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This essay will explore the term skill and look into what it takes to become accomplished in carrying out certain tasks.  How using machinery can allow you to work on a vast amount of materials with ease, which is beneficial to a craftsman/designer.  Machines also enhance the speed in production and enable you to cut cost in order to keep up with the needs of the mass market in today`s society.  Nevertheless, nothing can compare to the handcrafted item created by a skilled worker, it has a different quality and feeling compared to something created by machines.

According to the Oxford Dictionary Skill is described, as having learnt to carry out a particular task and then carrying it out to the highest standard, thus becoming a specialist in it (Dictionary, 2018).
According to Juhani Pallasmaa a skill requires “endless practice based on obsessive dedication and commitment” (Pallasmaa,2009:79).  Richard Sennett furthers this by referring to skill developed to a high level as the “Craftsman” (Sennett,2008:20).  This suggest that even though a person can be shown a skill, it takes a certain type of personality to put in the dedication in order to carry out the skill to the highest level, producing a professional end product of quality and finesse.  Malcolm Gladwell backs this up by the “10,000 Hour rule”, he believed that in order to become successful within anything you have to practice “20 hours of work a week for 10 years” (Gladwell, 2009).  Accomplishment in carrying out specific task takes time and patience, any craftsman will tell you this.

When it comes to creating a highly skilled piece of work the craftsman, can think, develop, problem solve and problem find throughout the process.  Making it is not just a mechanical activity, it becomes a part of them (Sennett2008:11).  A skill becomes grounded within us through physical practice (Sennett2008:10), “the actions of the eye, hand and mind fuse into a unified singular response” (Pallasmaa,2009:83).  Our hands tell us about how the material feels and allow us to manipulate it with the use of tools.  

As such, making requires tools “The tool is an extension and specialisation of the hand that alters the hands natural powers and capacities” (Pallasmaa,2009:47).  Indeed, scientist are now trying to develop a robotic hand which can carry out a variety of different tasks, but this has a major flaw as it cannot be taught how to feel and gauge pressure.  Although some progress has been made no program can compete with the human capabilities.

When comparing a piece of work produced by a skilled craftsman to something produced using computers, comparisons show the elevated level of human expertise.  It takes a skilled worker a long time to be accomplished to produce a particular outcome.  They learn all about the materials used and tools needed.  For example, William Morris was able to capture colour unlike anyone else of his time, which made him the “supreme colourist of the Victorian period” (Parry,1996:34).  He was able to translate colour by using the method of woodblock printing when creating his wallpapers.  This process allowed him to add colours separately and dry between each print.  Even though this process was for a highly skilled person, it would have been an “extremely boring, monotonously repetitive, putting down the block on the paper and making sure each time that it fits exactly and no joins are visible”(Thompson,1991:103), meaning this job could only be undertaken by an extremely dedicated person.  Machine printing would not have been able to replicate the intensity of the colours, as the colours are printed together thinly with quick drying paints.  This would have made them “liable to fade quickly” (Thompson,1991:102). Even though using the machines would have sped up production, they would not have been able to produce the same effect.  This would, in all probability, have affected their popularity both in todays market and in that period.  

When we look into using computers the “imaging tends to flatten our magnificent multi-sensory and synchronic capacity of imagination by turning the design process into a passive visual manipulation, a retinal survey” (Pallasmaa,2009:97). Even though the finished product is to a high standard, the main reason for using technology is all about time saving and cutting cost, which then meets the needs of the mass market and the needs of modern consumerism {easy come easy go}. 

When we talk about having something made by a skilled craftsman compared to something that is mass produced, the item has a difference in quality/persona.  Walter Benjamin describes this as “Aura”.  Looking into the term Aura it “is a quality integral to an artwork that cannot be communicated through mechanical reproduction techniques” (Tate, n.d.).  Benjamin states that “even the most perfect reproduction of a work of art is lacking in one element: its presence in time and space, its unique existence at the place where it happens to be” (Benjamin,2008:3).  When we put something into mass production it is all about keeping up with demand, the items are just on a conveyer belt there is no personal connection when it is being made.  Berger also mentions an example of this describing “The uniqueness of every painting was once part of the uniqueness of the place where it resided.  Sometimes the painting was transportable.  But it could never be seen in two places at the same time.  When the camera reproduces a painting, it destroys the uniqueness of its image.  As a result it’s meaning changes” (Berger,1972:19).  This is because when you have an original piece of work in front of you, created by a skilled craftsman you can get a feeling inside of you, an appreciation of where and how it was made.  Seeing something for the first time can set off a series of emotions, this can be referred to as the “Sternberg effect”.  The Sternberg effect documents the differences in how we process pictures rather than words, “results indicate that there is picture superiority in both conceptual and perceptual memory, but conceptual processing makes a stronger contribution to the advantage of pictures over words in recognition” (Stenberg, 2006). This enables us to have unique individual, emotional responses to a piece of art, for example crying or goose bumps.

In order to compare the mass market and the notion of the individual designed object, Thomas Thwaites, built a toaster from scratch.

We all buy cheap products from time to time and wonder how they can produce these at that price, none of us expect it to last long, creating a throw away culture.  Listening to Thwaites on NPR ted Radio Hour, he talks about purchasing a toaster for £3.94 from Argos {being the cheapest, should have less parts}.  But upon taking it apart it contained 400 different pieces made from 100 different materials.  When taking into consideration that the “steel parts of a shop bought toaster probably came from a rock mined in Australia…. for the price of less than an hour`s works” (Fairs, 2009) is amazing.  We all naively ignore the fact what is happening in the production – the cost of the environment/workers. Within our modern day toaster for example, to get to that finished item there “are layers of hard-won and deeply practical knowledge” (Thwaites,2011:11) embedded within them.  This is built up through generations of development within the mind [intelligence], skill and the use of tools and technology. Thwaites went back to processes “first practiced eight thousand years ago” (Thwaites,2011:11) in order to replicate some parts.  So to reproduce this item in its entirety on an individual scale [smaller], you would need to look to methods much further back in time.

Using my own personal experience within Surface Pattern Design as an example I would always create a piece of work by hand, using the wide variety of skills I have learnt.  If it involved using technology, I would look for an alternative.  Lately however, having been introduced to a variety of software I have been able to create files suitable to be used on a number of high Tec machines.  I have now had experience with laser, plotter and water jet cutters, also I have produced great results with digital embroidery and printing. It is easy to see the benefits of working on these machines, not only does it let me work with a variety of materials, it is also more efficient and faster way to produce multiples of the same component.  Being able to switch from different materials and processes, enhances the interweaving of skills with surface pattern designers.  Although previously I had been taught how to use this equipment and it was very exciting seeing these pieces being made, I am able to understand how “the computer creates a distance between the maker and the object… whereas creating …by hand puts the designer in skin-contact with the object” (Pallasmaa,2009:97).  Although I didn’t feel the same satisfaction as if it had been done by hand, I was overwhelmed by how quick it was and the high standard of the finished product outcomes.  It is a much quicker process and you can see how appealing it is to the industries to meet the needs of the mass markets.  I find myself asking the question do people really care how much time and labour has gone into creating an item, or are they just about having the latest trend.

William Morris was known for his “radical departure…in his 

approach to materials and process”, and believed “that a designer 

should execute his own work” (Parry,1996:34).  As he was always 

looking to push boundaries and looking to further develop ideas, if he 

were alive today he would have definitely have used the computer 

programmes to enhance his imagery.  Morris once said “I would do 

some things with machinery which are now done by hand, and other 

things by hand which are now done by machinery; in short, we would 

be the masters of our machines” (Anon,1996).  To conclude in order 

to become skilled within any discipline you need to be able to adapt 

to new technology and machinery in order to push new boundaries.  

This should then lead to new or more refined/improved processes 

and products.  Like Thomas Thwaits who went back 8,000 years ago 

to find out how they original smelted metals (Thwaites,2011:11), we 

need to look back in time in order to move forward as well.  Going 

into the future the skilled craftsmen will inevitably be in demand as 

we are moving to a time of re-using and recycling, making new 

products from old broken and discarded objects.  Also, the supply of 

many materials and resources are declining, so we will have to find a 

way to up-cycle.  Thus, reusing the materials, we have for a more 

sustainable future.  This will push the craftsmen to working with 

existing materials and creating new ways of working with them.  
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