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The Hand

Technique has bad name; it can seem soulless. That’s not how people whose hands become highly trained view technique. For them, technique will be intimately linked to an expression. 

(Sennett ,2008, p.149)

Using my own observations there are three main grips that we use, a pinch grip, where small objects are held between the tip of the thumb and the side of the of the index finger.  Cupping an object, this grip would be used for holding a ball or larger item, the hand is rounded, it allows the item to be held in one hand and then possible worked on by the other hand.  Another grip is cradling this is when an object is held in the palm of the hand but can also be moved around by pushing and manipulating the fingers and the thumb, this could be to get a more detailed view of an object, from many angles for example.
 
When we consider handmade gifts, art, hand knitted/crochet garments etc, these pieces have literally been made by a human hand, whether it was made using a paintbrush, carving tools or even knitting needles/crochet hook, the hand was involved in every process from start to finish.  

Napier (1956) notes that movements of the hand can be divided into two main groups: 1) prehensile movements all movements in which an object is seized and held partly wholly within the compass other hand; and 2) non-prehensile movements – or movements in which you no grasping or seizing is involved but by which objects can be manipulated by pushing and lifting motions of the hand as a whole or of the digits individually.

There are many ways in which an artist may use many variations of grip whilst working on a project.  Prehensile grip for example whilst holding a jar of ink in order to read the instructions or studying an object to get a better view before sketching.   Precision grip for opening a jar for example.



If we were to look back in history, our ancestors first started making objects that had a definite function.  Agricultural tools were being made in the pre-industrial period.  Tools that were used to farm the land, cut crops and brooms for households to be kept clean.  All of the tools would have to be handmade.   Making use of all the dexterity the hand had to offer.

There is an argument to be made within the concept of touch and seeing an object.  Does touching an object allow the brain to “see” that object differently.  As a textile led person if there is a sumptuous cloth in view then it has to be touched, felt and held in the hand.  It is almost done instinctively, almost if the fingers are searching for more information than the eye alone gives.  

The tools that are used in many different occupations require the use of the grips that have been discussed already.  When we consider tools used in an operating theatre for example, a scalpel used by a surgeon, a precision tool.  This tool is challenging to use, the doctors have to train for many years in order to master the technicalities of the scalpel.  In the first generations of surgeons the use of the scalpel was literally trial and error, the skill had to be mastered.  Control had to be learned.  The same can be said for the paintbrush, chisel and knitting needles.

 One of the artists that springs to mind is Angie Lewin, an artist and lino print maker.  Angie’s prints are often synonymous with bold and beautiful images carved into linoleum and then printed onto beautiful fabrics and papers.  Most of Angie’s work is for sale and sells out very quickly.  Carving tools are used to cut marks into the linoleum.  Ink is the rolled onto the surface of the linoleum block.  The block is then placed onto the bed of a press, paper applied on top and the press is used to apply pressure, making a print onto the paper.
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Figure 1 – Angie Lewin - 

The whole process is produced entirely by the hands.  Every cut, gouge and gentle mark is made by the hands using precise tools, almost mini chisel like tools.  Every possible combination of grip is used.  The hand is using different pressure to achieve different marks, pushing the tools with the palm of the hand.  Using the fingers to direct the tools as seen in the example image (fig 2). Also using the fingers to touch and retrace every cut, feeling for perfection. These group of skills have been learnt, by repeating the process over and over again until it is perfected. 

While an artist might freely choose any form for his or her own artwork, the craftsman must make an object, must make it substantially by hand, and must utilise to some extent the traditional materials and usages of craft. 
									(Dormer, 1197, p.71)










In the medieval times art and design were not considered separate.  Craft and design would have been completed by one person or a small team of people.  This process would have been from the concept of the design to the completion of the finished item. This form of handicraft would ensure that many items would be one off bespoke pieces.  This operation would often times be in small studios, workshops, garages and even at the kitchen table. Crafted pieces have a certain feel to them as they had been lovingly made by the hand.

The Industrial Revolution in the 18th century changed how objects were manufactured.  Previously everything had been made by hand.  The revolution introduced automated machinery, this affected mining, glass making and of course textile manufacturing. 

The textile industry before the revolution were made of wool and were hand spun.  The invention of the spinning wheel and loom, cotton was a faster process and thus replaced wool.  This would force weavers out of business by new factories.  The timescale was dramatically reduced in the production of material and marked the drastic changes in textile industry.  The weavers were then forced to work in the factories as a means of surviving.

This saw the deskilling of many previously skilled worker.  A weaver for example, would create a complete length of material from start to finish.  Whilst in the factories a person may only be part on one of the processes.  Creating an assembly line, where many people were overlooking different processes in the creation of a length of fabric.

The increase in factory jobs was huge, totally changing how goods were being produced.  Taking the handmade goods and now producing them by the millions.  The demand was greater than the supply at this time and factories just could not keep up.  This increased the factories opening times and even women and children were working.  Working extremely long hours for very little wages.
Children as young as four worked long hours and in dangerous conditions.  This was the case throughout the industrial revolution.  Laws were eventually passed in the 1800’s that made child labour illegal.

The Industrial Revolution saw social change.  Men who were once farmers were now factory workers and converted the countryside into cities.

In the modern era there is a difference between the two, now there are designers and makers.  Add modern assembly lines and growing automation into the mix and instead of beautiful one off and often times bespoke creations, there was now a plethora of mass-produced identical items, made in the thousands in a fraction of the time, removing the personal touch.

According to John A Walker “craft means skill. It also means trade, handicraft or occupation” (Walker, 1989, p.38)

So, craft had the possibility of vanishing into the abyss.  By the end of the 1960’s craftmanship was barely taught at all, nor was it. However, craft seems to have had a revival in recent times.  Many craft classes are operating in many places all over the world. According to The Textile Reader, Parker (2012, p297). The London College of Fashion in August 2009 reported that bookings for sewing classes had increased by almost a third in twelve months. Confirming ‘homemaker’ type crafts were back in demand.   These were potentially skills that would have been handed down by previous generations.

Crafts revival appears to be cyclical as more consumers are looking for that gift that is individual, made from good quality materials and in a higher price range.  The extra cost is warranted as the product is of a higher quality than that of the mass-produced nature. 


“Craft only exists in motion’ Thinking through Craft’ page 4 Glenn Adamson.
Craft is a process, a set way of doing things.  It has many steps in the process, conception of an idea, the possible sketches to bring the object to life, and then the actual making of the object.  



Modern Technology has taken human skills away from individual.  Machines have replaced the ‘human touch’.







Conclusion

In conclusion it can be said that skill is indeed around us in all we do.  From the first moments after birth, where the first grasp of a finger is witnessed, albeit instinctive, skill is apparent.  We are ‘taught’ many other skills as we develop.  The skills we have acquired are put into practice.  From getting dressed, eating with cutlery and writing.

As we progress through education were learning new skills.  How to communicate, how to record our finding from experimentation, and how to communicate these findings to others.
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