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Abstract

 Knot/knotting Practice in Craft and Space is a three part research-creation project that 

used a study of knotting techniques to locate craft in an expanded field of spatial practice. The 

first part consisted of practical, studio based exercises in which I worked with various natural 

and synthetic fibres to learn common knotting techniques. The second part was an art historical 

study that combined craft and architecture history with critical theory related to the social 

production of space. The third part was an exhibition of drawing and knotted objects titled 

Opening Closures.

                This document unifies the lines inquiry that define my project. The first chapter 

presents the art historical justification for knotting to be understood as a spatial practice. 

Nineteenth-century German architect and theorist Gottfried Semper’s idea that architectural 

form is derived from four basic material practices allies craft and architecture in my project and 

is the point of departure from which I make my argument. In the second chapter, to consider 

the methodological concerns of research-creation as a form of knowledge production and 

dissemination, I adopt the format of an instruction manual to conduct an analysis of knot types 

and to provide instructions for the production of several common knots. In the third chapter, I 

address the formal and conceptual underpinnings of each artwork presented in my exhibition. 

I conclude with a proposal for an expanded field of spatial practice by adapting art critic and 

theorist Rosalind Krauss’s well-known framework for assessing sculpture in 1960s.
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Chapter 1 Introduction

 Knots are complications, instances of contradiction and the results of oppositional forces 

drawn into tension along a proceeding line. In their object form, they embody both antagonistic 

and sympathetic attitudes. Where a knot might be an obstruction, impeding the flow of a 

regulated system, it might also be integral to the rigging that holds that system together. Where 

a knot might be a tangle, a difficult problem or source of pain and aggravation, it might also be a 

resolution, an elegant coordination of disparate parts. When a knot is seen as a point of repair, 

it implies damage and a break. Although a knot might offer security by holding things in place, it 

might also be a condition of bondage, enacting domination. Knots are made to be undone. What 

is consistent, no matter how the metaphorical and formal aspects of knotting are considered, 

is that knots consist in these contradictions. The apparent oppositions in their construction 

are interlaced with their symbolic, technical, and functional properties and are bound to the 

materials, techniques, and traditions of their production. 

 In his encyclopedia of knots, Clifford Ashley makes their utilitarian properties clear by 

describing them as “tools.”1 This classification, along with the narrative account of each knot’s 

use, history, and distinguishing features have guided the development of my project. The 

Ashley Book of Knots exists as a kind of practical ethnography of knots and effectively expands 

the possible scope of inquiry from a practical object–specific knots, their purpose, origin, 

ornamental features, and cultural significance–to objects of use, things that are produced under 

myriad conditions and used according to some material or social necessity. By way of Ashley’s 

extensive taxonomy, I have come to consider knotting to be an occupational craft and knots 

instruments put to work serving practical ends in response to a particular set of material and 

social circumstances. 

 The practicality of knot/knotting and the inherent spatiality of their production and use, 

undergirds my study and forms the basis of my argument for a shift away from thinking of knots 

1 Ashley, Clifford W. The Ashley Book of Knots. Garden City, New York: Doubleday & Co., 1944.
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as objects or products. Instead, I assert that knot/knotting be understood as a process of making 

situated objects in and into a set of spatial conditions. It is from the idea that objects constitute 

spatial conditions that I am working toward an understanding of knot/knotting as a processual 

means of configuring space. I use the term knot/knotting to help with this reconsideration 

because the object-action coupling provides a framework to examine knots in active terms, 

as knottings. Doing so initiates a conceptual transition from knots as discrete objects with 

functional or cultural significance to knot/knottings as material expressions of lived experience 

and processes of interrelation or entanglement. It is through this transition that knot/knotting 

becomes performative, situational and begins to have spatial implications.

 This document is the analytic component of a practice-led research project in which 

I argue that knot/knotting is a spatial practice. To make this argument, I draw together art 

historical studies of architecture, craft and textiles; critical theory concerning space as a socio-

cultural production and a studio based practice where I learned various knotting techniques by 

consulting manuals like The Ashley Book of Knots.  The first stage of my research was dedicated 

to learning new knotting techniques and experimenting with different materials.2 The second 

stage focused on developing the exhibition of sculpture and drawing discussed in chapter three. 

Each stage was concurrent with art historical study helping to inform my argument and consider 

craft in relation to an expanded field of spatial practices. The basis of my argument relies directly 

on Rosalind Krauss’s “Sculpture in The Expanded Field”3 and is developed along the lines of 

Jane Rendell’s notion of “critical spatial practice,” which she explains as an interdisciplinary 

approach public works of art and architecture.4 Through the combination of the academic and 

studio-based research activities, I work toward an understanding of knot/knotting as a process 

of production and a spatial practice. 

2 Examples of these studies can be seen on a Tumblr blog I created called “Knotting Practice.” 

 (http://knottingpractice.tumblr.com)

3 Rosalind Krauss. “Sculpture in the Expanded Field.” October, Vol. 8 (Spring, 1979): 30–44.

4 Jane Rendell, “Space, Place, and Site in Critical Spatial Arts Practice” in The Practice of Public Art, eds.   
 Cameron Cartiere and Shelly Willis (London: Routledge, 2008), 33-55.
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 The text is divided into three sections. The first is an art historical look at the overlap 

between craft and architecture with a focus on the shared material concern of both fields of 

practice. I begin with Gottfried Semper’s theory that architectural form derives from four 

basic elements, the products of social or physical need and the material practices associated 

with fulfilling those needs. I consider the spatiality of textiles and knots by elaborating on 

Semper’s notion of enclosure.5 Henri Lefebvre’s concept of the social production of space and his 

articulation of material in physical and symbolic terms serves as a means to transition from a 

material concept of craft to craft as a spatial practice.6 

 The second section is a concentrated look at knot typology and takes the form of 

a manual of common knotting techniques. In keeping with Semper’s description of knots 

as technical-symbolic objects,7 I pay special attention to each knot’s spatiality and discuss 

their practical application and possible symbolic connotations. I derive my own description 

of knotting procedures by referring to The Ashley Book of Knots but take care to provide 

critical interpretation of Ashley’s descriptions and instructions. The issue motivating my 

choice to write instructions for the production of knots into this, otherwise, academic text is 

a question of how practice-led research delivers its finding to various audiences. The manual 

of knotting techniques I have created also brings up questions about the valuation of different 

types of knowledge, skill and technical know-how and everyday practices compelling bodily 

performance.

 The final section concentrates on the studio-based activities of my research activity 

and focuses on the exhibition Opening Closures: Knotting Practice in Craft and Space that I 

presented in the Art and Media Lab at Queen’s University from May 9 – 14, 2016. The exhibition 

gathered knotted objects and drawings into dialectical pairings to consider the production, 

organization, and representation of space. An exhibition plan, list of artworks, photographic 

5 Gottfried Semper (1803 – 1879), Four Elements of Architecture and Other Writings, trans. Harry Francis  
 Mallgrave and Wolfgang Hermann. (Cambridge, New York: Cambridge University Press, 1989), 102-4.

6 Henri Lefebvre, The Production of Space, trans. Donald Nicholson-Smith (Oxford: Blackwell, 1991).

7 Semper, Four Elements of Architecture, 217-9.



4

documentation, and some textual summation are included. I refrain from engaging in an auto-

criticism, instead speaking to the formal attributes and my intentions for each work.

 The exhibition leads to a conclusion in the form of a proposal for how an expanded 

field of spatial practices could be conceived. In this effort, intentionally an open or loose end, 

I appropriate Krauss’s logic and the strategy she used to establish alternative categories to 

describe changes in sculpture practice that occurred through the 1960s. I offer a general and 

limited framework for considering all those things that are brought together to effect the 

configuration of, and encounters in space. My intention is to offer a nuanced framework to 

consider how craft, as a multifarious practice, is implicated across various modes of spatial 

production and to propose a set of terms to help think about where craft’s spatial capacity lies.

Material Reciprocity

 My interest in craft’s capacity to effect8 the spaces in which it is situated is related to my 

longstanding interest in how objects and social situations come to have the forms that they do 

and how these forms embody, what Raymond Williams called, the “structure of feeling”9 of the 

people and times from which they come. Williams’s concept describes a “firm and definite,” 

qualitatively assessable form but one that is present “in the most delicate and least tangible parts 

of our activity.”10 I conceive of “structure of feeling” in terms of a reciprocity between material 

and social form, or how an environment precipitates social activity and conversely how societies 

formulate environments. Bourdieu’s term “structuralist constructivism” (original emphasis)11 

helps clarify the sense of reciprocity I am interested in and how I relate it to my study of craft 

and architecture. He argues “that there exists within the social world . . . objective structures 

8 I use the word “effect” with the intention of attributing to craft a productive or generative capacity, to   
 argue that a spatial conditions are effected through craft work.

9 David Simpson, “Raymond Williams: Feeling for Structures, Voicing ‘History,’” in Cultural Materialism:   
 On Raymond Williams, ed. Christopher Prendergast (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1995)   
 29-50.

10 Raymond Williams The Long Revolution (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1964; reprint), 63-65, quoted in   
 Simpson, “Raymond Williams: Feeling for Structures, Voicing ‘History,’” 37.

11 Pierre Bourdieu, “Social Space and Symbolic Power.” Sociological Theory 7, no. 1 (1989): 14.
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independent of the consciousness and will of agents, which are capable of constraining their 

practices or their representations.”12 But, the structures that “bear upon” social and material 

form are constituted through a “twofold social genesis” consisting of “schemes of perception, 

thought and action”—habitus, in Bourdieu’s words—and “fields” or social classes.13 The idea that 

some reciprocity exists between material and social form is an historical concern, implying that 

there exists a generative principle and supposed justification for a present order. However, it is 

also a practical and forward-looking problem, implying that the structures organizing daily life 

have been made, change over time, and can be changed. To put it another way, the notion that 

there exists a reciprocity between material and immaterial form is a question about the means 

of conditioning the conditions of social space. Bourdieu’s notion of habitus as “both a system of 

schemes of production of practices and a system of perception and appreciation of practices”14 

has informed my thinking on this subject greatly.

 I have taken up knot/knotting as way to approach to this reciprocity because it exists so 

comfortably across technical, quotidian and representational registers. As objects and as well-

developed historical craft techniques, knot/knotting links a physical form with a constructive 

action and embodies a correlation between material, social and spatial form. They have real 

dimensions, are rich with socio-symbolic potential, comprise relational systems (networks), and 

are, in essence what Bourdieu describes as “structured structures.”15 

 My research has developed around the categories of practice and space. Knowledge, 

skill, and labour are all issues of practice–and of craft. Throughout the course of my research, 

I have used a literal definition of practice, taking it to encompass the specialized, technical 

procedures directed towards the accomplishment of specific objectives as well as the routine 

or customary activities constituting the diurnal cycles of everyday life. In a practical study of 

12 Pierre Bourdieu, “Social Space and Symbolic Power,” 14.

13 Ibid.

14 Ibid., 19.

15 Pierre Bourdieu, Outline of a Theory of Practice (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press,   
 1977), 72.
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knots, the knowledge and procedures involved in their production are inextricably coupled with 

the outcomes. Taking practice to be a compound of specialized and ordinary activities situates 

practicing subjects within overlapping fields of social, subjective and politicized structures. In 

the case of knotting, by enacting the knowledge and undertaking the work required to produce 

a knot, by practicing, a labour is performed and the maker becomes essential to matters of 

production. There is a tactical capacity in this situation that relates to forms of inhabiting and 

moving through space.16

 Lefebvre’s idea of space as an effect of “encounter, assembly, [and] simultaneity” where 

“everything that is produced either by nature or by society, either through their co-operation 

or through their conflicts”17 is brought together, establishes space as an analytic category for 

my study. He frames space as a function of practice and attributes both physical and relational 

dimension to the production of space. To borrow again from Lefebvre, knot/knotting is both 

in and of space.18 Produced in a material substrate and amongst other objects, knots are things 

set in place for one reason or another. Knots are also complex sets of relations. They comprise 

relative positions and the movements of real material through space in Cartesian terms–over 

and under; forward and back; left and right–but in doing so they also establish the relational 

terms and positions that organize and orient a space. 

 The means of conditioning the conditions of space can be found in the capacity 

of objects/actions to effect the production, perception and inhabitation of space and are 

made evident in this dialectic between practice and space. Spatial practices are those whose 

scope of concern entails the production and manipulation of space through constructional, 

representational and social means. They constitute, as Helen Liggett and David C. Perry 

suggest, a field of activity where “space, ideology, and representation are conjoined into 

generative relations”19 and systems organizing and regulating space.  At issue here is a politics of 

16 Michel de Certeau. The Practice of Everyday Life (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1984), 34-39

17 Lefebvre, The Production of Space, 101.

18 Ibid., 89.

19 Helen Liggett and David C. Perry, introduction to Spatial Practices: Critical Explorations in Social/  
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production, of development, and of residence. Architecture, planning, geography, and politics 

appear as the natural authorities of spatial practice, but I contend their authority is merely 

pragmatic and gainful challenge to the claims made by these disciplines is to be found in an 

expanded field of spatial practice in which craft is an active constituent.

Making a Knot

 I arrived at the analytical categories of practice and space after a process of learning 

knotting techniques and making numerous knotted objects. For the sake of establishing a 

common practical base between us (you the reader and myself the author), I want to outline the 

process of tying a simple knot. I have no doubt that you know how to make a knot already. I also 

suspect that my description will seem tedious for such a simple objective, but I do have several 

pragmatic and conceptual motivations for asking that, while you read the instructions you also 

produce the knot for yourself. My intention is merely an attempt to formulate a gauge, a shared 

instrument of experience-based understanding, with which to read the remainder of this text. 

To begin, please obtain a length of string, yarn, rope or pliable cord. Your choice of material is 

a variable of circumstance. For ease of description, I will refer to “the line.” The line can be of 

any material and of any length. I recommend that it be no shorter than the distance between the 

tips of your thumb and little finger, when your fingers are splayed apart, and that it be no longer 

than the distance between your hands, when your arms are held straight out to your side. 

1. Pinch one end of the line between the thumb and index finger of your left hand. Pinch the 

other end between the thumb and index finger of your right hand. In your left hand you 

are holding what is called the standing part. It is typically the longer section of the rope 

or string. It is usually inactive during the production of a knot because it is either wound 

into a coil or already made fast to another object. In your right hand you are holding the 

 Spatial Theory eds. Helen Liggett and David C. Perry (Thousand Oaks, California: Sage Publications,   
 1995), 6.
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working end. It is the termination of the rope or string and sometimes called the free end. 

It is usually the section of the rope that is manipulated during the production of a knot. The 

section of string held between your fingers is called a bight. A bight can be considered any 

curved, looped, or slack section between the ends of a rope or string. It is also possible to tie 

knots by making intersecting loops in the bights. Working the bight is a conceptual variant 

to and contrasts the progressive linearity of drawing the working end through space.  The 

distinction between the standing part and working end is arbitrary, but useful in describing 

how to form a knot. In more complex knots, or in the practical applications of knots, the 

distinction between parts and ends tends to be more important but also easier to determine.

2. Test the line by pulling it taught.

 Feel the tension and the specific material resistance to the strain. Through this action the 

limits become apparent: a maximum distance between points is measured and both the 

quantity and quality of the material are made evident. Tugging on a rope or string causes it 

to vibrate and it is possible to see and hear the oscillations. Under enough tension the rope 

will break.

3. Move your hands closer together so that the ends of the line touch.

 As the distance between your hands lessens, the drape of the line approximates the path of 

a canternary curve and appears to be a mathematically quantifiable parabola. Under its own 

weight the line is likely wavy and showing evidence of kinks and tangles or of being tightly 

wound around a spool. As your hands get closer (depending on the material you are working 

with), the twist of the string may become an active, dominant force compelling the string to 

spin around itself.

4. Transfer the working end from your right to your left hand then pinch the bottom of the loop 

with your free hand.
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 With the ends aligned the line is doubled over and the point you have pinched is the centre. 

5. Keep hold of the centre point but let the ends fall free.

 By separating the two ends of the line (if the material allows), it is possible to identify a right 

side and left side which can be redefined as the working end and standing part, respectively.

6. Bring the working end up and to the left so that it crosses over the standing part and forms a 

loop in the line.

7. Thread the working end through the loop, going back to front.

8. With the working end still held by your left hand, let the loop fall under its own weight.

9. Take both ends of the line and slowly pull them the away from each other.

 The loop is being drawn closed about the centre of the line. It is more than likely that when 

it is fully formed it will be off-centre. You have produced a “simple knot”, also known as a 

“common,” or “overhand” knot. Take note of the knot’s basic structural configuration. The 

working end goes over-under-over the standing part. 

 I chose to precede a summary of the literature that has informed my study with this 

knotting exercise to prioritize practice-led research methodologies as a form of knowledge 

production. Set at the fore, my intent is to take issue with the hierarchy between the products 

of embodied knowledge and those of intellectual pursuits. It also an effort to consider the ways 

knowledge is transmitted through interpretive and performative modes of participation.

The written account of how to produce a knot is an instructional text, a reference manual, 
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comprising a set of notations transmitting technical-theoretical knowledge.20 The knowledge 

represented by these notations is only partial if the actions they depict are not performed in 

conjunction with the reading. Enacting the notations is an interpretive performance, a manual 

reading that conflates the practices of deciphering text with producing a knot. Your willingness 

to perform the task produces a knowledge that exceeds the technical-theoretical, that is a 

function of your interpretation of the instructions, your physical ability and dexterity, and the 

specific material properties of the line you chose to work with. In other words, the practical 

knowledge obtained through the interpretation and performance of the technical information is 

specific to the conditions of your production.

 My second motive has to do with drawing those specific conditions of production 

into relation with object typology and modes of construction. Knotting in this sense is a 

material practice that we have all engaged in to produce objects with the same structure but 

different attributes. By organizing and participating in a common practice I am attempting 

to organize an empathetic situation. The sense of common practice I am suggesting takes the 

embodied position of each subject as the primary mode of orientation relative to a structure’s 

configuration.21 In this case, the particularity of your position produces the relationship between 

the parts of the knot and that specific spatial relationship between parts is integral to the 

knot’s formation. I pose this as an issue of empathy, whereby engaging in a common practice 

enacts the production of common structural configurations contingent upon a specific point of 

orientation and observation.

 My final intentions for putting this exercise before an academic context are simply 

pragmatic. Knots are produced according to a set of hierarchical and binary positions: overs 

and unders, rights and lefts, fronts and backs. Describing and tying a knot calls attention to 

these basic relations and provides the basis upon which more advanced propositions concerning 

20 Raymond Williams, “Base and Superstructure in Marxist Cultural Theory,” New Left Review 82 (1973), 15-  
 16.

21 I am referring to Pierre Bourdieu’s notion of the body as a geometer or the physical means of orienting   
 oneself in space. See Bourdieu, Outline of a Theory of Practice, 117-124.
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knotting as a spatial practice will be set. Lastly, by textually describing how to tie a knot I used 

terminology specifically related to the anatomy of knots and the procedures involved in their 

creation. The vocabulary introduced here runs through the text.

Context and Background

 Knot/knotting began as studio-based examination of the relationship between craft and 

architecture. Textiles were the initial point of comparison between these two fields of practice. 

In the context of the Cultural Studies program, the project expanded to include critical theory 

related to gender, labour, ideology and cultural reproduction, while always keeping textiles close 

at hand.

 Traditional art historical or anthropological perspectives on textiles encompasses a 

tremendous variety topics, including ethnographic studies of textile traditions (Day 1950, 1957; 

Locke 1912, MacLaren 1955); investigations into materials, patterns, and methods and quality 

of industrial fabrication (Albers 1965, Morris 1978, Semper 2004). Architectural investigations 

track the development of building typology from the tent as a basic shelter, through to 

metaphors of curtain walls and urban fabrics, and then into theorization and experimentation 

with “architextiles.” These studies tend to focus on how textiles can be incorporated into 

building and design practices, stressing formal, programmatic and technological innovation 

(Beesley 2010, Blaisse 2009, Bonnemaison and Muller 2011, Conrad 1970, Garcia 2006). 

  Tremendous academic and artistic work has further extended the chain of investigation 

from the basic relationship between textiles and architecture into analyses of textiles and space 

(Lygia Pape, Divisor, 1968; Lenor Tawney, Cloud Series VI, 1981, Janet Echelman, Her Secret is 

Patience, 2009; Vicuña and Zegher 1997, Alfoldy and Helland 2008, Sparke 2008, Wortmann 

Weltg 1998). This is in part a function of the development in architectural theory, where the 

creation and composition of buildings as objects was replaced by the definition and organization 

of space as the primary task of architects. Textiles are also to be paired with space by way of the 

labouring, gendered body: a body in motion is spatially oriented and draped in socially coded 
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material. 

 Having textiles and space as points of reference for theorizing the relationship between, 

what seems to be, a universal material practice and evolving, distinct social structures, has 

resulted in critical analyses of craft firmly situated in political and economic contexts (Barnett 

1999, Buszek 2011, Danto 2002, Spivak 1999). For example, by exposing the status of textiles 

as commodities caught up in networks of imperial acquisition and consumption Sarah Cheang 

renders the force of imperial power and confronts the construction of British national identity.22 

Studies of the architectural use of textiles informed by feminist and queer theory point to the 

ways space is organized according to a naturalized, concealed, masculine bias and normative 

conceptions of gender.23 

 These studies have all contributed greatly to my thinking on the relationship between 

craft and architecture. By marking out a field of discourse, in one way or another, they each 

address the basic impulse motivating my project: a sense of entanglement between the material 

and social environments. 

 The concept of spatial practice is developed through the remainder of this text and in 

my exhibition according to the principles of positions and limitations. Positionality denotes an 

outward expression as well as a particular vantage point or perspective but positions are also 

social, situated locations structured through practices inflected by gender, race, class, history 

and geography. Positions are embodied as much as they may be enacted through socio-political 

means. They are spaces that can be inhabited and relative locations, such as over and under, or 

centre and periphery, and they are contingent on the maintenance a specific bodily orientation. I 

am using the notion of limitations to refer to scope, what can and will be covered, and to connote 

an attempt toward proximity. In the spatial sense, limits imply an approach from one position to 

another and a persistent lessening of the distance between points but not an accomplishment of 

22 Sarah Cheang. “Dragons in the Drawing Room: Chinese Embroideries in British Homes, 1860–1949.”   
 Textile History 39.2 (2008): 223-49.

23 Katarina Bonnevier, Behind Straight Curtains: Towards a Queer Feminist Theory of Architecture   
 (Stockholm: Axl Books, 2007).
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that distance nor a coextensive inhabitation of a position. Nevertheless, limits make evident the 

spatial concept by representing a threshold or conditions of distance and separation.
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Chapter 2 The Spatial Concept of Practice

 The spatiality of knot/knotting is best approached from the premise that craft and 

architecture have a shared concern for materials. That concern is well articulated as a 

motivational or provisional source for both craft and architecture, and is, in fact, one of their 

common distinguishing strengths.24 Swiss architect Peter Zumthor, for instance, derives the 

initial architectural strategy for the physical and programmatic realization of a building from 

a material preoccupation. In a 2009 New York Times interview, given in conjunction with his 

winning of the Pritzker Prize25 that year, he said, “When I start, my first idea for a building is 

with the material. I believe architecture is about that. It’s not about paper, it’s not about forms. 

It’s about space and material.”26 Glenn Adamson, in Thinking Through Craft, establishes a 

contrast between material and abstract representation similar to the one Zumthor makes 

between practical and theoretical design. By describing the material specificity of craft as 

“oppositional to the ambition of modern art to achieve a purely visual effect,”27 Adamson argues 

that craft always entails an “encounter” and “engagement with specific material properties,” 

whereas, modern art involves transcending that encounter.28 For both Adamson and Zumthor 

there is something essentially material to craft and architecture but they also approach material 

as a socio-spatial impetus. In Zumthor’s case, material is incorporated into an architectural 

project, embodying the functional and constructional attributes of the building. For Adamson, 

the notion of encounter frames materials as being social, an affective attribute of the objects and 

spaces that situate the activities of everyday life.  

24 Sandra Alfoldy, Allied Arts: Architecture and Craft in Postwar Canada (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s  
 University Press, 2012), 26.

25 The Pritzker Prize is highest professional honour a living architect can achieve.

26 Robin Pogrebin, “Peter Zumthor, Swiss Architect, Wins Pritzker Prize,” The New York Times (New York,  
 NY), April 12, 2009. http://www.nytimes.com/2009/04/13/arts/design/13pritzker.html?_r=1 (accessed  
 May 11, 2016).

27 Glenn Adamson, Thinking Through Craft (Oxford, UK; New York: Berg, 2007), 39.

28 Ibid.
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 The concern for the material does not simply entail fascination, or selection and use. 

It also lies in the capacity of both practices to recognize and incorporate matter as material 

into their respective domains. The act of recognizing something as material is an opening, 

producing gesture for craft and architecture; it is where the differences between making and 

building are indistinct because the purpose of use has yet to be determined. Matter exists as 

“mere substance” whereas material is “invent[ed],” a cultural product imbued with meaning 

and associated technical knowledge.29 Producing material from matter is, according to Myriam 

Blais “the first artistic and creative gesture: it is the origin of construction and, consequently, of 

architecture.”30 

A Material Base

 Nineteenth-century architect Gottfried Semper was also concerned with the origin and 

meaning of construction as a distinct cultural expression. His interests in material and space 

prefigures those of Zumthor and Blais. Assessing Semper’s legacy, Wilhelm Dilthey noted that, 

more than most others, “Semper recognized and exploited architecture’s material limitations: 

the origin of its formal language in the arts and crafts, textiles, ceramics, metal works, carpentry, 

and the oldest stone construction.”31 Although, in Semper’s thinking, architectural form derives 

from craft materials and processes, he also held the view that the primary task of architecture 

was the determination and delimitation of space. Accordingly, “the material components” of a 

building were subordinate to the objective of “spatial enclosure.”32 

 Nevertheless, textiles, ceramics, carpentry, and masonry formed the foundation 

29 Mryiam Blais, “The Meaning of Techniques and Materials”in Common Ground: Contemporary    
 Craft, Architecture, and the Decorative Arts, ed. Gloraia Hickey (Hull, Quebec: Canadian Museum of   
 Civilization, 1998), 50.

30 Ibid.

31 Harry Francis Mallgrave, introduction to Four Elements of Architecture and Other Writings, by Gottfried   
 Semper (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 1989), 1. Mallgrave is quoting German   
 philosopher and sociologist Wilhelm Dilthey (1833-1911).

32 Sandra Alfoldy and Janice Helland, introduction to Craft, Space, and Interior Design, 1855-2005    
 (Burlington: Ashgate, 2008), 3.
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of Semper’s aesthetic theory in which he endeavoured to make connection between the 

development of style, objects and buildings, and the motivating principles of their production. 

His definition of style encompassed the “historical, technical, and cultural parameters”33 

effecting architectural form in order to show artistic practice as always “a manifestation of a 

high cultural idea.”34 More than that, however, Semper envisioned a chain of anthropological 

motivations precipitating human settlement that situated the development of essential 

architectural elements at the junction of social activities, material and technical knowledge, and 

environmental conditions.

 In Semper’s theory, complex architectural form is distilled into four constituent 

parts, each embodying a different motivation and set of technical practices. The first motive, 

the hearth, is a site of social assembly and fulfills a need for rest, warmth and nourishment. 

The mound raises the hearth to higher ground. The roof shelters as a protective canopy. The 

wall unifies the elements, effecting a spatial enclosure. Ceramics and metalwork develop in 

conjunction with the hearth; systems of water management and masonry with the mound; 

and carpentry with the roof and its supporting substructure.35 Semper is certain that weaving 

was the art originally coinciding with the motive of enclosure. He posits that the inspiration 

for textile production came from observing hedges and interwoven branches, which turned 

into the rudimentary construction of pens and fences, followed by plaiting fibres derived from 

plant material before developing into complex and ornamental woven mats and carpets.36 

Woven textiles, he thought, were transposed from these naturally occurring forms into vertical 

partitions separating and enclosing space. Here is the point at which a turn toward spatial 

practice can be made.

 I would like to apply Blais’s differentiation between matter and material to Semper’s 

33 Mallgrave, introduction to Four Elements of Architecture, by Gottfried Semper, 28.

34 Harry Francis Mallgrave, introduction to Style: Style in the Technical and Tectonic Arts; Or, Practical   
 Aesthetics by Gottfried Semper (1803-1897) (Los Angeles, CA: Getty Research Institute, 2004), 15.   
 Mallgrave is quoting Semper in this case.

35 Semper, The Four Elements of Architecture, 102-103.

36 Semper, Style, 257. 
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proposition that textiles embody a spatial concept. Doing so will help to narrow attention 

from craft and architecture as general categories to knotting as a specific instance of spatial 

practice. Blais describes the invention of material as “a synthesis between the matter of which 

it is constituted and the specific culture that gives it meaning.”37  As a culturally contingent 

substance, material is matter interpellated into utilitarian and symbolic orders through 

processes of recognition and use. Through the communicative or relational gesture, material is 

produced, first, by being “hailed” and identified and, second, by being located in a set of social 

relations arranged by various practices.38 Space undergoes a similar process of recognition, 

conceptualization, and incorporation. For Semper this process is enacted through the motive 

of enclosure, an impulse to isolate one location from another. Keeping in mind that objects, 

practices, and ideas are conflated under the rubric of motive/element in Semper’s theory, 

enclosure consists in the materialization of the motive that effects a “new spatiality” defined as 

a dichotomy between an “inner world separated and protected from the outer.”39 The spatial 

concept, i.e. enclosure, is thus one of division and separation inasmuch as it may be one of 

consolidation. 

 When Semper asserts, “the beginning of building coincides with the beginning of 

textiles,”40 he is speaking of spatial practices entwined about the concept and motive of 

enclosure, or space as produced through negation and practical techniques. Although, for 

Semper, “the wall is the architectural element that formally represents and makes visible 

enclosed space as such,” (original emphasis)41 it is important to understand that it is always a 

referent for textile practices, namely weaving. 

 Textiles embody the spatial concept, first, in their practical application enveloping or 

37 Mryiam Blais, “The Meaning of Techniques and Materials,” 50.

38 Louis Althusser, “Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses,” online (1969-70), 

 https://www.marxists.org/reference/archive/althusser/1970/ideology.htm. (Accessed May 11, 2016)

39 Semper, Style, 248.

40 Semper, Style, 247.

41 Ibid.
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mediating the thresholds of constructed space and, second, as the elementary motive to which 

walls refer. But enclosure is only one manifestation of a spatial operation. If space is enacted 

through practical means (as Semper suggests it is through the production of textiles which 

emulate branches and plant structures entangled into barriers in the landscape) then space can 

be considered, generally, to be an outcome of differential processes, the derivative of material 

and social practices functioning to distinguish between positions, i.e. here from there. What 

enclosure really entails, then, is establishing conditions of contradiction. Thus, the boundary 

between “inner life” and “outer life” which Semper describes as the “formal construct of the 

spatial idea,”(original emphasis)42 can be added to the set of constituent contradictions which 

I have suggested to be the defining characteristics of knots. But, by proposing knotting to be a 

spatial practice, I am contesting the concept of space that is a product of negation, that relies 

on the isolation of inside from not inside, for example. Instead, I am proposing a concept of 

space that relies on procedures of contortion, of twisting and bending material to produce a 

set of contiguous and contradictory relations. I want to retain and appreciate the value of these 

differing positions but to find in them a continuity. The textile metaphor is helpful again in this 

regard, where the relative difference between over and under is integral to the structure, stability 

and beauty of a woven cloth. The same is true for knots/knotting.

 In order to articulate the spatiality of knot/knotting, it is necessary to consider the 

distinction between material and matériel that Lefebvre makes while elaborating his discussion 

of the social production of space. Materials are the physical and symbolic means of organizing 

and representing space. In craft and architecture, both specialized fields of production, the 

materials are those “indispensable and durable”43 substances worked into shape. Words 

and images (signs) operate as the material of discourse. On the other hand, matériel are the 

procedural and technological means through which conditions and representations of space 

are produced. They comprise the “tools” of production and “directions” of their application. 

42 Semper, Style, 248.

43 Lefebvre, The Production of Space, 105.
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For the building trades, “new technologies and equipment” are given the status of matériel–a 

designation that can extend into craft related technologies–but the forms of representation 

which depict and survey the built environment are also classed as matériel. The matériel of 

discourse seeps into the pedagogical realm, where narrative and scientific depictions of space 

are ideological effects influencing perception.44 

 To consider knotting as a spatial practice it was necessary to make the distinction 

between material and matériel for two reasons. First, it creates a category of material that 

includes performance. Actions or gestures become significant things that can be worked, given 

form and attributed meaning, i.e. brought into a symbolic and social realm. Secondly, the 

performative and symbolic aspect of material also allows me to concentrate on process, the 

practical operations of production, rather than any specific material.

 What this means for craft and architecture is that their common concern–the shared 

material base–necessarily includes the material substances used in production and the ways 

those substances are incorporated into practice, or the processes and relations of production. 

This idea is found in Semper’s notion of the motive but is also implicit in Zumthor and 

Adamson’s remarks that opened this section. Space and material are the principle media 

of architecture according to Zumthor. However, I have argued that space consists in the 

differentiation between positions, enclosure being only one enactment of that differentiation. I 

have also suggested that material concerns the practical activities of production, loosely deemed 

performative, and which have a relational or social dimension. Following these assertions, 

I can distil Zumthor’s statement concerning the essence of architecture one level further to 

suggest that architecture be considered the practical mediation and coordination of differing 

positions enacted through material and performative means. This reduction is, in part, where 

spatial practice can find room to expand and where a contestation to architecture’s disciplinary 

authority can be made.

 Craft takes on a similar configuration when considering Adamson’s statement that an 

44 Lefebvre, The Production of Space, 105.
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integral feature of craft’s constitution is encountering the properties of a specific material.45 

Encounter in this case is akin to enclosure: it is both a relational and spatial event that 

establishes positions and distances between parties and objects. To encounter the properties of 

a material—including actions, operations, and processes—is to become situated in a relational 

frame and discursive field, again, enacted through material conditions inflected by power, class, 

race and gender. Craft and architecture occupy a comparable area defined concurrently by 

material and social practice. 

45 Lefebvre, The Production of Space, 105.
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Chapter 3 Knotting Practice

 In this project I endeavoured to move away from a strictly materialist conception of craft 

and architecture to a spatial one set on a relational and performative foundation. Doing so was 

an effort to open the field of spatial practice to include craft and a way to shift attention from 

specific material substances and objects onto the processes of production, broadly categorized 

as practice. It was necessary to work through this transition to properly attend to the practice-

led research I undertook because the materials I used during the preliminary research stage, an 

assortment of natural and synthetic string and rope, were a secondary concern in my study of 

knots/knotting, which concentrated primarily on typology and techniques. This section directly 

addresses knot types and knotting as a technical practice. I will begin with a more practical 

description of knots than I have yet offered. This chapter of my analytic component is presented 

as a manual, a practical guide to knotting for the sake of considering the primary research 

activity, further engaging questions about the transmission of knowledge embodied by practice-

led research. The manual comprises a set of instructions describing how to tie several basic 

knots and constitutes a repertoire of techniques and a body of practical knowledge.

 Knots have an intermediary place in Semper’s theory. They were considered to operate 

on both symbolic and technical registers. In the former, knots were thought to be “oldest 

technical symbol,”46 representative of the primitive building motives. Semper also invested 

knots with the status of universal symbol, visualizing the “cosmogonic ideas”47 of every mystical 

or religious system. To support his claims he offers three sets of illustrations: a caduceus; 

representations of entangled snakes attributed to Irish, Franconian Saxon and Ancient Egyptian 

cultures; and interlaced ornamental vines he identifies as Scandinavian.48 From this premise, 

Semper theorizes about the ornamental attributes of knots and the translation of knot forms 

46 Semper, The Four Elements of Architecture, 217-19.

47 Semper, Style, 217.

48 Ibid., 155-156.
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into graphic and sculptural relief decorations on wall surfaces–further drawing connection 

between the walls and the presumption of textiles as the primary mode of spatial enclosure. 

“The sacred knot,” Semper says, “is chaos itself: a complex, elaborate, self-devouring tangle of 

serpents from which arise all ‘structurally active’ ornamental forms.”49 As a structural-symbolic 

motif, a knot is “that which joins and commands everything.”50 They are the “binding and 

linking elements”51 which visualize a correspondence between metaphysical conceptions of the 

universe and physical reality of existence. Knotted objects are thus framed in Semper’s theory as 

a practical means of representing the correspondence between material and immaterial form as 

an object and an ornamental inscription, marking the surfaces enclosing space.

 In their technical capacity, Semper also considered knots to be “structural artifacts.”52 He 

hypothesized on the productive role of knots in the construction of basic structures and simple 

shelters. Textiles are employed for two basic objectives: “to string and to bind”; and “to cover, 

to protect, and to enclose” but it was also important to Semper’s theory of the development of 

architectural form to understand the four technical arts to work in combination.53 Hence, in a 

technical application knots were thought to join the enclosing textile to the roof’s the supportive 

frame54 and constitute what Semper referred to as a tectonic building procedures, in which 

lightweight, linear members are “assembled so as to encompass a spatial matrix.”55 

 Support for the idea of knots as early architectonic elements is found in Kenneth 

Frampton’s comparative etymology of the German words for “knot” and “joint,”56 die Knoten 

49 Mallgrave, introduction to Style, by Gottfried Semper, 15.

50 Ibid., 156.

51 Ibid., 155.

52 Kenneth Frampton, “Rappel À L’ordre: The Case for the Tectonic.” Architectural Design 60, no. 3–4   
 (1990): 23.

53 For reference to uses of textiles see Semper, Style, 113. 

 For reference to the synthesis of technical arts see Semper, Style, 110.

54 Semper, Style, 217.

55 Kenneth Frampton and John Cava, Studies in Tectonic Culture: The Poetics of Construction in Nineteenth  
 and Twentieth Century Architecture (Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press, 1995), 5.

56 Frampton, “Rappel À L’ordre: The Case for the Tectonic,” 23.
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and die Naht respectively. His concise summary relates these modern German words to die 

Verbindung, translated literally to “the binding.”57 I am not taking issue here with the notion of 

tectonic building practices per se but rather the means by which the material and immaterial 

are held together. Knotting is one such method whereby knots become objects implicated in the 

provisional assembly of material and social systems that constitute spatial productions. I have 

already argued that knots are objects with dimension in space and that they embody basic sets 

of relations that constitute the spatial concept. By further posing knot/knotting as a means of 

squaring the material and immaterial actively involved in the production of spatial systems, I 

am suggesting knots to be a mode of tactical engagement with spaces produced through various 

material and social practices. Knowing common knot types and their typical applications can be 

thought of, then, as a practical repertoire of material and matériel for navigating and effecting 

the predominate spatial conditions. To that end, it is appropriate to provide information on how 

to produce a basic set of knots.

Manual for Practical Knot/Knotting

 The Ashley Book of Knots groups knots into four categories: knots, hitches, bends, and 

splices. Ashley further qualifies the term “knot,” in the broadest sense, to refer to all complex 

forms deliberately made in cordage, excluding accidental tangles and things like coils or skeins, 

which are used for storage. He also suggests a narrowed definition, which excludes hitches, 

bends, and splices, where only knobs tied to assist with grip, to prevent a rope from fraying 

or unreeving from a tackle block are classified as knots. I have proceeded through my study 

according to the broadest definition but have also been content to consider “knots” in any sense 

that might be of interest. 

 The following typological analysis focuses on knots, hitches and bends. I offer brief 

explanations of their purpose and instruction on how to produce several of the basic examples 

each. My choice to exclude splices from this analysis is driven by a need to limit the scope but 

57 Frampton, “Rappel À L’ordre: The Case for the Tectonic,” 23.
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also coincides with the fact that the knots I have chosen to describe below have all been used in 

the production of the art works presented in my exhibition. Each of the knots described below 

are considered fundamental and are used in the development of more complex knot forms. 

 It should be noted that The Ashley Book of Knots is primarily a study of nautical knots 

but it does have several sections devoted to knots used for specific occupations such as weaving, 

the construction trades, and various decorative or specialty knots. I have chosen to concentrate 

my study on common knots and general knot types rather than any specific body of knot 

knowledge, like that involved with sailing or wilderness scouting, because I am more concerned 

with how knots/knotting are present in everyday life, rather than specialized fields of practice. 

I have used Ashley’s texts as the main reference for developing all of the following knotting 

instructions.

Knots (Knobs and Loops)

 Knobs and loops establish limits. They are terminal knots made near the end of a rope or 

string to prevent unreeving or slipping. Knobs are further subdivided into “stopper knots” and 

“button knots.” They each perform the same function but are distinguished by a minor structural 

difference. The working end in a stopper exits the knot form opposite the standing part and 

continues in the direction of the standing part. In a button, the working end exits near the stem 

and lays parallel to the standing part.58

58 Ashley, The Ashley Book of Knots, 83 and 601.

Figure 1 Stopper Knot (Ashley Book of Knots #18, 12) Figure 2 Button Knot (Ashley Book of Knots #605, 104) 



25

 Loop knots are made when the working end of a rope or a bight is knotted to its own 

standing part. Loops are similar to hitches are but are “tied in hand” while hitches are made 

directly around objects. 59

Overhand knot

 In the introduction I provided a  description of how to make an overhand knot but 

a quick summary of the knot’s qualities and how it fits into this taxonomy is appropriate. 

Overhand knots are the simplest single-strand stopper knot and the starting point for more 

complex constructions. They are made by tying a working end around its own standing part. 

They are typically very secure and can be difficult to untie but can also damage the fibre they are 

made in. For these reasons it is recommended that they be used only in small material that will 

not be used again. When tied around an object it is considered a binding knot and is called a half 

hitch.60

To make an overhand knot

1. Make a closed loop in the string by 

crossing the end over the standing part.

 

59 Ashley, The Ashley Book of Knots, 13 and 84.

60 Ibid., 14, 83-84.

Figure 3
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2. Take the end, wrap it around the standing 

part and thread it through the loop, going 

back to front. This will produce an over-

under-over relationship between the 

working end and the standing part.

3. Pull the working end through the loop to 

close the knot.

Hitches

 Hitches make connections. They are used to secure a rope directly to another object, 

typically a post, rail, ring or another, heavier rope.61 These objects tend to be fixed points in a 

system of moving parts; the hitch is employed to establish and maintain the operative relation 

between these parts thereby effecting a productive spatial system. In a nautical context, using 

a hitch, a rope is made fast rather than “tied to” an object. Ashley’s findings suggest that “to 

61 Ashley, The Ashley Book of Knots, 283.

Figure 4

Figure 5
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tie” is terminology sailors tended to reserve for the end of a long journey when they “tied up” 

to the wharf.62 The selective usage of one phrase instead of the other gives “making fast” a 

sense of being an ongoing, processual fixation enacted in response to a specific need or set of 

circumstances. Hitches are temporary connections made to perform a specific task for a finite 

duration and unmade as the situation calls for.

 The following examples are of several generally applicable hitches. They being with the 

simplest configuration and elaborate on that form. Each example is intended to introduce the 

basic components and principle forces constituting hitches. When possible I will refer to specific 

applications, as described by Ashley. 

 Before moving to the examples, two sub-categories of hitches need to be described. Snug 

hitches are made fast about an object by securing the working end of a rope underneath one or 

more of the turns made in the production of the knot. This hitch should be drawn tightly around 

the object before put to work.63 Loose hitches are made with one or more turns around an object 

but the working end is secured to the standing part. Loose hitches will be somewhat slack about 

the object, similar to a loop.

Single Hitch 

 A single hitch is a loop made by passing a rope once around an object and securing the 

working under the standing part. A combination of the tension in the pull and the pressure of 

the standing part acting on the working end secures the hitch. This hitch has limited utility but 

is the first movement in more complex hitches. It is also simple illustration of the forces at work 

in a hitch.64

62 Ashley, The Ashley Book of Knots, 301.

63 Ibid., 291.

64 Ibid., 14-15.
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Half Hitch

 The half-hitch is a formal elaboration of the single hitch and is the initial stage of 

development for more practical and secure hitches. Ashley cautions that it “should not be used 

unsupported,” indicating a tenuous hold on the object, but he suggests seizing the working end 

to the standing part to secure the hitch. Ashley also offers a structural variant to the half-hitch 

that improves its hold.65

To make a half hitch

1. Make a single turn around a post, rail or 

hook.

2. Cross the end under the standing part so 

that the post is contained within space 

defined by the loop.

65 Ashley, The Ashley Book of Knots, 290.

Figure 6 Figure 7

Figure 8
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3. Bring the end up and thread it back down 

through the loop.

4. While keeping the standing part taught, 

pull the end so the crossing of the end and 

standing part is drawn snuggly against the 

post. When a point of resistance is reached 

the rope will be made fast and the hitch 

will be secure, but temporary.

 

 Note: Half hitches resemble, half knots, overhand knots tied around an object as a binding 

device, with one significant difference: the location of the object relative to the bights in the 

knot.

Figure 9

Figure 10

Figure 11 Overhand Knot Figure 12 Half Knot Figure 13 Half Hitch
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Two Half Hitches and Variations

 A careful realignment and repetition of the sequence of action used to produce a half 

hitch makes two half hitches, a more secure and good all-purpose hitch that is easy to undo and, 

depending on the material being used, can be made snug or will remain loose about an object.66 

 Two half hitches and the clove hitch have the same structure but bear a different 

relationship to the objects they are made to. A clove hitch is formed directly around an object 

but two half hitches are secure to their own standing part, locating the object in a looped bight.67 

To make two half hitches

1. Make a single turn around a post, rail or 

hook.

2. Cross the end under the standing part so 

that the post is contained within space 

defined by the loop.

3. Bring the end up around the standing part 

then thread it back down through the loop

.

66 Ashley, The Ashley Book of Knots, 295.

67 Ibid., 14.

Figure 14

Figure 15
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4. Pull then end toward you, cross back over 

the standing part. This will form a second 

loop. 

5. Wrap the end, down around the standing 

part then thread it up through the second 

loop.

6. While keeping the standing part taught, 

pull the end so that both crossings of the 

end and standing part are drawn snuggly 

against each other. When the point of 

resistance is reached pull the standing part 

to secure the loop snuggly around the post. 

Figure 16

Figure 17

Figure 18
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Clove Hitch

 The clove hitch can also be classified as a crossing knot but because they are comprised 

of two single hitches superimposed over one another I have included the description of their 

purpose and construction here. Crossing knots fix points of contact or intersection between two 

ropes, two parts of the same rope68, or secure a line about a mid-point of another object.69 They 

are usually used when lashing an object, erecting a scaffolding, or roping off a boundary with a 

temporary fence, for that reason they are sometimes referred to as builder’s hitches. Although 

they are often used as a binding knot, clove hitches are not intended to perform this function 

and there are much better alternatives, such as the constrictor knot. There are numerous 

methods of producing a clove hitch by working the end around an object or by forming the knot 

from bights, in hand of in situ. 

To make a clove hitch by working then end

1. Make a single turn around a post, rail or 

hook.

68 Ashley, The Ashley Book of Knots, 213.

69 Cyrus Day and Colin Jarman, Knots & Splices 2nd edition. (Halifax, Nimbus Publishing: 2006), 31.

Figure 19
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2. Cross the end over the standing part and 

make another turn around the post.

3. Thread the end under the crossing bight 

and over the post. The end should run 

parallel to, but not cross, the standing part. 

You have now made two single hitches.

4. While keeping the standing part taught, 

pull the end so that both hitches are drawn 

snuggly around the post. When a point of 

resistance is reach the rope will be made 

fast and the hitch will be secure. Clove 

hitches can be difficult to undo depending 

on the material they are made in.

Figure 20

Figure 21

Figure 22
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Constrictor knot

 The constrictor knot is termed by Ashley as a binding knot but resembles a clove hitch 

with one slight structural variation, the final pass of the working end crosses the standing part 

and is threaded under the first hitch. 70

To make a constrictor knot

1. Make a single turn around a post, rail or 

hook.

2. Cross the end over the standing part and 

make another turn around the post.

70 Ashley, The Ashley Boot of Knots, 224-225.

Figure 23

Figure 24
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3. Cross the end back over the standing part 

and thread it under the crossed parts of the 

first loop. 

4. While keeping the standing part taught, 

pull the end so that both hitches are drawn 

snuggly around the post. The additional 

crossing and the friction between the end 

and turns of the first loop improves the 

security of the knot so ensure the working 

end stays in position. When a point of 

resistance is reach the rope will be made 

fast and the hitch will be secure. Clove 

hitches can be difficult to undo depending 

on the material they are made in.

Bends

 Bends are the effects of force in production and in action. They are moments of 

connection and extension whose purpose is to join the ends of two ropes or two parts of the 

same rope to increase length or to act a binding enclosure. 

 Bends are formed along symmetrical or asymmetrical paths corresponding to coordinate 

Figure 25

Figure 26
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positions. In symmetrical bends, both lines are equivalent but opposite; they each have the 

same shape, size and interrelationship but are mirrored.71 The stresses produced under tension 

are distributed equally through the bend. Asymmetrical bends are comprised of two interlacing 

lines following different paths but still forming a stable link. The forces dispersed through 

the asymmetrical structure are carried unevenly but are balanced. In large material bends are 

temporary joints than can be undone after the material has be used: the lines can be unbent, 

separated and reclaimed. In smaller stuff bends tend to jam and become permanent fixtures.72 

 Three common bends are illustrated below. They were selected because they 

demonstrate essential characteristics of bends, are well known and have everyday utility but also 

because some are elaborations of single-strand knots previously illustrated. You will need two 

lengths of string or rope to form these bends.

Reef knot

 Reef knots are one of the most familiar and easily remembered knot forms and are 

known by several names: “square”, “true”, “hard”, “flat”, “common”, “regular”, and “ordinary” 

knots.73 Although they are better classified as binding knots, because they are used to join the 

ends of rope I have included them with bends. Ashley makes a similar choice in his taxonomy 

but cautions that, for heavy work, reef knots should never be used as a bend. They are prone to 

slippage and can be dangerous when applied in a situation they are ill suited for. The tendency 

to capsize under tension is also one of their beneficial attributes because it means that they are 

easy to untie, a point I will illustrate in the instructions below.74 

 Reef knots are made of two half knots tied in opposite directions to form a symmetrical 

bend of two intersecting loop. It has numerous applications but is most frequently employed to 

71 R. E. Miles, Symmetric Bends: How to Join Two Lengths of Cord (Singapore; New Jersey: World    
 Scientific, 1995), 5.

72 Ashley, The Ashley Book of Knots, 257.

73 Ibid., 220.

74 Ibid., 258.
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tie off loose ends.

To make a reef knot

1. Being as you would if making an overhand 

knot. 

2. Turn the working end of line 1 over line 2.

3. Cross the working end of line 1 over the 

standing part of line 2. The two lines 

are now in the basic configuration of an 

overhand/half knot, with line 1 is running 

over-under-over line 2.

4. Cross the working end of line over the 

working end of line 2.

5. Wrap the end of line 1 around the end 

of line 2 and thread it through the loop, 

going back to front. This produces the 

second overhand/half knot which form 

two intersecting loops with working 

ends running parallel to their respective 

standing parts.

Figure 27

Figure 28

Figure 29
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6. Pull the working ends of each line in 

opposite directions to close the knot. 

7. To untie the reef knot, pull the working 

end of line 2 in the direction of line 1 while 

holding the standing part of line 2. The 

knot will capsize into a cow hitch that can 

be easily slid off the line.

Carrick Bend

 The carrick bend is a paragon of the principle attributes of bends. It is symmetrical, easy 

to tie, does not slip when properly made but is still easily undone. It is decorative and utilitarian 

and is used across a range of practices from needlework, decorative netting, and sailing. It is 

comprised of two interlaced loops with working ends organized according to a specific set of 

reciprocal positions. The knot can be formed flat and its configuration augment and enlarged 

to produce floor mats or decorative embellishments or when under stress it can be worked into 

Figure 30

Figure 31
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three dimensions and used a practical extension of two lines.75

To make a carrick bend 

1. Make a closed loop in line 1 by crossing the 

end under the standing part. 

2. Lay the working end of line 2 across the 

looped bight of line 1, then cross the end of 

line 2 under the end of line 1.

75 Ashley, The Ashley Book of Knots, 261 and 363.

Figure 32

Figure 33
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3. Work the end of line 2 over the standing 

part of line 1, then interlace line 2 through 

the overlaid segments of lines 1 and 2: 

thread the end of line 2 under the first part 

of line 1, over line 2, then under the second 

part of line 1. The two lines have been 

plaited, or interwoven into a flat carrick 

bend form. Note that the working ends of 

each line are on the same side of the knot.

4. Pull the standing parts of each line slowly 

in opposite directions to work the knot into 

a secure form. The carrick bend requires 

care to work into shape so ensure the 

working ends do not slip out of position. 

The final shape should be somewhat block-

like.

Sheet Bend or the Weaver’s Knot

 The sheet bend is a versatile knot named for its use as rigging attached to a ship’s sheet 

sail.76 Outside of this specific case it also referred to as a “simple”, “ordinary”, “common” or 

“single” bend and is characterized by as the end of one line being tied to a bight in a second. 

The weaver’s knot is another instance of this bend structure but is classified by Ashley as its 

own knot on the basis of being made in different material, through a method of production, and 

76 Ashley, The Ashley Book of Knots, 262.

Figure 34

Figure 35
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purpose of use than a sheet bend. “A different way of either tying or applying a form generally 

constitutes a second knot”, according to Ashley.77 Such is the distinction between structure and 

form, where form is a particular realization of a structural configuration and the where, as in this 

case, the actions or procedures involved in production inflect the object with a distinct character. 

On this point it bears mentioning that the bowline knot has the same structure as a sheet bend 

but is produced in one line with an end being tied to a bight it its own standing part, rather than 

in two lines with an end to bight relationship.

 Rather than focusing on the subtle difference in production between the sheet bend and 

weaver’s knot, only the technique for producing a sheet bend is illustrated below. However, an 

illustration of the bowline knot is also offered. The sheet bend structure is also employed in 

certain applications in the production of netting and is referred to a mesh knot.78

To make a sheet bend

1. Make an open loop, or narrow bight, in line 

1.

2. Thread line 2 under the bight and lay it 

over the standing part of line 1.

77 Ashley, The Ashley Book of Knots, 9.

78 Ibid., 586.

Figure 36
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3. Wrap the end of line 2 around the ends of 

line 1 and thread the it through the loop 

formed in its own bight.

4. Pull the standing part of line 2 while 

holding the ends of line 1 to close the 

knot. The knot will be secure when a 

compressive resistance is produced by each 

line drawing tighter around the other.

Bowline Variation

Figure 37

Figure 38

Figure 39 Figure 40 Figure 41
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 As with the earlier example, the guide to practical knots was prompted by a need to 

address practice-led research methodology and to properly attend to the primary research 

material. The manual organizes and represents information on knot/knotting as a technique 

of spatial practice. This proposition was made according to two assertions: that knotting is 

a tectonic operation which effects an assembly of material and immaterial conditions, and 

that knotting is a tactic of inhabiting those conditions. Both assertions rely on Semper’s 

characterization of knots as technical symbols bridging the concrete and abstract respectively 

and they both come to bear on issues of cultural reproduction through material and spatial 

enactments.79

 This guide to practical knotting formulates an interpretation of the data obtained from 

scholarly and practical sources into a set of instructions presented in abstract terms: as textual 

descriptions of knotting procedures and mechanically drafted depictions of the structural 

configuration of each knot at various stages of production. This is a deliberate pedagogical 

gesture to impart a technical knowhow to the reader while retaining the abstract quality 

of textual and graphic media. A manual of this sort is an appropriate format to engage in 

research-creation methodologies, especially when concerned with the production of knowledge 

and practiced modes of knowing, precisely because it functions to situate knowledge in the 

performance of work, “on the spot”80 of production. The manual is an educational apparatus 

intent on defining performance standards, a mode and attitude of conduct, and developing skills 

in service to the maintenance of those standards.

 In addition to the pragmatic and critical undertones, the manual is inflected with a 

third aspect which turns back to the analytical categories of practice, space, and empathy. The 

knots inscribed into the guide were intentionally basic. They were selected from an expansive 

body of complex forms and historically rich practices rather than a set of practices related to a 

79 Semper, Style, 219.

80 In the section “Reproduction of Labour Power,” Althusser uses the phrase “on the spot” to refer to  
 the reproduction of the knowledge and skills of labour through an apprenticeship model of education.  
 I have adopted these words to locate the knowledge and skill of knotting in making of knots.   
 Althusser, “Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses,” online.
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specialized field or a specific cultural practice or object because they constitute, to some degree, 

common knowledge and a practical base. Although bends might be an exception to this claim, 

it is certainly true for the overhand knot and many of its derivative hitches. The knots’s status 

as “common” makes them readily and broadly available in any situation a person might find 

themselves in need of a knot, as either a technical or symbolic implement. As a manual for a 

common practice, the instructions contained therein take on a particular import as a means of 

production: they consist in the manipulation of material and power of labour.

 The knots are inscribed as instructional notations requiring  active and performative 

interpretations to present a view of knot/knotting as practice rather than as an object.81 This 

is an effort to consider the “reality” of practice and the conditions of productions, “not the 

components of a product”, as Raymond Williams puts it.82 His argument is for formulating an 

analytical method seeking the “true practice which has been alienated to an object and the true 

conditions of practice . . . which have been alienated to components or mere background”83 but 

my interest is in alienation as a separation, distancing or spatial condition and to find in it a 

capacity for empathetic encounters.

 Thinking of alienation in terms of labour and practice, I posed the instructions listed 

above to constitute an inhabitable space, a track along which the body moves, and a schematic 

plan to effect and contain a physical performance. In other words, the instructions are an 

abstract spatial directive enacted through labour, productive of the spaces and conditions of 

production. The absence of a specific subject or assessment of the conditions of production 

is not a denial or concealment of the bias inherent to representational format but is instead 

a recognition of the bias and an attempt to situate the potential productions of each knot as 

an enactment of disparate conditions of production where each knot/knotting is an alienated 

production embodying the relations of production. This intent coincides with question of what 

81 Williams, “Base and Superstructure,”15.

82 Ibid., 16.

83 Ibid.
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occurs, what are the cumulative results, when many people perform the same task over and over 

again, enacting the same structure but with possible deviating instances.
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Chapter 4 Opening Closures: Knotting Practice in Craft and Space

 

 The culmination of my study was presented as an exhibition titled Opening Closures: 

Knotting Practice in Craft and Space. The exhibited work bent craft and architecture history 

with my practical study of knot/knotting. It employed knotted objects and drawing to consider 

the production, representation, and organization of space and addressed knotting as a spatial 

practice in three ways: first, as a means of developing form; second, as a method of assembly; 

third, in relation to practices of inhabitation. The exhibition took the notion that knots embody 

antithetical terms as an organizational device to arrange ten individual artworks into five pairs 

comprised of an object and a drawing. The object-drawing sets juxtaposed actual, physical 

objects to abstract or diagrammatic representations in order to frame a dialectic between 

practiced and idealize conceptions of space. The initial pairs are indicated below but each 

work stands on its own or can be put in relation with any of the others. Included in this textual 

summation is a list and brief description of the works exhibited, a plan of the installation and 

photographic documentation of each work.

 A short text and exhibition plan were posted in the gallery to identify each work and 

convey the motivating premise of Opening Closures to visitors. The text included the first 

paragraph of this paper and the following short passage:

Figure 42 Opening Closures installation documentation.
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Opening Closures proposes knotting to be a spatial practice predicated 

on a matrix of positions and limitations. Such a proposition frames a 

disoriented set of relational terms whereby under is over (under/over) 

and under is over over (under/over). To conflate under and over into 

a coextensive condition is a violent collapse and profound demolition. 

And yet, still, movement between differentiated positions is an orderly 

transgression effecting while infringing upon each location. 

An opening closure exceeds its termination; it is made to be undone. It 

is an effect of power that delineates a boundary and establishes distance. 

But in its finality it produces a space of contact, of encounter, and of 

sensitive engagement with the material and social conditions in which it 

is situated.
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1. And and so yet yet.
3. Unadorned Scaffolding with Provisional Lashing
5. Alas! . . . These perfectnesses are surplus.
7. Site Survey
9. Untitled Flat Knot

i. Exhibition plan and introductory text

2. Coordinates Block
4. Outline of Periodic Subdivision
6. Untitled Graph
8. Sites of Prolonged Inhabitation
10. Viewing Gallery

ii. Sketch for an expanded field of spatial practice

Figure 43 Exhibition Plan and Legend
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And and so yet yet and Coordinates Block

 And and so yet yet, was placed on 

the wall opposite the gallery doors and 

centred on their frame. It is made of silver 

coloured gift wrap ribbon. To make And 

and so yet yet I tied a simple knot in the 

ribbon and continued this process until all 

the ribbon from one spool (approximately 

60m) was used up and the object had been 

amassed. It was exhibited at a height equal 

to my eye-level and supported by a painted 

wooden dowel projecting from the gallery 

wall. The object’s name—made up entirely 

of conjunctions—alludes to the functional 

capacity of knots to join. It also implies an 

ongoing, repetitive sequence (And and...), a 

set of consequences or a causal relationship 

proceeding from an earlier action (...so...), 

and the possibility of an undetermined 

effect evading prediction, (...yet yet). And 

and so yet yet was paired with a graphite 

line drawing of a Cartesian axis and a cube 

called Coordinates Block. It was drafted on 

the gallery wall in an isometric projection 

alluding to architectural drawing techniques 

for depicting three-dimensional forms on a 

two-dimensional surface. The pair form a 

Figure 44 View from gallery entrance.

Figure 45 And and so yet yet.

Figure 46 Coordinates Block.
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citation of Tim Ingold’s reflection on the differences between knots and blocks.84 

 In his writing on the cultural conceptions of making, Ingold has suggested that knots 

offer a paradigmatic alternative to the modernist conception of a world made of blocks. To 

build with blocks, he suggests, is to progress through a sequence of “hierarchical” organization 

of “preformed parts into larger wholes . . . until everything is joined up and complete.”85 In 

knotting, however, “the form of a thing emerges from the process itself, within a field of forces 

(both tensile and frictional) established through the engagement of the practitioner with 

materials that have their own inclinations and vitality.”86 This distinction between the objective 

order of building with blocks and the processual character of knotting as a form of material and 

conceptual engagement is a consistent concern throughout Opening Closures. In each instance 

knots are implicated in structural configuration by uniting disparate elements into a coherent 

form.

Unadorned Scaffolding and Outline of Periodic Subdivision

 As a way to further consider the 

notion of structural configuration, I made a 

large, grid patterned scaffolding frame with 

wooden dowels and mason’s chalk line called 

Unadorned Scaffolding with Provisional 

Lashing.87 It was approximately ten feet high 

and twenty feet wide (the width of the Art 

and Media Lab). I designed the scaffolding 

in advance but assembled it in situ with the help of artist Tara Lynn MacDougall according the 

84 Tim Ingold, “Of Blocks and Knots: Architecture as Weaving,” Architectural Review, 2016, www.   
 architectural-review.com/archive/of-blocks-and-knots-architecture-as-weaving/8653693.article.    
 (Accessed May 11, 2016.)

85 Ibid.

86 Ibid.

87 I used constrictor knots, seizing turns and slipknots to lash the dowels together.

Figure 47 Installation view of Unadorned Scaffolding.
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specifications laid out in my design. What 

occurred over the ten-hour construction 

period in which we worked on our knees on 

a concrete floor was a disciplining endeavour 

where our bodies were positioned and 

conditioned by the repetitive, predetermined 

tasks my design compelled us to perform.

 Unadorned Scaffolding stood 

as a bare monument for Semper’s analysis of monumental architecture deriving from the 

institutional function of festival scaffolding constructed “to commemorate and immortalize 

some religions or solemn act, an event in world history, or an act of state.”88 It operated as a 

spatial device and, in a subtle way, produced a kind of “practical taxonom[y]”89 of the objects 

and space of the gallery; it worked as a means to “organize perception and structure practice”90 

by regulating views and movement through the gallery. The taxonomy produced by the frame 

was of an objectivist order whereby the objects on display are distanced from an observer and 

classified according to the particular coordinate pattern of the scaffolding relative to their 

“point of view.”91 But, the taxonomy of the scaffolding frame was a “practical operation of 

construction;”92 its “structuring efficacy”(original emphasis)93 was a limited capacity and a 

function only of it having been “structured.” (original emphasis).94 

 Unadorned Scaffolding was paired with another wall drawing called Outline of Periodic 

Subdivision. The drawing consisted of four semi-circles drawn end-to-end in a sinusoidal curve 

88 Semper, Style, 249.

89 Bourdieu, Outline of a Theory of Practice, 97.

90 Ibid.

91 Ibid., 96.

92 Ibid., 97.

93 Ibid.

94 Ibid.

Figure 48 Unadorned Scaffolding lashing detail.
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pattern the same length as the Unadorned Scaffolding. The drawing was made by marking the 

centre point of each circle with a small nail, looping a length of construction twine around the 

nail and using it to draw arcs of equal radii.95 

 Outline of Periodic Subdivision took its formal and conceptual cues from the agrarian 

calendar Bourdieu used to critique the “intellectualist theory of social systems of classification” 

that Unadorned Scaffolding imposes in the gallery space. Bourdieu described calendars as “one 

of the most codified aspects of social existence”96 because they permeate and regulate social 

activity temporally, just as the scaffolding does spatially. The drawing and scaffolding combined 

to instill a concern for ongoing cycles of practice reproduced through space and time “in 

accordance with the prevailing system of classification.”97 

Site Survey and Sites of Prolonged Inhabitation

 My interest in the cumulative effects of performing and repeating simple practices or 

activities over time took shape in Opening Closures through a pair of projects that elaborated 

on a series of performative-installations I carried out in the preliminary stages of my research. 

These performances were called Site Surveys. I conducted four site surveys: two at vacant lots 

that formerly had buildings on them (579 Bagot Street, 663 Division Street), one site undergoing 

demolition in preparation for a major residential development project (464 Princess Street), and 

95 The drawing was too large and too slight to be photographed effectively.

96 Ibid.

97 Ibid., 98.

Figure 49 Diagram of Outline of Periodic Subdivision.



52

one vacant lot listed as a residential property for sale (41 Concession Street). The last site had 

never been built on but is used as thoroughfare by people in the neighbourhood.

 For each performance I would go to the site with lengths of surveyor’s plastic flag tape 

hung from my belt. I would find a post or some other fixed object on or near the site. I then tied 

the flag tape to that object until all the tape had been used up and fluttering mass of orange 

plastic had accumulated. Typically used to delineate property boundaries or mark significant 

points in a defined territory, the surveyor’s tape, was used to flag the passage of time spent in 

a single space, as evidenced by the amassing of the knotted form. From these performances I 

produced the suite of drawings called Sites of Prolonged Inhabitation and a fifth site survey 

specific to the Art and Media Lab.

 Site Survey (Art and Media Lab) differed formally from its predecessors and should be 

considered a translation from the quasi-public spaces of the vacant lots into the gallery. I placed 

fence stakes at each corner of the gallery and at mid and quarter-points along the gallery’s walls. 

Then I tied flag tape from one stake to the next using a builder’s knot (clove hitch) until one 

full roll of tape was used up. I then gathered the stakes together, positioned them in the gallery 

and let them fall to the ground. Where Site Survey (Art and Media Lab) sought to consider 

a physical property of the gallery—the perimeter, a measure of distance—it also asked what 

happens when you pull up or relocate the significant, quantifiable points of reference which 

define that space. 

Figure 50 Site Survey (41 Concession Street, Kingston ON). Figure 51 Site Survey detail.
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 Site Survey (Art and Media Lab) 

enacted a collapse. In contrast, Sites of 

Prolonged Inhabitation moved outward 

from a specific point and formed a contoured 

representation of a sustained presence. 

The drawings were motivated by a desire 

to visualize the movement through time 

performed during the initial installations. 

They were not indices of each Site Survey but they were diagrammatic depictions of a course 

of action unfolding through time. In a sense they were plans of action, both retrospective 

illustrations of the performances and schematics for a mode of inhabitation that abandons 

building as a developmental, constructional attitude. Instead, the building represented in Sites 

of Prolonged Inhabitation embraces what Stephen Horne describes as “a time and a history 

more properly cyclical” and where duration “replaces the western desire for permanence.”98 This 

building is dwelling, which “takes care” and “tends the growth” of persistent presence.99

  

 The drawings were topographical, made by circling a point marked on the paper. The 

98 Stephen Horne, “Abandon Building,” in Abandon Building: Selected Writings on Art, 1992-2006,   
 (Montreal: 11 Press, 2007), 68.

99 Martin Heidegger, “Building Dwelling Thinking,” in Poetry, Language, Thought, (New York: Harper   
 Collins, 1971), 145.

Figure 52 Site Survey (Art and Media Lab).

Figure 53 Site of Prolonged Inhabitation installation view. Figure 54 Sites of Prolonged Inhabitation detail.



54

lines passed through, departing from and returning to, this point but no distance is travelled 

along these lines, their length is temporal. Each line followed its predecessor as closely as 

possible without contact until a boundary between adjacent, irregular bodies emerged. 

 The site surveys and Prolonged Inhabitation use repetitive knotting and drawing 

procedures to “focus time and bodily action”100 on a spatial outcome. The pairing considers the 

“genuine building, that is, dwelling”—understood dually as cultivation and construction—related 

to craft traditions and embodied practices.101 

Alas! . . . these perfectnesses are surplus and Untitled Graph (Centre Point)

 

 I directly engaged with a specific knotting practice and craft tradition through the 

fabrication of a large net made from linen and silk yarn called Alas! . . . these perfectnesses 

are surplus. The net was made over several months according to instructions for a tennis net 

found in The Ashley Book of Knots.102 Alas! was presented as billowing object hung from a single 

hook on the back wall of the gallery. When stretched out, it measures 100 meshes wide and 250 

meshes long and each mesh is approximately one inch square. I ran out of yarn before I could 

100 Stephen Horne, “Sometimes Minimal,” in Abandon Building: Selected Writings on Art, 1992-2006,   
 (Montreal: 11 Press, 2007), 14.

101 Heidegger, “Building Dwelling Thinking,” 145.

102 Ashley, The Ashley Book of Knots, 587.

Figures 55 and 56 Alas! . . . these perfectnesses are surplus installation and detail.
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complete the whole rectangle so it ended up being a five-sided trapezoid, or a rectangle missing 

a triangular corner section. The unfinished section of the net was represented in the gallery by a 

framed, 1/8” = 1” scale drawing of a grid called Untitled Graph (Centre Point) facing the net on 

the adjacent wall.

 Alas! and Untitled Graph both invoke 

the grid as system of spatial organization, but 

they did so in different ways—the net through 

the practical manipulation of a material and 

the drawing through inscription alluding to 

a preconceived ideal.  The dialectic posed by 

the net and the graph relied on the tension 

in Frampton’s critical position “that building 

is ontological rather than representational 

in character and that built form is a presence 

rather than an absence.”(original emphasis)103 

 Alas! . . . these perfectnesses are 

surplus was a thing present in space, an object 

of a practiced labour in itself but it was a 

“building” inasmuch as it is an enclosure that 

delineates space. As a barrier, nets establish 

the competitive positions of contest—a tennis 

match, for example—as containers they let some things pass through while holding other things 

in. Nets support but also capture. 

 Untitled Graph (Centre Point) was a sign for the missing section of net; it made up 

the difference through an abstract representation of the real object.104  It was in the role of 

103 Frampton “R’appel a L’ordre: The Case for the Tectonic,” 20.

104 Lefebvre, The Production of Space, 38.

Figure 57 Untitled Graph (Centre Point).
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technician, a draftsman engaged in the 

idealization of spatial arrangement, that I 

alluded to the “scenogpraphic”105 absence and 

finalized the form. Untitled Graph, retained 

a hierarchical organization, though, by  

depicting an apex and horizon.

Viewing Gallery and Untitled Flat Knot

 The two remaining works in 

Opening Closures again took up methods of 

subdividing space to consider practices of 

inhabitation and representation. Untitled 

Flat Knot (2016, 2016) was a small floor 

sculpture made from nylon rope interlaced 

with a knotting technique used in the 

production of floor mats. The interlaced 

structure of the knot produced a flexible 

grid pattern and subdivided the floor into 

contingent, yet systematically organized 

quadrants and effectively layered a system of 

spatial differentiation onto the bare concrete 

floor. The flat knot referred to procedures of 

measuring and systematically quantifying 

land, and the corresponding practices of spatial differentiation that facilitate the political and 

economic control of space but it was the result of a practical exercise rather than an abstract 

projection of latitudinal and longitudinal lines or and property demarcation. 

105 Frampton, “R’appel a L’ordre: The Case for the Tectonic,” 23.

Figure 58 Viewing Gallery installation.

Figure 59 Untitled Flat Knot (2016, 2016).

Figure 60 Viewing Gallery installation.
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 Viewing Gallery was an installation made in response to the elevated vantage point 

people passing by the Art and Media Lab are granted by the large windows that open up into the 

gallery. It consisted of the cut paper sighting grid taped to the gallery window and the space in 

the hallway directly adjacent to the window. It loosely referred to the tradition of using sighting 

grids to produce drawings of landscapes but was conceptually a move to envelope a viewing 

space external to the gallery that directed views onto the gallery. The installation of the sighting 

grid produced the Viewing Gallery, which I argue, was a liminal space where people occupied 

a position outside while being within the scope of the exhibition. The paper object made the 

separation between the hallway and the gallery, an otherwise invisible plane of glass, evident 

but in doing so it drew viewers into the space of the exhibition. My intent was to contextualize 

the exhibition as particular mode of practice as a way to consider how representational practices 

affect how space is perceived and experienced. 

 The work presented in Opening Closures rested in the indeterminate state between 

making and building, where form is not motivated by a functional imperative but by the 

realization of an active presence in the place where it is. Each object and drawing effect a 

presence—a feeling of space—and coalesced in space as the results of material, technical, and 

conceptual operations of encounter. They proffered a concept of space enacted not by enclosure, 

a severing isolation, but rather through a contortion effected by technical, symbolic, and social 

means (i.e. through the effort of practice). Knot/knotting is an instance of these contortions: 

bending a line to make over under is the basic formulation of space. 

Figure 61 Opening Closures installation.



58

Chapter 5 Conclusion

 In my MA project I set out to consider the spatial capacity of craft; that is, the capacity 

of craft to condition the spaces in which it is situated. Situation concerns the production, 

distribution, consumption and use of things considered craft. Knot/knotting facilitated my 

particular approach to these questions but a similar study could be undertaken for any other 

practice. I argued that to consider craft to be a spatial practice meant expanding the field 

of spatial practice beyond the authoritative positions of techno-scientific disciplines like 

architecture, planning, and politics. To conclude, I offer a proposal for what spatial practice in 

an expanded field might consist of.

 The diagram below is a reproduction of a pencil drawing I presented in Opening 

Closures (“ii” on the exhibition plan) as a sketch. It is modelled on Krauss’s analytical tool and 

dialectical logic used to articulate sculpture in an expanded field but I have chosen to use terms 

more germane to general issues of space and the language of the scholars informing my thinking 

on the subject.106 

 

 

106 Rendell, “Space, Place, and Site in Critical Spatial Arts,” 43.

Figure 62 Proposal for an expanded Field of Spatial Practice
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 The diagram is organized by a vertical axis, practice, and a horizontal axis, space. The 

left side concerns the means of production, considered to be material and technical practices. 

The right side concerns relations of production and forms of social organization. I propose the 

terms of initial opposition, and corresponding negations from which spatial practices to derive, 

to be assembly and institution. Like Krauss, I began to think about what spatial practice could 

be in relation to the negative terms. Her assessment of sculpture practice in the late 1960s 

categorized it as what it was not: not-landscape and not-architecture.107 I am proposing that 

conditions of distance—things apart, separated, or estranged—are an attribute of spatial practice 

which derives from not-assembly and not-institution. In the antonymous position, assembly and 

institution establish conditions of proximity—things brought together and housed according to 

customary rule. 

 The synthesis of assembly and not-assembly generates an arrangement of distinct parts 

but one whose existence is contingent on a functional agreement, hence systems of provisional 

performance. Programs of limited participation requires a similar, negotiated association of 

members characterized by their distance or proximity from the others.  

 Krauss’s expanded field stops at this stage but I have proposed one additional level to 

adequately address spatial practice. The extra level, which need not necessarily be a terminal 

point, is necessary, I think, to acknowledge the ways people live, work, and interact with one 

another in the spaces open to us. In doing so I have proposed general categories for the various 

forms of specialized and common techniques with which space is organized as well as categories 

for various relational or social practices. The terms of this additional development are derived 

from the same dialectical synthesis which produced the first level. 

 Methods of specialized coordination are the dominant techniques regulating the form 

and distribution of material goods. The media of representational discourse disseminate images 

of an unreal majority state. The quotidian means interposed are the tactics of inhabitation 

and self-organization intervening and working between the established conditions. Deviant 

107 Krauss, “Sculpture in the Expanded Field,” 36.
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encounters affront the institutional assembly. 

 I do not intend this schematic for an expanded field of spatial practice to be a tidy plan 

that makes it easy to assess the spatiality of any specific practice but I do think it worthwhile 

to implicate cultural practices in a framework that situates them spatially, at a crossing of 

material and social motives. I am also not proposing to fix craft at any one point in the field I 

have proposed because it operates all throughout. Instead, I favour Adamson’s positioning of 

craft as a process, “an approach, an attitude, or habit of action.”108 My interest is in how craft 

exists spatially and its involvement with the built environment. By considering craft as a spatial 

practice, or as a productive disposition, craft exceeds the mere material, technical or objects it 

yields and is assigned a responsibility for the conditions of production, distribution, and use of 

its works. When allied with practices commanding the production of space, craft risks complicit 

confirmation and reproduction of that authority. And yet, it is in these situations where its 

capacity is also evident and where encounters with craft can be “startling.”109 

108 Adamson, Thinking Through Craft, 4.

109 Alfoldy use the word “startling” to describe the contrast in material and imagery between a large quilt   
 made artist Joyce Weiland called “Barren Ground Caribou” and the Toronto subway station it is installed   
 in. This seems an apt description of what I am trying to get at. Alfoldy, The Allied Arts, 48.
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