
Question 2: Define skill in the context of your practice and the work of two artists/designers/makers from the lecture series. 

Name: Laura Miller 

Student number: 1900274

Module course: Research in context ADAD5003

Course: BA (horns) Surface Pattern Design

Word count 2602:

Lecturer: Julia Lockheart 




There are five senses: sight, smell, taste, sound and touch. The first thing a shopper will do when they enter a shop is use these; perhaps by running their hands over the materials. Sometimes, when we let our brains take a backseat and revert back to the basic senses, we get a better feel for our surroundings. The environment has a major role in how an artist will create but also what they create. Skill is defined as “an ability to do an activity or job well, especially because you have practised it”. (Cambridge dictionary 2023) The skills being explored in this essay are traditional crafts such as embroidery, knitting and dressmaking. (Regardless of the actual skill it takes to complete this form of art, they are often seen as lesser art forms due to the perception that these skills are women’s skills.) This essay will explore how moving away from learning how to make handcrafted items and the skills associated with these traditional crafts has a direct relation to an increase in overconsumption.  It is also important to note how drastically the relationship has changed between maker and environment as a result of industrialisation. 

Artificial Intelligence has created a space where our already fast-paced society can move even faster. In a culture of immediate gratification, there is no incentive to wait, even if that means losing quality. One of the main principles of AI is to make life easier and more streamlined through computer coding. Whether that is in customer service where we can have access to 24-hour assistance or in fashion where it can predict the next season’s trends. AI is guided by the values in its programming. In a society that seeks to place value on the new and innovative, where we promote the new over the old, we are at risk of devaluing the slower traditional skills. As there is no longer any reason to wait for what we want, objects can be replaced as easily as we obtain them. Durability and longevity are no longer valued when we create in this way. There is definitely skill needed to be able create a system that can virtually think independently, however, once the computer has been coded the connection to the work stops. When we can’t see the work that is going on in the background it is easy to forget that it is happening, thus it loses its substance. When we are physically picking up knitting needles and choosing the wool, it places the maker in the present moment where they must focus on what is directly in front of them. (Jacks, S. 2020) In recent years there has been a rise in a ‘throwaway culture’, where we have less appreciation for our belongings, especially our clothes. “Globally, we are consuming around 80 billion new pieces of clothing each year – this is 400% more than the amount we consumed two decades ago.” (Cheng, V. 2021). There is a clear cultural shift where the value of an item only lasts as long as the trend does, meaning that nothing is designed or even made to last. (Rams, D. 2021) We are willing to throw items away after very limited uses; sometimes only after as few as a couple of times. There are many factors for this change, industrialisation being a major factor. It has changed the way in which we interact with our environment. The connection of hand to material when making is crucial to making the item have any significance in the world (Ruskin, J.) Traditional crafts like knitting require this direct contact of hands to needles, to wool. Without this, the object physically cannot be created.
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Fig 1, The Norwegian Sweater, 2010

Frequently one’s attraction to art is rooted in the connection we feel we have to the artist and the values they hold, as is seen in Celia Pym’s “Catalogue of holes” project. (Fig 1, Norwegian Sweater) It brings into focus the way on which society values belongings. In today’s society, belongings are used as a way to show status rather than being born from a place of necessity. Pym uses skills such as darning and embroidery that traditionally were used to prolong the life of clothes. In doing so she is bringing destroyed garments back to life; preserving not only the garment but also the moment in time that it represents. Traditionally, darning was intended to be as invisible as possible, as it would have been symbol of poverty. Pym uses darning in a way that makes it impossible not to notice. As a result of this, the narrative alters, and the values are changed. Making the main focus the skill of being able to recover these garments. The work to the object changes the narrative: a sign of poverty that was to be hidden becomes a badge of the artisan valuing the skill, in order to extend the life of the garment. ‘Cradle to Cradle’ is a theory developed by Michael Braungart and William McDonough. (Braungart, M. and McDonough, William. (2829) It challenges the idea that we need to harm the environment in order to create. The very nature of making creates waste, however Pym shows that this model is workable. By utilising the traditional skills that value creativity and longevity over innovation and keeping up with trends, there is a way to create without harming the environment. Her work creatively contradicts itself. She can create a brand-new garment with work on damaged garments that are already manufactured. By using these conventionally unsightly techniques and elevating them rather than hiding them Pym uses the creative skills of the artisan to challenge the modern view that new is better. She is also reminding us that garments can be repurposed as new garments with different uses as well as restored to their original use after damage. The skill in these projects lies in her ability to empathise and connect, moving past art being just a flat picture on a wall. Spending time mending clothes instead of throwing them out creates not only a new repurposed object or restored original garment but also values the original creator and furthermore builds a sense of pride in the artisan as one who is using creativity to reimagine and restore.

In today's society there is rarely any reason to slow down and create. 
Take Dr Martens as an example, originally their main factories were located in Northamptonshire, England. In recent years however, production was moved to Asia, where production costs are cheaper. These shoes were originally made to be worn by workers who spent long hours on their feet i.e. factory workers and postmen. The tagline; “BROKEN IN ONCE. WORN FOR A LIFETIME” (Dr Martens 2023) is featured on the Dr Martens website. Clearly the original intention is still a value for their footwear to be long lasting. [However, moving the production from a family run factory in a small town to mass production in China has resulted in a much lower quality product.] It is inconceivable to expect to move to production on a large scale and also be able to maintain the same quality that was seen before. The original shoe showed the wearers’ status as a working-class person, who needed a shoe that was hard wearing. Nowadays, the brand wants to bring focus on the brand and inflate the value thus giving status to the wearer as someone who is more affluent. A G Meek, an online retailer, breakdowns the cost of a pair of Dr martens and highlights that “you are paying £50 a pair for the Dr Marten’s brand name.” (A G Meek 2021)

Karl Marx brought forward the theory of alienation, wherein society has become distant from our environment. “That which is produced, the objectification of labour, is lost to the producer.” (Horowitz, A. 2010-11) When the average person is focused more on consuming and not working with what they have, it results in a system that must lower the quality to keep up with demand. Before the industrial revolution, a person would source the best materials they could afford and then would be involved in the majority, if not all, of the making process. This is especially true of the skills we have identified earlier as being seen as skills women used, ie dressmaking. The finished product of the Pre-Industrial Revolution is much better quality, it is valued more and therefore greater attention is paid to its maintenance. This is in stark contrast to today, where, more often than not, most people only ever see the finished project. This leads to a reduced appreciation of the true value of an item because there is such a disconnect between the consumer and the object. When there was much less of a consumerist culture people were more interested in caring for something to extend its lifespan, possessions were less disposable. From designing, to cutting the very last thread, it can take weeks to make a dress. Pride could be taken in products that people were selling because the purchaser understood the skills and time involved.  However, when a dress can be sold for 50 pence there is no appreciation from the consumer and little expectation that care has been taken to produce that garment.


Throughout history there is evidence of groups of women joining together to knit or embroider. Humans by nature will seek out community and one way this is achieved is through having a joint interest, i.e. a sewing group. Although the act of knitting is incredibly skilful it is so often seen as a lesser form of art based on the fact that it is a thing for women and girls. Consider the ‘Knitting Lesson’ by Jacques Dierckx, which portrays a group being taught how to knit. It is important to note that there are no boys present, both in the group or as the teacher. Knitting and crafting is seen as something that is done at home, for the home. Despite gender equality being more prevalent in the 21st Century than in the 1800s, there is still a lingering sense that it is natural for women to learn how to knit and much stranger for boys to know the same skill. “The poet, the philosopher, the orator, the minister, the warrior, the hero would all be nude, and lack bread without this craftsman, the object of their cruel scorn” (Diderot’s encylopedie 1751-80). Diderot suggests that crafting is what makes society workable and so to perceive it as a lesser skill is ignorant of its true value. Betsy Greer, known for her work in the Craftivism movement, uses craft as a quiet form of activism. The very first line of the Craftivism manifesto is “connection our hands, hearts and heads we can truly make a difference”. (Craftivism collective 2023) This movement seeks to use craft as a way to truly connect the activist with the cause. By making the art anonymous it removes any distraction from what is important. Crafting seems an unusual method of activism as it is soft and slow to make. The reason for choosing this form of slow activism is to insight long term change. As the popular phrase goes, “Rome wasn’t built in day”. However, the question must be asked whether it is too quiet. By choosing a method such as crafting, something that is soft and rarely disruptive, there is very little impact on anyone other than the artist. As such, very little changes. The perception of craft has not changed and in the case of “yarnbombing” it creates more waste, potentially causing more harm than good. (Oertling, E 2021) 
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Fig 2, 
wool from Maddock’s ‘Bloodline’ project (2018)

Angela Maddock’s project: ‘Bloodline’ explores the intimacy we have with what is made by our own hands and how we use the act of making, in this case: knitting, to connect with another person. She speaks about the intimate moment of the wool passing through her hands “a practice which insists that every loop of yarn must pass through fingers before it is worn or held.” (Maddock, A. 2018) Without that connection to the physical act of touching the materials, it becomes much more difficult to appreciate the skill it takes to create by hand.  It brings an awareness to the present moment that is difficult to achieve when the hands aren’t occupied with creating. Once a tool has been formed it becomes an extension of the hand and everything made with that tool becomes an extension of the maker. Therefore, this strengthens the link a maker has to their environment. (Pallasmaa, J. 2017)
 
Crafting is a way for stories and skills to be passed down through generations. Many people will have memories of grandmothers who made clothes and spent hours knitting. The result of this is clothing that contains sentimental value and as such, there is more incentive to respect and preserve the object. The owner is less likely to throw out the jumper that was made by a relative than a jumper that was bought on the high street. However, there may be an opposite effect to this, wherein the wearer sees only the itchy, unfashionable aspects of the clothing rather than the skill it took to bring it to be. Taking out the sentimental aspect of a hand-knit item, there is not the same perception of skill. For example, a “hand-knitted chunky beanie” from the high street store ‘Toast’ would cost £75. Many people, regardless of ability to afford this item, will not see the reason behind the beanie costing such a high price. However, if the buyer had spent the 5+ hours it would take to make a hand-knitted beanie there may be more of an understanding as to the high price point.

It isn’t always a choice to buy fast fashion, sometimes it is the only option available. Working more hours to be able to pay rent and buy food leaves very little time to create. Especially if the skill has not been taught in childhood, even more time is needed to first of all learn the necessary skills. Therefore, it is easy to see how most people choose instead to buy from fast fashion retailers. [It is the retailer’s responsibility to ensure that they are producing ethically by paying their workers a fair wage and using materials that don’t harm the environment.] It is a vicious cycle as the only financially available option is the poorer quality item, that more often than not, won’t last more than two years. So, the consumer needs to keep working long hours to afford the replacement. This leaves very little time to learn a new skill.  Kate Fletcher writes extensively about fast fashion and sustainability. She suggests that although swimming against the tide of a fashion industry, which has been built completely on consumerism, is difficult but not impossible. For any sort of change to happen there needs to be a creative and innovative solution brought forward. (Fletcher, K. 2012) Perhaps looking to the past is the first step.

Taking all of this into consideration, skill can be defined in many ways. It is less about gaining recognition and more about how the maker uses their skill to engage and connect with their environment. Change and innovation are vital to a healthy and vibrant society. However, this does not mean that all of the skills and knowledge gained throughout history should be forgotten. Instead, utilising the knowledge of our ancestors and applying them in a 21st century context will be the solution to ensuring that the traditional skills are not forgotten whilst knowledge keeps moving forward. 
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