Knitting and Needlework

Teachers Notes

Hand-knitting has played an important role in the economic, social and aesthetic history of Scotland.  In the past the income from hand-knitting supplemented a basic economy of subsistence crofting.  This economy was traditionally based on fishing, crofting and knitting, yet hand-knitting has always been undervalued and unrecorded. Knitting was regarded as women’s work of low commercial value, echoing their traditionally low status in society.  This exhibition case looks at some of Scotland’s most distinctive regional knitting variations:


Sanquhar – The small Dunfriesshire town of Sanquhar is known for its distinctive, geometrically patterned two-colour knitting, most commonly worked in black and white.  Personal initials are often incorporated into the complex design.


Fair Isle – Multi coloured Fair Isle knitting is instantly recognisable with the distinctive designs being made by changes in the colour of the knitting yarn. Although no more than two colours are used in any one row, these colours may be changed many times, allowing for highly intricate patterns to be built up.  


Shetland Lace – Lace knitting became the mainstay of the Shetland knitwear industry in the latter half of the nineteenth century.  Shetland lace enjoyed royal patronage and gifts of fine lace were presented to royalty on special occasions.

Worksheet

· Do YOU knit? Do you know anybody that knits?  What sort of things do they make?

· What is knitting useful for and why?

These questions aim to get pupils thinking about knitting – why it was necessary, who did it, what was made and why.

· Knitting is a popular pastime all over the world and different countries have developed different styles.  Scotland’s most distinctive styles are called “Sanquhar” and “Fair Isle”.  Find examples of these styles and copy their patterns into the boxes below.
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Pupils will need to read the information panels to identify the Sanquhar and Fair Isle patterns – they can then have a go at copying the patterns.

· At this time, knitting was done almost constantly and often while something else was being done.  This picture shows women carrying home the peats and knitting at the same time!


There is no activity linked to this photograph but it highlights that knitting wasn’t just a hobby or a pastime, but a constant and necessary part of the daily work that women did.

· Knitted patterns often included symbols that had a special meaning.  Look carefully in the knitwear exhibition for the HEART, the CROSS and the ANCHOR.  Can you see what these symbols stood for?

Cross = Faith
Anchor = Hope 
Heart = Charity

The answers can be found on the information panel
· Design your own pattern for a jumper which represents where you live or one which tells a story.  Think about any shapes and symbols to include and think about what colour you’d like it to be.  Write a description of your design to let people know what it is about.

Pupils can put anything in their design: favourite things/family/pets/hobbies etc 

· A lot of work has gone into the making of the Shetland lace shawl so it must have been made for a special event.  Can you guess what it might have been?

A christening  - the answer can be found on the information panel

· Can you find the knitted underskirt? What is the top part made from?

A flour sack – the answer can be found on the information panel and links into the economic attitude of the time – anything and everything that could be was creatively recycled.

· What other things can you find that have been hand-knitted? Remember to look upstairs!

Knitted socks in the kilt-making display

‘Wedding Stockings’ in the upstairs gallery

