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 Abstract 

 “Lesbian”   and   “knitting”   are   two   words   which   are   not   often   placed   together,   and   yet   lesbian 

 knitting   has   a   rich   history   and   an   even   richer   present.   This   article   is   an   exploration   of   knitting   as   a 

 form   of   lesbian   self-sufficiency   and   self-representation   over   the   past   50   years.   It   is   split   into   two 

 sections:   the   first   examines   the   symbol-laden   knitwear   created   by   lesbians   in   the   1980s,   as   well   as 

 knitting   within   lesbian   communities   and   subcultures   such   as   the   landdyke   movement   and   the   recent 

 online   phenomenon   of   cottagecore.   The   second   section   is   an   analysis   of   the   personal   practice   of 

 lesbian   knitting   and   how   the   craft   can   take   on   specific   meanings   when   done   by   lesbian   hands.   This 

 section   focuses   particular   attention   on   how   knitting   is   related   to   butch   lesbian   identity   and   considers 

 where   it   fits   within   a   lineage   of   butch   lesbian   meaning-making.   This   article   aims   to   begin   a 

 dialogue   about   lesbian   knitting   practices   and   lesbian   knitting   history   that   does   not   currently   exist, 

 and   hopes   to   prompt   further   discussion   on   the   topic   in   the   future. 
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 Introduction 

 Knitting   holds   a   specific   place   in   the   public   imagination.   This   place,   though   it   is   firmly   linked   to 

 concepts   such   as   ‘womanhood’   and   ‘femininity’,   connects   only   by   the   thinnest,   weakest   thread   to 

 ‘lesbianism’.   The   public   imagination,   however,   is   not   always   reflective   of   reality.   The   connection 

 between   knitting   and   lesbianism   is   a   strong   one,   a   richly   woven   braid   rather   than   a   single,   fraying 

 thread   –   yet,   if   one   were   to   form   their   assumption   based   only   on   depictions   of   knitting   or   existing 

 scholarship   on   the   topic,   it   is   unlikely   that   this   would   be   the   conclusion.   With   this   article,   I   hope   to 

 expand   the   story   of   lesbian   knitting,   exposing   some   of   its   foundations   but   also   bringing   attention   to 

 how   it   is   growing   and   continues   to   thrive   today. 

 Knitting   has   never   been   a   strictly   heterosexual   activity,   nor   a   strictly   feminine   one.   Knitting 

 is   a   skill,   a   necessity   and   a   pleasurable   pastime,   one   largely   taken   up   by   wives   and   mothers 

 assumed   to   be   heterosexual   and,   therefore,   appropriately   feminine.   Consider,   however,   the   words 

 of   Rozsika   Parker   in  The   Subversive   Stitch  ,   in   which  she   writes   that   another   craft   –   embroidery   – 

 “was   no   more   innately   feminine   than   are   women;   it   had   simply   become   part   of   the   construction   of 

 femininity”   (Parker   [1984]   1996:   103).   While   the   constructs   of   femininity   and   heterosexuality   are 

 both   still   firmly   in   place,   the   possibility   of   lesbian   or   otherwise   queer   knitting   is   beginning   to   shine 

 through,   though   occasionally   in   the   shadow   of   other   fiber   crafts.   Joseph   McBrinn’s  Queering   the 

 Subversive   Stitch:   Men   &   the   Culture   of   Needlework  (2021)   was   “the   first   book   ever   published 



 about   men’s   needlework”,   and   “queered”   the   history   of   the   practice   by   centering   queer   male 

 needlework   –   although   a   queer   female   narrative   remained   unheard   (McBrinn   2021:   17).   Other 

 scholars,   including   Daniel   Fountain,   Alison   Mayne   and   Sarah-Joy   Ford   have   all   written   about 

 queer   fibre   craft,   particularly   evident   in   their   contributions   to   the   2021   ‘Feminist   Craft’   issue   of 

 journal  MAI:   Feminism   &   Visual   Culture  (Fountain   2021;  Mayne   2021;   Ford   2021). 

 Throughout   this   article,   I   will   be   situating   lesbian   knitting   in   the   recent   past   as   well   as   the 

 present.   The   first   section,   ‘Legacies   of   lesbian   knitting’   is   an   analysis   of   lesbian   knitting   and   its 

 political   uses.   It   begins   with   the   knitted   jumpers   from   Greenham   Common   Women’s   Peace   Camp 

 and   other   uses   of   lesbian   imagery   in   1980s   knits,   before   moving   onto   knitting   as   a   practical,   natural 

 skill   used   in   lesbian   communities   and   subcultures   such   as   the   recent   phenomenon   of   ‘cottagecore’. 

 The   second   section,   ‘The   personal   practice   of   lesbian   knitting’   is   an   exploration   of   how   knitting 

 can   be   part   of   the   construction   of   a   lesbian   identity   and   a   personal   part   of   everyday   lesbian   life.   I 

 draw   on   reflections   made   by   my   wife,   Lilith,   who   is   an   enthusiastic   knitter   and   a   butch   lesbian, 

 comparing   her   experience   of   knitting   with   other   forms   of   butch   lesbian   meaning-making.   Though   I 

 am   well   acquainted   with   her   knitting   practice   and   her   feelings   about   it,   I   interviewed   her   for   this 

 article   and   it   is   this   interview   that   is   my   source. 

 Lesbian   knitting   is   not   new,   but   the   concept   remains   revolutionary.   In   a   recent 

 article/knitting   pattern   by   writer   and   knitter   Lola   Arellano-Fryer,   she   writes: 

 As   I   began   to   write   this   piece,   I   noticed   how   many   books   on   the   history   of   knitting   (few   as 

 they   are)   included   no   mention   of   queer   or   feminist   practices.   There   are   stories   to   fill   into 

 these   absences,   but   in   the   meantime,   we   must   create   a   place   for   them   to   fit   in   later. 

 (Arellano-Fryer,   2020:   n.pag) 



 As   Arellano-Fryer   suggests,   I   am   creating   a   space.   This   is   not   a   complete   history   of   lesbian 

 knitting,   nor   a   complete   analysis   of   its   contemporary   existence,   but   it   is   an   addition   to   the   very 

 small   existing   canon   and   a   hope   for   more   to   come.   While   I   write,   my   wife   sits   across   from   me, 

 knitting,   creating   –   I   seek   to   capture   those   actions   with   words,   preserving   her   craft   in   a   way   that   it 

 deserves. 

 Legacies   of   lesbian   knitting 

 Lesbian   knitting   is   situated   within   a   long   history   of   textile   craft   so   often   seen   as   as   quaint,   valueless 

 and   always   innately   feminine.   Knitting   is   none   of   those   things,   but   in   our   industrialised   society   the 

 act   of   knitting   appears   to   many   obsolete;   why   make   your   own   clothes   when   you   can   buy   them   for 

 less   than   the   price   of   the   yarn?   There   has   been   retaliation   to   this   idea,   with   some   individuals 

 gravitating   to   knitting   as   a   means   of   reclaiming   their   time,   as   well   as   a   form   of   slow   fashion 

 (Myzelev,   2009:   153).   However,   the   devaluing   of   knitting   has   more   than   one   cause.   As   a   skill   done 

 largely   by   women,   its   worth   is   underrated   –   this   is   explained,   as   so   much   of   craft’s   relation   to 

 womanhood   is,   in   Parker’s  The   Subversive   Stitch  :   “when  women   embroider,   it   is   seen   not   as   art, 

 but   entirely   as   the   expression   of   femininity.   And,   crucially,   it   is   categorised   as   craft”   (Parker:   [1984] 

 1996:   4-5).   Craft   is   not   unimportant,   but   it   is   deemed   to   be   so   by   a   patriarchal   society   that 

 categorises   women   and   woman-associated   things   as   second   class. 

 The   act   of   subversion   is   a   powerful   tool.   To   claim   something   that   has   been   discarded   or 

 trivialised   and   use   it   is   to   imbue   it   with   power,   and   to   critique   those   who   ever   said   it   could   not   be 

 powerful.   Time   and   time   again,   knitting   has   been   used   by   activists   not   just   as   a   useful   method   of 



 making,   but   as   a   statement.   Lesbian   knitting   holds   a   specific   place   within   this   lineage.   Julia 

 Bryan-Wilson,   in   her   book  Fray:   Art   and   Textile   Politics  ,  writes   that   “lesbian   handiwork   explodes 

 one   persistent   assumption   about   craft   as   rooted   in   the   primarily   straight,   domestic   sphere   and   made 

 in   relation   to   “men’s”   work”   (Bryan-Wilson,   2017:   88).   Lesbian   knitting   does   not   hold   more   value 

 than   any   other   kind   of   knitting,   but   it   is   special   in   that   it   is   an   anomaly.   It   has   the   power   to   disrupt. 

 An   example   of   lesbian   knitting   as   purposeful   disruption   can   be   seen   in   knitted   garments 

 from   Greenham   Common   Women’s   Peace   Camp,   a   collection   of   protest   camps   active   from   1981   to 

 2000,   congregated   around   Greenham   Common   Royal   Air   Force   Base   in   Berkshire   in   the   U.K. 

 The   textiles   produced   by   those   at   Greenham   have   long   gone   unacknowledged,   yet   even   when   they 

 are,   the   specific   presence   of   lesbians   in   their   creation   often   remains   invisible.   See,   for   example, 

 Charlotte   Dew’s  Women   For   Peace:   Banners   from   Greenham  Common  (2021).   Though   the   book 

 is   an   important   piece   of   work   that   preserves   and   narrates   the   presence   of   textile-based   activism   at 

 Greenham   Common,   specifically   in   the   form   of   protest   banners,   it   does   not   reference   the   presence 

 of   lesbians   at   Greenham.   Since   lesbian   struggles   were   not   at   the   forefront   of   Greenham   women’s 

 activism,   this   may   seem   trivial   –   yet   for   many   women,   the   campaign   for   peace   was   entirely 

 intertwined   with   the   feminist   movement   or,   indeed,   their   lesbian   identities.   This   is   evident   in   the 

 work   done   by   artist   Ellen   Lesperance,   who   spent   ten   years   collecting   images   and   video   stills   of 

 knitted   jumpers   from   Greenham   Common   and   has   created   her   own   art   inspired   by   them.   Most   of 

 the   knitwear   represented   in   her   work   and   much   of   that   captured   in   her   archive   include   unavoidable 

 lesbian   imagery   like   the   labrys   (a   double-headed   axe)   and   double-venus   (or   woman)   symbols 

 (Lesperance,   2020).   This   imagery   was   knitted,   purposefully,   into   garments   that   were   created   by 

 Greenham   activists   to   be   seen.   Knitting,   a   craft   most   often   viewed   as   feminine   and   unthreatening, 

 was   integral   to   the   way   that   Greenham   protestors   gave   themselves   a   voice   and   asserted   their 



 presence   and   their   political   goals.   A   full   analysis   of   these   knitted   garments   would   be   an   article   in 

 and   of   itself,   but   imagery   within   lesbian   knitting   practices   in   the   1980s   was   not   confined   to   the 

 Peace   Camps. 

 Lesley   Pattenson   designed   and   knitted   a   number   of   lesbian   jumpers   in   the   1980s,   two   of 

 which   have   been   collected   by   the   West   Yorkshire   Queer   Stories   (WYQS)  project   and   are   now 

 housed   in   Leeds   Museums   and   Galleries.   The   first   is   a   triple-venus   overlaid   with   a   lightning   bolt, 

 inspired   by   a   postcard   from   the   National   Lesbian   Conference   1981   and   originally   distributed   as   a 

 knitting   pattern   by   the   Leeds   Lesbian   Line.   The   second   is   a   green   jumper   with   a   rainbow   motif 

 combined   with   rows   of   venus   symbols   across   the   chest.   In   both   of   these   examples,   Pattenson   was 

 crafting   lesbian   visibility   into   physical   being   with   yarn   and   symbolism   and   –   in   the   case   of   the 

 triple-venus/lightning   bolt   pattern   –   by   allowing   other   lesbians   to   do   the   same.   The   symbolism   was 

 important   to   her.   In   an   interview   with   the   WYQS   project,   she   said   of   the   lightning   bolt   jumper: 

 The   lightning   for   me   is   about   power   and   energy   and   force   and   immediacy,   and   a   bit   of   fear 

 as   well,   because   it’s   powerful   stuff.   And   the   women’s   symbols,   I   liked   because   it’s   three   of 

 them.   So,   it’s   not   two   linked   together   which   is,   it   denotes   more   of   a   lesbian   sexual 

 relationship,   a   couple.   But   it’s   three,   so   it’s   saying   “lesbians   together”   [...]   as   a   group,   can 

 be   powerful   and   strong   and   bring   about   change   (Pattenson,   2019). 

 Pattenson   implied   in   her   interview   that   knitting   was   widespread   among   the   British   lesbian 

 community.   At   lesbian   conferences,   “there   would   be   this   background   sound   of   the   click-clack   of 

 knitting   needles”   (Pattenson,   2019).   Knitting   was,   here,   an   activity   that   was   not   just   about   the   end 

 product,   though   the   end   product   and   the   messages   that   it   could   convey   were   important.   It   was   also 



 about   the   act   of   knitting   itself   and   its   intrinsic   link   to   lesbian   community   and   politics.   Whether   at 

 Greenham   Common   or   inner-city   conferences,   lesbians   who   created   labryses   or   triple-venuses   with 

 yarn   and   protested   for   peace   were   part   of   a   larger   legacy   of   lesbian   activism   and   self-sufficiency. 

 Lesbian   separatism   emerged   as   an   ideology   which   aimed   for   the   literal   separation   of 

 women   from   men   with   the   goal   of   freeing   women   from   patriarchal   control   (Jennings,   2007: 

 175-176).   Though   the   movement   was   supposed   to   empower   women   and   often   did,   its   rigid 

 boundaries   meant   that   many   women   were   excluded,   including   transgender   women,   Black   women 

 who   organised   with   Black   men   against   racism,   or   women   who   raised   male   children.   In   the   1993 

 Lesbians   Talk   Making   Black   Waves  ,   edited   by   Valerie  Mason-John   and   Ann   Khambatta,   the 

 authors   explain   how   “Some   Black   lesbians   believe   that   separatism   of   any   kind   is   an   impossible 

 option   because   the   oppressions   they   experience   take   many   forms   and   require   a   range   of   actions   and 

 alliances   to   combat   them”   (Mason-John   and   Khambatta,   1993:   26-27).   Despite   this,   one   aspect   of 

 the   separatist   movement   was   self-sufficiency,   which   naturally   involves   participation   in   craft 

 practices   and   hand-making. 

 This   was   particularly   evident   in   one   kind   of   lesbian   separatism,   popular   in   the   U.S.:   the 

 landdyke   movement.   This,   unlike   with   city-   or   town-dwelling   separatists,   revolved   around   the   idea 

 of   not   just   creating   and   maintaining   lesbian   space,   but   having   a   symbiotic   relationship   with   it.   It 

 was   about   lesbians   living   off   of   the   land,   but   also   giving   back   to   it.   In   Sine   Anahita’s   2009   article 

 about   the   movement,   ‘Nestled   into   Niches:   Prefigurative   Communities   on   Lesbian   Land’,   she 

 writes   “Lesbian   feminism   as   articulated   by   the   landdyke   movement   encourages   the   development   of 

 alternative   and   liberating   ideals   such   as   female   self-sufficiency,   bodily   strength,   autonomy   from 

 men   and   patriarchal   systems,   and   the   development   of   lesbian-centered   community”   (Anahita,   2009: 

 729).   Anahita   may   not   reference   craft   practices   or   knitting   specifically,   but   she   argues   that 



 landdykes   built   their   movement   out   of   daily   practices   and   actions   that   affirmed   it.   Their   lifestyles, 

 no   matter   how   much   knitting   may   have   taken   place   in   them,   are   a   link   in   the   chain   of   lesbian 

 legacies   of   knitting.   This   is   a   chain   which   is   still   being   forged. 

 Cottagecore   is   a   subcultural   style   and   community   that   evolved   online   in   2020.   Though   it 

 became   widely   popular,   the   loudest   subsection   within   it   was   “cottagecore   lesbians”.   Cottagecore 

 evolved   in   the   midst   of   the   global   COVID-19   pandemic,   and   people   –   particularly,   in   this   particular 

 circumstance,   young   lesbians   –   were   desperate   for   an   escape.   This   escape   took   the   form   of 

 dreaming   for   a   better   world,   one   free   of   both   homophobia   and   capitalism,   where   the   young 

 lesbians   in   question   could   partake   in   activities   such   as   baking   their   own   bread,   making   their   own 

 clothes,   or   lounging   in   a   field   with   a   girlfriend   or   wife.   Cottagecore   lesbians,   like   landdykes   before 

 them,   wanted   a   world   where   they   could   exist   freely   and   sustain   themselves   while   doing   so.   As 

 Sarah   Woolley   writes   in   a   piece   for   magazine  i-D  ,  “cottagecore   isn’t   about   running   away   from 

 reality”   but   a   chance   for   those   involved   to   “find   each   other   and   imagine   the   future   they   want   to 

 sow”   (Woolley,   2020:   n.   pag). 

 While   the   particular   aesthetic   that   defines   cottagecore   is   for   the   most   part   unattainable,   some 

 of   its   components   are   more   easily   achieved.   As   a   result,   aided   by   many   people   having   free   time   on 

 their   hands   due   to   pandemic   lockdowns,   a   wave   of   lesbians   began   taking   part   in   cottagecore-like 

 activities,   knitting   among   them.   Though   this   began   in   2020,   to   many   it   has   inspired   a   continual 

 interest   in   craft   and   self-sufficiency,   and   the   words   “cottagecore   lesbians”   have   become   a   catch-all 

 for   lesbians   and   sometimes   other   queer   people   to   define   both   their   ethics   and   aesthetics. 

 Sometimes,   this   is   intrinsically   linked   to   knitting,   such   as   in   knitting   pattern   designer   Jacqueline 

 Cieslak’s   #CottageCardigan   pattern   (Fig.   1),   “a   piece   designed   to   ~live~   in   as   you   do   things   like 



 forage   mushrooms,   plant   spring   seedlings,   and   host   garden   parties”   (Cieslak,   2022).   Cottagecore 

 lesbian   knitting   history   is   still   being   created. 

 Lesbian   knitting   does   not   take   one   form.   It   is   sometimes   rooted   in   activism,   sometimes   in 

 sustainability   and   separatism,   sometimes   in   idealism   and   as   a   means   to   craft   a   better   future.   Often,   it 

 is   part   of   a   wider   movement   or   culture   of   making.   There   are   times,   however,   when   lesbian   knitting 

 is   lesbian   simply   because   it   is   done   by   someone   who   identifies   as   such.   These   are   times   when 

 lesbian   knitting   is   a   personal   act. 

 The   personal   practice   of   lesbian   knitting 

 The   act   of   knitting   is   something   done   in   very   similar   ways   by   countless   people   around   the   world. 

 Despite   this,   individuals   can   experience   knitting   very   differently.   I   am   sure   that,   to   some   knitters,   it 

 is   a   staunchly   heterosexual   activity   –   however,   to   others,   knitting   can   be   an   way   to   affirm   their 

 lesbian   selves.   My   wife   Lilith   loves   to   knit.   In   the   last   couple   of   years,   with   additional   time   on   her 

 hands   because   of   COVID-19,   she   has   knitted   more   than   ever.   For   the   purpose   of   this   article   I 

 interviewed   her   about   her   experiences   with   knitting,   and   her   insights   are   the   basis   for   this   section. 

 If   we   consider   the   question   of   why   a   lesbian   might   knit,   if   not   for   a   political   reason   such   as 

 at   Greenham   Common,   then   the   initial   answers   we   come   to   could   be   applied   to   a   variety   of 

 knitters.   One   reason   is   that   knitting   is   often   pleasurable.   Most   knitters   enjoy   the   process   itself   and 

 for   many   it   is   an   enjoyable   hobby   rather   than   a   necessity,   which   Alla   Myzelev   examines   in   ‘Whip 

 Your   Hobby   into   Shape:   Knitting,   Feminism   and   the   Construction   of   Gender’   (2009).   She   suggests 

 that   “It   is   about   taking   control   of   one’s   time   when   it   is   almost   impossible   because   of   the   pressures 

 of   multifaceted   lives”   (Myzelev,   2009:   153).   12   years   later,   Lilith   echoes   this   idea,   describing   that 



 knitting   is   a   “reclaiming   of   time   in   a   society   that   wants   us   to   be   constantly   busy”   (Dillon-Parkin, 

 2021:   n.pag).   Another   popular   reason   for   knitting   is   the   practicality   of   the   craft:   most   of   the   time, 

 knitting   produces   garments,   which   clothe   us   and   keep   us   warm.   It   is   a   way   to   obtain   these 

 garments   without   taking   part   in   a   system   of   mass-production,   as   noted   by   Debbie   Stoller   in   her 

 2003   feminist   knitting   guide  Stitch   ‘n   Bitch  :   “Knitting  is   part   of   the   same   do-it-yourself   ethos   that 

 spawned   zines   and   mix   tapes.   By   loudly   reclaiming   old-fashioned   skills,   women   are   rebelling 

 against   a   culture   that   seems   to   reward   only   the   sleek,   the   mass-produced,   the   male”   (Stoller,   2003: 

 10).   Both   pleasure   and   practicality   are   reasons   that   can   take   on   different   meanings   when   applied   to 

 a   lesbian   knitter. 

 When   I   talked   to   Lilith   about   a   particular   knitting   pattern,   ‘Skully’   from   the   previously 

 mentioned  Stitch   ‘n   Bitch  (a   book   that   was   bought  by   her   mother   when   Lilith   was   first   learning   to 

 knit,   age   13),   she   said:   “I’ve   always   wanted   to   make   it,   and   I   feel   as   if   it   was   the   first   time   that   I 

 saw   myself   represented   accurately   in   a   knitting   pattern,   I   was   like   ‘yeah,   this   is   cool,   knitting   is 

 cool’”   (Dillon-Parkin,   2021:   n.pag).   ‘Skully’   is   a   pattern   that,   being   a   much   more   proficient   and 

 regular   knitter   at   age   28   than   age   13,   Lilith   is   planning   to   make   at   last.   However,   it’s   the   idea   she 

 had   at   13   –   that   “knitting   is   cool”   –   that   is   of   particular   interest   here.   Knitting   first   became   a 

 pleasurable,   exciting   activity   to   her   because   it   could   be   a   way   to   represent   herself   correctly.   When   I 

 think   about   the   other   projects   that   she’s   completed   or   is   planning   to   start,   I   can   see   this   idea 

 recurring;   for   example,   a   project   which   Lilith   recently   completed   is   a   block-colour   vest   finished 

 with   an   embroidered   sword   (Fig.   2).   The   embroidered   sword,   done   with   Swiss   darning   (also 

 known   as   duplicate   stitch)   was   the   first   time   that   Lilith   had   included   imagery   in   her   knitting.   She 

 had   considered   featuring   a   labrys   rather   than   a   sword,   but   chose   not   to   due   to   the   shape   of   the 

 garment.   The   sword,   though   less   lesbian-specific   than   a   labrys,   still   has   a   lesbian   meaning:   Lilith 



 noted   that   the   symbol   is   reminiscent   of   “all   these   sword-carrying   lesbians”,   such   as   She-Ra   and 

 Xena,   Warrior   Princess,   as   well   as   Joan   of   Arc,   who   has   been   claimed   as   a   lesbian   icon   by   many 

 (Dillon-Parkin,   2021:   n.pag). 

 Self-representation   through   knitting   is   not   just   done   with   imagery   or   designs   in   a   pattern, 

 however,   and   the   shape   or   colours   chosen   for   a   garment   can   be   just   as   affirming.   Some   of   the 

 garments   that   Lilith   has   knitted   for   herself   recently   include   a   roll-neck   jumper   in   a   soft   grey   hue, 

 created   by   holding   two   different   shades   of   grey   yarn,   a   moss   green   cropped   jumper   and   black 

 biker-style   shorts   (which   fit   like   short   leggings).   They   fill   various   niches,   being   comfortable, 

 practical,   and   though   relatively   plain,   still   interesting   and   attractive.   When   I   asked   Lilith   about   how 

 she   thought   lesbians   are   represented   in   the   knitting   community,   she   talked   about   a   subtler   kind   of 

 lesbian   self-representation: 

 A   lot   of   the   lesbians   that   I   follow   online   who   also   do   knitting,   what’s   really   nice   about   the 

 stuff   that   they   make   is   that   you   can   very   much   tell   that   it’s   literally   just   to   please   themselves, 

 and   it’s   not   aimed   at…   I   mean,   it’s   aimed   at   making  them  feel   good   about   themselves,   and 

 [making]   them   feel   like   however   they   want   to   represent   themselves.   So,   I   think,   for   me,   the 

 biggest   thing   with   knitting   is   that   I   can   create   things   that   represent   my   inner   life   as   well   as   I 

 can,   because,   as   you   said,   lesbians   are   badly   represented   everywhere,   and   I   think   most 

 fashion   is   not   aimed   at   us.   So   if   you   want   clothes   that   feel   affirming   and   portray   you 

 authentically,   sometimes   you   feel   like   you   have   to   make   them   yourself   and   that’s   certainly 

 been   the   case   for   me,   as   a   butch   lesbian.   (Dillon-Parkin,   2020:   n:pag) 



 Knitted   garments   can   become   forms   of   lesbian   representation   –   or,   for   Lilith,   representing   her   butch 

 style   correctly   –   because   of   the   specific   style   or   fit   of   the   garment.   It   is   also   true,   however,   that   the 

 process   of   knitting   these   garments   is   also   a   kind   of   lesbian   representation.   A   key   element   of   butch 

 lesbian   identity   is   the   ability   and   willingness   to   fix   things   and   help   people.   S.   Bear   Bergman,   in 

 Butch   is   a   Noun  ,   writes   about   “the   sacred   butch   trust  of   helping,   mending,   solving,   making   better, 

 lightening   the   hearts   or   at   least   the   loads   of   the   people   I   love”   (Bergman,   [2006]   2010:   169). 

 Bergman’s   words   remove   the   act   of   “helping,   making,   solving”   away   from   their   traditional   butch 

 interpretation   of   car   fixing   (“In   a   typical   butch-femme   relationship   the   butch   will   work   on   the   car 

 while   the   femme   washes   the   dishes”   wrote   Rita   Laporte   for  The   Ladder  in   1971,   though   she 

 concluded   by   saying   “However,   it   may   happen   that   the   butch   does   not   even   drive,   let   alone   know 

 anything   about   a   car.   It   may   be   the   femme   who   has   a   knack   with   things   mechanical.”   (Laporte, 

 [1971]   1992:   217-218)).   Knitting   as   an   way   to   provide   can   be   interpreted   as   butch.   Indeed,   it   fits 

 smoothly   into   other   butch   legacies   which   equate   car-driving   and   fixing   with   textile   craft,   such   as 

 Cheryl   Clarke’s   poem   ‘Of   Althea   and   Flaxie’: 

 In   1943   Althea   was   a   welder 

 very   dark 

 very   butch 

 and   very   proud 

 loved   to   cook,   sew,   and   drive   a   car 

 and   did   not   care   who   knew   she   kept   company   with   a   woman.   (Clarke,   1992:   54) 



 Lilith’s   description   of   her   own   knitting   practices   is   the   connecting   strand   that   joins   these   concepts 

 and   excerpts   together: 

 For   me   as   a   butch   lesbian,   I   feel   represented   by   the   fact   that   I’ve   made   something   with   my 

 own   two   hands,   and   for   me   -   and   I   think   for   a   lot   of   other   butches   -   there’s   a   big   part   of   the 

 identity   that   comes   from   self-sufficiency   and   the   idea   of   this   sort   of   practical   nature   that   we 

 all   have,   and   that   we   all   aspire   to.   (Dillon-Parkin,   2020:   n.pag) 

 It   is   not   that   a   knitter   has   to   be   butch   to   want   to   provide   for   themself   and   others   with   their   knitting, 

 but   rather   that   knitting   is   a   skill   and   an   act   that   aligns   with   a   culture   of   butch   lesbian 

 meaning-making.   In   the   introduction   of   this   article,   I   quoted   Rozsika   Parker   when   she   wrote   that 

 embroidery   “was   no   more   innately   feminine   than   are   women;   it   had   simply   become   part   of   the 

 construction   of   femininity”   (Parker   [1984]   1996:   103).   This   statement   can   help   us   bridge   the   gap 

 between   knitting’s   popular   interpretation   as   feminine   and   therefore   unimportant   and   the   idea   of 

 knitting   as   practical   and   therefore   butch.   Ultimately,   knitting   is   what   each   knitter   makes   it.   Its 

 cultural   baggage   may   even   help   create   new   interpretations,   a   kind   of   building   block   that   can   be 

 reused   and   built   on   top   of.   Lilith   summed   this   up,   saying   that   “knitting   for   me   feels   like   connecting 

 with   like   a   lineage   of   strong   women”   (Dillon-Parkin,   2021:   n.pag).   There   is   a   whole   world   full   of 

 people,   whether   lesbian   or   queer,   women   or   not,   who   might   be   the   next   to   add   their   own   knitting   to 

 this   lineage. 

 Conclusion 



 Throughout   this   article,   I   have   aimed   to   build   a   foundation   from   which   to   theorise   the   specific 

 realities   of   lesbian   knitting.   In   the   first   section,   I   situated   lesbian   knitting   practices  within 

 semi-recent   history,   exploring   how   knitting   relates   to   lesbian   culture   and   community   and   the 

 contexts   in   which   it   exists   as   a   possibility   rather   than   a   thoroughly   recorded   activity.   In   the   second 

 section,   I   focused   on   the   individual   act   of   lesbian   knitting   and   how   the   lesbian   identity   of   a   knitter 

 may   change   their   experience   of   the   craft.   As   the   title   of   this   article   suggests,   I   have  examined   both 

 self-sufficiency   and   self-representation   as   driving   forces   within   lesbian   knitting,   but   these   concepts 

 often   overlap;   landdykes   may   have   knitted   to   be   self-sufficient,   but   lesbian   activists   at   Greenham 

 Common   were   also   motivated   by   the   need   to   represent   themselves.   Individual   lesbian   knitters   like 

 Lilith   are   often   seeking   to   represent   themselves   correctly   through   knitting,   but   self-sufficiency   – 

 particularly   within   its   butch   tradition   –   is   another   driving   force.   I   am   sure   that   there   are   many   more 

 ways   that   lesbian   knitting   can   and   will   be   interpreted,   but   that   is   the   beauty   of   it.   Knitting   is 

 creation,   and   as   such   it   is   ever-changing.   However,   it   is   also   a   link   to   the   past:   the   same   patterns   are 

 followed   decades   apart,   the   yarn   of   an   old   jumper   is   reused   for   something   new.   Lesbian   knitting 

 may   not   have   a   well-trodden   history,   but   that   does   not   mean   that   it   never   will. 
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 Figure   1:   Jacqueline   Cieslak,   promotional   image   for   Cieslak’s   Cottage   Cardigan   knitting   pattern. 

 Jacqueline   and   partner   Ivana   model   the   Cottage   Cardigan.   April   2022. 



 Figure   2:   Lilith   Dillon-Parkin,   knitted   vest   in   red,   grey   and   dark   brown   merino   wool,   with   a   sword 

 embroidered   by   Swiss   darning.   Pattern   designed   by   James   N   Watts.   2021.   Birmingham,   U.K., 

 personal   photograph   by   the   author. 


