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A Balanced Yarn

Handspun yarn is more than simply yarn. It is a creative endeavor. It has an intrinsic integrity that is built into the yarn by the very act of spinning. Every inch has been fed through the hand of the craftsperson. Formed. Changed. Created. Thought-through. Felt.

Handspun yarns are made by conscious beings, not unconscious machines. This imbues them with an internal energy, giving them character and uniqueness. Each yarn is a reflection of the individual spinner who made it. It is this quality that makes handspun yarn so amazing to work with. As you work through a skein, you can see, inch by inch, the decisions that the spinner made. It passes before you just like a story.

Though a spinner’s individuality is reflected in a yarn, the process the yarn goes through reaches beyond the individual spinner. The spinner is just one stop on a journey, one in which the yarn is perpetually destined for new hands. When you wrap yourself in a scarf made with handspun yarn, you can trace each stitch the knitter made. This connects you to the knitter through his or her work, just as the knitter is connected to the spinner through theirs. The yarn passed through the knitter’s fingers just as it passed through the hand of the spinner; the fiber passed through the hand of the spinner just as it passed through the hand of the person who dyed it, and so on through the hand of the farmer who raised the animal, sheared it, and washed it. This phenomenon joins together hands through a single strand that stretches across spaces and through time. The yarn becomes a bond that connects separate people into a collaborative group, all working toward a common creation. The final form that the yarn takes is not the work of one artisan, but the synthesis of many.

A balanced yarn is one that beams with individuality yet is a record of this collective history. A spinner achieves balance if they can be proud of their creativity while being comfortable sharing the credit. This is a way of thinking that can be applied beyond the craft of spinning. Each piece of a puzzle needs to be unique, yet each piece must lend itself to the whole to make it work. This is the balance.
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Traditionally spun yarn by Lou Andersen, Lofty Lou’s, Placerville, California; nontraditional yarn by Laurence Pocztar (France) of LaineZinZin


The Art of Craft

The dramatic changes in how yarns are spun is creating some shifts and rifts within the handspinning community, and as a result, the craft of handspinning is experiencing some growing pains. The conventional view of spinning is that a yarn must function as a component to a final material or garment. Its value lies in how well it fulfills this role. Qualities such as balance, strength, and consistency are regarded as the hallmarks of good spinning. Traditional spinning does not diverge far from its roots, using tried and true fibers such as wool, cotton, and silk. Spinning has reflected a close tie to its historic past and a satisfaction in maintaining these historic methods and materials.

But things are changing. There is an explosion of new materials being spun, expanding the definition of what constitutes yarn. New techniques that break all the traditional rules of spinning are changing the definition of how yarn is made. Yarn has become a medium for personal, social, and creative expression.

This shift happens in all craft genres, as the tension between the traditional roots and function of a craft and the human drive for creativity and fulfillment of our deeper intellectual and creative needs diverge. This tension often creates a rift between the proponents on either side, and the craft becomes divided into opposing groups. Sometimes these groups even become alienated from each other. The traditional group may view the diverging group as illegitimate newcomers, while the new group sees the traditional craftspeople as short-sighted and obsolete. Such a black-and-white view of the situation is not necessary, however. Not only is it a negative way to operate, but it also robs both groups of the opportunity to learn from each other. Both sides are valid, and both views are necessary for a craft to be relevant and balanced.

Striking a balance between tradition and innovation is imperative for keeping spinning from becoming a forgotten art. A craft is only truly viable if it resonates within the culture. Make it applicable to the times, and it will grow and change with the times. Arts are lost when a culture can’t relate to them, either because technology makes the skill obsolete or because there is no longer a need for the product. This happened to handspun yarn as a result of two inventions: in 1764, James Hargreaves invented his famous multi-spool spinning wheel, called the Spinning Jenny. This was followed in the early eighteenth century with the invention of wool and cotton mills. The advent of commercial machinery that could produce consistent, strong, balanced yarns quickly and cheaply took handspinning out of society’s necessary repertoire of skills. Only a small number of people continued to practice the art, and the skill has become a novelty, moving from the socioeconomic stage to the personal realm. It is enriching for the few who pursue it, but it no longer has much influence in our popular culture.

Adapting to the aesthetics of current popular culture will actually preserve traditional spinning as it opens the craft up to new advancements. Getting a larger number of people interested in handspun yarn will ensure that the craft is not lost. There are all types of knitters. Some will embrace the new innovative styles while others will prefer the traditional forms.


The Function of Creativity

Hopefully, most people will learn to appreciate both traditional spinning and its contemporary innovations for their different but equally valuable qualities. Skill and functionality are the building blocks of good spinning. Every spinner should be able to spin perfectly balanced, sound yarn first. This is the only way to gain a full understanding of the mechanics of yarn making and how the fibers behave. You have to know the rules before you can break them. There is an inverse relationship between control and creativity. It’s like realism and abstraction. Say you are painting a leaf. The more realistically you try to paint it, the more abstract it becomes. The closer you observe the subject and try to replicate its every detail, the more your rendition dissolves into blurs, shapes, and colors. It is the scrutinizing, close observation of the reality that discloses the extreme abstraction of the painting.

The same thing happens when trying to spin perfect yarn. No matter how even the yarn or how smooth the roving, there is inevitably a little lump, a fiber out of place. You realize that perfection cannot be attained, that it is forever a receding horizon. The pursuit of perfection spotlights the incidences of imperfection. The investigation of imperfection leads to creativity. A route to creativity is found through the attempt to master the skill. You can focus so closely on perfect mastery that you go through the eye of a needle and you come out the other side into a creative world thrown wide open.

If skill and function are the core of spinning, then creativity should envelop it, like a good core-spun yarn with strength on the inside and something beautiful or interesting on the outside. A drive for functionality is part of our inherent human nature, but so is the need for creativity. It is necessary for intellectual engagement, visual stimulation, and emotional fulfillment. From the very first moment that our ancestors put paint on their wall or a string of beads on their neck we have been creative, just as we have been functional from the first rock chiseled into a tool. These are the conditions that make us human, and we need to have both to be balanced. And so should good handspun yarn. It should be an equal reflection of both craftsmanship and idea.


chapter 1 Inspiration: INTERNAL AND EXTERNAL RESOURCES FOR CREATIVITY
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Anemone, thick-and-thin single in wool and mohair with wire, metallic thread, and jelly-cord pompoms
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Sea life from the California coast, or the source of inspiration for the yarn, Anemone


Creative spinning is a process of recognizing what inspires you and then breaking that down into elements that fit within the constructs of a yarn. It’s a matter of identifying a subject and then asking yourself, “How do I translate that into spun fiber?” The boundaries of a yarn are simple and few. It needs to be spun and it needs to be continuous. But the possibilities for subject matter, style, texture, and meaning are infinite.

Sources of inspiration are also infinite. Ideas for color schemes, design concepts, textures, uses, and more can be gleaned from all areas of our world … the natural and urban landscape, weather, wildlife, manmade materials, products, and even refuse. We can be moved by the shifts and tides that undulate through our culture as well as our own internal perspective, feelings, and experience. Learning to extract what is rich, interesting, and meaningful from your world and from yourself, and channeling that into your spinning, will make your yarns creative and engaging.


External Inspiration
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Redwood grove and pond: color inspiration for Woodland yarn


Landscape andthe Natural World
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Woodland, two-yarn set of extra-coily two-ply hand-dyed merino paired with a bulky hand-dyed Icelandic wool single in Redwood Brown Sparkle.


The natural environment is a never-ending inspirational resource for color, movement, and textural possibilities. Next time a view or scene grabs your attention, don’t just think, “Wow ... what a pretty spot.” Ask yourself what it is about that view or place that is speaking to you. Is it the combination of colors? The atmospheric qualities? The movement of the leaves or grass? Identify just what it is that’s compelling about the scene, then think about how to translate that into your yarn.

Capturing the essence of what you are seeing may seem difficult, and you might be tempted to take a photograph so you can refer to it later. Do not do this. First, every camera is different and will produce its own version of the subject. The colors may be different and the scene will not have the same feeling on a print as it did in the moment you experienced it. Rather, leave it to your memory. Stand there, observe it, soak it in, shut your eyes, and picture it. Memory is an interesting thing. It is not a dry recording of facts; rather, it is an infusion of imagery, sensory experience, perspective, and emotion. These are exactly the qualities you want to preserve when recalling what you saw. So what if the green in your memory is brighter than it really was? Amplified in your memory are the things that compelled you. So, amplify them in your work.


Color

Mother Nature puts colors together in ways we would never think of. She dares to wear chartreuse with hot pink and chocolate brown. No, it’s not a fashion nightmare—it’s refreshing and interesting. Use five different shades of green, all in one yarn? Why not? If you love the mixtures of green found in the meadow, you’ll love it on your head. Recreating the colors at home is simple enough. It does not matter what brand of dyes you use or whether they are natural or chemical—the trick to great color is to blend, blend, blend! Mother Nature rarely uses primary colors or the standards put out by dye manufacturers.



Tip:

When blending colors, don’t throw all your fiber in before you test it. Follow the directions on your dyes to prepare the dye bath, then mix your colors approximately. Take a small piece of fiber and dip it in. If the color is not right, add a little more of this or that color, then dip another bit of fiber in. Keep dipping and tweaking until you get just the color you are looking for.





Tip:

Want to make brown on purpose? Mix any two colors that are directly opposite each other on the color wheel, such as red and green or blue and orange.
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Dunes and brush, an example from the natural landscape of the juxtaposition of smooth and scratchy, recreated in Strangeland yarn
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Strangeland, hand-dyed, hand-carded wool with jute thread “tumbleweeds.”


Texture

The importance of texture in creating a compelling yarn cannot be stressed enough. Watch people walk through a clothing store or yarn store and observe what they do. They touch. It’s a gentle, unconscious action, but one that is essential to our assessment of a fiber, yarn, or material. The natural world is a cornucopia of textures, all of which can potentially be recreated in your yarns. It is a matter of matching a spinable fiber to the texture you want to recreate.

Replicating waves of grass? Leave the unspun ends of hemp, linen, or other plant-fiber roving sticking out of the yarn. Want lumpy dirt? Use uncarded natural brown, short-fibered wool spun extra chunky. Once you begin to look at your surroundings in terms of fiber, and your fiber in terms of your surroundings, the possibilities for creative spinning will grow exponentially.


Movement

The motion that pulses through our surroundings is not often consciously appreciated, but the effect it has on our perceptions is substantial. A field of wheat may be pretty, but a field of wheat in a gentle breeze can be mesmerizing. The same holds true for your yarn, especially if you are going to wear it. So, consider the way things move in nature and integrate that into the concept for your yarn. If a slow-moving fog bank is alluring then consider the qualities your yarn must have to emulate that effect. It must be light, airy, lofty, and translucent. Silver clouds of mohair spun extra loose and lofty on a sparkly thread core should do the trick!


Culture

Popular (and unpopular) culture is a rich source of inspiration for creative yarn making, from fashion and music to holidays and current events. Our culture is a living and changing entity to which we are each inextricably connected. Our individual relationship to the culture is like breathing; we take it in and it influences us, then we react and create, influencing it in return. The culture provides creative fodder for everything from simple design decisions to complex conceptual ideas.


Color

For color ideas, look to trends in fashion and design. Thumb through a current fashion magazine and look for nothing but color, for example. Squint your eyes to blur your vision and flip the pages. What colors continually pop up? What is your general impression of the color schemes? Are things dark and earthy or bright and cheery? You can try this in stores and boutiques as well (but watch your step!). Focus on the colors without getting caught up in the details of the items.


Materials

Pay attention to what is going on in the culture in terms of materials. Not just literally, as in what the designers are sending down the runway, but in a deeper sense, such as what materials will fill the needs of our culture? With concerns over global warming and the health of the environment, for example, you may consider using earth-friendlier fibers and dyes. Are you into recycling? Take it to your yarn! Reuse old yarns by cutting them up and carding them into your wool. Before you throw out any old rags or clothes, ask yourself whether the material would make a nice yarn. Grocery bags, office paper, rubber bands, broken jewelry, wrappers, and more can be given a second life in your yarn.

Interesting materials can also be found outside the standard craft channels. Examine completely unrelated fields for spinning material. Electronic supply stores have a huge array of little wires, lights, bulbs, and other surprising things that can be worked into a yarn. Army surplus, office supply, and medical supply stores are all potential fiber bonanzas. As you sort through the endless stream of stuff that our culture produces, review each material while asking yourself: Can it be spun?
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Fogbank, hand-dyed silver mohair with silver tinsel ribbon and sparkle.
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Thick and thin merino single dyed in queasy green and spun with Halloween candy wrappers


Themes

Themes are never-ending. Literally. If you can’t pluck a theme out of the swarming parade that is our culture, then you are a stone. You can find ideas in music, the news, holidays, public figures, history, media; the list is endless. Next time you see something on the news that you react to, ask yourself if it’s worth working into a yarn. Monica Lewinski? Was that a navy polka-dot dress she saved? Try shredding up a blue dress and spinning it with some red, white, and blue. Throw in some little fireworks, or a match or two.

Find a theme from within the culture, then back it up with the material products that support that theme. Holidays are a perfect target for working this way. American culture has more contrived holidays than any other country and the mass of accessories that are produced to celebrate them is mind-boggling. Become a day-after-the-holiday clearance shopper and you will find some very interesting materials. You never know when a yarn is going to call for a neon green rubber Halloween spider or a petrified Easter peep.
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Paper Trail, Single-ply yarn in hemp, mohair, shredded office documents, and McDonald’s burger bags


Fiber

Often times the very material and fiber that you use can be the direct source of inspiration for the yarn. Simply bringing out the potential that rests within the fiber itself is a natural and pleasurable way to create yarn. This process is dependant on seeing the fiber so you can respond to it. It is helpful to keep all of your fibers and materials stored on shelves or in containers that leave the fiber visible. This enables you to peruse all the possible ingredients for a yarn at one time. Try putting the materials next to each other to see how they interact; through this process you can create interesting combinations that you may not have been able to conceptualize.


[image: image]

Aura, Single-ply yarn in miscellaneous uncarded wool surrounded by mohair and wrapped in novelty thread


Observation

Another important factor in making creative yarn is the simple act of observation. Pay attention to the things that you usually don’t pay any attention to. This is where discovery happens. Instead of watching the yarn spinning between your fingers, look at what the core thread is doing on the floor. Is it tangling? Making loops? Can they be integrated into the yarn? Instead of watching the fiber that you are spinning, look for the bits that fall to the floor. Why did they fall? Are they little interesting bits? Can they be collected and formed into something else? First, make an effort to see what we have been trained to block out and second, ask questions about it. This process will make you an innovator rather than just a spinner.



POPPIN’ PILLS
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Poppin Pills, Single-ply wool yarn with pills spun in





This yarn is a perfect example of how open observation led to a new discovery. I was in the process of spinning the yarn for Everything Nice (page 40), which combined fine processed hemp, linen, and silk. Halfway through, my 7-month-old woke up and I had to leave the wheel and go nurse him. I sat idly on the couch with him; no television, no distractions. I was not thinking about anything or doing anything, just being in the moment. I was spacing out, just looking at my knee, when I noticed that I was covered in fiber from the spinning. I started picking at the fibers to get them off my pants, but they were sticky, so I rubbed my fingers together to get the fibers off. That didn’t work, so I tried to transfer them to a denim pillow. Well that worked, but when I looked at the pillow I was surprised to see a perfect little sphere of fiber the size of a pea with two little long fiber tails coming out of it. Cute! I thought. Then I thought … hey wait, that is cute. So I started rolling balls out of the rest of the fiber from my pants and by the time my son was done nursing I had enough pills for a whole yarn. I went back to the wheel, put on a new spool, and spun a yarn with the little pills added in by trapping the fiber tails into the wool.
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Hemp, silk pills




From Within

Just as the world around us is a never-ending source of inspiration, so too is our inner world. Our thoughts, emotions, perceptions, and ideas are excellent sources for creative yarns. From pure intellectual exercise to passionate expression, our internal landscape provides a bountiful resource from which to draw.


The Creative Concept

New techniques are sometimes discovered by accident and sometimes just happen, but another way to produce new yarn styles is to generate the concepts from your own mind. This is a more scientific approach to spinning. It works by forming a hypothesis and then testing to see whether that hypothesis is correct. It involves imagining a look you want, predicting how the fiber will behave, and then coming up with a way to make it happen. Then you actually try to make it happen. It may or may not work out like you predicted. But either way you learn how the fiber behaves in that situation. Then you take that knowledge and adjust your approach to accommodate the reality of what the yarn will do. Through imagining, testing, and adjusting, you can eventually create the effect you want. It is most important to remember when working this way that there is always a way to do it. You simply have to navigate through the trial and error process.




End of sample
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