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' Men of the cloth

PTOLEMY MANN MEETS A GROUP OF TEXTILE MASTERS IN THE MAKING

There is something intriguing, and frankly, quite sexy
about a man who knows what to do with a piece of
cloth. In modern western society we are quite
attached to the idea that textiles are the domain of
women. Floral, frilly domestic pursuits or, at the other
end of the spectrum, in the art world, mysterious
expressions of the feminine.

Historically this has not always been the case;
medieval embroideries were stitched by men and
during the Industrial Revolution men were just as
likely to work in the mills. In many cultures, textile
production was, and still is, an economic priority,
making it a man’s responsibility to work with cloth to
support his family. And a recent BBC documentary
about Harris Tweed revealed that all the hand weavers
are men - and they always have been.

In that same documentary an elegantly clad man
gets extremely excited about tweed. It's Guy Hills and he
is just one of a group of men currently working with cloth
in a way that redefines our perceptions.

‘Dashing Tweeds' is the company that Guy Hills, the
aforementioned enthusiast, and Kirsty McDougall,
weave designer, founded to encourage us to embrace
this often misunderstood fabric. Even the word ‘tweed'

stems from an error. A London merchant mistook the

tweed assuming that it was a trade name based on the
river Tweed. Tweel was actually the Scottish term for
‘twill’ — a historically accurate tweed would be based on
a diagonal twill rather than a plain weave structure.

In recent times tweed has suffered from its
association with exclusive classes and activities. It's this
preconception that Hills McDougall, the design studio
arm of Dashing Tweeds, wish to dispel. Bridging a gap
between the flailing British weaving industry and high
end fashion, connecting mills with designers, Hills
McDougall are a creative lynchpin. Starting with a
collection of ‘Urban Tweeds' four years ago, they
sourced a ‘reflective’ yarn which could be woven into a
tweed enabling its wearer to cycle through
city streets at night, glowing with safety and style.
Trademarked as Lumatwill™ it is redefining sportswear
with garments such as their ‘Scooter coat'.

Tweed is a naturally durable and breathable fabric,
in many ways a far better casual fabric than the
American denim that dominates contemporary
wardrobes. Hills longs for men to embrace it again. He
worries about a “lost generation” of men who are
disregarding the clothing traditions of their forebears.
His answer is Dashing Tweeds online, a ready-to-wear

line that will make tailoring more affordable to the

knock-about-suit, it's more comfortable than anything
else.” He feels we need to re-educate British men to
appreciate that style and action can go together. As if to
illustrate this, during the interview, he showed the entire
tweed collection, put the children to bed, cooked dinner
and modelled several three-piece suits. Order the man
in your life a ‘London Glen' tweed suit and maybe he too
can explode the myth that men can't multitask!

Al these men disprove many commonly held
‘facts’. The truth is many men love cloth and love
clothes just as much as women. The animation in lan

Batten'’s face when he talks about his work is a wonder
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to behold. He is ecstatic about fabrics. But what's
unusual about his passion is that it's based on extreme
subtlety. He shows a micro pinstripe he has found, tiny
white stitches shudder across dark crisp suiting fabric...
look closely or you will miss it.

Primarily a menswear fashion designer with more
recent ventures into womenswear, Batten has been in
the business since the 1960s when he studied at
Hornsey College of Art with the artist Alan Jones and
Kinks musician Ray Davies. Stints with commercial
fashion labels of the day such as Stirling Cooper and
Swanky Modes prompted Batten to set up his own label
in 1990. “Good shapes, good proportions and quirky
details” summarises his style. He is fascinated by a
Japanese aesthetic and inspired by designers such as
Commes des Gargons. Early flirtations with punk come
through in metallic threads and unexpected seams.

Batten has placed himself in a clever position,
somewhere between bespoke and high street. His
clothes can be found at his shop in Highgate but also at
Bstore on Savile Row; a niché outlet where a discerning
man can get something a bit different. Batten will fit' or
adapt a jacket for a client happily but stresses he is “not
a tailor but a designer”. We are so used to hearing what
women want that it's refreshing to hear the other side.
Batten's jackets are deliberately ‘unstructured’ and
comfortable, “Men want to feel good and more often
than not, they know what they look good in. They shop
with a touch of their own ego whereas women can be
influenced by fashion rather than an understanding of
what suits them,” Batten explains.

An ongoing collaboration with the weaver Tim Parry

Williams has brought a hi-tech slant to Batten’s clothes.

These ‘glamorous-utilitarian’; padded felts, Lurex
strands and geometric pinstripes are the essential
ingredient. Fabric,” he says, “is the START...”

For some men cloth means construction. They look
at it and see a process, the ‘building’ of a fabric from
yarn to cloth. Nick Ozanne arrived at the loom
slowly, “It was a gut feeling,” he says. While on a textile
BA course at Winchester, smothered by thirty women
(which he quite enjoyed), he found weaving to be a
discouraging not especially pleasant experience. But it
was this very awkwardness that galvanised him. His
desire to ‘bring a cloth into reality’ drove him to set up
‘Leto and Ariadne’ and return to his loom after a hiatus
working in retail and marketing.

Ozanne is interested in creating an honest practical
product, as beautifully crafted as possible. His starting
point is the scarf. A deliberately unisex collection of soft,
tactile, hand-woven beauties inspired by literary
moments and reminiscent of a bygone era; it's the great
fictional classics that line the walls of his studio.

There is a beguiling nuance to Ozanne's textiles, a
dreamy timelessness. Colour is important... soft sages
and pinks. Country walks in sturdy boots and a ruddy
glow in your cheeks comes to mind. His favourite
literary hero, Silas Marner, was a weaver in George
Elliot's novel, and one gets the feeling that by just
wearing one of his scarves you can reconnect with a lost
‘Englishness’. It comes down to the act of making for
Ozanne, “no part of the process is hidden, the fabric
takes shape and grows thread by thread”.

Weaving has a strong mathematical component;
typically, a much more masculine interest. The

rug weaver Jason Collingwood thrives on myriad

possibilities within a limited technical framework. He
uses a specific ‘shaft switching three end block weave’
technique to make his rugs. “Limitations push you to
get the best out of a technique and channel what we
do,” he says, “The joy is in the limitations.”

It's curious to discover that it was his mother rather
than his famous father, the master weaver, Peter
Collingwood, that introduced him to a loom. At seven or
eight-years old Collingwood the younger was taken into
his father’s workshop and given a sample warp to weave
into a tie. It didn't exactly inspire him and it was by
necessity than choice that Collingwood eventually
became a rug weaver.

At the age of 18 faced with a choice of a ‘real’ job or
helping his Dad in the workshop, he chose the latter
and the first thing he ever wove was a 3 x 5m rug; per-
fectly, first time round. Not an easy feat, no matter who
your teacher. Over the next four months he wove a rug

a week for his father in lieu of rent. The arrangement
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culminated in an application for an enterprise allowance
to enable Jason to set up on his own.

There is a charming reluctance in Collingwood’s
story, yet also a ‘fated’ inevitability. He recalls growing up
in a house full of textiles where it seemed natural to have
a father who wove. This is a man who has grown to love
his craft, exchanging guitar playing dreams for the
clatter of a loom in the old schoolhouse where his father
worked before him.

The stoic quality in Collingwood's approach is
reminiscent of a Thomas Hardy novel; he talks of the
“sheer physicality” involved in weaving. Although not
essential, a man's strength certainly helps; serious
pressure is required to beat the cloth hard enough to
make the rug stable and durable. The width of a rug
means a wide stretch of the arm is needed and
stamina counts in the long, repetitive hours. “A rug is a
functional, finished product directly as it comes off the
loom. It's ‘real’ work to weave a rug.”

Collingwood and the shoemaker James Ducker
share an apprenticeship route to their craft rather than
art school training. In 1992 Ducker found himself in
Barcelona studying Spanish and when asked randomly
what his dream job would be, “shoemaker” popped out
of his mouth. When he returned to the UK he began an
apprenticeship with the cobblers, John Lobb. It's the
hands on aspect of shoemaking that appeals to Ducker.
Again, construction is at the heart of the process.
Following his apprenticeship he set up the company
Carreducker with Deborah Carre who trained alongside
him. Like Hills McDougall, they design in tandem,
a unified team. In fact the two companies have

eallahnrated to produce the ‘Winker’, a unisex shoe

covered in a surprising array of colours, tweeds and
textures including Dashing Tweed’'s Lumatwill (the
collaboration was awarded the Selvedge textile prize at
this years’ Origin). Next on the horizon is a driving shoe
combining tweed with leather.

Carreducker are establishing a reputation for
traditional shoemaking with a contemporary twist
through unexpected materials. A classic ‘whole cut’
shoe is based on an exquisitely cut pattern in a single
piece of leather which transforms into a shoe when
stitched up the back in a single seam.

When asking Ducker to articulate how men shop
differently to women he says, “Men are more
concerned with ‘style’ than ‘fashion’. Trends change
quickly whereas style moves on a slower cycle.” Indeed
a bespoke pair of shoes is a long-term investment so it's
important to have a stylish design.

Cristian Zuzunaga began his textile career via
another craft-based discipline; it was learning to use the
letter press while studying a BA in Typographic Design
at the London College of Communication that led
him ultimately to printed textiles. Letter press
explorations fostered his appreciation of the hand
made. “The technique teaches you to be thorough but
also allows you to experiment and leaves room for
mistakes.” After embracing such a low-tech approach,
it came as a surprise when a trip to Shanghai prompted
extensive use of photography and awakened his
interest in digital technology. “In Shanghai | fully
understood that we live in the digital era. This powerful
experience changed my way of working.”

A collaborative fashion project at the end of his MA

at the RCA meant the world of textiles was opened up,

almost at the last moment. His collection of graphic,
pixel-based digitally printed designs united the two
aspects of his working practice.

Since graduating Zuzunaga has collaborated with
Moroso and Kvadrat to name a few but his hand can
always be discerned. The ‘pixel’ has become his
signature in work that is strangely reminiscent of
weave structures, grids and graph papers. Like
Collingwood there is a mathematical language of
design at work here but expressed through print rather
than weave. “We live conditioned by the pixel: the icon
of our time,” says Zuzunaga.

As all these designers prove, they are remarkably
attuned to the minutiae; there is a force at work that
links them together. Regardless (or perhaps because of)
their gender they have a sense of purpose and reason -
analytical craftsmanship is sprinkled with sensitivity.
Technique led but full of heart, it makes one wish more

men were encouraged to study textiles. eee
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