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Experience the digital and handmade

Within my creative venture my aim is to produce a body of work that can be applied across a range of surfaces and for a variety of applications, such as womenswear, building wraps, interactive instillations/environments in an interior space. I want to show that I am a multi-disciplinary designer and my aptitude for materiality. 

I want to showcase my strong printed textile ability alongside my cutting-edge laser technology knowledge throughout my portfolio. The idea of interactive surfaces excites me as I aspire to create work that people can experience, immerse themselves in. I am excited to explore a broader range of materials such as wood and paper and expand my knowledge on materiality. This can then be added to my great knowledge of fabric to expand my own tool kit. 




Digital  

Digital handmade is a funny combination of words to place together as they are the complete opposite of one another (Johnston, 2015, p.7). Digital often refers to the use of computers and machines whereas handmade suggests the use of a craftsman and his/ her hands to create something that is often unique. Producing something digital vs handmade has its benefits; it can sometimes become much quicker. It can sometimes become cheaper to produce in terms of labour and/ or production costs. However, when you combine the two you can start to create things you couldn’t necessarily do with your hands alone. The machine will become an extension of your hands. 

Combinations of digital and finely crafted are now coming together to create a new way of working, a way to use the new technologies as a tool to push past limitations of the craftsmen to create new and exciting things (Johnston, 2015, p.7). These technologies are being used with the heart of the craftsmen, but technologies and accuracy of the machines to develop a new way of working and not just a way to mass produce a product (Johnston, 2015, p.7). Many designers are starting to see the benefits of working between the two.

This is similar to how I like to work, where I thrive, working between digital and analogue. Such as, being able to print on a piece of wood by hand, then take it to the laser engraver to remove colour and change the surface texture, figure 1. Going back between the hi-fi and low-fi, embracing the cross over is showing how the times have changed, and are continually progressing. We are no longer limited to one or the other. 

[image: ]
Figure 1

Craftech is essentially the fusion of hi-fi/low-fi; is it the use of traditional crafting methods enhanced with the technology of today (Added value?, 2012, p. 11). Tom Dixons is a company that uses the Craftech method. Dixon is a relentless innovator, who has used craft as a base for his furniture empire. Dixon created the Etch lampshade, first introduced at Milan 2010. The perforations on the design are made through acid etching and the assembly buy the consumer (Tomdixon.net, 2020). At the flash factory event, the lampshade was given in flatpack form and assembled like Victorian tin toys, with metal tabs and slots. This shows the importance of looking back at what has been done before and combining it with the exciting things that are currently happening in the design world.  
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Figure 2 - Etch

This way of working is important to me. I recognise that I am a process driven designer, who works best when engaged with materials in the workshop. I am keen to explore materiality, whether that’s hard or soft surface, pushing its possibilities within the field of Surface Pattern Design. I feel that Dixon has done this, he has taken his love for making and turned this into design. This is what I want to do. 

Within my own practice I am interested in the fall on colour created in Printed Textiles. Fall on colour is created when two or more translucent colours are layered together, creating a third colour or more. From my own experimentations I believe this lo-fi way of working can be emulated through laser engraving technologies, figure 3 and 4.  A new texture is created on the wooden board where two layers of engraved surface overlap. This reminds me of the effects of fall on colour as the colour changes along with the surface texture. This is something I wouldn’t have discovered if engraving by hand as I would’ve been too precious with where I was engraving and wouldn’t allow any overlap of imagery. The use of the laser engraver is something I will continue to use throughout my creative venture, alongside my handprinted textile techniques. Using a machine can be unpredictable as something may go differently to how you expected, but this isn’t always a bad thing. 
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Figure 3 and 4

The use of the machine alongside the craftsman is beginning to combine the minds of the designer and a maker, with no common outcome but a shared commitment to the mastery of making (Johnston, 2015, p. 8). The modern artisan is now able to merge the skills of a craftsman, with the world of art and design and material science to challenge our thoughts of structure and aesthetics (Johnston, 2015, p. 9). 

Gareth Neal is another strong example of someone who uses technology to facilitate his design ambition alongside his approach to contemporary craft. Neal often works with wood; using CNC machinery to sculpt graphic structures within the silhouettes of traditional furniture forms. However, he will not leave the machine alone whilst it is working. He will watch the wood, with the eye of a craftsman, to ensure it is not going to break, readjust the machine by eye to prevent this. Neal’s commitment to his practice demonstrates that while crafts people are embracing innovations within technology to enhance their work, and fuel their ambition, these machines cannot be used solely on their own to do a craftsperson’s job. 
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Figure 5 and 6 – Hack Chair

Craftmanship is a way we could challenge people to think about the current state of the retail market. We should be creating products that last and have a story to them (Added value?, 2012, p. 7), not so that they break within a few years so that you are made to repurchase them. Making stuff is at the heart of who we are, many of us have the desire to make something useful (Coulthard, 2019, p.10). With the boom in mass production crafted products began to take backseat. Mass production become popular in the 1920s, with Henry Ford using it to produce cars, ever since it has skyrocketed. Leading to overproduction and consumerism, which with the digital age in the 21st century, companies are able to advertise more (En.wikipedia.org, 2020). This is allowing companies to persuade you that you need their products, meaning we are constantly buying new. Creating a throw away culture, that is hugely impacting the world in which we live. With the rise of fast fashion within high street retailers such as Primark, to our addiction to cheap disposable furniture, from retailers such as Ikea (Deadly Dressers, 2019) we are currently facing an environmental crisis due to our shopping habits. 

Championed by Climate Change Activist Greta Thunberg, younger generations are realising the effect consumerism is having on our environment and starting to make conscious buying choices. The planet cannot keep up with our demand for natural resources such a wood, for the disposable furniture. There is a major crisis is disposing all of the one-use plastics that are being produced (Deadly Dressers/Recycling Sham, 2019). Craft/craftmanship could be seen as a way to oppose this. 

Craft gives you a connection to an object, each time you use that object, you will create a narrative for it, one you are going to remember (Added value?, 2012, p. 11). By creating a connection to an item, whether it be jewellery or an item of clothing, you associate a higher value to it. Crafted items are often passed down through generations, becoming more unique and valued due to the journey they have been on, this gives them an added value. They have created a story that will be passed on through a family. The emotions linked to the particular item will give them a higher value, even if the item itself might be perceived as worthless. Value is not just to do with the cost of something. If you consider an item to have a higher value, you will be less likely to throw it away. Craft can almost be a way to combat the throwaway culture that we live in. 







Handmade 

What is craft? Craft is used to describe the quality of a product, whether it is one-off handmade or industrially mass-produced (Korn, 2017, p30). Overtime craft has gained a bad name (Sennett, 2009, p 149), yet it is a technique that requires time to perfect specialist set of skills and techniques. A skilled craftsman may adopt the title of artisan, meaning they have perfected their skills. An artisan will often pass their skills through the generations, hoping that the craft isn’t lost (Coulthard, 2019, p.12). Peter Korn states that, ‘Craft is a cultural construct the evolves in response to changing mindsets and conditions of society’. In 2020, we are seeing a change in consumerism, people are more aware of what is happening to our environment and are shopping accordingly. Craft was popular before the mass production as it was all that we knew however, craft is becoming popular again as people are investing in items to keep. This is improving the respect we have for the craftsperson as people are investing in their work. 

Craft is beginning to gain a newfound respect for not only the quality of the product but the skills of the craftsperson. Craft has become linked to luxury and quality (Added value?, 2012, p. 3). According to the Oxford dictionary definition luxury is a state of comfort or elegance, especially if it involves a great expense (Oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com, 2020). However, as time has gone on this has become a little outdated. Luxury should not be limited to material items (Sozzani, 2011). Luxury can be many things, health could be seen as a luxury, especially in old age. Everyone will have their own definition of luxury. It can be seen as a luxury to become a craftsman (Vam.ac.uk, 2015). You have to allow yourself the luxury of time to perfect your craft, which many people may not have. Luxury products come from a state of “Quality-Driven” work; this can mean that they come from a place of working with obsessional energy, to perfect a skill or perfect the object (Sennett, 2009, p. 243). To make something perfect you do often become obsessed with it or at least the skill of making it. Obsession will be evident in your work; you will be constantly pushing yourself to the limit to create something you didn’t even know was possible. This is highly relevant to me as I do become obsessed with my work, to the point where I don’t know when to stop. This can be good and bad. It is good as I have found what I love to do and have become a capable multi-disciplinary Surface Designer. But it is also bad as I don’t know how to switch off and am always looking for ways to improve, to be better. 

I believe that craft does not have one definition, it can mean something different depending on who you are talking to. I see craft as a way of manipulating a material, like a piece of wood, to create a product or to explore in the design process. Pre-modern craft was used to make functional products such as a box to store your hat in. However contemporary craft is used as a way for the maker to create what they desire, meaning it is often not practical (Korn, 2017, p. 30). 

At contemporary craft shows such as Collect, you will find products from coffee tables to impractical to wear jewellery, to abstract decorative wall art. Just because the item is not practical, this does not make it less valuable. If a crafted item or piece of art touches you, you are likely willing to pay a higher value, even if it would be worthless to someone else. Added value begins with the materiality of the item being made, such as how you can push a material to its limits to create something new and exciting. The user will respond emotionally and intellectually to the experience of the product (Added value?, 2012, p.7). Enjoying the design/experience, it is going to make it more valuable. 

Tracy Kendall comes from a family of craftsmen. Growing up with a knowledge and love of materials and making, she is someone who mixes craftsmanship with design. Kendall creates textured wallpapers and digitally printed wall papers that often feel 3D. When looking at her work you are drawn in and almost mesmerized by the designs and want to know how they are made. When looking at the textured wallpapers I have the urge to touch them, I want to know are they soft, do they move when you touch them. This is the type of design I love. This is the type of quality I want to bring into my work, I want to make my work interactive as I always have the urge to touch a material that looks appealing to me. Kendall’s work could also be considered as an experience as you become immersed in the wallpaper, you want to know how it feels to the touch. But also, how would it make you feel to be in a room of floor to ceiling pink feather walls. Does it change your mood? Does it make you uncomfortable? 

[image: ANOTHER COLOUR - Tracy Kendall Wallpaper] [image: PINK FEATHERS - Tracy Kendall Wallpaper (photo - Ollie Harrop)]
Figure 7 and 8- Another Colour & Bespoke Feathers 


Experience

An experience is something you will remember, something you have learnt. It is something you can immerse yourself in, it changes how you feel, how you perceive something such as a piece of art. Experience is important to me as it is something that cannot be done twice, it can be replicated but no experience is the same as the first time you have it. It is important to my practice as I want to create an experience for my audience to enjoy, so they can be immersed in my work. Whether this is through colour, play with light/shadows or creating an environment in an interior space which can be interactive. 

Techno-textiles is an example of how you can experience a design. Techno-textiles are a textile which combine new technologies or functionality to the traditional textile material (Encyclopedia.com, 2019). The techno-textiles I find most interesting are made from electroconductive fibres; meaning electricity is able to be passed through the textile.

Jacquard by Google is a conductive textile. Collaborating with Levi’s, Jacquard allows you to stay in contact with the digital world through your jacket (Jacquard by Google, 2020). This is exciting as it creates so many new possibilities in the textile world. The promotion for this jacket is based heavily on connectivity, yet we are becoming so connected to our phones we are actually losing touch with the people in front of us. The idea of staying connected though the jacket is a good idea but when you break it down, it is taking clothing and turning it into something else that is technology based that we would not be able to live without. With more technologies like this being created, will we completely lose touch with what’s right in front of us? 
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Figure 9, 10 and 11

Maggie Orth works with techno-textiles, primarily with ‘colour-change’ textiles and ‘textile touch sensitive light’ textiles. Orth has found a way to make the colours of her work change colour through the control of a computer; this is achieved through using conductive yarns, thermochromic ink and expressive computer software. The yarns are woven together and then printed with the thermochromic ink, signals are sent to the fibre in the yarn causing them to heat up, thus changing the colour of the inks; the inks are reflective rather than being able to light up (Maggieorth.com, n.d.). 

This concept of being able to change the colours of the artwork through heat and computer technology is amazing. The use of expressive computer technology suggests a link between human emotions and technology. Emotions are expressed by us and the colour created by the computer software is almost the technologies way of expressing emotions. Thermochromic binders and conductive inks are something I would like to work with throughout my creative venture. I want to experiment with this as I am interested in how you can include the audience in the design. For example, the viewer may need to touch the conductive binders to finish the circuit and make the design light up. The idea of using the thermochromic binders for some interactive pieces of work also excites me. The colours changing through touch is something that would be a great interactive experience for everyone. It also means you can be really playful with your patterns and consider being able to hide imagery that can only be seen once it is heated/cooled. 
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Figure 12, 13 and 14 – Barcode Man, Pile & Blip 

Olafur Eliasson is great example of someone who creates interactive design. In October I had the experience of attending In Real Life by Eliasson and it was one of the best exhibitions I have been too. It was great to see how he changes a space with his designs and makes the space part of the design therefor making you feel part of the design. To make it even better, each person’s experience will be different, it will be unique to you. That is one thing I am very interested in creating a design which is going to change the environment and create an experience for the viewer.

[image: ]
Figure 15, 16 and 17 – In Real Life 


Intended outcomes

My findings through this report have given me the push I needed to explore beyond my comfort zone in the creative venture. My venture will revolve around the combination of craftmanship and technology, specifically handprint alongside laser processes. I want to show the link between the hi-fi and the low-fi in my work and create a synergy of the two.

I will expand my knowledge on materiality and adapt a versatile approach to my practice. I will experiment working with a much larger scale and designing for a space rather than to fit the confides of a scarf. I want to be able to transform a space opposed to hanging my work on a wall, I want to create an experience. This could be through projecting pattern or creating pattern with light and shadows. This is something you are able to immerse yourself in, that is what inspires me. I want to continue to work with thermochromic binders as a way of creating interaction. 

I will approach this as a conceptual idea that I can apply to several projects. I will visualise my work in interior spaces for commercial purposes, as this is where I feel I am currently drawn to designing for. My portfolio will reflect my love for materiality and how the materials can be combined. I want the materials to be able to be picked up and interacted with, I do not want all my experiments to be static in my portfolio. This is something I look forward to experimenting with and taking the time to perfect. I would like to give my portfolio a complete refresh as I feel I have changed as a designer and want to show this through my work. 
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