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



I want to explore the definition of skill as it pertains to my own practice as a maker. As such I am drawing on the work of Richard Sennet who highlights skill for the modern era thus: 
“The modern era is often described as a skills economy, but what exactly is a skill? The generic answer is that a skill is a trained practice. In this, skill contrasts to the coup de foudre, the sudden inspiration. The lure of inspiration lies in part in the conviction that raw talent can take the place of training.” (Sennet, 2008: p37)
He also notes, “All craftmanship is founded on skill developed to a high degree” (Sennet 2008: p20). My understanding of these two quotations is that; while I may have the ability to draw, with guidance, training, teaching and time I can continue to develop my ability and in the future, I can become the qualified maker that I wish to be. 
My father, Alan Williams, educated at grammar school level, started his career as a draftsman. Through a lengthy apprenticeship and progression in his chosen field, as well as pursuing numerous opportunities within the industry, he developed the skills he needed to become a petro-chemical engineer responsible for the detailed design drawings of the oil refineries and pipelines in the Middle-East. His skills were developed and honed by highly experienced educators with an elevated level of knowledge regarding their subject matter. This development of skills is echoed in Frayling’s (2011) essay ‘We must all return to the crafts’. Here he talks about his own introduction to skills and how craft is a form of accrued knowledge. 
	[image: ]

Doha around 1974, examples of construction work being carried out following the blue prints of Alan Williams and the team of engineers he worked with. Source: personal photographs.
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[bookmark: _Hlk500970551][bookmark: _Hlk500885048] “My introduction to craft as a form of knowledge, which differs from the usual modes of classroom teaching, came from reading Book III of Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s educational treatise Emile (1762) at an early age. Emile is a strong polemic, cast in the form of a story about a boy and his tutor, against learning by rote and social conditioning and in favour of the development of the individual child – what would today be more prosaically called, after Jean Piaget, ‘The psychogenetic educational principle’. Book III of Emile, dealing with the early teenage years (which is when I first read it), is concerned with the learning of a craft, in Emile’s case carpentry: ’If, instead of making a child stick to his books, I employ him in a workshop, his hands work to the advantage of his intellect, he becomes a philosopher while he thinks he is simply becoming an artisan.” (Frayling in Charny (2011:31)  
This shows the coordination of hand, eye and head, all working together. Therefore the skills are learnt and developed to the point where they become automatic and enable you to pass on that knowledge of the skill. This enables you to expand your thinking as to how you could do something in another way.  
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Available at: http://www.susiecooper.net/ 
Accessed: 10.12.2017 
Image of Susie Cooper

Susie Cooper was born in 1902 in Stansfield, she was awarded a scholarship at the Buselm School of Art and studied under Gordon Forsyth. Cooper intended on studying fashion but as she was not working in the industry at the time. Her application to the Royal collage of Art was rejected. To get the experience necessary to get in to the college it was suggested that she work for A. E. Grey, a local potter and Cooper started her training as a painter in 1922. Cooper was soon promoted to the position of resident designer (Anscombe,1984).   
Cooper’s progression was rapid, and the new range of bright hand painted pottery incorporated the words ‘designed by Susie Cooper’. Wanting to develop her own design shapes as well as patterns, Cooper left Gray’s in 1929 to start up ‘Susie Cooper Pottery’. She employed six painters, set up a paint shop and offices and began the decoration of pots. Unfortunately, due to issues with creditors of the owners of the building, Susie had to relocate. She started decorating white ware from many manufacturers, replacing the factory marks with her own. The business grew with demand and Susie had to obtain bigger premises and take on additional staff. At that time the designs were geometric, floral and bold in hand painted colours (Anscombe,1984).

The business continued to expand, there was a high level of productivity and new shapes were being introduced. With the development of lithographic patterns there was a move away from the hand painted pottery. In 1935 the ‘Dresden Spray’ lithographic pattern was introduced.

[image: Dresden Spray][image: http://susiecooper.net/pics/feature/1017t42.jpg]
  


Dresden Spray, images obtained via the Susie Cooper Information Site. 


In 1938 Cooper developed a design called ‘Patricia Rose’. The rose was applied by transfer as was the scalloped border finish.
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Patricia Rose, images obtained via the Susie Cooper Information Site. 

It would appear that for both my father and for Cooper, it was extremely beneficial for them to have taken the routes that they took in order to gain the skills they needed to progress and develop within their chosen fields. They both studied and learned their craft. They were both employed in a workshop environment with their hands taking advantage of their intellect (Freyling, 2011). They learned though repetition and undoubtedly a lot of challenging and arduous work on both their parts.   

[bookmark: _Hlk500681588]“Doing anything both depends upon and exhibits knowing how to do it and through part but never the whole of knowing how to do it can subsequently be reduced to knowledge in the form of rules and principles, these propositions are neither the spring of the activity nor are they in any direct sense regulators of the activity.” (Oakeshott in Freyling, 2011:72) 
“They can be taught but are not the only things that can be learnt from the teacher. To work alongside a practised craftsman is an opportunity not only to learn the rules but to acquire also a direct knowledge of how he sets about his business and among other things a knowledge of how and when to apply the rules; and until that is acquired nothing of great value has been learned at all.” (Oakeshott in Freyling, 2011:73) 
These excerpts indicate that knowing how to carry out a task can be reduced to certain rules and principles. These rules can be applied but are not inflexible, they can be moulded and reformed. Whilst a skill or craft can be learned from teacher, tutor or lecturer, there are also opportunities for further development in working within an industry alongside a person with expertise, in other words a well-practised craftsperson. As well as learning the rules around the practicalities of a craft or skill, equally importantly, the rules around the business of craft can be learned.  
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Ron Arad was born in 1951 in Tel Aviv, he studied at Jerusalem Academy of Art and then later at the Architectural Association in London. In 1994 through to 1999 he established Ron Arad Studio, design ans production unit in Italy.  In 1981 he co-founded One Off, a design and production studio with Caroline Thorman, in 1989 this became Ron Arad Associates architecture and design practice. Ron Arad Architects was established along side Ron Arad Associates in 2008. He was also Professor of Design Product at the Royal Collage of Art in London until 2009.  
He was awarded the 2011 London Design Week Medal for design excellence and was became a Royal Academician of the Royal Academy of Arts in 2013.
He was put in the forefront of contemporary design and architecture with his constant experimentation with steel, aluminium and polyamide alongside his re-thinking of the structure and forms of furniture. Ron Arad designs for numerous international companies as well as creating limited edition works in his studio. His designed pieces of public art are displayed in a number of locations including his sculptural works, Vortext in Seoul, Korea and Kesher at Tel Aviv University.
To the question “How do you feel about people trying to define you: ‘Is he a designer? An architect?’ Are you afraid you will be judged as a bad artist, dab designer, and bad architect?” (Jousset in Antonelli, 2009:69/70) Ron Arad replied:
“I look forward to being judged as a good architect, good artist, and good designer. When you go into the studio, there are no borders between these functions – you don’t need a passport to go from one to the other. I’m sorry if it makes life harder for people who like to put things in compartments.
As I said before, I like to have fun. My office works like a kindergarten – which is my way of not having to go to work, so you don’t start the week groaning that it’s Monday. And that’s the basis of everything, this playground. I didn’t plan to enter the design world. I was working in an architectural office, and I did a piece called The Rover Chair. It’s a readymade, but that’s because it’s what I was able to do at the time; not because I had a plan to save the world by recycling, and not because I wanted to be a furniture designer. I just did it because I could.”

[image: http://www.ronarad.co.uk/resources/1170/Ron_Arad_Rover_Chair_1981_04_g_grid_image.jpg]The Rover Chair 1981 – image obtained via http://www.ronarad.co.uk/archive/

Ron Arad – Bookworm – uncomplicated design drawings and images indicating the possible positioning of this plastic piece as well as the develoment. Images below obtained via http://www.ronarad.co.uk/archive/
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Bookworm is a piece that has been developed and recycled, it is able to assume multiple shapes without compromise to its strength or functionality. 
The OED dictionary defines the word skill as having ‘practised ability, expertness or technique’ with a secondary definition relating to craft and art etc. as requiring skill. Skill is having the ability and competence to carry out a task, skill can be grown and developed with experience, proficiency, expertise, talent and workmanship. Skill is knowing how to carry out a task, meet your objective and to do it well. With the growth I automation we are at risk of losing our craftspeople and the skill that they have to share.
“Every aspect of consumerism has a hacker shadow: a potential inversion, a repurposing. Consumerism, for instance, is keen on demographic buyer niche-targeting. ‘Makerism’ (to coin a term) is keen on niches of non-commercial enthusiasts. One or two hobby eccentrics in every town can find aid and succour in vast online communities. So folk-hobbies that might silently dwindle away – flint-knapping, cornhusk-weaving, scrimshaw – transform into social-network practices” (Sterling in Charny, 2011:67)    
Thus there are rules and principles that can be applied but certain skilled designers such as Ron Arad put these to one side in order to draw on other forms of inspiration and to explore where skills can take their practice. From Arad we can learn that we do not need to limit ourselves to just one area or one point of focus, once we have the required knowledge about a skill we can adapt this knowledge and continue with self development. I do not have to label myself as just a maker, I could also be an artist, a designer, the director of my own empire. I can be experimental, push boundaries, have fun with my new knowledge, enjoy the skills that I have so far learned and strive to learn more; I can be my own maker.
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