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Introduction

I am now in my final year of study and have matured as a designer through the experiences I have gained through my participation in challenging, versatile, design driven live briefs and industrial exchange. 

Reflection is becoming an increasingly important part of my practice, in order to identify my strengths and weaknesses as I develop my thoughts, ideas ad intentions for my final major project. I want to explore my strengths, stretching and challenging myself and my design ability within this project by creating a collection that utilises my multidisciplinary approach. I am passionate about practice-based research and I am an experiential learner. I have to experience materials to understand their properties and possibilities and then reflect on my findings to find authenticity and realise my project direction. My multidisciplinary approach begins with my unique drawing style which is curious and an exploration of my thoughts and ideas. I then translate that through adventure using a wealth of materials. I begin to draw in wider terms using the laser engraving machine, printmaking onto substrates be that paper, fabric or hard materials and combine the learnt knowledge. At this time when I’m taking a playful approach to the materials I discover and fully engage with the process which is vital to me. Exploring the effects of the technical processes combined with my initial studies informs the direction of my project. 

Through this initial exploration period of study, and a total submersion in practice-based learning, I have learnt a great deal about my skills, thinking and knowledge and how I can utilise them. Not only learning through materials but also reflecting and critically analysing my processes and findings throughout. “Critical thinking is a part of every stage of the Design thinking process.” (Think Design 2020) Essentially, effective Design thinking cannot take place in the absence of critical or creative thinking. There is also a common misconception that critical and creative thinking are distinct from each other. But better results are achieved when the two areas of thinking work alongside one another.


Part 1 

I take a hybrid approach to learning and practice using a combination of analogue and digital methodology. I love drawing and painting in a wealth of media and then converting those initial studies into vectors using CAD illustrator software.  They can then be digitally understood by the laser engraving machine.  This allows me to draw with lasers and create a different aesthetic on various materials such as lino, slate, wood and paper. Hybrid can be described as “the offspring of two plants or animals of different species or varieties, such as a mule.” (OED 2020) To create a hybrid, I would describe it as a fusion of the chosen ideas and methods for me that is a combination of hand illustration and technology. The choices are fuelled by curiosity and questioning which often influences my creative process and I find myself searching for the correct balance within my work be that scale, materiality or processes.  


I find the most pleasure when my working process involves subtraction; relief printing on papers, devore printing on cloth, laser engraving and cutting hard materials to produce a layered aesthetic that revels in the spaces between. With this in mind I am keen to ensure my portfolio, end of year show and social presence succinctly translate who I am as a designer.  They should showcase my creativity, versatility, technical skill and design knowledge, in order to find employment as a surface pattern designer in an everchanging world. 


I have begun to think in a way which is more sensitive and circular and less lateral. Allowing me to think outwardly and responsibly and to create something new which is uniquely mine. Taking research from different platforms and combining that knowledge into my own practice. “Design research is foundational to creating products, services, and systems that respond to human needs.” Lee (2010) Research for me is about investigation of materials supported by knowledge from a range of sources that allow me to establish truth and reach new ideas. Mainly fuelled by experimentation and reflection upon findings. It is continual and covers a multitude of activity and processes which are practical. However, I do not undervalue the traditional approach to research. I often look to design books, visit museums and galleries (when possible) view design magazines and online search to find contemporary artists and designers who are working in similar ways to me. This allows me to form a strong context around my practice and considered links that is relevant to current times. 

 
I am passionate about producing work that feels authentic to me and my values. From my head to my hand, to the machine which becomes an extension of my hand and vision, this is my maker’s mark. Sennet highlights the hand as being “a window to the mind” (Sennet, 2008, p.149) I want my practice to reflect me as a designer and the values and principles I share, particularly my love for our British countryside and my empathy with nature and natural resources. I believe as William Morris did that “the true secret to happiness lies in taking a genuine interest in all the details of daily life” (VAM 2014) 


Moreover, I also consider how my practice connects to a wider audience and hope that an audience can resonate with the natural narrative which is key to my practice as nature is what feeds my soul and creativity. Cultivating a feeling of connectivity through surface design leads to a sense of empathy and compassion which now more than ever is needed for our planet. “The need to remember our deep interconnectivity both to our environment and each other.” (Murray, 2015, p.158) 


Materials play a role in connecting an audience to an artwork using materials that are naturally sourced in a specific location as well as imagery that resonates with the locality can bring a deeper sense of connection and with that understanding. We are sensory beings in an increasingly digital environment. Perhaps as humans we push the boundaries, we are slowly becoming dissociated with the raw materials and natural textures that make up our planet. I believe we are losing the connection with craftsmanship and quality materials. To be a true craftsman, you have to care deeply about the product you are creating. Being a craftsman is a by-product of having an incredible amount of passion for something over a finite period of time. “Remembering touch, smell, taste and sound can reconnect us with some of the fundamental aspects of what it means to be human.” (Murray, 2015, p.115) Through my practice and hybridised approach I aim to reconnect these ideas through using imagery that portrays a natural narrative and materials that complement the story to bring us closer to nature and share its beauty creating a sensory experience through light. 


Part 2 
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Figure 1, Daniel Heath, Slate Cladding, Etched slate. 


Daniel Heaths work emulates all the areas within design that I am interested in exploring further within my Major Project finding balance between my hand rendered approach and the opportunity to collaborate with digital technology. He takes an artisan approach to making interior collections often using his unique drawing style to create his highly detailed designs and repeat systems which explore natural narratives. He has explored more of a hybridized way of working over the last few years and shows that the hand and machine are extensions of each other working together not separately.  The balance of the handcrafted style and digital technology are promoted in Digital Handmade “these two contrasting approaches are combining in new ways to spark renaissance” (Johnston, 2017, p.7) I think celebrating the positives and innovation technology can allow designers to achieve is important. As without this technology works like the engraved slate cladding would be arguably harder to achieve.

Heath is best known as a wallpaper designer but has been exploring laser engraving processes connecting them to the home and exterior environments such as an engraved slate cladding for his home studio. He is also known to create innovative bespoke pieces such as engraved tabletops and mirrors. I think the design is clever as it synthesises his surroundings and creates a visual connection between his working environment and the garden putting an emphasis on the research and connection between space and place. The design is site specific and celebrates flora that would naturally grow within that space and feels as if it should belong there. This is the type of work I aim to create as it directly connects the imagery and the space whilst telling a natural narrative. He has approached the material to his advantage engraving the slate to create a beautiful layered colour and realism. The piece is finished to a high quality that will have a permeance within this environment. The cladding will naturally evolve and change over time with weathering which will only add to its beauty.


Within my Major collection I want to create work that celebrates the relationship between the hand and the machine using high- and low-tech approaches. Richard Sennet discusses the dilemma faced by the modern craftsman. Speaking of the machine he asks whether it is a “friendly tool or an enemy of replacing work of the human hand.” (Sennet, 2008, p.81) I think the modern-day craftsperson should not be afraid of the machine as it can achieve outcomes at a high speed and high quality. Heath explains this well by considering “the possibilities new technologies allow.” (Johnston, 2017 p.103)  I believe that whether you are a digital craftsman, a machine or hand rendered craftsman, you pour your heart and soul into your project. Not out of selfish ambition, but a desire to create an experience that changes lives.


I believe the laser engrave machine allows my drawings to come to life and gives an exciting aesthetic on different substrates which can be developed and explored. I enjoy the testing process as sometimes I’m unsure of the outcome and excited by the discovery. Using hard materials such as stone, wood, glass interests me as the piece will become weathered and change through the seasons. The choice of material at the beginning of the design process needs to be explored and then carefully considered in order to be long lasting in an outdoor environment and set the mood for the narrative.  I strive to create balance, having a digital finish alongside my authentic design signature. 


My major project is all about celebrating the British countryside and the flora and fauna that naturally grows in our environment. I am keen to create a range of samples suited to a site-specific project which highlights our locality and connects an audience to that environment. I’ve found when designing collections previously I am immediately drawn to bringing the outdoors in and this is deep rooted within me for my love of the countryside and the memories I have attached to nature. In Bachelard’s book The Poetics of Space he talks about the appearance of an image that “reacts on other minds, in other hearts.” The aim is to create a dream like space that allows escapism and improves well-being through natural narratives. 


The charity Mind who are key supporters in tackling and supporting people with mental health issues state that “spending time in green space or bringing nature into your everyday life can benefit both your mental and physical wellbeing.” (Mind, 2020) During a troubling year of COVID-19 restrictions and lockdowns, our gardens and outdoor spaces provided a safe sanctuary and added value to our daily lives. I want to play on this theme and focus on the narratives of now. I hope my project provokes memories and imagination in others whilst harnessing the resilience of nature. 


I am interested in using “light as a material” (Brown, 2020) the laser and water jet cutter can create these results by designing areas of cut out which allows light to travel through the design immersing you in the image through shadow. Mirroring also intrigues me as reflections of nature onto the design could be really thought provoking whilst combining the two elements. Excellence is all around us “from the fleeting shadows that cast through railings onto the pavement below, to the reflections projected onto the high-rise architecture above our heads.” Murray, 2015, p.41) Taking time to notice these fleeting occurrences allows us to remember the impermanence of humanity and our place within a much bigger picture. 


One of the things I love about surface pattern design is that designers use their skills to make unique spaces that add value to the lives of others. For example, Willis Newson one of the UK's leading arts and health consultancies said. “We use art to create positive health care environments and to connect communities and support individuals, building resilience and boosting wellbeing.” (Willis Newson, 2018) They have created site specific work collaborating with designers and makers to create a positive impact on peoples who are going through the most challenging health situations. 
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Figure 2, Nicky Hirst, Ariel Screens, Y  Bwthyn 



I am particularly interested in the work they installed at Y Bwthyn Macmillan Palliative Care Centre. Nicky Hirst utilised cutting-edge technology to create arial screens which allowed light and shade to be cast over patients’ rooms. This project works on a niche small scale but continues to create a huge impact on the well-being of the patients. I think the design works effectively as the digital technology of cutting the screens works in harmony with nature and not against it. Allowing a cohesive relationship between materiality, movement, and light which I endeavour to explore within my own practice.
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Figure 3, Sir David Adjaye, Plaza Project, Cut Steel




Sir David Adjaye also explores light and materiality within his architectural projects using nature and natural light to his advantage which encourages shifts in the atmosphere and aura. He installs work at a huge scale which has a wider impact on the well-being of the general public.  The Plaza project was created in collaboration with artist Daniel Boyd. Their aim was to represent the history of indigenous Eora people. The pattern was designed to resemble an abstract aboriginal dot painting. “We believe architecture presents opportunities for transformation, materially, conceptually and can act as a mechanism for bridging and creating relationships between the human body, society and the world.” (Adjaye Associates, 2017). Highlighting the built relationship of surface designers and functional space and the positive effects these spaces have on our emotional welfare and cultural connectivity. 
The canopy is made from steel, intended to complement the site's current industrial aesthetic. Its circular perforations are randomly scattered and lined by mirrors that will filter and refract light to creating a playful cosmic effect. In order for people to stop take a moment and fully engage in a designed space “attention must be paid to the entire experience.” (Norman, 2013, p.5) Emphasising that as a designer there are many things to consider besides just the image or design especially if you want an audience to purposefully interact within a space. This is a great example of how surface design can be applied and add value to the lives of everyday individuals. Within my practice this is something I hope to achieve. But rather than creating a cultural connection and impact I will be focusing on bringing people closer to nature, by exploring how the environment and nature can positively impact our wellbeing. 
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Figure 4, Sir David Adjaye, Plaza Project, Cut Steel




Another artist who plays with sculpture and connecting people to nature is Juanjo Novella who is an internationally renowned Basque artist who specialises in the field of public art and urban landscape. His work has been featured in the Guggenheim Museum in Spain. He attaches a great sense of importance to the relationship between location and design, with light having a special importance to his work particularly shadows. Shadows and light are something I want to explore with my material samples using direct sunlight to create a playful environment that you can immerse yourself within.


After listening to the lecture series “In conversation with” Kerry Lemon she explained about the importance of creating site specific work that relates directly to the place and locality. This can be done through material and design style choices. It is important for me as a designer to create work that connects to local audiences and references local history, culture and social aspects due to the permeance of the work being at the heart of a community’s place. “Experience is critical, for it determines how fondly people remember their interactions.” (Norman, 2013, p.10 Emphasising the importance of research and connectivity to the space and place you are designing within. The large leaf sculpture Papol, located in San Lorenzo in Spain blends into the natural landscape. Situated on a central square sidewalk it has offered a place for social activity where people now meet and engage with his art and be immersed in the opposing landscapes of city and valley. 


[image: IMGP0006]Figure 5, Juanjo Novella, Papol, Leaf Sculpture 



Conclusion

Researching how other artists have used surface pattern design to create positive impacts on the well-being of others has propelled my own design thinking. I am going to challenge myself and my previous design philosophy, which primarily focussed on image, colour and aesthetics alone. By exploring work that is site specific and directly connects the viewer to nature. I want to create a sensory experience similar to the works I have presented above. I am going to explore the possibilities of sharing my work in outdoor environments separated from other artworks, so my audience can experience the pieces without distraction.

The physical outcome of my final project will share a natural narrative told through materiality, drawing, light and the combination of innovative technical and traditional processes I have learnt throughout my university experience. This diverse body of work will explore hard and soft substrates that are considered for exterior settings like community gardens. I will create a portfolio piece that shows my awareness of the commercial market within creating site specific work, whilst also promoting myself as a versatile designer who can work to bespoke briefs and commercial projects. My portfolio will share these samples space mapped on a wide range of surfaces and specific site locations. Capturing the idea of sensory design experience, to connect the audience directly to the material and nature.
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