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When, in the early 2010s, street artist and “yarn bomber” London Kaye
O’Donnell entered the urban scene and began to create colorful crochet
pieces around various street elements in New York City, initial reactions in
the news media were positive: “London Kaye O’Donnell has taken to the
streets of NYC, adding a bit of crocheted flair to the otherwise industrial
aesthetic of neighborhoods like Bed-Stuy. Her yarn bombing endeavor
began as a 30-day beautification challenge ... with her yarn creations
adorning lamps, tree trunks, mailboxes and fences around the BK area”
(“Meet the Artist”). Yet, this celebrated instance of urban creativity soon
had its share of detractors as well, and the following quote might serve as a
preview for the negative reactions the artwork evoked: “Not everyone was
charmed. ... Anti-gentrification activists took their frustrations against her
to social media. ... [O]ne aggrieved person equated Ms. Kaye and her work
to ‘colonizers who claim indigenous lands for themselves.” ‘I was the perfect
scapegoat, said Ms. Kaye” (Miller). In-between these two vastly different
reactions by locals and media alike, London Kaye and her public crochet art
had become the subject of a conflict that revolved around the question of the
role of young, urban artists and their relation to processes of gentrification.
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What had happened? In 2015, Kaye had installed “Moonshine Kingdom,” a
fifteen-foot crochet mural, on the wall of a building abutting a flea market
in Brooklyn’s Bushwick neighborhood. The giant artwork showed the twins
from Stephen King’s The Shining holding hands with Sam Shakusky, the
boy scout character from Wes Anderson’s film Moonrise Kingdom. It was
Kaye’s biggest project to this point, whose prominent reference to a film by
a quintessentially “hip” director seemed to signify a common aesthetic and
social bond with hipster culture. While being officially commissioned by
Bushwick Flea’s owner Rob Abner, it was put up without the permission of
the adjoining building’s owner, a long-term inhabitant of the neighborhood.
As a consequence, Bushwick-native Will Giron, nephew of the Latina owner,
tenant advocate, and legal coordinator for an anti-gentrification non-profit
organization, was enraged by Kaye’s project. Venting his frustration with
what he perceived as “[a] small piece of a much greater social epidemic”
and yet another intrusion by a “hipster transplant,” he posted on Facebook
that “[g]entrification has gotten to the point where every time I see a group
of young white millennials in the hood my heart starts racing and a sense
of anxiety starts falling over me” (qtd. in Whitford). After a heated on- and
offline discussion between Giron and Abner, who merely claimed that they
had “covered up nasty graffiti with nice graffiti,” Kaye eventually retracted
her artwork and promised to be more careful and more sensitive to the
kind of community she “beautifies” with her projects in the future: “now
I understand that just because it’s an unintrusive form of art doesn’t mean
that it’s invited” (qtd. in Whitford; cf. Voon, “Artist Will Remove”).

The question arises: Is Kaye, taken here as one representative of her chosen
woolen street art, only an innocent protagonist in a story of a female craft-
artist-turned-media-star who “beautifies” postindustrial New York City by
using colorful—and temporary—crochet creations to “dress” the streets
of a city that Sharon Zukin has proclaimed “naked” due to its supposed
lack of authenticity?' Or is she rather yet another racially and economically
privileged white hipster figure, epitomizing the commodification of urban
spaces by outsiders and hipster culture’s aestheticized “colonization”? and

'In Naked City, her 2010 study of six gentrifying New York City areas, urban sociologist
Sharon Zukin laments the trend towards a “soulless” (1), i.e., socially homogeneous (31), naked
city. Zukin updates Jane Jacobs’s legendary 1961 urban study The Death and Life of Great
American Cities with a look at what she refers to as an aura of “authenticity.” Once a “quality
of people” (3), that is, a characteristic of a heterogeneous resident structure, “authenticity” has
turned into the driver behind escalating real estate prices and as such not only into “a quality
of things” (3), but most of all into “a consciously chosen lifestyle and a performance, and a
means of displacement” (4).

2Another example for this use of the metaphor of gentrification as a modern form of white
urban colonialism is also present in an anti-gentrification rant by Spike Lee, in which he
refers to a “Christopher Columbus syndrome” through which high-income arrivals displace
predominantly Black residents from their homes (cf. Michael and Bramley).
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economic exploitation of “diverse” and “authentic” neighborhoods? In
what follows, our answer is decidedly in-between: We read yarn bombing
in relation to hipster culture and processes of urban change to show how
the confluence of all three aspects—woolen art forms, the hipster, and
gentrification—factor into creative culture’s ambivalent impact on twenty-
first-century cities. Through a comparative analysis of female yarn artists
London Kaye, Magda Sayeg, and Carol Hummel, as well as their projects
and installations in New York City, this contribution aims to find more
nuanced answers to the complex question of hipster culture’s impact on
local neighborhoods. Moving beyond either celebration or condemnation
of hipster culture, we argue that it is necessary to read hipsters as a specific
subform of contemporary creative culture and yarn bombing as a form
of creative expression congruent with and sometimes identical to hipster
culture. The yarn artists analyzed here negotiate questions of agency
and their complex middle-position vis-a-vis gentrification processes in a
specific manner that goes beyond simplistic descriptions along the lines
of “colonizing” hipsters. Rather, their projects and responses to possible
connections to processes of economic displacement oscillate between
complicity, confrontation, and, most importantly, the possibilities of (re-)
constructing urban spaces affected by gentrification.

While the Bushwick Flea-incident raises important questions about race
and class (Voon, “Anarchist Protest”), Miller’s reference to Kaye’s gender
is equally striking: “There may be a double standard here. Few would
call Banksy’s work gentrifying, but Ms. Kaye’s genre of street art, known
as ‘yarn bombing,” has been widely derided as a hipster fad or dismissed
as cutesy, mere ‘women’s work.”” While Miller seemingly defends Kaye’s
gender, she also sheds new light on the role of “hip” creatives in processes
of gentrification. Through a focus on the rather neglected group of female
creatives/hipsters and their employment of (supposedly “feminine”) yarn-
based craft, we analyze how and to what ends these projects may also
attempt to gender space through practices that quote femininity, domesticity,
and acts of “taking care” in the public sphere. This particular focus helps
to get a grasp on the specific potentials of this creative process, yet also
highlights the limitations and contradictions of yarn art as activist practice
within the creative culture that has become dominant in Western societies
in the twenty-first century and also central to a proper understanding of
hipster culture.

Hipster Culture = Creative Culture?

Much has been said and written about the hipster, this ubiquitous-
yet-elusive (sub)cultural figure that first entered the cultural scene in
1950s urban America. From its earliest incarnations epitomized by
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Norman Mailer’s essay “The White Negro” to more recent, often far
less celebratory instances connected to heavily stylized urbanites living
in trendy neighborhoods such as Williamsburg, New York City, “hipster”
has become a kind of catchall term to describe overtly stylish urban
consumers of conspicuously anti-mainstream, niche products. While our
understanding of the term draws on the vast history of the phenomenon,?
we propose to go beyond stereotypical clichés as well as too-narrow knee-
jerk descriptions of certain people as “hipsters” and rather read the kind
of individualistic, subculturally stylized, culturally productive, and often
(and least symbolically) young urbanites in the broader context of twenty-
first-century creativity culture. Drawing on Andreas Reckwitz’s study
The Invention of Creativity and the idea of creativity as an increasingly
dominant “dispositif” in Western societies, we understand the individual’s
ability to come up with something new and live an expressive, rewarding
life as the culturally desired feature of postindustrial life and work and
one of the main nodal points where economic imperatives and aesthetic
desires have become interwoven in unprecedented ways (5). Much
more than a simple consumption pattern, creative culture has pervaded
the middle classes of Western postindustrial societies in many more
fields, most importantly the sphere of work, which has transformed in
two ways: First, work has become increasingly defined in terms of self-
expression, authenticity, and innovation—in short, creativity. Second, this
transformed understanding of work has increasingly merged with the desire
of large groups of consumers to move beyond the supposedly passive and
mindless consumption of industrialized goods and exploitative services by
“the mainstream” (Jacobs).

The rather general term “creativity” obtains a much more specific
meaning in the context of hipster culture. Several critics have described how
ideas and elements from hipster culture have become hegemonic within an
aestheticized popular culture that symbolically defies uniform mainstream
culture, promotes individual expression in work and (leisure) life, and
symbolically rewards attempts to actively shape rather than merely consume
cultural products in the passive fashion assumed by critics of mass culture
(McGuigan; Heath and Potter; Frank, Conguest). Especially Thomas Frank’s
description of “hip consumerism” as a capitalist phenomenon that has
made disgust with homogeneous mass culture one of the principal driving
forces of a superficially diversified popular culture and his thesis that this
development has its roots in the confluence of counter- and business culture
since the 1960s forms the basis for our theoretical understanding of the
link between creative urban cultures and increasing urban inequality as a

*For an extensive historical account of the term, see Leland.
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corollary of upscale consumption practices that emphasize difference and
individual expression (Conquest 1-33).

Hipster culture is a broad and diverse epiphenomenon of twenty-first-
century creative culture, a contemporary subset of popular culture that
attracts large numbers of people, yet addresses them as highly individualized
subjects that seek to move beyond a perceived mainstream, beyond the norm,
and beyond the supposed blandness of “mass culture.” While not all creatives
are necessarily “hip,” both hipster culture and creative culture are obviously
characterized by the ostentatious desire—and maybe illusory attempt—to
combine cultural productiveness, difference from the mainstream, and an
emphasis on individuality and individual experience—an observation that
furthermore characterizes the hipster as a downright discursive formation.
This desire is expressed in a variety of (increasingly stereotypical) ways ranging
from, say, the purchase of trendy clothes, vintage furniture, or organic/local/
artisanal food to alternative and seemingly more rewarding ways of working
in the cultural and creative sectors—and also a crucial element in the culture of
yarn bombing and its ambivalent impact on urban neighborhoods.

The Hipster as Gentrifier?

Coined by Ruth Glass in 1964, the term “gentrification”—the widespread
displacement of existing households by more affluent newcomers—has
come to define a central characteristic of twenty-first-century urbanity and
is certainly “one of the most vigorously discussed phenomena of the post-
Fordist city” (Erbacher 245). Particularly the image of artist-led gentrification
has become a recurrent topic in urban studies and a central element of anti-
gentrification literature (Moskowitz, Kill; Moss, Vanishing; Busa). While artists
and creatives—understood here in the broadest terms—are certainly not the
sole culprits, they nevertheless play a facilitating role in this process (Deutsche
and Ryan; The Public). Consequently, in an analysis of pervasive rent-hikes
in “creative” NYC neighborhoods, Zoe Rosenberg speaks of “an old refrain”
where “[a]rtists move into a neighborhood, make it cool, get pushed out by
rising housing costs as area desirability increases, ... find another place to
settle—and on that cycle goes.”

Many anti-gentrification activists and commentators specifically identify
hipsters as the most notorious agents in this specifically urban development,
which might have just entered a new phase of “hyper-gentrification,” described
by Jeremiah Moss as

gentrification on speed, shot up with free market capitalism—({that] is a
global pandemic, a seemingly unstoppable virus attacking much of the
world. ... And in every afflicted city, the story is the same: luxury condos,
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mass evictions, hipster invasions, a plague of tourists, the death of small
local businesses, and the rise of corporate monoculture. (Vanishing 6-7)*

Thus, to continue with Moss’s curious echo of Will Giron’s biological
idiom: While the “pandemic” of (hyper-)gentrification is perceived as
a global plague, hipsters are supposed to be among its most important
carriers, and New York City represents one of its major hotbeds.” Here,
we do indeed find a distinct and particularly potent connection between
gentrification and hipster culture. During the last decades, and especially
following the city’s economic downturn and subsequent renaissance in the
1970s and 1980s,® postindustrial New York City has been at the forefront
of cities that experience the influx of a group of professionals, tourists, and
residents that urbanist Richard Florida has popularly called the “creative
class.” This affluent stratum of urban subjects covets a city’s “authenticity”
and “diversity”—in New York City, for instance, ethnic neighborhoods and
(post)industrial areas such as Bushwick—in its creative/hip emphasis on
individuality and non-conformist difference from a perceived mainstream.
While Florida celebrates this creative class, many critics argue that this
group represents the root cause or at least motor for many instances
of gentrification.” In turn, the urban hipster, one of the most visible
representatives of this creative class, is often routinely identified as one of
the main gentrification culprits in popular and critical accounts of urban
inequality.®

This might explain many of the hate comments on Kaye’s Instagram
account underneath a picture of her mural. The amount of vitriol directed
at her supposed hip harbinger of gentrification especially soared after Kaye
replied in an admittedly naive manner that her artwork is just showing

“Accounts such as this abound; for instance, Alessandro Busa opens his book with a foreword
that situates New York City as one among many cities afflicted by “hypergentrification” (xv).
Other recent examples are, for instance, Calhoun and her account of St. Mark’s Place or
Moskowitz, Kill.

SWhile the text was written well before it, final revisions of this paper took place during the
2020 Covid-19 pandemic, which changed the connotations of Moss’s metaphor considerably.
Since Moss’s book was written and published in 2017, we decided to retain it without any
further qualification and not reflect on its new, and considerably more troubling meaning with
respect to New York City.

¢Cf. Phillips-Fein, who describes how New York City used to be a working-class friendly city
with a diversity of real estate value and how it has become a hotbed of rising real estate value
since the 1970s. .

"See for instance Frank, “Dead End” or Peck. For a less optimistic view by Florida himself, see
the New Urban Crisis.

¥Not without irony, the aforementioned phenomenon of “hypergentrification” has furthermore
resulted in the economic displacement of many creatives who had previously settled in what
they appreciated as an inspirational urban environment of mixed uses and a diverse residential
structure.
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“three [kids] standing together and finding love in unexpected ways. ... The
last thing I was thinking about was making somebody upset with my art.
The whole thing I wanted to do was make people happy” (qtd. in Jewell).
Herself a Bushwick resident, Kaye acknowledged that certainly “things are
happening here, and people aren’t happy about it,” but that she still did not
understand how “[o]ne wall [is] being the sole example of [gentrification]”
in a neighborhood “filled with street art” (qtd. in Whitford). The conflict
was aggravated when Kaye hesitated to take down her work and Instagram
users like not_your_girl_friday called Kaye’s (non-)reaction a “shrugging
‘tee-hee’ of white girl privilege”; Kaye’s assumed act of “claiming” a wall
in order to “express herself,” also sounded to Instagram user _sarinaca@
invinculis like a form of “new age colonialism” by the hands of “white
people” (qtd. in Madebylondon). Indeed, Giron’s original Facebook post
also prompted accusingly: “Consider the fact that it’s art when white
people put up murals on private property but when we create our own
art in Bushwick it’s considered ‘vandalism’” (cf. user CharloChaplin’s copy
of the original post on Reddit). Quite ironically, though, for ethnically
mixed Bushwick “natives,” the only act of vandalism present here is the
one created by those urban subjects identified as white hipsters, who
supposedly disrupt the neighborhood in more than one sense. For people
like Giron, hipsters’ subculturally inflected consumption patterns and non-
conformist self-stylization are a central component of processes that turn
“gritty” neighborhoods into hip real estate objects and contribute to the
displacement of long-term residents and businesses (cf. Zukin 51).

While we do not question the importance and severity of the process, we
take one step back from the frequent and rather indiscriminate scapegoating
of stereotypical “hipsters.” Rather, we use the example of London Kaye
in order to look for more general cultural and socioeconomic trends.
Furthermore, we will take a closer look at the ways how urban creatives
reflect upon their own position in this development, and how they also
(fail to) acknowledge that they are part of structural urban processes of
change that go beyond individual—or, for that matter, collective—agency
and intentions. Moreover, we move beyond yet another overgeneralization
frequently found in popular and critical discourse: Next to aspects such as
whiteness, one central aspect of the increasingly clichéd imaginary of the
hipster is the essential maleness of this cultural figure.’ In many stereotypical
accounts and representations, it seems as if the “hipster crowd” consists
of nothing more than urban lumberjacks with bushy beards, pretentious
glasses, and a keen sense for alternative forms of upscale niche consumption.
Yet, next to aspects of race and class, gender also plays a complex role in

“Take for instance Greif’s seminal anthology What Was the Hipsteri—only Dayna Tortorici’s
contribution considers female hipsters.
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hipster culture—and the example of yarn bombing constitutes an example
worth looking into for the cultural work of female hipsters.

Knitting Social Webs

The initial Huffington Post article describes the yarn project by Brooklyn-
based London Kaye as “a 30-day beautification challenge” (“Meet the
Artist”), and the arts journalist Chloe Veltman claims that these artworks
“playfully criticize the soullessness of our cities and make the impersonal
streets seem slightly more approachable.” For these commentators, yarn art
is a form of gendered, post-domestic art in the public sphere that uses warm,
“maternal” (Wollan) gestures of (re)dressing Sharon Zukin’s “naked city.”

As Emma Sheppard notes, next to providing “an aesthetic comment”
on the urban landscape as “the cosies are usually brightly-coloured and
decorative,” yarn art is also “an act of reclamation in the same way that
‘tagging’ by graffiti artists is an act of claiming a part of a landscape.”
Read this way, the yarn art by London Kaye, Magda Sayeg, and Carol
Hummel emerges as a distinctively feminine (while not necessarily female)
form of street art.! For many of its practitioners, yarn art is more than a
hip new form of individual creative expression, though. For these people,
“craftivism,” described by American knit activist Betsy Greer as a “practice
of engaged creativity, especially regarding political or social causes,” rather
becomes a part of the panacea to the urban blight hip creatives ostensibly
help to create in the first place. As a craft-based form of urban activism,
practitioners ascribe to yarn art the potential to take up a complex
middling position between the visibly “hip” aestheticization (Reckwitz) and
concomitant gentrification of (parts of) the city and the (re)appropriation of
urban spaces by “the people.”

The activist element particularly lies within distinctively visible acts of
“caring”—for public spaces or for other people, by way of a social group
solidarity. According to the creatives and those who interpret their art
presented here, this constitutes a feminine-connoted form of resistance
against an urban policy in which socially minded, bottom-up community
approaches fall behind the neoliberal city’s financial imperatives.!' For the

19Kaye views her art as a feminine or even feminist addition to (male) street art. Justifying her
sales to Starbucks or GAP, she announced, “In a male-dominated art form [...] I like being able
to have my two cents. I hope I can inspire people to do something daring. Ladies, get out there!”
(qtd. in Miller). Miller writes, “In [Kaye’s] hands, crochet is both an outlet of creative feminist
expression and a lucrative career.”

YAs becomes apparent from a historical glance at the past sixty years, not only knitting, but
also urban criticism seems to be a traditionally female “task.” The present female urban artists’
works stand in a long tradition of female-led urban criticism of (often) male-led, technocratic
urban development plans. Next to Sharon Zukin, Jane Jacobs is a prime example of a woman
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photographer and author Gale Zucker, who observes the subculture through
her portraits of yarn bombers, especially yarn art’s emphasis on community
building and “caring” has the potential to criticize gentrification:

[The way ... actions like yarn bombing can have an effect in counteracting,
or slowing down gentrification, is by creating community. Organizing a
group effort such as yarn bombing can help bond a group of activists who
might be able to collectively counter real estate investors by demanding
some affordable housing—and certainly call attention to the issue. It’s
not exactly a counter-force—but it is something.

Zucker’s insight into the craftivist community highlights a central, and
especially self-reflective, point: that yarn bombing needs to be more than an
individual act of urban creativity. From this point of view, the fiasco Kaye
experienced in Bushwick demonstrated that she may have succeeded in
putting up a spectacular work of urban creativity, but that she had ignored
the central tenet of “taking care”: to personally interact and to listen. Kaye
may see herself as a member of the creative yarn-bombing community that
covers places and objects in yarn, but the alienated reactions from the urban
communities that call her an “outsider” and “white colonizer” indicate that
she did not properly reflect upon her own position within the city and only
insufficiently interacted with the local community she imposed her highly
individualized art upon. Done this way, her yarn art, rather than “mak[ing]
people happy,” as she claims, is seen as a typically individualistic expression
of hip creativity that threatens people afraid of becoming displaced in yet
another instance of artist-led gentrification. From this perspective, public
yarn art becomes structurally synonymous with top-down urban renewal
approaches that likewise attempt to impose well-intended “improvement
measures” onto long-established neighborhoods and destroy them through
this process.

This line of thought is also exemplified by artist-activist Dina Elkan’s
reflections on the subject of artistic responses to gentrification:

However, if artists feel moved to do work that is meant to confront or
address the subject, then I think the first question should be, “How does
this work tangibly help the communities that are threatened or being
displaced? How can the voices of marginalized people be made more
prominent as a result of this threat to the survival of their communities

who advocated organic bottom-up approaches to urban planning and who, whether through
writing or active protest, raised her voice against the controversial, car-centered urban planning
approaches by Robert Moses whose LOMEX threatened to destroy close-knit, mixed-use
urban communities and the city’s social fabric in New York City’s 1960s.
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in places that are suddenly being ‘discovered’ by real estate and monied
interests[?]”

Fittingly, this emphasis on community is also one of the lessons seemingly
“learned” by Kaye. After removing her crochet mural, she acknowledged
that “she should have created something that would ‘have brought the
community together,” but says that at the time she was focused more on a
work that would fill the large wall nicely” (Voon, “Artist Will Remove”)."
In a more recent article in the New Yorker, Kaye reflects on putting up
“three huge white children” as a “painful memory” that has taught her the
“lesson” that “[i]Jt was the wrong piece on the wrong building” (Fry)—a
point confirmed by social worker and Los Angeles-based knit artist Christina
Tafoya in an Email interview:

We all have to be aware of the space we take. ... When you do public art
in a specified community, you have to be aware of what you can do to
benefit that society. We can’t take a backseat in life, we need to dig our
heels down and possibly get a little dirty. ... Art can no longer be selfish.
It has to provoke change, trust and a universal love.

As hinted at by Tafoya, close identification with a community, or at least
careful attention to its needs, form therefore the core of yarn bombing’s
potential to “make people happy,” to re-quote Kaye’s original, well-
meant intention.'” While urban yarn bombers may therefore not always
immediately recognize that they are pawns in the game, they also start to
acknowledge their art’s potential for the urban community, as Kaye’s lesson-
learned intimates above. In this line, yarn artists’ specific link of feminine
craft with political, activist street art in their attempt to “dress” the city in
yarn installations goes beyond either a celebration as creative “beautifiers”
of the city or a vilification as hip harbingers of gentrification—and leads
towards potential ways out of the conundrum. This, however, depends on
the way how emphasizing community becomes more than just lip service

2Similar advice is given to artists in a so-called primer published by activist design studio
The Public that seeks to sensitize artists for the issue of gentrification: “Key to this dilemma
[of creatives’ displacement of long-standing residents in gentrifying areas, our addition] is
recognizing what effect your presence may have on communities who do not have a choice in
terms of their accommodations” (11).

"“The role that (personal) identification can play with knit art’s public perception became
apparent in a survey by Tafoya on the public reception of her crocheted hearts with overleaf
affirmations. Her survey revealed that she as an artist had automatically been perceived as a
“white person or Colonizer,” thus echoing the reception of Kaye in Bushwick. Indeed, it was
not until Tafoya “took to forums and identified as a person of color, [that she] received better
feedback” from the Latino communities in which she is active.
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and is indeed taken as a central element and potential of this creative form
of expression.

Along these lines, yarn bomber Carol Hummel, who creates knitting
installations worldwide, emphasizes in a strikingly energetic and
uplifting tone:

I believe our streets are our canvases, our creativity our brushes. Using
color, imagination and joy, communities are reclaiming ownership of
their public spaces from corporate and civic control. I believe it’s time to
playfully restructure the commonplace through artwork—the peoples’
artwork—in our streets, our neighborhoods, our cities, our lives.

However, how does this work? How exactly does yarn bombing express
values of community building? Indeed, the potential for communication,
but also the art’s inherent ephemerality, prove useful gestures to reanimate
“soulless” social structures where one group of residents feels ignored by the
other, and vice versa. Taking up Hummel’s positive diction, Guerilla knitter
Magda Sayeg says,

[Tlemporary or semi-permanent art is so essential and so relevant to bring
communication with it. It is much better than putting up a permanent
statue. ... If I put out my work, people come out because they want to see
and talk about it. They are engaging with their own environment, which
otherwise they wouldn’t be doing. ... It’s revitalizing a community.

To provide one vivid example, this “engagement” became apparent in
(predominantly female) knitting activists taking to Washington Square Park
on May 23, 2006 during an event called “Massive Knit NYC.” This public
event was held in honor of Jane Jacobs, who had died the previous month,
and her 1950s efforts to protect the park from destruction by Robert Moses’s
LOMEX, but also to criticize recurring remodeling plans. New York’s
“Anarchist Knitting Mob” describes it as follows: “Using individual
sensibilities, we plan to create an open structure in the park, connecting
various elements of the park together. By the end of the evening we should
have a string of material connecting the park together” (Massive Knit NYC).
The activist group emphasized the “conven[tion] as a community in a loving
and subtle way” through a “knitting circle” that “allows one to be social
with this solitary art” in the city, that “likewise, is a solitary place to live”
(“Event”). The knitting activists further pointed out “that public spaces ...
are processes under construction” where “construction does not have to
be geared toward redevelopment as capitalist venture” (Bratich and Brush
247). In Zukin’s terms, the knitters therefore attempt to literally (re)dress
and therefore reclaim the “soulless” and “naked” city by knitting a social
“web” that invites for community building, to take care of urban policy,
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and to invite for communication within an otherwise anonymous cityscape
and homogenous residential structures where one group of residents is
discouraged from talking to another.

However, doing this in Washington Square Park may already be an
indicator of the precariousness of this communal activity. While the aims
are certainly noble, the blurry confluence between creativity and capitalism
we have outlined above makes it inherently difficult to neatly distinguish
between creative activities that strengthen a community and creative activities
that are part of artist-led gentrification processes that displace people and/
or disrupt existing communities (or even remain a photographic souvenir
for city tourists and street-style bloggers). Female-led and supposedly caring
acts run danger of remaining on a merely ideational level—one pervaded by
a romanticized nostalgia for a supposedly better past where knitting was a
domestic task, not an art form practiced on the streets—as they play into or
even converge with what the artists perceive as (at least symbolically male-
led) capitalist processes.

This also throws into sharp relief idealistic and seemingly innocent
claims such as Hummel’s idea of “art as a universal language” to overcome
ethnic or socioeconomic divisions within communities. In words that seem
slightly ironic in light of the reactions to Kaye’s mural, Hummel claims
that “art ‘by the people, for the people’ encourages ownership of the
neighborhoods by people of all economic levels, not just the middle- and
upper classes. It gives residents a point of pride—and delight!—in their
neighborhoods.” In line with this idea of literally “tying” community bonds,
Hummel also maintains that, even though not everybody will always like
these installations, they still

provide an ideal platform upon which people—ALL people or every
class—can discuss their opinions and ideas about art and their community.
They give voice to ALL classes of people within communities, not just
those “in power.” ... These projects bring together segments of the
population that might never speak to each other. ... I think this does
hinder gentrification because it prevents one category of people from
speaking for all categories of people.

As the Bushwick-incidence shows, knitting installations with the idea to
evoke a community-spirit that hinders the prevalence or isolation of only one
class within gentrifying neighborhoods may also fail to account for possible
conflicts when the art itself is perceived to be the agent of gentrification.
The irritation caused by Kaye’s highly individualistic artwork can then be
perceived as a result of the absence of this very community-spirit and the
ignorance of the Bushwick community’s needs, fears, and interests. Her
artwork, rather than “bring[ing] together,” brought up “segments of the
population” against one another.
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FIGURE 2.1. Carol Hummel’s installation Hand-Stitched Hamlet in Oyster

Bay, New York, 2014 (photo by Carol Hummel)—more than 150 volunteers were
involved in the artwork that uses a bright color combination ofgreen, blue, purple,
and yellow to represent a landscape.

That residents’ irritation is not only restricted to processes of gentrification
can be shown by another example. During her community-created¥ art
installation Hand-Stitched Hamlet (cf. Figure 2.1) in Long Island’s Oyster
Bay in May 2014, Hummel experienced how knit art can also be perceived
as the opposite of “aesthetic” or “beautiful”: “there was a group of people
who were really negatively outspoken about the project.... They didn't like
the colors, it was ‘tacky,’ they didn’t think the project ‘fit’ in Oyster Bay, and

"Hummel’s project involved “[m]ore than 150 volunteers [who] created 500 panels often
after taking crochet lessons in ‘boot camps’ offered at local businesses” and relied upon
donations from “[residents and businesses ... that, after expenses, [would] be given to a local
youth and family counseling agency” (Jacobson).
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they like Oyster Bay ‘just like it is.” ... I do think they thought it made their
town less genteel, for sure.”

Similar to Kaye, Hummel’s project caused considerable controversy
related to the appropriation of urban space. Unlike London Kaye, however,
Hummel placed her project in an “old-moneyed” rather than newly (or
potentially) gentrifying neighborhood. Local residents may have been
reliable donors for her project and quite likely did not suffer from immediate
effects of gentrification, such as displacement, but still objected on grounds
of real-estate value.

This inherent ambiguity is the reason why yarn art’s activist side must
be approached in a nuanced way. For example, considering craft activists’
emphasis of community and the fact that displacement predominantly
affects communities of color (cf. Moskowitz, “What Role”), it is particularly
striking that all yarn artists from New York we have mentioned here represent
the white middle class, which confirms previously mentioned perceptions of
predominantly white hipster culture.'”® Further reservations against using
yarn bombing to actually “mend” the “fabric of [the] streets” (Moss, “Take
Back”) lie in the very effects of aestheticization and the commodification of
hip forms of creativity—as the conflicts around London Kaye highlight. This
is illustrated by Zucker: “Once a neighborhood is at the point that there are
artists and people doing craft activism and things like yarn bombing, it is
like there are also real estate investors.” Elkan continues that, especially “in
the age of the selfie,” urban art is therefore turning into a mere “aesthetic
backdrop for one’s own self-presentation in a way that’s much more self-
centered than was ever before possible” so that activist messages threaten to
recede behind this “aesthetic backdrop.”

London Kaye, with her sixty-one thousand (and counting) Instagram
followers, for example, gets frequently tagged in the photos of fashion
bloggers who pose in front of her crochet butterflies and the likes. When knit-
artist Sayeg reports how she experiences the development of a distinctive
“commodity to be cool” where real-estate investors specifically look for “a
packaged cool” to insert into areas of urban development, urban yarn art

SWhile there are a number of Black knitting groups and Black fiber artists, the Black Lives
Matter movement brought to the foreground the activities of various Black yarn activists. The
St. Louis based Yarn Mission provides an example of a group of POC knitters who aim to “use
knitting to support and contribute to the achievement of Black Liberation. Pro-Black, Pro-
Rebellion, Pro-Community” according to the group’s Facebook page (“The Yarn Mission”).
Not too dissimilar from the artists’ strategies presented in this chapter, the members of the
Yarn Mission employ knitting as a conversation-starter. An online article quotes group member
Taylor Payne’s explanation of the group’s underlying activist idea: “As a black woman, you’re
invisible ... But knitting makes people stop and have a conversation with you. If someone
asks me what I'm doing, I say, ‘I'm knitting for black liberation.” Sometimes they respond and
sometimes I just get ‘Oh, my grandma knits,’ like the person didn’t hear me. But at least it opens
the door to talking about my experiences” (Payne qtd. in Kendzior).
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suddenly becomes more than this “aesthetic backdrop.”!® Therefore, even
within their own creative community, makers and activists feel threatened
by the very combination of consumerism and real-estate processes they
supposedly engender and are afraid of ending up with Zukin’s “soulless”
city, or with what Sayeg refers to as a city that lost its “vibe”:

[Developers] take everything that’s cool about [the neighborhood] and
suck it out. They reconstruct the neighborhood ... because they still want
that vibe. But the vibe cannot be recreated. It’s like recreating Venice.
... I wished developers understood that, when you destroy something, it
will never come back. It is always something missing from the original
creation.

On the other hand, particularly places of creative attention attract the urban
hipster and eventually lead to the influx of affluent residents, who may also
represent a potential target group for buying art. Greif claims that hipsters
are no artists themselves, but mere “copycats” imitating the displaced artists’
work (142-3) and romanticizing a given neighborhood’s ethnic history (cf.
Erbacher).

Conscious of her position between complicity and creative confrontation,
though on a more critical level, knit-artist Sayeg describes her artwork’s
development'” as resembling a tightrope walk, or, as she calls it, “a love-
hate relationship.” Whereas she criticizes the displacement of lower-
income residents, among them artists, and the destruction of established
infrastructures, she also benefits from collaborations with galleries in
gentrified areas: “I stand in the middle. 'm opposed to gentrification, but
I also benefit from it.” In this scheme, hip creatives are simultaneously agents
and victims of economic processes largely beyond their control and can
do little more than rely on their own means to alleviate what is left and
do their best to attempt to curb the commercial potential of their craft by
emphasizing the aspect of community building and involvement.

These remarks exemplify how creatives self-reflexively engage with
their role in relation to hipster culture’s facilitating role in processes of
gentrification. It is also the point where even the most well-meant attempt to

%This insertion of a “packaged cool” becomes apparent in the irony around the developments
of a former-graffiti-mecca-turned-high-rise in gentrifying Queens: after the 2015 demolition of
the SPointz building that was extensively used by graffiti artists, the developer announced plans
to include “handball court-sized art walls” on the finished condominium complex “that would
be built and painted by street artists”—which certainly capitalizes on aspects of “street-cred”
and “authenticity,” and, according to New York journalist Bucky Turco, provides a distinctively
“perverse homage to SPointz.”

"Whereas her early work “used to be done graffiti-style” and was considered “vandalism,”
Sayeg now receives invitations from cities and large-scale corporations to knit in parking
meters or products, as she stated in an interview.
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properly interact with urban communities affected by the creative projects
has its limits. From the perspective proposed here, selling out, that is, the
easy co-optation of yarn art into economic processes of gentrification, is
less the result of individual greed or carelessness and rather a structural
affinity within creative culture and hip consumerism (cf. Frank, Conquest
7-9,235). Moreover, while community-orientation may in fact be a crucial
potential of “feminine” yarn art, not only the desire to express one’s
individual creative potential but also the way creative culture rewards
these kinds of individual aesthetic expressions as “hip” commodities will,
symbolically and economically, always counteract communal practices.

To a certain extent, hip creatives depend on capitalizing on the potential
of creative consumption that Bishop and Williams read into a gentrified
neighborhood, which, thanks to “the cluster of creative producers [,] evolves
into a place for creative consumption” (164). Thus, even when creatives
criticize the capitalist mechanisms in gentrified neighborhoods, it is evident
that the latter provide economically advantageous hotbeds for an affluent
“artsy” customer base where the artist can thrive on affluent residents’ “hip
consumerism,” that is, the acting out of differentiation from the norm by
consuming perceived “artistic,” “creative,” and innovative products in order
to defy mainstream culture. Rather than for any other street artists, however,
this twofold positioning also feeds into hipster artists’ self-reflexivity that is
informed by a combination of economic imperatives, thrive for authenticity,
and aesthetic desires.

Creative urban art therefore seems to find itself in an increasingly complex
middling position that negotiates between commercial interests and artists’
(alleged) thriving for “authenticity” and (activist) “street-cred.”'®* The
publicly soaring London Kaye, whose home décor and totes nowadays sell
for up to $225 on her web shop, who collaborates with international fashion
designers, runs a Vogue live knitting project during the Covid-19 pandemic,
has established her own yarn line, crochet hooks, and even written her own
yarn-bombing book, may then present only one extreme where urban DIY
creativity turns into a “hip” commodity and where the lines between yarn
art’s creative or confrontational appropriation of the city and its complicity
with the city’s commercial upgrading blur.

Conclusion: Enmeshed in the Middle

In a blog post on knit activism, knitter Karie Westermann argues “that
all acts of making are by their very definition acts of resistance, and they

'*As Banksy himself announced, “commercial success is a mark of failure for a graffiti artist”
(qtd. in Lavelle).
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are political. Even if you don’t think so” (Westermann qtd. in Prain).
This reminder can also be read like a hindsight admonition of London
Kaye’s sociopolitical responsibility: As Kaye learned in a tough lesson
from the repercussions, her own “acts of making” were indeed highly
“political. Even if [she didn’t] think so.” Therefore, what is needed here
is a self-reflective focus on a community’s needs and interests, as well as
the encouragement of communication and interaction with a community,
that were sounded by fellow knit artists as only some of the threads for
yarn artists to take up in processes of making in order not to unravel
close-knit communities.

As this contribution has shown, (the activist side of) knitting can be
hard, and knit activists can easily stitch themselves with their needles, since
both yarn artists take up complex middle roles between (un)consciously
collaborating with or critically countering the financial interests of real-
estate developers and thereby complicate arguments of urban creativity
and criticism. Still, in light of the inexorable process of gentrification, even
community-oriented DIY practices, such as knit activism, can at best alleviate
the malady’s symptoms by encouraging a better coexistence among different
socioeconomic and ethnic groups and by giving a voice to marginalized
and displaced communities—for which feminine-connoted yarn art (with
its associations of creative authenticity, community involvement, and
ephemerality) can lend itself ideally as this contribution demonstrated.
While yarn artists and other hip creatives are certainly pawns in the game,
it nevertheless makes sense to look closer at their specific cultural work
and see how they have at least the potential to be more than gentrifying
agents. Indeed, by de-emphasizing the individual expressive creativity of
certain subjects and emphasizing the importance of the individual’s creation
within a wider network of community, several yarn artists try to find a way
out of the hip-creativity-gentrification conundrum and Zukin’s vicious circle
where signs of authenticity and creativity seem to fuel a neighborhood’s
upgrading (4-5). While yarn artists are not always successful or welcome
(cf. Hummel’s Oyster Bay experience), and while some artists such as
London Kaye build an entire literally “self-made” (Luckman 112) public
career around the idiom without any particular regard to community
building or gentrification resistance, other yarn bombers such as Sayeg seem
to consciously take into account their role and potentials in this pattern
as the interview with her revealed. Thus, whether hipsteresque practices of
yarn art criticize or collaborate with the aestheticization of urban areas also
depends upon the individual artist’s attitude towards community building.
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