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INTRODUCTION

All fabric, whether high-tech or 
traditional, is made by bonding or felting, 
weaving or knitting fibres together — 
using hand, power or digital tools. The 
fibres may be synthetic or natural.  
The process of combining them can 
be done in a factory using computer-
aided design and manufacture (CAD/
CAM) or low-paid labour and out-of-
date machinery;  in the studio of an art-
school graduate, or in a family based 
workshop in the developing world.  
Whether the intention is to make 50,000 
or 1 metre of fabric, a choice has to 
be made between bonding or felting, 
weaving, or knitting.
 
These notes examine and discuss the 
social, cultural, historical and economic 
circumstances in which fabrics are 
made.  How pupils’ practical work 
can be developed in response to their 
understanding of the way people of 
their own and other times and cultures 
have used these techiques is also 
considered.

 This is one of three Goodwill Art 
guides exploring different aspects of 
textiles.  Set 78, Printed, painted and 
dyed textiles discusses how colour 
and pattern can be applied to fabric 
once it has been constructed.  Set 79 

Pieced, sewn and embroidered textiles 
considers how, why and when scissors, 
needle and thread, and sewing 
machines have been used to cut, re-
assemble and make marks on fabric. 

Aran cable
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How textiles are constructed

1. FELTED AND BONDED TEXTILES
This category includes all cloth made by 
matting fibres together using mechanical 
pressure (manual or machine induced) or 
chemical means. 

Synthetic-bonded textiles.
Today, syththetic-bonded textiles are made 
industrially for the manufacture of items 
so cheap that they can be thrown away 
(eg J clothes and tea-bags).  People are 
increasingly concerned about wasting the 
world’s resources by making disposable 
items, but these textiles are useful where 
hygiene is of prime concern, say, for bandages 
and clothing worn by surgeons and nurses in 
operating theatres.  
 
 The current fashion for re-cycling 
amongst artists and craftspeople includes 
the re-working of synthetic bonded textiles 
— Claire Goddart, who graduated from the 
Royal College of Art makes functional hand-
bags and shoes using recycled tea-bags.

Hand-made felt
To many the word ‘felt ‘conjures up small  
squares of industrially made highly-coloured 
material used in toy-making for charity bazaars. 

fashion item.  Other contemporary uses include 
felted hammers inside piano mechanisms, 
carpet underlay, industrial polishing wheels 
felt-tip pens and snooker tables.  

 Interest in the practical and creative 
potential of felt has grown in craft circles. 
Many art-school trained textile makers have 
found it a rewarding material to use for wall-
hangings, clothing and fashion accessories. 

 Felting occurs because of the natural 
properties of wool.  Each fibre comprises 
minute, overlapping scales which are opened 
up by contact with warmth, pressure and 
alkaline moisture.  So woollen jumpers shrink 
and matt when they are washed — because 
the fibres are reacting to the warm, soapy 
water and the pounding of a washing machine 
or the fingers of a human hand.

Felt tents, or yurts

 But felt can be warm, sound-proof, 
impenetrable to arrows and impervious to water 
and rain.  Hand-made felt has a long history.  In 
archaeological collections, museums around 
the world include felt pieces.  In ancient times 
the Chinese used it to make armour, and  
Nomadic societies lived in felt tents.  Indeed 
where nomadic life persists in central Asia, 
yurts — tents made by covering a wooden 
latticed frame with felt — are still in use. 
 
 Some people in Asia and Northern and 
Eastern Europe still wear felt shoes, trousers, 
mittens and cloaks.  While mostly associated 
with traditional, rural lifestyles, the police in 
Moscow wear felt winter boots.  In Britain the 
traditional Royal Navy blue duffle coat has 
occasionally been hi-jacked as a high street 

Sketch showing magnified cross-
section of wool fibre
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