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ARTISANS U an
Flair Trade

Textile designer Sonya Mackintosh is up
ta her neck in funky, wearable yarn art

WRITTEN BY AMAMNDA RAE BUSCH
PHOTOGRAMHY BY JASOM HOUSTOM

T'S A STURMY SEFTEMBER MORNING, and l]1|!r|.l$|'l one would

expect oo hear a symphony of sines 2fes and ool in Sonya

Mackinmoshi studio, the cavernous space is remarkably quicr.
Forry-three-year-old Mackinrosh and three asistants, Donna, Diane,
and Glynis, are quictly shufffing order forms and maserials ar their
workitations, Bur for now, the conringene of wide, keyboard-shaped
contrapions sics dormans behind them, digical monivors dark.

“Normally the machines would be munning,” the London-bom
textile designer and fiber arvisn says apologetically in her affable Brisish
baurr, lime-green eyes scanming the raom, “We can run the basic things
bur there are ddecoronic elements, and well blow fuses @ ..." Minutes
laer, Sevie Wonder pincs for “Ma Cherie Amour™ from a radio speak-
er overhicad, a5 if o emphasize chis face,

Ir's here, in a comverred chree-car garage on a residensial country lane
just off Route 7 in Shefficld, Massachusens, thar Mackinoosh has buils
smARTWORKS, where her scarves in funky textures, bold shapes,
and vivid, custom-dyed colors are borm, "My products tend o make
wradivional niches frusrased,” the wall, chocolae-maned Mackincosh
says with a sly grin, thumbing an orange origami-like creation. “They
can't figure our how o do in”

And thas exacdy whar draws Fashion-forwand women—and a few
TR, TR l]ﬁl: il'hﬁ- hulhilrnl i line nrlnl.m.' :.ululurd. munl!inl: ul:ﬁ-.r\-
ings—1a her phudh neckwear, Yer while Mackinvtosh’s wool, cashmere,
and comon works decorare the décolbetage in a way unseen before in
the Berkshires, she admins thar stwempting to create one-of-a-kind
works while saying financially afloar could prove soul-cnushing. So
irsrzad, smARTWORKS achicves wnmall-wcale ||:|.m-|:ln.rd|.u:|:i|:|r|—:|r:1;
siill imbued with fine an charm,

Even with limived power, there's plenty o do. At one cormer of
the room is 3 kinchenette—an L-shaped counter wath o sink abowe 3
mini-fridge and ... 3 washing machine. Well, whar's left of the gray-
and-whire poruable Whidpool, anyway. s the kind made for small
apartments, so hoses mnake up and over the counter to empty inm
the gink; the wp-loading door has been ripped off entirely. *We've
remaved all che safery fearures,” Mackinush quips. “We've xed i 5o
we can adjust che agitavion, just like a hand wash, not a regular cycle.”
Afer just three minuces, the cycle s mansilly stoppod and s contenis
are spun, then remioved and seeerched our o dry, A couple of rudinien-
tary daginal timers scarcered nearby help sreamlbine the process.

Mackineosh presents a roval purple wool scarf thats already un-
dergone the process; is sivle is identical w than of others in a pile
avwaining, rreanment, bux ir's so much denser that you'd never recognize
it as being the same. The shape is, well, mumglsal “Al | did was fiulf che

B mermshime uvinG rowimac 0o yarn,” she mys, differentiating it from traditional febting—all the rage
in recent years—which compresses fibers with super-hot temperatures
and much lomger agitaion cycles,

"You basically ruin i, like you'd ruin your dothes in the washer. |
hate to use those wonds ... b we've devised 3 vechnigue. 1 know for a



fact you could never hand-knir this because of what we do on the machine.”

Damp peces are sor w0 dry on wooden moks, which are now oooupicd by a barch of dark ol-
ive green, lamboyancly raffled sirips—dead ringers for gigantic serips of sea kelp, These are the
Sabrmna, one of Madkineosh's furst ::g.-h-s and one thsr’s aleo n.irn:'n:d the mosr anemion, but
which the fears 'mi!\:hl: burve mum iz course.” [rmi.-.'.:”.;r-. s ane of the ul.r\ip,ﬂ-: m named aleer a
FIVEr—a practie :J'-t'jnﬂ.lg,urm:'d g Fewe vesrs imno: e b ness afrer selecring vivkes a1 random.

In fact. a number of ber scarves appear a5 if pledked from the sea, Mackinooshs wild nex-
turcs and shapes—the nubby Cypress and Acadia; che spiny Toerra and Westheld; the floppy
Willow and Melson—are born of her background in indusinial weaving, an architecnarally
oriented held focused more on the gkills and mechanics n-cl'u:ing rrsditional lsoms. Bun :‘|uril'|gl
her senior YE&r at ihe Rhode [dand School nl"]]'eslgn. a pnﬂm l:u.m;.‘-.unl she ory her hand
at a knitting machine to complete ber final project more efficienty—even though she'd never
taken a knitting class. The machines, while similar w booms, sill Febe foreign, *1 aoaslly fels
Forced [imoo using theml],” she says with a laugh. °1 was able o do this degree projec, [ba] 1
made it up as | went along.”

It wase’t uneill 194, afier Madkinensh had moved from Manharoan oo the Berdcshires (o
wiark bod Mill Biver Teviles, which the wiinesed fold), that she bundhed smARTWORES
(“sm” reprosenting her nane) from the basement of her then-home in Hillsdale, MNew York, and
realized, °1 didn't know some of the real basics.™ After moving to an arvist-shared warchouse in
Gireat Barringron, Massachuseos, and installing mulaple machines, Mackingosh hired Donna,
who knew there had 1o be a better way, = Fhen | sar dosen and read the manusl,” Mackingsh
declares. “Four years later! In a funny way, | never would have been able o do [what | do
pocday] without the groundwork of weaving.™

Maw, in the Sheffdd workshop, to which she relocared in 20040, che -.‘ln:'.'.ii‘_ﬂn:‘-r leaks rhmugj‘.
a stack of graph paper, each with block designs inked by hand. *1 do it the old-fashioned way
ansl ehen eramslate it eo the computer,” she says, shrugging. A printer spics out ansiquated cards
with perforared edges, remplates thar will program specific processes for each sayle,

“These are ot modenn machines,” Mackineosh says, almose proudly, of the Swiss con-
eraptions she's inagped off eBay and then "jerry-nigped so they don't pgple.” She points at a
siill-blamk screem set before rows off wainless steel combe and nesdles. “Its a card reader—its
linerally thar old-fashisned, This gy lisle computer manipulates: the actual kniming, ™

Bur Mackineosh sresses hat hers i not a s £ g forped i sont of process. ™ The woed “ma-
ching' immediavcly makes people feel thar [ics) not a craft,” she Bumenes, *Bue in's no differens
than a boom if you're 2 weaver, The word “loom’ suddenly makes it sound very old-Bshioned.
The ki'li-llillg machine is much yolanger than the boam, which has been arund for centanes,
bair the techmigue of lesrning o ouse it and manipulave ie w seill anoant farm.”

Says arvise Jan Gilmor, of Gillmor Glass in Milleron, Mew Yook, “IF | see someone wearing
mrdﬁ&nrﬁ SCArves, s very obvious thar ins her worke The fscr ehat it a2 multidimensional
kind of surface—and the interplay of color—makes her work stand oue"[And, b, the colors:
938 in all, the majority of which are custom dyed by a guy in Maine, a8 spools lining shehves

. BERKSHIRE LIWING HOWTEL 08




spanning the width of the mom amest, O these, smARTWORKS
has created more than 3,700 seriking combirarian.)

Mackinuosh credins Gilmor with unging her o sell her work,
first at che Millbrook Craft Fair, which Gilmor helped OTEANITE,
“l would never have done a show—it's just not my personaling,®
Mlackineesh AV, “Yai i|n=.}'s think YOL Can make i, hur will
somenne snually part with moncy for 5?1 have w stand there and
watch people open their walles, and char’s 3 really weird Fecling.”

Giood thing she's som of gecting wsed no iz as Mackineessh
construces accessorics thar uhimancly keep people warm, smART-
WORKS iz on a siricn seasonal schedube. She's about o embark on
the final saverch of che summen/fall cralt show cirout, when reailers
spanning the Mortheass place orders under the shadow of the holi-
iy rush. B mov, l.1lt|:|f:|]|u.|1dru|u|"m:||:u ~Rochester, ]"|1i|.a.l¢lphia.
Chicago. Mew York, Mew Jerey—remam. Manional boho-chic
retailer Amthropologie placed a big order this year for a slew of
its rotasl outlers, a5 did 3 number of museum shops and apparel
catalogs—gravy, Mackintosh says, because in's Girly casy oo crank
out a couple hundred scarves im a single color, Another major coup
has been placement in Sefoedpe magazine, a ULK.-based, bimondhly
trade publication for interior, extile, and fuhion desagners.

In Ocrober, Mackintosh hin the preeminent Paradise Ciry Ares
Festival in Momhampion, Masachusetis (a sister event an the other
enud of the stave, in Marlborough, akes place November 21 1o
23). "I've managed o ger o some of the wp cralt shows in the
country,” says Mackintosh empharically. “Tor go 1o the Philadephia
Museum show—ir's a very humbling experience because there are
some ity raleneed arion out thene.™

Cue Mackinehs unlikely mentor: Great Han'ingmn-h:.-wd 50—
wress anid knivwear designer Karen Allen, whose thriving business,
Raren Allen Fiber Arts, might be perceived as direcr competition
for smARTWORKS. After all, the rwo are exacily 8.4 miles apar.

"My wark and her work complement cach ather,” Mackintosh
explains. “She saw thar. Yes, it's kniming, but it does not compene.
O waork is quite different. She wanted to carry it—ihar is an
honoe” Besides, Mackiniosh adds, “1 don’t want 1o be a store, My
machier ran 3 booksore Jin England] for cwenty-five years and |
usoil 1o sponied boas of me working in che swore .,

Regional shops like Allens have been instrumenial in smART-
WORKS' suocess, largely because, as Gilnsor belicves, Madkintosh’s
wark i truly onginal. "She exploses bats of warile technigues and
tries b0 use them inoa vanery of ways thar make 2 garmsent have o
statement rather than just be a far piece of vardage.”

In frone of another massive shelving unit stuffed with finished




picces, Mackinrosh scosps up a lonely box from the Boos, Inside are
pas “Aubs,” which she often revisits when conjuring up new de-
!I-iHIIL. ."-{.'Irl.'l'l L1 5-:11.'!1! il'l an -|"'l:-|hli'|,' I-lu,'.'|||; i|1,|, “,ﬂl i .I:'l.h'rl:lﬂ ]hl"\_ )]
“inspirational wrips” with her partner, Steven Sewand; April dhrough
lune, on t'!'.l.'l'l.'rill"ll:rltilhlbll. Thix wear, smAHDWORKS & bunch-
ing five new styles, two of which were reformulazed from the scrap
|'u'l|1. She's Illh'-!.'i'irlp. a selection of ribbon-lced |5||:.|;ur|-:'“ glm':-.
and a line macde with -:H;.iniq. DO T, l:rur-iu;.; it “simple,” she says,
becanse “you have to remember there are people aur there wha find
the bumps scany.”

She wraps the wildly popular Mackenmie around ber nock and
pecks it into riselfvia a hidden sliv. “This iz fun for me oo figure our,”
she savs, "My younger sister loves wearing my scarves in London;
shed just had chibdren and she was l|,1||'~|||;.1 over a lor— ||-1|\.||||-|L
trams and gewing in and out of cars—she needed a scarf thar stays
in pl.a.,'-,-.'

Chite  clearly, while pansche
dwells here, pracricality iz queen.
el jjuse as Mackintosh likes to rejig-
gor ber machines, she's conscious of
misking the eintife proccs personal,
from dreaming up ideas on a grid 1o
Adﬂing signamire Hnixhinl; roicles
with a dull-green circa- 19340 Mernow
crochet machine, Her methads are 3
byproduct of whar she describes 25 2
crucil expericnos |||l.'i||1'_ in 'I'ulll-:u:.'
Lk ||.'.ar|1 AN CEETH 4]_!.':_' I.;,':,'||||.i|_||_||_--._
There she bocarme inspired by the
villige coitage industries and  goods
trickbing chrough every step of the
production process while remaining
lscal. She likes o underscand  how
lhinp wirrh

“Trth be wold,” Mackiniosh
adming, “I've never had much iner-
ear im fashion, bor | kave had a real
interest in fabric, Pve had to develop
same fashion skills o make unusual
-.|'|.||.'n.--.. bur 1 sdied archiveoiwre; |
dislnit study Fashion. And | was never
a very conhdent dresser, U a vextile
designer trained in teotles. I'm inger-

eated in the e |1||:|:;||1:u" H

Bewkshare | IVINNE, SN Lare e
Awmirnds Rae Buredr iv mat 2 buitrer,
I'-'I'r'l'\- l.ll:l'p'\-l'*r .r.l-'J'.rn:rn'.'rr.rru-ﬁJ. L.'.I:'.-l':r




