had shown an association with personal memory as well as emotional attachments, 

the pockets providing a “fecund space for the explanation of the owner’s interiority” 

(Fennetaux, 2008, p.333). As Parker (2011) proposes, the use of craft, in this case, 

feltmaking, can sometimes provide a way of negotiating the restrictions of femininity 

and in some cases, help to escape the constraints. The making and decorating of 

pockets in history haVE allowed a channel for women’s agency, giving mental space 

to explore positive and negative emotions. As Annie believed, in Hall’s (1848) 

Grandmamma’s Pockets, the contents of a pocket have energy and activity. On 

holding the Tripartite Helix pockets within your hands, the energy of the pocket can 

undoubtedly be ‘felt’. The pockets could, as Larkin (2013) suggests, contain the 

embodiment of the maker within them and therefore be given the respect that 

Annie (Hall, 1848) believed they ought to have. 

 

Some themes became emergent within the process, such as place of creation. It 

would be impossible to tell without looking at the contents or relying on visual clues, 

such as Katarina’s Prague postcard, or Sandra’s Canada pocket, where in the world 

the individual felted pockets originated from. Each pocket is a unique one-of-a-kind 

edition to the Helix. However, they are all connected not only physically by the felted 

cord, but also through the material they are made from, the cultural heritage of the 

techniques of making and the historical relevance of the pocket in female history. 

These connections are encompassed in the dis-ability of tracking the country of 

making and therefore epitomise the cultural connectedness between both the 
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individual and worldwide feltmaking culture of women, demonstrating the individual 

skill of each feltmaker through their feltmaking (Burkett, 1979). 

 

The choices the women made when they elected whether or not to insert personal 

contents, alongside the choices they made in design and manufacture, demonstrate 

the importance of female exteriority and interiority (Fennetaux, 2008, p.308). The 

pockets in this case, however, are not held privately close to the body but on public 

display. This will, inevitably, have altered the contents chosen. Many feltmakers are 

self-employed and create an income through both instruction and commerce, 

trading online and through selected craft outlets. It is no surprise that many of the 

pockets contain a business card as a sole or component of their contents. The 

business cards symbolise the public rather than personal life; however, alongside the 

business card, there were occasional personal photographs or a note, demonstrating 

something more intimate concealed within the pocket. 

 

Personal items were also enclosed within the pockets but intended for sharing, such 

as the verses within the pocket for poems (Figure 52) or photographs of the 

feltmaker alongside notes (Figure 53). 
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Figure 52 personally chosen poems to share 

 

Other feltmakers chose to share how the pockets were made, for example, Judy and 

Sandra. Judy produced her pocket from her own Shetland sheep, which are hand-

sheared and hand-dyed by herself (Figure 54). The wool was then knitted in a 

Shetland based design and felted using hot water. Sandra chose to add mulberry 

paper, which is fibrous and therefore bonds within the wool fibres, into her design 

with the word Canada written in Sumi-e-ink. This Japanese carbon ink produces an 

intense black and will not wash out during the feltmaking process. 

 

Katerina from Prague chose to share her experience by writing a blog about her 

involvement in the pockets project, pockets stating “isn´t this just the best theme?” 

and created an envelope-style postcard from Prague “with a little surprise inside”. 

What the surprise was she only hinted at on her blog page (Figure 55). 
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Figure 53. Photographs of feltmakers and handwritten notes. 
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The research on historical pockets establishes a direct affiliation between pocket 

contents and emotional attachments. Historically the pockets were private and 

intimate places, embodied perceptions of memory, secrecy, and imagination 

(Fennetaux, 2008). The examination of pockets in both a historical and Tripartite 

Helix context permits the researcher to link the relationships between the pocket 

and the social world, the contents supporting an understanding of the creator’s 

sense of self. 

 

Different audiences may react individually to Tripartite Helix, and so it would be 

problematic to explore how the audiences would interpret the exhibition pre-

emptively. The FFF community, some of whom had participated in the project,  

Figure 54. Feltmakers sharing how the pockets were made. 
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Figure 55. Feltmaker Katerina’s blogpost and comments. 

http://kvphotographyanddesign.blogspot.com. 
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shared reactions based on materials, properties, and techniques and some of these 

detailed discussions would not be accessible to an audience less knowledgeable in 

feltmaking techniques. Therefore, the questions advanced about the meanings and 

effects on the viewer of individual pockets, how the viewer engages with the 

installation and how different audiences engage with Tripartite Helix, would be no 

more than a theoretical debate at this stage. Individuals participating as a viewer of 

the installation would engage in a power relation between themselves and the visual 

images, whereby each individual could potentially participate in different reactions.  

A further discourse analysis after the exhibition and future displays would allow a 

conceptual understanding within specific sites and audiences (Rose, 2012). Further 

analysis would enable the appraisal of the significance of contrasting audience 

interpretations and also the sites of exhibition, rather than merely commenting on 

the potential existence of differences in audience understanding of the installation 

and the effect of its location on viewer’s perception. 

 

However unique each pocket is, the pockets are united through similarities in 

materials, techniques, and contents. Several parallels can be drawn between the 

diverse individual pocket creations. The pockets are also united by the one 

connected felt thread, binding them together as one International Feltmakers 

Association. The sequence of the order of display of the pockets on the line ebb and 

flow each time the viewer interacts with the installation and each individual pocket. 

The order and display continually changing and adapting due to the viewer’s physical 

contact and interaction, rarely placing the pocket in its original position, the pockets 
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are designed to be viewed, opened and moved. Different pockets are therefore 

situated next to each other in a transient process throughout the installation period, 

continually adjusting the affiliation of pockets on the Helix in parallel to the way 

cultural traditions of feltmaking have been moved and passed on throughout history 

(Mullins, 2009). In this way, the Tripartite Helix engages with our understanding of 

historical-cultural practices in feltmaking and makes associations with global 

contemporary traditions. 

 

The feltworks connect me, the women within the FFF group and the wider IFA 

through the artwork, Tripartite Helix, to a broader dialogical relationship between 

interior and exterior, disclosure and secrecy, self and other. The pockets in both 

feltworks are a catechistic enquiry tool allowing an examination and investigation 

into the concept of privacy, women and the domestic interior, subjects and objects, 

secrecy and concealment (Fennetaux, 2008). 

 

COMMUNAL APPROACHES TO MAKING FELT  

 DISSEMINATION OF THESIS RESEARCH – PRACTICAL WORKSHOP AND CONFERENCE PRESENTATION 

My pockets research developed into communal approaches in the making of felt 

pockets, alongside a discussion of pockets and patriarchy at the Educating Creatively 

Storyhouse conference in September 2019 (Figure 56). 
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     Figure 56. Pockets Workshop at Storyhouse Conference September 2019 
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 A series of 10 individual workshops on making pockets, alongside discussions of 

contents, was undertaken at the University of Chester by BAQTS, PGCE and MA 

students (Figure 57). 

 

 

Figure 57. University of Chester 

student workshops. 
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These offshoot feltmaking activities are action-based and communal (Leavy, 2018), 

supporting this researcher-as-artist-as-teacher in my own enquiry approach as a 

performance for social action. Ephemeral and transitory, these performances of 

creation have no thing that I can display, as the pockets created are the creator’s 

own. Thus, the dialogue given within the performance of teaching extends research 

conversation to a new audience (Leavy, 2018) [Figure 56 & Figure 57].  Permitting 

the research to be accessible and non-academic, engages a variety of audiences; an 

aim of the mesearch philosophy (Edward, 2018) and explored in Figure 42, by 

making research accessible it also allows a research project to open communication 

amongst a wide variety of communities. 

 

These communal approaches to making felt, within the variety of communities I 

have engaged with, allow critical conversations with the participants which then can 

be a catalyst for creating spaces for dialogic explorations within historical and 

emotional understanding (Figure 56, Twitter comment), this characterises one of the 

forms of learning within FFF (research aim four). The pockets produced depict a 

further life that they will encounter outside the production site, alongside the 

conversations created throughout the making, which will potentially be recreated 

and re-envisaged when the pocket is later found and re-examined by the maker 

(Finley, 2010). This has been a process of embodying knowledge through the 

feltmaking of pockets and bringing this embodied knowledge to life (Leavy, 2018). 

The embodying of knowledge within the FFF group is one area that has been 

investigated within the research period, as discussed in the following section. 
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FRODSHAM FRIDAY FELTERS 

The examination of Finnish holistic craft pedagogy, providing as it does a long and 

varied history of craft research into teaching craft in Finland, helps to give credence 

and clarity to observations and annotations made of our learning within the FFF 

community research group. It also supports the structure of analysing research 

undertaken, provides order and the ability to align research and observations to 

learning as a feltmakers group. Holistic pedagogy, according to Karppinen (2008) and 

Pöllänen (2009), encompasses all phases of the process of the craft, from designing 

to making and evaluating the craft object. The process requires that the maker must 

be included in the process, and all stages should be completed by the same person, 

on their own or in a group. This pedagogy is generally referred to in Finland simply as 

holistic craft (Kojonkoski- Rännäli 1998, p. 92). 

 

Through my observations, holistic craft differs from ordinarily reproductive craft, in 

one aspect: holistic craft shall include all aspects from design to evaluation, and the 

most obvious difference is in the designing phase. Ordinarily, craft is seen in Finland 

as a reproductive procedure, copying a model or a previously learnt technique. In 

contrast, holistic craft starts with using previous skills and experiences in order to 

design something new, given the additional stimulus from that session. Within the 

observations made of the teaching within each group meeting, there is a clear 

distinction between holistic feltmaking and ordinary reproductive feltmaking within 

some of the feltmakers. Within this section, I will discuss and evaluate the 
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differences between the two, aiding the inquiry into research aim one, the 

autoethnographic investigation into feltmaking practice. 

 

STAGES OF HOLISTIC FELTMAKING  

The first stage in holistic feltmaking is the activating stage, and usually incorporates 

the use of examples and an exploration of the technique, tools and materials 

needed. Each taught session at FFF meetings begins with the tutor as a 

demonstrator, always sharing previous work within that skill set as well as a 

demonstration of the expertise to be learnt. Never once in any observed teaching 

session has a tutor not brought at least one example. The variety and range of 

resources brought between tutors/experts is vast, sometimes dependent on the 

tutors’ mode of transport. Public transport, for example, tends to restrict size and 

number of examples the tutor can bring and consequently the range of skills to be 

explained as each one needs at least one example. Pöllänen (2009) also describes 

this phase as one that is built up through sensory experiences, including the 

demonstration and use of different creative techniques in order to stimulate ideas. 

In reference to research aim two, knowledge is generated partly by the stimulation 

of ideas, this is essential as each member generally arrives with a pre-conceived 

notion of the day’s activities, from literature emailed the week before the session.  

 

Apprehension in the FFF community over some new techniques can be alleviated 

when seeing the felt objects or images in a physical form and through preliminary 



231 | P a g e  
 

discussion with other members of the FFF community. The ideas at this time are 

usually vocalised between small subgroups and individuals and connections made 

with prior learning or prior teaching; some members bring examples using a similar 

skill. After the demonstration, ideas are roughly sketched by some members in order 

to make them more concrete. However, they are more usually concretised by 

experimenting with the materials and techniques shown, some felters work in small 

samples, while others wait and delay, before looking around at the work of others in 

advance of starting their own. A review of my observations suggests that these 

members tend not to be complete novices; they are inclined and able to start 

straight away, presumably in order not to forget the skills demonstrated. Generally, 

they are felters who have progressed from a complete novice but are yet to be 

confident in their work. 

 

The next phase of holistic craft is the designing stage, considered as the 

transformational stage, where interior ideas are concretised and given a meaningful 

form. The expert can then evaluate the functional and aesthetic values of the 

product and consider its best qualities through technical and visual design (Pöllänen, 

2009). This is the stage where the novice in the FFF community needs much more 

support and advice, as well as regular feedback from a more knowledgeable other or 

the expert, to move forward in their skill-based knowledge. 

 

During this stage, I observed that the novice appears to need constraints, safety, to 

allow freedom to create, whereas the more expert the felter, the more natural and 



232 | P a g e  
 

inventive the creative making process. However, as Pöllänen (2009) notes, any 

limitations ought to also encourage the individual novice to create their own design. 

On observed practice in the felting group, some novices have needed more tangible 

examples of each phase during the making process as well as the final product, and 

to elicit clarification from preferably the expert, but more generally the felters in the 

immediate vicinity and, thus, through more informal learning. In the final observed 

session, the tutor was brought in to teach needle-felting, which is an opposed skill to 

that of wet felting. Not one in the group of the 24 FFF community had needle-felted 

an animal before, and all were novices. The session’s objective was to produce a 3D 

felted badger, which should look like the examples on display.  The more expert FFF 

members reacted to the situation by becoming more resistant to the taught session 

as it progressed through the morning. When asked throughout the meeting, the 

experience for most was declared as uncomfortable; this was also my experience, 

the ‘badger’ is still unfinished.  I had imagined that learning a new skill would ideally 

be seen as an opportunity. However, most seemed quite resistant to the experience, 

with one expert feltmaker stating that her badger was heading straight to the bin, 

and others moving surreptitiously to the kitchen to wet felt their animals. These 

feltmakers were returning to a known skill in their repertoire. 

 

On further interrogation, the more novice felters were more contented with the 

experience, whereas the more expert gave opinions about the now unfamiliar 

feelings of being a beginner; they expressed feeling uncomfortable, not wishing to 

do this experience again and lack of creative skills in dutifully copying an original. 



233 | P a g e  
 

However, from observation, the experts were the same people who had taken 

photos of the example as well as wishing the tutor’s original example badger to be 

situated on their desk so that they could continuously refer to it. The tutor was 

exacting in her approach, giving everyone an equal amount of wool in each colour 

and expecting replicas of what she had made. Although the tutor was an expert in 

needle-felting, her skills and expectations were widely different from the group’s 

ability, assuming that as a community experienced in wet felt techniques, their 

skillset would be transferable to needle felting. However, needle-felting and wet- 

felting are very different skills, in the way that knitting is different from crochet. 

 

In Finland, the visual design aspect of a craft process is seen as the most essential as 

it encompasses a variety of skills including problem-solving, experimenting and 

evaluating solutions and outcomes, all of which are determined by the resources 

available and the individual or groups skills and practices (Pöllänen, 2009). Visual 

design is a non-linear activity, not only in processes but in time and outcome, it is 

only when this stage is fully completed that an individual can move on to the 

realisation stage. The vast majority of individuals within the group have been 

observed sharing their work at this stage. Sharing their work at this realisation stage 

is usually with felters adjacent to them or interested parties observing others’ work 

in progress in the ‘observational walkabouts’, eliciting ideas and suggestions in a dual 

reciprocated dialogue or clarifying technical details before moving forward towards 

the fulling process. 
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The realisation stage is about not only realising the design but also revisiting 

previous knowledge and skills in order to make something new so that the new skills 

taught in that process become attached to the knowledge already in existence 

within the feltmaker. The design of the object can still change during this phase, 

through both the technical application of skills and techniques as well as various 

problem-solving tasks necessitated and resolved throughout the making of the 

object. Within this particular stage, after clarification and the taking on-board of 

ideas from other people, the group chatter tends to wane, moments of silence 

appear. From a personal perspective, this is where I meet with my moments of flow, 

my integration with the environment becoming systematically and rhythmically lost 

(Dewey, 1934), feeling as Csikszentmihalyi (2001) remarks, in a state of interest and 

involvement. I am at one with the material with my head and my hand working 

together (Sennett, 2008), sharing tacit knowledge freely. At that time, formal 

knowledge connects with the personal, and explicit knowledge connects with tacit 

knowledge; all parts are working together in harmony (Polanyi, 1958). 

 

My field-notes that describe this state as observed in others, are also composed and 

measured in tone and have detailed moments of calm and the look of “peaceful 

deep concentration” in the individual themselves; this mood was more often 

observed in the more experienced feltmakers in the group who perhaps are more 

able to articulate the feeling and have described this moment as: “a peaceful feeling, 

since I enjoy working”, “time just goes”, “I get a sense of calmness and anticipation 

as the felting process can be very variable”, “quality switch off”, “it makes me very 
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content”, “I do become absorbed in my work, so I choose to felt when I feel 

comfortable with the time”, “radio four and I morph into one”, and  “I like to let my 

mind wander”.   

 

Concentration in the felting process presents as an embedded knowledge of skill and 

technique, with each action following each other without any conscious intervention 

(Csikszentmihalyi, 2000; Sennett; 2008). The feltmakers whose responses suggested 

they did not feel this sense of at one with their work were in the main newer, more 

novice to feltmaking. Some feltmakers gave other reasons for why they feel they do 

not meet this moment of flow such as: “I have a dog who reminds me about 

‘walkies’ and mealtimes”, “unfortunately my time is limited due to family 

commitments”, “always working against the clock”. Many cite extraneous 

circumstances as those that will not allow them to enter the state of total 

involvement in the autotelic activity. However, many FFF mentioned that they did 

feel a connection with their artwork and this comment captures the essence of what 

many penned, “…so much of the maker goes into creating felt from fleece – it is only 

created by the maker's effort and an extension of their ideas and creativity”. Another 

respondent, however, adds the proviso that “when it feels good, I think this is true; if 

the fibres did not work as I wanted them to, less so”. 

 

The final stage of holistic craft is assessment, consisting of reflection, articulation and 

visualisation, not only of the artefact and the process of making but also upon 

metacognitive skills. Assessment is completed both on a personal level and with 
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feedback from other group members. Most sessions bring all the objects together in 

one place so everyone can observe and discuss different elements of the processes 

taught. Observations of the FFF community record that some value this stage while it 

is unwanted by others. The more skilful experts are divided; some take pride in 

sharing their work, some have commented that it is “completely unnecessary” while 

others state “I’m rarely happy with my work- too high expectations”, “not usually 

happy with my work. Tend to be over critical”, “no I am a perfectionist, so am rarely 

happy”, “sometimes I am happy, but sometimes I am unsure. It may be that I am 

unable to achieve what I intended, and it annoys me, especially when we share”. The 

novice here seems more ill-at-ease in the assessment practice, even though the 

items in the sharing are generally anonymous, most will have seen the work on 

walkabouts. The assessment/examination and sharing of work is purposely transient 

within this group. Many clear up at the end of the session and do not engage while 

the tutor debriefs the assemblage. 

 

The assessment examines all phases of the process, evaluating individual strengths 

and weaknesses and reflecting on how they are to use one to support the other 

(Nickerson, 2004; Pöllänen, 2009). The learner is encouraged to reflect on the 

different stages of the craft process, moving from learning by doing to the more 

effective and authentic learning in doing (Lombardi & Oblinger, 2007). The reflection 

moves the learner towards critical self-awareness, giving an opportunity for more in-

depth knowledge to take place (research aim four). One feltmaker commented, 

“strangely if something is simple, I don’t like doing it, so I don’t feel anything much 
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for it when done”. The felters comment exemplifies Cskiszentmihalyi’s (2001) 

contention that the autotelic experience is poised between tediousness and unease 

as it is one of complete involvement, one of the stipulations for experiencing flow. 

 

My observations and research have shown that the tutor needs to move between 

teacher-centred teaching for more experienced group members and learner-centred 

pedagogical models for novice members, ensuring that the learning is balanced 

between boredom and anxiety so that each learner feels wholly involved and 

interested. Dewey (1934) postulated that genuine learning could only take place 

when learners were making independent evaluations through their learning, while 

challenges and difficulties were met and resolved. 

 

TOOLS AND TECHNIQUES 

Observations demonstrate that knowledge of basic techniques and how to use tools 

and equipment capably are essential skills needed before one can transfer that 

knowledge into more challenging work (Sennett, 2008). Sennett (2008) puts forward 

the idea that sophisticated tools used by the expert impede innovation. In contrast, 

all-purpose tools can be used in a wide range of unanticipated ways, proposing that 

the proper choice of “fit for purpose” tools and processes are “one of the 

shibboleths in craftsmanship” (p.160). Figure 58 typifies the range of all-purpose 

tools used by feltmakers. 
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Nevertheless, it remains true that the demonstration of basic techniques and tool 

use is the stage where the novice works more in the craft as production pedagogy, 

where making is based mainly on instructions which are clearly sequenced into 

episodes. Practising each episode helps the novice and expert to internalise and 

understand the skill. The novice needs small, structured goals, alongside modelling 

of each stage and outcomes, with advice and feedback throughout and without 

being allowed to become too passive in the learning process. It is enabling them to 

Figure 58. A variety of generic tools used in feltmaking 
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move from mechanical imitation towards a more reflective imitation, a learner-

centred approach (Schön, 1987) that promotes explicit instruction alongside 

modelling of processes and techniques. 

 

Analysing my observations, I have seen that with this in place, refinement of 

technique can take place based on previous knowledge, linking the acquisition of skill 

to technique, materials and tradition. Mullins (2009) suggests the term ‘tradition’ 

refers to an element of culture that "reflects the beliefs, lifestyle or aesthetics of its 

makers in some way and is passed on, sometimes subconsciously from one 

generation to the next. In this sense, traditions are culturally specific" (p.2).  This 

notion is particularly significant when applied to the exploration of FFF. Elements of 

the members’ lifestyle and individual aesthetics are applied to taught FFF sessions 

alongside the idea of the individual subconscious passing down traditions in 

methodology and style. Different cultures will not have the same traditions as each 

other, in the way felt is made, thought about or used. Some felting traditions will 

change in each specific culture, and others will be kept the same, to assure a 

communicable tradition. Each culture works independently of the other when 

determining which elements stay the same and which change. Sennett (2008) states 

that “standards for good work were set by the community, and skills passed down 

from generation to generation” (p.25), and this is emulated in the FFF feltmaking 

community. However, Sennett (2008) believes craftwork is not about imitating 

traditional models; it would only be a stimulus towards the new work. Mistakes and 

crises he suggests are inevitable, but they provide fertile ground for new skills to 
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come to fruition (Sennett, 2008, p.113). As one FFF community member suggests 

“what is right? Accidents sometimes give the best results”. 

 

MAKING AND CREATING IN A FELTING ENVIRONMENT  

Sennett (2008) discusses how artists can move on from difficulties encountered 

towards a deeper understanding of working procedures and how they can find a way 

forward, even if this breaks with the usual conventions of making and creating in a 

learning environment. This experience has been observed and can be problematic 

for either the individual or the instructor, depending on confidence and skill. On 

more than one occasion, members of the group have been observed leaving the 

room to go to the kitchen so that they can rectify mistakes away from the public 

space. Other, more confident members have been vocal in their mistake making and 

either turned their mistake into part of the design or have started again. The 

member's embarrassment or difficultieS when encountering mistakes seems to be 

closely aligned to the tutor input and teaching style. The more rigid the teaching 

style and expectations of outcomes are from the tutor, the more problematic 

mistakes become for the members of the FFF community. One of Sennett’s (2008) 

fundamental hypotheses is that a more humane society is created through an 

emphasis on good work, and this is built on this notion of play. To take the time to 

play (with felt) is central to learning and developing new techniques as members of 

the group noted; “finding the time to play is important for my health!”, “play is 

important, it gives me an excuse to try new stuff”, “it allows ideas to gel/ 

change/develop into a final design”. 
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The artist adapts common material, such as felt, in a “distinctive way to reissue it to 

the public world of form that builds a new object” (Dewey, 1934, p.112). The artist 

needs time to interpret their work. Dewey (1934) clarifies this position “when a 

painting is finished; it is like a new-born child. The artist himself must have time for 

understanding it” (p.111). The artwork ought to be lived with, in the same way as a 

child is lived with, in order to fully understand the meaning of his being. It is with the 

artist’s sensitive use of the medium, which Dewey (1934) considers the very heart of 

artistic creation, that the work of art can function in both the artist and perceiver’s 

aesthetic perception and imagination. 

 

The insistence upon the process is also central to Dewey's (1934) theory of art; the 

experience of art comprises an attentiveness to the process by which the work was 

created,  

Without an act of recreation the object is not perceived as a work of 

art. The artist selected, simplified, clarified, abridged and condensed 

according to his interest. The perceiver must go through these 

operations according to his point of view and interest (p. 54).  

 

The process is of intrinsic value in the teaching of felt techniques and the application 

to final artworks. It is the artist’s physical embodiment of an imaginary assembly of 

meanings; this challenges the perceiver to a similar imaginative assembly of 

meanings. Dewey (1934) concludes that he sees the philosophy of art as central to 

all philosophy, believing that aesthetic experience is a pure experience and, in order 

to understand an experience, it is the experience that is art that should be looked at. 
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In applying Dewey’s (1934) ideas to the study of the FFF group and the experts 

teaching the community, two themes come to the fore. Firstly, the role of the 

teacher within the learner-centred pedagogy, and, secondly the importance of 

reflection for both the expert and the learner. Without exception, all the tutors that 

lead an FFF session make time for individual reflection throughout the making 

process, as well as some reflecting on the work as a whole at the end. 

 

The building of knowledge will make the novice and expert alike encounter new 

problems and propose new solutions. Pöllänen (2009) suggests that craft skill and 

knowledge building are positioned in the central ground amid holistic and ordinary 

craft and can be directed towards either. The use of more open-ended or 

complicated tasks can be seen as more personally rewarding or cognitively 

challenging by the learner. What is essential, however, is the notion of guided 

participation, bridging existing and new knowledge, which enables the learner to 

have support when working (Pöllänen, 2009). The process of guided participation 

ought to have the elements of facing challenges and solving problems together as a 

novice and expert, with a gradual shifting of responsibility from one to the other, 

and this would ideally take place in a supportive environment. 

 

Pöllänen (2009) suggests that the environment is key to the learning process. 

Situatedness and domain specificity are commonly documented as significant factors 

for any theory of learning. The situation is not purely seen as a replacement for a 

solid external state, but it can adopt the character of a mental structure in a learning 
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situation. The creation of agencies within the education of craft needs both the 

location and the performer (Hiltunen, 2008). Applying Dewey’s 1934 text to the FFF 

community, where he believed the learning environment was not just a physical 

establishment but should be a democratic community for learning. A community 

which accepts individuals from different classes, cultures and abilities, it can be 

noted there is a mix of classes and abilities in FFF. However, there is a predominance 

of white middle-class women.  

 

The process by which the novice learns and how the novice is taught provides a 

crucial context for the whole learning process; this context is a vitally important and 

is re-constructed every time the novice becomes actively involved in learning in a 

particular setting. Thus, the novice and expert become acclimatised to the setting, 

and learning is made much more accessible as they re-evaluate prior practices such 

as reflecting on experiences performed in order to achieve a chosen goal. This, 

therefore, connects with the realities of the social world. The tutor should also 

examine learning as a cyclical experience implemented by reflecting on observations 

of their own and the individual's interests and experiences. 

 

After a particular session, a group of six community members retired to a nearby 

meeting place to compare notes and update each other's interpretations of the 

messages they had received from the tutor, and where they reflected not only on 

their process but others as well. Evidenced within the taught sessions, to use the 

group community for support and experience is a significant part of ensuring that all 
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are able to gain skill and expertise and gives empowerment to the individual and 

promotes group cohesion, a collective sense (Coutts & Jokela, 2008, 

Csikszentmihalyi, 2001; Kouhi, 2015; Pöllänen, 2009).    

 

NOVICE TO EXPERT- AN ILLUSTRATION  

An example of one FFF member’s movement from novice to expert can be tracked 

from the initial questionnaire sent out where she states, "as I am a beginner 

feltmaking I find the group very informative as well as benefiting from the 

experience of others at the group". Six months later this same member posted in the 

group's private Facebook page, Friday Felters "this is my piece from the Valerie 

Wartell workshop in June, thoroughly enjoyed it thank you" with an image of her 

artwork. She is now confident enough to share an image of her work in a closed 

environment to the wider FFF group, demonstrating confidence in her work that has 

moved beyond the stage of a novice. A year later, the same member posted in the 

extensive International Feltmakers Members Only Group Facebook page: 

I hesitate to write this post since most of the examples of feltmaking I 

see here are works of art created by professionals. But then I read 

that one of the aims of the IFA is to promote interest in felt so I 

thought I'd share my experience. Last Friday, I led a bowl-making 

workshop for 15 people from my local WI. I am an enthusiastic 

amateur, and they were all beginners, but the energy in the room was 

amazing. The joy on the participants' faces was a delight to see, and 

although the bowls were of varying quality, they were all delighted 

with their achievement. I suspect some of them will be starting on a 

long and exciting feltmaking journey… 
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She had moved from novice to tutor and positioned herself no longer as a beginner 

but as "an enthusiastic amateur", confident enough in her skills, knowledge and 

understanding of feltmaking and teaching to share her knowledge with a group of 

beginners. The gaining of knowledge and confidence, on the journey from novice, 

aligns with the concepts explored in research aim two. Sennett (2008) comments 

upon this transition, explaining that the movement from novice craftsperson to 

someone confident to share knowledge transpires when their head and their hand, 

technique and the science, the art and the craft become one. When these elements 

are in place, artists can experience the notion of flow (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990, 1992, 

2000), within the FFF group the same lady has commented just prior to her teaching 

workshop, "time just goes, always surprised and disappointed to see there is only 

half an hour left and I have to stop".  Principles of embodied or tacit knowledge are 

present in achieving 'flow', likewise in the transition moving towards mastery from 

novice (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990, 1992, 2000; Sennett, 2008). 

 

COLLECTIVE SENSE 

Kouhia concludes in her 2016 research one key element drawing a group together is 

the perceived sense of wellbeing, supported by Pöllänen (2015, 2015b). This 

assertion was researched within the FFF group and the wider IFA and a significant 

number of references were made to well-being (see wellbeing quotes poster images  

Appendix 3) The posters contain a body of information that there is no space to 

explore here,  but this is an aspect of craft that is worthy of further research, 

especially within the contexts of mesearch and personal journey, and has been 
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shared in this context at the Storyhouse Educating Creatively conference (Figure 56). 

Kouhia (2016) also concludes that the group found perceived collaboration and 

connectivity between fellow members prominent, as well as the meaningfulness 

THAT WAS given to both the embodiment of making and the material used. My own 

research also supports these assertions; comments such as “it is really useful to 

network with other feltmakers, we share tips on technique, suppliers and provide 

emotional support to each other”, the group “gives us a sense of fellowship and the 

exchange of new ideas”, and “it’s just lovely to learn new techniques” are 

representational of the rationale given for membership and continued participation 

in the FFF. Although the research reveals that it is much more than the regularity of 

involvement in the group that OFFERs this notion of a collective sense (Kouhia, 2015), 

the active participation in the FFF community group is a clear theme that emerges 

from my data. 

 

SUMMARY  

The idea of aesthetic appreciation, self–initiated expression and experimental 

product relations, was also valuable. These elements all contained within the context 

of historicity, of historical authenticity and the connections to ancient culture. As 

Pure-Felt online webpage suggests “techniques of felt are like never-ending stories, 

with each individual bound to a timeline chasing the next level of perfection, 

widening their horizons, pushing new boundaries, and improving on what went 

before” (2019). Pure-Felt reflectS on the historical connections of transmission of 
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techniques between past and present in an unfaltering agenda, with each individual 

felter working within a personal plan to learn new skills and become an expert. 

 

Analysis of my research findings has extracted significant themes, such as: collective 

sense, flow, environment, mental health and novice to expert as outlined above; 

themes which investigate the different social and pedagogical factors that give rise 

to cohesion and the factors that contribute to learning taking place in a craft group. 

Learning can only take place when many of these factors are in place; for the FFF 

community, the act of guided participation is key to both active involvement, and 

social cohesion within the group, a comment typifying many noted; “[FFF] gives us a 

sense of fellowship and the exchange of new ideas”. The environment (situated and 

domain-specific) in which learning takes place needs to be one that is supportive and 

one which the felter can integrate easily (Dewey, 1934; Ethrington, 2004; Pöllänen, 

2009).  A key element drawing a group together is also the perceived sense of 

wellbeing (Appendix 3). This comprises elements of comradery, connectivity, 

acquisition of new skills and shared experiences in a collaborative and supportive 

environment (Khouia, 2016).  The FFF community also give meaningfulness to both 

the embodiment of making, aesthetic appreciation and the material used, enclosed 

within the context of historicity, the strong links to historical legitimacy and 

feltmaking culture. 
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CHAPTER 7  CONCLUSION –  LAMINATION  

My learning process in feltmaking began with a social learning experience by expert 

instruction in FFF and started the journey to understand how I and others learn in 

the FFF environment (Sennett, 2008). Through the research of this thesis and 

process of creative mesearch enquiry, I have been the theoriser and theorised at a 

juncture of art and research (Edward, 2018). A journey which has been both ethically 

uncomfortable and cathartic, simultaneously. I came to realise that through my 

body, I have begun to understand other people alongside myself (Merleau-Ponty, 

1962). I have noted points of self-conscious awareness and tacit knowledge interplay 

within my reflexive analysis, and the adoption of a conscious/ unconscious position 

within my feltmaking (Sennett, 2008). I have used the process of feltmaking to 

embody a human experience (Dewey, 1934), through examining pocket contents as 

emotional attachments and thus revealing my own issues of secrecy and 

concealment (Fennetaux, 2008), embodying a personal mark of presence in my work 

(Larkin, 2013).  I have used feltmaking to make sense of life-changing events, 

beginning the healing process by giving comfort and sense of community (Ice, 1997). 

 

The interpretations drawn from the data collected during this research are 

influenced by many diverse theoretical standpoints, including Lave & Wenger’s 

(1991) theory of situated learning, Csikszentmihalyi’s (1992, 2000) flow theory, 

Sennett’s (2008) mastery, Dewey’s (1934) notion of novice to expert and art as an 

experience.  The process of feltmaking can be chaotic and complex; the open-ended 

constraints of these methods can lead to unique works that are potent with 
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vulnerability, discovery, disconnection, culture, and spectacle.  The feltmaking 

process forces the feltmaker to disassemble themself and others and to dissect 

personal narrative into the small fragments leading to new knowledge for self and 

others (Blair, 2014). 

 

Prior to further discourse on the research, it is constructive to contextualise the 

research in terms of the aims and how this research addressed them. Instances are 

highlighted throughout the thesis, where specific examples of observed practice 

have illuminated the different research aims. My first aim was to research how the 

practice of feltmaking could be investigated through autoethnographic practice.  I 

investigated how I am a part of the FFF group and experience many of the things I 

have explored within this thesis. Therefore, I am able to intrinsically understand the 

learning processes in FFF and take part and share what has happened. This insight 

gives validity and an understanding of the unexpected consequences to everyday 

actions that occur within the group, such as why the chair layout changed the groups 

learning or how the group settled once the tutor had truly appreciated their level of 

knowledge. These are, therefore, illustrations of the way that ‘knowing’ enhances 

practice. I have shown, through Hushed Reverberations and autoethnographic 

ruminations, how the move from the written word to using feltworks can aid 

accessibility, and have used Mesearch (Edward, 2018) methodology to stimulate or 

inspire others.  

 

The second aim explored how knowledge was generated in the FFF community. For 

this aim, I investigated the history of felting and how important the cultural aspect of 
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learning feltmaking is, using pockets to enhance this personal to social history.  This 

is then mapped onto the FFF learning that I observe and experience. The discourse 

articulates how different people experience the same learning, situations and 

encounters, but can experience this in different ways and have individual responses 

to stimuli, for example, what people chose to fill their pockets with and how the 

viewer learns from the actual contents and their personal interpretation of the 

message behind.  I note that friendships make for more meaningful learning, 

exploring what I observe and the way my participation enhances the research and 

my ability to conduct the study.  

 

The third aim was examining the relationship between my practice and the learning 

taking place in the community of practice. The research is a personal journey, and I 

am a participant-observer in this exploration connecting my own learning as a 

feltmaker with the learning journey taking place by the novices to the group. Within 

the ethics discussion, the moral and personal advantages and disadvantages of being 

in FFF have been deliberated.  Connections between Tripartite Helix to FFF and the 

wider community are made, which made for comparisons in learning and teaching. 

From this, insights into guided participation are made and shown that it is key, both 

historically and observed in action in FFF. Unexpected insights were also gained, 

such as through the community works that are carried out which have been shown 

to be both positive, working together to enhance someone else’s life, and negative. 

when FFF felters choose not to attend as they are not learning a new skill. 
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The fourth aim was an exploration into the characteristics of learning within FFF. For 

this, I map the historical perspective of feltmaking and learning, directly onto the 

practice of feltmaking in the FFF. I explore the way information is shared, guided and 

passed down through generations and how the FFF travel from novice to expert.  I 

have elucidated on how the social and historical practice of felting can map onto the 

way that the FFF learn. The research has shown how the group need to be together 

to learn and how this also extends to the wider felting community, in the same way 

that my art is brought from me to the FFF to the IFA.   

 

In order to achieve these aims, the researcher would ideally address the often-

problematic encounters between the knower and the known, ensuring they look 

both inward and outward, simultaneously self-conscious, and reflexive. The 

researcher is connecting the self with others, the social and the context. Freeman 

(2015) notes that in the context of ethical observation and the connection with self 

and others, no experience belongs truly or exclusively to one person. Therefore, it 

would be difficult for individuals to give or refuse any rights to the story. 

 

ABR should be moving, thought-provoking and questioning. Barone & Eisner (2012) 

question how arts-based researchers can offer a diversity of perspectives, where 

each could be fluid and fragile.  They suggest that research should be owned by all 

those who collaborate and that this gives an opportunity to incorporate all their 

differing views, whilst questioning the master narrative of the feltwork. 
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To offer a diversity of perspectives, the researcher would ideally be a writer rather 

than an author; and to carry out a genuinely ethical process of ABR, the writer ought 

not to have the ideological agenda of the author (Wicombe, 1991). The artist-

researcher would ideally accept the responsibility of the arts-based text and, to 

avoid taking up authorial agendas, understand the process of discovery in the 

making of their art. The writer would also be willing to be educated and indeed 

transformed within that process (Barone & Eisner, 2012). Throughout the research 

period, ideals have been revisited frequently to allow for a fluid and ethical stance. 

 

The ethical arts-based researcher would ideally share power not only with the 

participants in the research but also with the audience for the final review. In 

reviewing research aim one, I concluded, the autoethnographer’s voice should not 

overpower that of the participants; this could provoke a false or constrained 

consciousness. Neither should participants be portrayed within a vacuum. Links 

established between participants and structures in existence outside of and within 

the research setting are desired, as these participant perspectives are critical whilst 

being mindful of the subjective truths of the participants and understanding that 

events develop from shifting perspectives (Barone & Eisner, 2012). This mindfulness 

does not diminish the significance or value of the views of the participants. 

 

Explorations of transitional experiences within the research period and moments of 

introspection and enlightenment have been shaped and reshaped throughout the 

study. The autoethnographic study of the FFF, the art-based autoethnography of the 
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Tripartite Helix alongside the a/r/tographical Hushed Reverberations series has used 

my own story, skills, desires, concerns and aims (Choi, 2017; Edward, 2018; Holmes 

& Roberts, 2019). The study undertaken has been a description of myself in a way 

that engages with the representations of the group and is constructed in response to 

the dialogues of those in the group (Pratt, 1991) and it involves a “selective 

collaboration with and appropriation of idioms... [which are] infiltrated to varying 

degrees…to create self-representations” (p.2). The exploration of cultural traditions 

of knowledge transfer, within feltmaking, has shown how these traditions are 

embodied within the group meetings (research aims one and three) and how the 

shared knowledge transfers when separate from and beyond the group when I, as an 

individual, work within a different setting. 

 

There is an inseparable link between feltmaking and cultural identity (Hunter, 2012). 

As Mullins states, felt is a “complex textile made up of single but enmeshed threads 

of fibre and tradition” (2009, p. 168). Therefore, these cultural traditions are 

embedded within the regional feltmaking group and my practice. Feltmaking 

traditions within the FFF are passed down by reflecting the beliefs and lifestyle of the 

CoP, consciously or unconsciously (Lave & Wenger 1991, 1998; Mullins, 2009), 

transitioning learning from novice towards mastery or tacit experience (Sennett, 

2008). 

 

The field-notes and reflections of this time in conjunction with the Hushed 

Reverberations series and Tripartite Helix artworks create self-representations, 
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externalised through felt and embodied within the artworks. Many of my 

assumptions about the nature of art are rooted in the reading of the philosopher 

John Dewey’s (1934) book, Art as Experience, and as such cannot be divorced from 

this research. This philosophy relates directly to both elements of artworks 

submitted, Tripartite Helix and Hushed Reverberations, and therefore, there is value 

in interpreting the text. Applying different lenses to the research ensures the 

artworks and the formed narrative are both intertwined but also remain as separate 

entities and have been represented as such. 

 

Aligning to research aim two, each helix part was demonstrating one of the complex 

ways that individuals all learn in the feltmaker’s community: formal face-to-face 

‘tutor’ teaching, informal tutoring in regional groups and the growing trend for 

online workshops, videos and advice and support in social media groups; this last 

element is the focus for further research. Even careful analysis of individual pockets 

would not be able to determine where their creator had learnt their craft; the 

creators themselves would not be able to undo their knowledge into segmented 

areas, responding to the acquisition of skills. 

 

Most feltmakers I have encountered in my research seem to find some form of flow 

at times in their working with the material, which characterises their own learning 

(research aim four) referencing their experience of flow in many different ways. 

However, as Csikszentmihalyi (1992) believes, keeping our work consistently within 

flow is a process that needs to be learnt and sought after, to move it into our 
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rational consciousness. Sennett (2008) also describes the lapse of time when a 

craftsperson is working and how time becomes stretched out when the bedding-in 

of practice becomes tacit knowledge; this could be associated with 

Csikszentmihalyi’s (1992) ideal of flow.   

 

In investigation of research aim three within communities of feltmakers, my own 

practice and researching published work I have recognised both a personal 

awareness of flow and its relevance to my own personal feltmaking, as well as its 

importance when working within a community of felt artists. I have made a note of 

the times when this has happened throughout my research, and it became an aim of 

each session of feltmaking.  As an educator, I concur with Whitehead’s (1967) 

principles of promoting satisfaction in learning, supporting the belief that the 

experience should be intrinsically enjoyable, following a natural impetus for learning. 

The aim of achieving Csikszentmihalyi’s (1992) flow experiences, or the various 

descriptions of similar experiences, as the enhancement of this state of experience, 

can function as a commendable goal for education.  These are the practices that will 

engage us as novices and experts, making us more motivated to learn without 

limitations (Garland, 2006). 

 

Lave and Wenger ‘s (1991) theory of situated learning is used as a basis to explore 

further the particular system of learning activity within the FFF and therefore define 

the conditions of this community. It is a foundation on which the research was 

undertaken, in observation of research aim four, within the FFF on how they grow a 



256 | P a g e  
 

collective sense of self and community and embark on transformational learning 

within the field of feltmaking. These learning communities emerge, as Page suggests, 

as “shared places of discovery and creativity, but also of mistakes” (2012, p.75). The 

members of the FFF are felting practitioners, sharing a repertoire of experiences, 

tools, stories and resources but also ways of addressing reoccurring difficulties and 

mistakes, sharing good practice. Telling their own stories in the FFF community 

meetings is an essential medium for expressing individual membership to this 

community of practice. Development of shared practice in all these areas is not 

generally a self-conscious activity but develops a mutual story that becomes a 

collective repertoire for felting practice. The learning community is acting as a living 

curriculum for the novice, the community dynamic and encompassing learning on 

the part of the core and peripheral members. 

 

Kouhia (2015) examines her research group engaging with the ‘holistic process’ of 

making, which has been described by Pöllänen (2009) and previously examined and 

referenced by one participant who comments that “making /creating/designing are 

the processes I enjoy”. Kouhia (2015) believe that writing about the experience of 

teaching and learning craft is a multifaceted practice in which the individual follows 

their artistic insight while making. The multifaceted elements to group feltmaking I 

have found very true in my own experience, in the examination of how I and others 

learn in our community of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998). 
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An examination of Sennett’s (2008) discussion on the reciprocally illuminating 

relationship between discourse and practice within the informal and formal 

elements of the taught practice is therefore affiliated to researched observations 

made of vital moments for participants within each session, and to the feedback and 

utterances of the members of the FFF community (Auther, 2010; Myrone, 2009). 

The observations made of the routine of practice leads to new learning habits 

forming. Sennett (2008) considers repetition as stimulating and practice becoming a 

narrative rather than digital repetition (p.160), which allows the skill to be practised 

to the point of sophistication. These ideas, in alignment with research aim four, are 

placed alongside discussions of the means by which FFF novices move from taught 

skill to Sennett’s (2008) ideal of working without thinking towards mastery, and in 

what manner the established and the new feltmakers work together and within the 

FFF community of practice.   

 

The FFF community employs three essential characteristics: joint enterprise, mutual 

agreement, and a shared repertoire, successfully employing socially situated learning 

ideals of practice, community, meaning and identity (Aubrey & Riley, 2019; Wenger, 

1998). Membership of the group implies a shared passion, commitment, and 

competence in feltmaking that distinguishes members of the group from other 

people and defines their identity. 

 

Through telling the stories of felt throughout this thesis, I have neglected to tell my 

own. I first encountered felt in A small carrier bag on a shelf in the primary art stock 
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cupboard of a special school I was teaching in, catering for children aged 2-19. I 

remember being fascinated by the woolly contents and wondered what I could 

create with the class I was responsible for, recognising that the tactile nature of the 

material would work well as a medium for the children in my care. Following some 

brief instructions given over the phone by a crafty friend, as resources on the 

Internet were not accessible then, the class and I created some collage-based 

designs using both the found bag and most of its contents. The remainder of the felt 

wool tops were kept in my Tac-Pak sensory lessons box. That was the end of the felt 

for several years. 

 

My next encounter was several years later, discovered in a large clear plastic bag at 

the back of an inherited art stock cupboard. Intrigued by the contents and vague 

recollections using the felt before, I began to teach myself using Internet videos as a 

resource. Becoming more felt obsessed, I shared this obsession with the students in 

my charge. On a whim, deciding I needed to know more, I joined the IFA and 

attended my first regional meeting, as a self-taught novice. Here I discovered not 

only my regional but also a global community of feltmakers willing to share ideas, 

techniques, and stories, and I owe much to them. 

 

I find felt a fascinating substance, one that has great possibilities for creativity and 

ingenuity and therefore, I embrace felt as a sculptural and tactile medium, one that I 

can push to new forms and purposes. Felt is often thought to be a primordial 

substance, as it was one of the first fibres used to construct cloth. This ancient 
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historical link is not to be underestimated (Burkett, 1979; Mullins, 2009). Wool and 

felt served as a basic need for protection and warmth, as a natural fibre, felt, elicits 

images of our past as farmers, and our present as a green textile. Feltmaking can be 

seen by some as a basic craft technique, as felt does not rely on a plethora of 

specialised equipment and moves from wool fibre to fabric in one step. The 

simplicity of the ancient material was one of the qualities that drew me to work with 

felt. However, in order to make felt well, specialised knowledge is required to 

manipulate the fibres into form. 

 

Felt has repeatedly been seen as emblematic of the body, associated with second 

skin and flesh due to its soft and pliable presence (Larkin, 2013; Mullins, 2009; 

Thomas, 2000). As Sherburne (2011) suggests, we use textiles to craft our 

“chameleon skin” as a camouflage to hide behind, which can be colourful, tactile and 

inventive (p. 216) and as such can be psychologically important. The particular 

connection of felt to the skin makes the textile an enticing medium for women 

artists (Schmitt, 2000), as historically women are seen as more connected to the 

body than men (Mullins, 2009). However, making this connection between felt and 

womanhood could imply that women may perhaps be less accomplished in working 

in other mediums, and therefore inadvertently re-establish the hierarchies that the 

feminist and fibre arts movements in the 1960s and 70s worked to overthrow.  

Challenging the use of felt as simple and basic, women artists would ideally 

surmount the chronicle of gender politics in the use of felt as a sophisticated and 

complex medium (Mullins, 2009). 
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Felt has historical and cultural use in fulfilling basic human needs of shelter and 

warmth. Its soft surface, which can be used for containment and coverage, can also 

give rise to multiple interpretations about felt artworks, feltworks. The multiplicity of 

translations of the feltwork can challenge the viewers’ assumptions about the object 

they are regarding, about felt and its relationship to women (Warth, 2000). My 

pockets in Hushed Reverberations encapsulate the use of felt as my chameleon skin, 

a place for containment, the tactile nature of the making physically embodying my 

emotions within the fibres, an incarnation of research aim one. Snug is an artist’s 

example where the physical embodiment of felt can be experienced by utterly 

absorbing oneself inside the installation (Figure 59). 

 

Figure 59. Anita Larkin. The Snug (2007) 

Crossbred wool fibres, wet felted, aluminium, cable and winch, 

dimensions variable (felt form 130 x 130 x 220cm). 
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The Snug (Larkin, 2007) installation takes the experience one stage further. On 

entering the felt installation, senses are insulated by the felt, shutting out most light 

and noise. Snug is then raised to give a weightless experience.  This sculpture 

references the body and its relationship to materials, space, and the environment. 

Experienced by the whole body, engaging all our senses, it is both physical in its 

making and our experience of it, the body being completely absorbed in the 

processes of feltmaking, from direct contact with the wool with our hands to using 

arms and body to full the fibres into a finished felt. The tactile qualities of the felt 

through the physical pliability in its making and with the ever-changing flux in the 

process adding dimensions and spirit from the body into the artworks give a female 

voice to the felt piece. Finding a visceral pleasure in direct contact with the wool, 

attentions are drawn to the importance of the process of making. This process, for 

me, is the most important part of my work, an attraction, A bond and ultimately an 

addiction to the physicality of the material process.  Perhaps this addiction is 

partially responsible for the special bond in the feltmaking community, felt’s ability 

to bring local and global communities together. The communities are entwined 

through the love of felt and feltmaking techniques, felting the world together, 

through a series of fibres, enmeshed both in culture and tradition. 
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FINAL THOUGHTS  

This doctoral thesis comments on a research project in three distinct components 

that address the focus of research in diverse but integrated means. Firstly, a 

literature review shares an exploration of an overlooked textile, felt, through cultural 

and social tradition, examining artefacts and oral histories. The review also 

investigates the traditions of teaching and learning in the craft of feltmaking, 

through shared cultures of geography or ethnicity.  In order to appreciate the 

significant nature of felt, all these elements are brought together with the use of felt 

as a source for my own investigations into my journey through cancer. I used felt 

both as an insulator from my life and a medium for telling my story.  Parallels were 

discovered between the global feltmaking community and FFF who, I have found, 

dedicate themselves to upholding felting traditions and innovations through sharing 

techniques and concepts with marvellous openness. Explored alongside this is an 

exploration into the pedagogy of personal and group learning within a historical 

context, and the mastery of learning typified through the achievement of optimal 

experience; ‘flow’ (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990; Dewey, 1934). It investigates the place of 

the aesthetic and artistic in the process of social research within pre-existing 

research and contextualising theory. 

 

Secondly, two artistic research projects Hushed Reverberations and Tripartite Helix 

focus on the questions of gender, privacy, interiority, and patriarchy. An examination 

of gender in the context of the pocket established that the clothes of contemporary 

women have very few that are functional if they have any pockets at all. Being 
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pocket-less engenders notable ways of being, shaping women’s relationships with 

others, behaviours, and interactions with the things in our everyday lives that we 

depend on for movement and connection, such as currency and our mobile phones. 

It was therefore unsurprising that opposition to male-female clothes design became 

a rallying topic for early feminists, one that continues today. The pocket is shown to 

be inexplicably tied to the history of women and the concepts of privacy and 

interiority. The humble pocket enlightens the rich and complex story of ordinary 

women’s lives, enriching our understanding and supporting the notion that we can 

find profound meaning in small everyday details, emphasising what is small 

recalibrates our visions of the large (Burman, 2002).   

 

The two feltworks embody Dewey’s (1934) art as experience, ideals of art brought 

into being from life-experience, utilising the pocket as a metaphorical and physical 

object. Using a personal research narrative has been a challenge to personal beliefs 

and values, sharing my private journey in a public way and navigating my view of the 

role as a teacher educator. Brand (2015) found herself on a similar journey as a 

health professional and suggests that the quality of narrative enquiry is valuable and 

would ideally include a reflexive account of the research experience, she asserts this 

is fundamental in conducting meaningful, ethical and rigorous forms of qualitative 

research. Postulating that all professionals adopt this narrative review, Brand (2015) 

suggests this position would create a looking glass space, space where researchers 

can locate their own stories within the broader historical and cultural context of 

their lives, especially within the identity of the professional. Brand’s (2015) premise 
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translates easily across to the thesis research undertaken. The installations, the 

individual personal handmade pockets, and the choice of contents within each one, 

as well as my own choice of contents, epitomise a personal mark through the story 

and reflections they contain (Larkin, 2007). The location of my story could be seen as 

an autoethnographic response to cultural and historical context as a woman, a 

teacher and a feltmaker, from the perspective of a women’s crafting group. 

 

Thirdly, empirical data was collected in the form of field-notes and questionnaires to 

support research on pedagogical practices on how knowledge was generated in the 

shared community of women. By using three components to research the 

generation of knowledge, a methodological triangulation is achieved, one which 

examines the tensions and interfaces created between methodologies. By using 

these components, strata have been constructed to support a sophisticated 

understanding of the pedagogy and characteristics of learning and teaching in a 

social craft environment (Etherington, 2004; Leavy, 2015). 

 

The thesis examines research regarding how the felting community of women 

develop and know together (research aim four), connecting felting, history, 

patriarchy, privacy, and how they interact and learn and find new ways of being. The 

research concludes that connectedness starts with the materials, moves to involving 

other people, and eventually unites with the world.  This gives the group a collective 

sense as an assembly of women feltmakers (Kouhia, 2015). The art of feltmaking is 
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thus demonstrated to be much more than solely the transformation from fleece to 

felt, and my story has become part of this narrative. 

 

My contribution to knowledge rests in revealing a deeper understanding of 

feltmaking practice and the connections that emerge from this. Through an 

examination of felt as a material, I have encapsulated its social history, cultural and 

historical traditions, and how knowledge of techniques has been taught and learnt.   

I have contributed to the body of research that uses a relatively new methodology, 

that of autoethnographic ‘mesearch’ research and proven its suitability by tracing 

‘mesearch’ genesis from basic ethnography to a form of autoethnography through 

feltmaking practice. This discussion has demonstrated why this methodology is 

particularly suited to the research and the situation I was portraying. 

 

The construction of a conceptual framework based on the notion of a pocket has 

allowed an examination of secrecy, suppression, patriarchy, and privacy through my 

own and the wider felting community. I have also elaborated on personal, collective, 

and pedagogic insights into individual felting groups. An example of this is how FFF 

contributes to the social community, harmonising with contemporary 

preoccupations, such as the way people help each other in unexpected ways and are 

inspired to use their talents for the good of others. I have demonstrated how the 

group know and learn, moving from novice to expert, illustrating how knowing 

enhances practice.  
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My narrative story is one which is continuing in perpetuation through my feltmaking 

practice, and my healing process, which IS now forever interrelated. A new series of 

feltworks is in progress of felted and stitched pockets, in some cases, the contents 

unknown to the viewer. The pockets remark upon the continuing healing process, in 

both repetition of pockets and the stitches that restore and bind together. A further 

series in progress is an exploration and discovery of encapsulation and protection of 

the contents held inside the felt covering. These items remark upon embodied 

emotions whilst remaining clear to sight and yet elusive to touch as they move from 

the familiar within their encasements in felt, the perception of how things should be, 

and work altered.  Lastly, using Hushed Reverberations as a foundation, further 

exploration of ways of embodying audio into visual felted and textile form are 

underway.  

 

The exploration of my story throughout the thesis, within Hushed Reverberations 

and the research in FFF provide insights of deeply personal and social learning 

(Edward, 2018) aligning with McAdam’s assertion:  

“If you want to know me, then you must know my story, for my story, 

defines who I am. And if I want to know myself, to gain insight into the 

meanings of my own life, then I, too, must come to know my own 

story” (1997, p.11). 
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APPENDIX 1 HUSHED REVERBERATIONS 
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WIG OR SCARF? 
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ONE DAY 
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PERSONAL POCKETS: SECRECY, PRESERVE, DISCLOSURE, DISTRIBUTE 
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APPENDIX 2  TRIPARTITE HELIX RESPONSES FROM REQUESTS TO SUBMIT POCKETS. 

1  SHEFFIELD, ENGLAND 
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2  CANADA  
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3  THE NETHERLANDS 
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4  ISLE OF BUTE, SCOTLAND 
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5  PRAGUE  
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6  ARGYLL, SCOTLAND 
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7  FIFE, SCOTLAND 
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8  FRIDAY FELTERS 
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9  LINCOLN, ENGLAND 
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10 EDINBURGH, SCOTLAND 
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11  ESSEX, ENGLAND 
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12  REGION 11 IFA 

 

  



320 | P a g e  
 

13  FRIDAY FELTER’S  
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14  FRIDAY FELTER’S 
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15  OLDHAM LANCASHIRE, ENGLAND  
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16  FRIDAY FELTERS  
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17  WEST SUSSEX, ENGLAND 
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18  WALSALL WEST MIDLANDS, ENGLAND 
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19  IFA REGION 10 - LEEDS 

  



327 | P a g e  
 

20  FRIDAY FELTERS  
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21  LIVERPOOL, ENGLAND – FRIDAY FELTER’S 
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22  WIRRAL, ENGLAND  
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23  WIRRAL, ENGLAND 
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24  SOUTH WALES  
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25  IFA 
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26  FRIDAY FELTERS 
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27  GERMANY  
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28  FRIDAY FELTERS 
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29  FRIDAY FELTERS 

 

 

 

 

  



337 | P a g e  
 

30  FRIDAY FELTERS 
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31  DUMFRIES & GALLOWAY, SCOTLAND 
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32  IRELAND  
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33  CHESTER, ENGLAND 
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34  FRIDAY FELTERS  
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35  FRIDAY FELTERS 

  



343 | P a g e  
 

36  COLORADO USA 

 

 

 

 

 

  



344 | P a g e  
 

37  FRIDAY FELTERS WIRRAL, ENGLAND 

 

 

 

 

 



345 | P a g e  
 

38  NORTH ENGLAND 
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39  FRIDAY FELTERS, LIVERPOOL 
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40. PERSONAL POCKETS  
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APPENDIX 3 WELLBEING QUOTES FROM RESEARCH FOR FURTHER INVESTIGATION  
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APPENDIX 4  GLOSSARY OF FELTING TERMINOLOGY    

 

ALKALINE – The process of wet felting works best when the water is slightly alkaline, 

detergent or soap is usually used. 

ARMATURE – Usually made from different thickness of wire dependant on the scale 

of the model, an armature is used as a skeleton of a sculpture and felted 

around. The Helix was constructed from 8mm wire.  

BATTS- Sheets of layered carded fibres which have been prepared for felting using a 

drum or hand carder. Larger than rolags.   

BLENDING – when different fibres or colours are combined. This can make interesting 

colour combinations or bring fibres together with different properties. 

CARDED/CARDER – Fibres that have been brushed using a drum or Hand held carders 

with small hooks (looking a little like dog brushes) through which the fleece 

is drawn to separate and align the fibres prior to layering.  

COBWEB FELT- very fine layers of fleece which remain fine and slightly transparent 

after felting, resembling a cobweb. 

FELT- a matted fabric which is made without spinning, weaving or knitting. Formed 

by applying heat, moisture and friction to wool fibres. 

FIBRES- The term is frequently used in place of wool, usually in differentiation from 

yarn or raw fleece. Usually to take into account of non-sheep wool such as 

angora, alpaca, mohair or other fibres such as hemp. 

FLEECE- The shorn wool of a sheep. The term can mean the whole fleece or a mass 

of fibres. 
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GER- A felt tent used as a dwelling predominantly used by the nomadic peoples of 

Central Asia (see also yurt). 

INLAY- a technique of felt design using shapes cut from pre-felts laid on un-felted 

fibres. These are then felted together, the pre-felts keeping their original 

shape.  

LAMINATED FELT- where fleece is laid on top of a fine woven fabric such as silk- the 

two fabrics are felted together until the wool has shrunk creating texture 

within the unshrinking fabric. Also known as applied felt or nuno felt. 

LAP- a layer of carded wool from hand or drum carding. When this is rolled it is 

called a rolag.  

LANOLIN- Naturally occurring grease found in many breeds of sheep. 

LOCKS- Natural, unbrushed curls of sheep wool. 

MERINO WOOL-A breed of sheep known for its very soft wool, partly due to the 

climate in which they are bred, the preferred choice of wool for beginners, 

as this felts easily.  Generally now considered to be wool finer than 24 

microns.  

MICRON- The thickness of a fibre. The higher the number the thicker the fibre. 

MOTHER FELT- A term originating in Mongolia. An old felt which is used in place of a 

reed mat (chij), the fibres are layered on top of the old felt and felted in the 

usual way, the resulting felt is called daughter felt.  

NOIL- short fibre combed from yarn during preparation. 

PRE-FELT- When the felting process has just begun and the fibres are beginning to 

form a sheet of fabric, but have not yet begun to shrink. 
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 RAW WOOL- Another term for fleece, usually referring to unwashed wool. 

RESIST- A technique used to stop fleece felting to itself, typically some form of 

plastic. Used when making three-dimensional forms. 

ROLAG- hand carded small batts of fibre, usually taking the shape of a small roll. 

ROPE- referring to the way in which the fibres such as tops and roving are held 

together – looking like a rope. 

ROVING- Where the fibres come in a rope, thinner than tops, where the width of the 

tops have been reduced for use in spinning or wet felting.  

SCOURING- The washing treatment of raw animal fibres using detergent, followed by 

rising and drying. 

SHRINKAGE - The finished felt will have shrunk by over fifty percent. 

SLIVER- A thinner form of roving- rhymes with 'diver.' 

STAPLE- the length of the fibre that is grown on the sheep. 

TOPS- a continuous sliver of combed fibres which have been combed after carding 

typically coming in a rope, the fibres are parallel and are usually 

commercially made.  

WET FELTING – this is the traditional way of making felt. Felt is made by layering, 

wetting and agitating wool fibres with soap. Most fibres from animals will 

felt, some easier than others. Three elements are needed to make the 

fibres into felt: water, heat and agitation. For this thesis the term felting or 

felt will refer to wet felting techniques. 

YURT- a tent used originally by the nomadic peoples of Central Asia. The word is 

more appropriately used to denote the site or space on which a tent or 

'ger' is put. 
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