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1. INTRODUCTION
<quote>

Craft must be made of natural materials, pref-
erably in beige. Crafts must be made by hand. 
Crafts must be functional. Crafts must be the 
work of one person, perhaps featuring visi-
ble thumbprints or surface imperfections to 
prove it. Crafts must be in the artisan rath-
er than the fine art tradition. Crafts must be 
rural. Crafts must be untouched by fashion. 
Crafts must be easily understood. Crafts must 
be affordable, even if, like Morris’s work, af-
fordable mainly by Oxbridge colleges, Anglican 
churches and collectors. Above all, crafts must 
provide solace in a rapidly changing world. 1

</quote>

Craft is rife with cliché. The above text, written by cultural 
historian Sir Christopher Frayling, whilst obviously cynical, 
speaks of the still dominant view of a craftsperson – “an amia-
ble traditionalist, with a passion for hand [work], who wore old 
cardigans and kept chickens”2 . Whenever I have spoken with 
anyone recently about my interest in craft I have been met with 
glazed eyes and the inevitable puzzled question something along 
the lines of “you mean like crochet?”

Now, don’t get me wrong, I like crochet as much as the next 
person, but the consistency of similar responses has left me 
questioning what the position of the craftsperson is within our 
digital age. A question like this is, I’ll admit, incredibly broad 
and is perhaps best approached as a series of sub-questions: what 
is the relevance of craft to a designer working today? Is the value 
of a handcrafted object more than that of one produced through 
a more ‘detached’ digital process, and what is it that defines this 
value? And finally, how can craft use the obsession surrounding 
the spectacle of process itself, to affect the end product? 

Firstly I think that it is important to explain exactly what 
I mean when I am talking about craft. Usually following the 
crochet remark, I find myself trying to explain the difference 
between craft with a ‘capital C’ and the more D.I.Y. amateur 
hobbies the word has become so frequently associated with.

The common definition of craft is simple enough: an activity 
which involves skill in making things by hand; derived from 
the old English craeft meaning strength or skill 3. Yet as we 
delve deeper into the topic it becomes harder and harder to pin 
down. In reality the definition shifts depending on where you are 
approaching it from. Sociologists such as Richard Sennett refer 
to ‘craft’ as ‘skilled manual labour’ and ‘doing things well’ 4.  To 
an anthropologist, it is more associated with the maker and user, 
with homo faber and Animal laborans; “where Animal laborans 
is fixated with the question ‘How?’ Homo faber asks ‘Why?’”5.   
Someone from the country may associate it with traditional 
rural pursuits. To those within the contemporary art world, for 
example Damien Hirst, craft and more importantly ‘skill’ have 
negative connotations and remind them of amateur hobbies like 
macramé5. Even multinational organisations such as Adidas have 
begun to use the term, labelling their high end, experimental 
line FutureCraft7 , as a way to connote the qualities of longevity 
and uniqueness associated with the recent past, whilst employ-
ing very contemporary making techniques.

 
Although the definition is shifting, and throughout the fol-

lowing text I occasionally discuss craft with reference to these 
different understandings, I think it is important to position 
myself and my own interpretation of the word. My understand-
ing sits somewhere between that of David Pye and Peter Dormer, 
both of which I will discuss more in depth later. I propose a sort 
of combination between Pye’s idea of the workmanship of risk, 
in which the individual maker is key to success of the product, 
and Dormer’s idea around the acquisition of personal knowledge, 
a sort of tacit knowledge based on and arising through personal 
experience. 
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. WHY CRAFT?

My background with craft is a little strange. In a way, I sort 
of stumbled into the field without any real knowledge of what I 
was entering into. In 2009 I went for an admission interview at 
the art school I would eventually study at. My heart was set on 
studying Textiles and Fashion, but on the day I was there I had 
to enter a second preference, so I quickly picked Woodwork and 
Furniture design without any understanding of what the pro-
gram was like. I went for my Textiles interview and it could not 
have gone worse, basically I bombed. 

Tail between my legs I went into the second interview in the 
Furniture department, not expecting anything. I walked into 
the room and was faced by Rodney Hayward, a man who em-
bodied ‘The Woodworker’. He wore boots, a check flannel shirt 
and work pants. He sat me down and asked me only two ques-
tions: 1) whether I was any good at tennis? And 2) how I felt 
about toasted sandwiches? These bizarre questions would set the 
tone for the rest of my education which would often border on 
a sort of life-lessons-through-woodwork rather than traditional 
university style teaching

.
The Furniture and Woodwork workshop at the ANU School 

of Art exists in a very particular section of the design world. It 
is one of the last bastions of the Studio Furniture style (a subset 
of the type of Studio Craft which was prominent in the United 
States during the 1920’s and 30’s when people began rejecting 
mass-production and embracing craft methods8) existing in Aus-
tralia and for 4 years I was making exactly that ‘Studio Craft’. 
The workshop exists almost out of time and is set up in the same 
style as a traditional craft workshop with more of a ‘Master and 
Apprentice’ type of learning rather than that of the contempo-
rary art school within which it exists. For the first full year of 
study I wasn’t allowed to touch a power tool at all.

Right from the beginning there was this fetishization of 
process which I will discuss more in depth later. Students would 
obsess over the perfect dovetail joint or the finest plane shaving 
with little thought to the actual end product, which due to the 
time constraints and this all-consuming obsession over pro-
cess would, more often than not, remain incomplete.  From the 
start I had a feeling that I was not the designer-craftsman that 
Rodney’s Mr Miyagi9  style teaching was pushing me to become. 
Whilst I have grown to appreciate the education I received 
there I, along with many of my class mates, were left with a 
strange feeling towards the term ‘craft’. We still have conversa-
tions about what it means to be a craftsperson and whether we 
are, were, or ever will be craftspeople. The most eloquently the 
sentiment was ever put was that “you can graduate with a law 
degree and be a lawyer, but you can’t graduate and instantly be 
a craftsperson”10.

Eventually I ran away to the Rhode Island School of Design 
where I had my first foray into computer aided design (CAD) and 
the world of digital manufacturing. This was the stepping stone 
for what my life was like once I finished school and went into 
the real design world. After completing my Bachelor’s Degree, 
I began working as a computer aided design technician for a 
Sydney-based furniture company.  But again, I felt that I was 
not a CAD designer either and initially I found this style of work 
to be in direct conflict with my own past, and by pursuing it I 
was throwing away my craft training. My interest in the rela-
tionship between craft and digital technologies was built during 
this time, and I’ll address it more in-depth in the second section 
of this paper.

Unlike me, woodworker and cabinetmaker James Krenov typ-
ified everything you imagine a modern craftsman to be - the lone 
bearded male, behind a bench in a workshop, creating things 
with his hands11. In 1976 he wrote the seminal studio craft text A 
Cabinetmaker’s Notebook, in which he describes his style of craft 
as a slow, Zen-like approach that is as much, if not more, about 
the process than the final outcome. 
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<quote>
Shavings curl from the plane in my hands. …
(M)y contentment is bound by the white-washed 
walls of my little cellar shop, by the stacks 
of long-sought woods with their mild colors and 
elusive smells, by the planked ceiling through 
which I hear the quick steps of a child—and yet 
it is boundless, my joy. The cabinet is taking 
shape. Someone is waiting for it.12

</quote>

Whilst this text is taken from what is supposedly a manual 
for woodwork, Krenov positions the craftsman as a poet-like 
figure existing outside of the real world. The title of his third 
book, The Impractical Cabinetmaker seems incredibly fitting 
to me. The style of making and designing that Krenov proposes 
is exactly that: impractical. He romanticized the traditional by 
talking about the virtues of hand tools and making based upon 
fine joinery. The school I attended was based on his model, the 
head of my workshop having studied under him at the College 
of the Redwoods. Through this style of teaching it created 
‘mini-Krenovs’, but these ‘mini-Krenovs’ existed totally out 
of context. Krenov wrote his books in the 1970’s, in which he 
acknowledged the overly romantic notion of the craftsman alone 
in his studio, and here we were in the 2010’s, about 40 years later, 
in a totally different country and cultural time trying to chase 
down this dream. I was left questioning the idea of authenticity 
in craft; it seemed to me at the time, like I was learning some-
thing that was already redundant, like learning to use an abacus 
when everyone else has calculators. I’m not saying that craft it-
self is redundant, rather I am interested in whether craft in 2018 
Is it something that exists within the decades old studio-craft 
tradition, or is it something that reacts and engages with ele-
ments and politics of the contemporary, digitally dominated 
word we currently live in.

2.1 Cabinet made by Krenov 2.2 Cabinet made by student 
(Rhys Jones)
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Sociologist Richard Sennett argues that the essence of craft 
is acquiring skills in order to open yourself up to new problems.13 
By doing so he is positioning craftsmanship as being defined by 
the process and this is exactly what Krenov was doing. Krenov’s 
skill was such that he was able to work without a clear direction, 
often only drawing a thumbnail sized sketch, but rather respond-
ing to the demands of the material and designing through the 
process itself. Whilst his work existed in a very particular area 
of the craft world, this is a connection that runs through all tra-
ditional crafts from weaving to ceramics: skill defining process 
and process creating skill.

Yet, if we take Sennett’s view of the craftsman as the virtuoso 
with the ability to adapt and react to new challenges, surely we 
can draw a parallel between this and the 3D print technician. 
Have you ever in your life seen someone print something perfect 
the first time? There are a plethora of problems that occur, with 
the technician having to react to them on the fly. Maybe the 
heated bed is too hot causing it to warp, maybe there is a fault 
with the computer model, perhaps the speed of the machine is 
too high; all of these issues having to be addressed individually 
and with an intimate knowledge of the machine and material. 
Whilst initially the world of contemporary digital manufactur-
ing and the traditions of studio craft might seem disparate, they 
are connected through this idea of process acting as a way to 
create and solve new challenges.

Although it is easy to look at the work of a traditional crafts-
person and say “yes, this is craft” people are less likely to do so 
with more contemporary styles of making. Perhaps rather than 
viewing traditional ways of making and the more contemporary 
digital ones as separate things we should look at one as the evo-
lution of the other.  Craftspeople of all sorts have slowly adjusted 
to the introduction and development of certain tools over time 
from the potter utilizing the wheel to the weaver using a loom, 
all have evolved whilst retaining their emphasis on process. 

Let me draw an analogy to better elaborate on this idea. In 
1965 Bob Dylan, who had formerly been known as a folk singer, 
decided to switch from the acoustic guitar and pick up an elec-
tric Fender Stratocaster. His audience viewed this as a seismic 
shift in his craft. The first time he performed his electric set in 
Manchester in 1966 he was met with cries of “Judas” from his 
audience and even people within his old folk music circles tried 
to cut the cables running from his guitar to his amplifiers.14 Yet 
Dylan felt this was a logical progression in his Craft and the 
Fender was just an evolution of his tools. His shift in thinking 
mirrors the thoughts of Li Edelkort who argues that whilst the 
archaic will always inspire the craftsman, over time other tech-
niques and materials will be introduced, often borrowing these 
ideas from other groups.15 Dylan was still, without question, the 
singer-songwriter he had always been, yet he allowed himself to 
evolve. The influence of his early folk work would always inform 
his writing, however, he opened himself up to be influenced by 
musicians working in different genres and to move with the zeit-
geist of the time.

I do realize it might be a bit self-indulgent to compare myself 
to a Nobel Laureate, but for the sake of the analogy I am going 
to. We are at the cusp of a paradigm shift within craft and I 
want to position myself in a place similar to that of Dylan; one 
foot in the past, and one foot in the future. It will always be 
important for a Craftsperson to retain a focus on process, as I 
believe this is what defines a craftsperson, but perhaps it is time 
for craft to take a leaf out of Dylan’s book and “go electric”.
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3. CRAFT AND HAND WORK

3.1 THE HAND’S HISTORICAL RELATION

When I think of “craft” I think of the hand and its connec-
tion to process. In today’s world the notion of “Handmade” and 
craftsmanship are almost inseparable. A quick Google search 
brings up results for Sydney Craft Week’s key event, a maker’s 
market described as an opportunity to “purchase handmade 
items of exceptional quality”. The hands act as the connection 
between the craftsperson’s mind and the real world. “They act 
as a channel through which we extend our will into the world.”16 
In his Encyclopedie (1751-80) Denis Diderot offers what is still 
considered one of the best descriptions of craft: 

<quote>
Craft, this name is given to any profession 
that requires the use of the hands, and is lim-
ited to a certain number of mechanical opera-
tions to produce the same piece of work, made 
over and over again…17

</quote>

Yet whilst the hand is the driving force within craft, Diderot 
began to accept the notion of mechanization within the crafts-
man’s workshop. Herein lies the paradox of craft, by using the 
hand one begins to push their skill level forward and in doing so 
births tools with which to create, but by using a tool is the hand 
still the creator? Whilst the hand is important, alone it cannot 
produce a table, a tapestry or a horse shoe. The hand must work 
with tools in order to create. A stonemason is without doubt a 
craftsman, yet with all their strength their hands alone cannot 
carve the gargoyles on a church. The Stonemasons work bore the 
chisel, and through its use he is able to react to the material in 
the way Sennett described, increasing his virtuosity by opening 
himself to new challenges. “When enhanced by tools, the hand 

remains a two way connection. That is, when using a tool we can 
sense some things better and we can alter some things better, but 
others not at all.”18 The craftsperson’s attention to the medium 
is what helps to differentiate tools. As with the stonemason, the 
woodworker chips away at material, thus they both use a chisel. 
Yet the chisel used by the woodworker varies greatly from that 
of the stonemason. 

3.1 Stonemason’s Chisels

3.2 Woodworker’s Chisels
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3.2 THE HAND AND DIGITAL TOOLS

As I mentioned earlier after studying woodwork I briefly left 
Australia to study at the Rhode Island School of Design (RISD). 
In comparison to the traditions of the ANU furniture workshop, 
RISD offered a sense of quickness. I know that is a strange way 
to describe it but the whole school seemed to be rooted in the rap-
id learning of multiple skills rather than the slow aim for mas-
tery that the ANU offered. I specifically chose classes in which I 
could see results as quickly as possible: Metalwork and CAD for 
Furniture Design. Metalwork offered an instant way of working; 
Hold two pieces of metal together, remember to put eye protec-
tion down, and pull trigger on the welding gun, done. Although 
I understand the technique involved in welding, I never really 
achieved the skill in this to consider myself any good. Despite it 
being a particularly hands-on technique, I wasn’t willing to offer 
the time for my hands to connect between the material and my 
brain.

Whilst initially the other class I took (CAD) seemed to offer a 
very similar high speed way of working, I instantly found a clos-
er connection between this and the traditional craft practice of 
which I had previously worked. Whilst they may seem disparate 
at first, there is still a strong connection between the hand and 
the work. With CAD the hand has a direct relation to the object, 
it’s rotatable, movable, and scalable all via the hand’s use of the 
mouse. It in fact is a slow process and as Sennett argues that “all 
craftwork is slow, and slow is something you have to learn to do 
… By slowing down you’re allowing a mini break in which the 
consciousness of the activity is coming to the fore”19

He goes on to discuss how digital work inhabits the sort of 
‘slow-time’ which Henri Bergson talks of as la duree.20 A space of 
time in which things can be looked at and considered conscious-
ly. For Bergson this dwelling in la duree doesn’t offer catharsis, 
rather the slower the process, the less confident you become 

in what you are doing. Whilst this dwelling in la duree exists 
within all crafts, I for one can instantly see this parallel with 
the digital sphere. So often you are working on something and 
come across a problem, say two objects won’t connect. You try 
the same command over and over again, eventually you sit and 
stare at the screen thinking “what the hell is happening?” This 
slowing down of the process allows you to question whether the 
lines were drawn correctly to begin with, whether the command 
you are trying is the best option, all these other ways of thinking 
about the task with which you are operating.

The common view is that craft and the digital are two things 
very distant from each other. In reality the mechanization of 
craft bore the age of computing and so in a way lead to digi-
tal manufacturing. The jacquard loom invented in the early 
1800s used wooden cards to codify the human weaver’s action 
and converted it into a binary form21 , in turn leading to the 
invention of the Analytical Engine and so on until we reached 

3.3 Kathryn Hinton demonstrates her 
digital hammer
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the digitized tooling we use in manufacturing today. Rather 
than being disconnected craft is sort of CAD’s grandparent. Yet 
even as the tools we made became more and more complex they 
always relied on the connection to the hand. The Analytical 
Engine for example was reliant on punch cards created by the 
user and fed by hand into the machine. To this day there is still 
a direct connection between the hand and computers. We use our 
hands to type, and to manipulate the objects on screen using the 
mouse, dragging and dropping until our heart is content. In his 
book Mechanization Takes Command (1948) architecture critic 
Sigfried Giedion refers to the hand as being ill fitted to work with 
mathematical precision. Much in the way the mechanization of 
the ceramist’s wheel enabled much finer throwing of ceramics, I 
would argue that the computer has acted as a tool with which the 
craftsperson’s hand can indeed act with millimetre precision. 

There has always been an effort to instil some level of hand-
work within the computer interface. During the 90’s there was a 
push to engage the user in a more haptic form of computing, the 
development of the TACITUS project at the Edinburgh Col-
lege of Art aimed to take craft techniques and develop a haptic 
interface, leading to tools like the Falcon 3D haptic arm that 
aimed to help craft practitioners22. Even more recently, projects 
such as Kathryn Hinton’s ‘Digital Hammer’ have utilised the 
internal gyroscope systems available through hacking a Ninten-
do Wii controller, and developed digital tools that allow the user 
to physically interact with a digital interface. Whilst initially I 
was sceptical about the development of a tool that seemed like 
an extension of the Wii controller similar to those used when 
playing computer games, what I think is successful about Hin-
ton’s project, as opposed to the haptic arm, is that it doesn’t aim 
to create a totally new tool. In a similar way to the Analytical 
Engine before it, it takes what is good about the old, in this case 
the standard metal smith’s hammer, and expands on it, allowing 
the craftsperson to push their discipline into realms that are un-
obtainable through traditional making. I see tools such as these, 
and even potentially tools like motion capture, as used in the Un-

fold project ‘l’Artisan Electronique’, as a potential future for the 
development of craft. The user is able to invest themselves and 
their skills into making process and create digital objects that 
retain their sense of individuality so prized in craft

3.4 Falcon 3D Haptic Arm

3.5 Studio Unfold - l’Artisan Electronique
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3.3 DOES HANDMADE MATTER?

Architecture academic, Malcolm McCullough proposes an 
interesting example in Abstracting Craft (1996), in which he 
discusses how in the mid 90’s whilst working on the stonework 
at the Cathedral of St. John the Divine in New York, the masons 
used an approach combining digital techniques with the hand. 
They used CAD software and Computer Aided Machinery to do 
the rough cutting, then a series of plywood templates for framing 
their initial carvings, and finally using hand chisels for details.22 
So is the result handmade?

Whilst initially one of my main interests in craft was what it 
means for an object to be ‘handmade’, it seems almost impossible 
to do this. Only in a few practices does the hand actually come 
in contact directly with the material during work, e.g. in pottery 
the hand is directly working the clay. Besides tools acting as an 
extension of the hands, guides like the plywood ones used by the 
stonemasons act as extensions of the tools.

 Here, I think we should align our view of what facilitates 
craft with craftsman and theorist David Pye’s workmanship of 
risk put forth in The Nature and Art of Workmanship. He asks, 
what is essentially the same question as mine: does it matter if 
craft is handmade? To which he immediately answers “no”, as al-
most all things that craft makers produce are created with tools 
in some shape of form. Rather, he argues that this doesn’t really 
matter. That what matters within craft is the type of workman-
ship. He categorises work into two distinct streams: the work-
manship of risk and the workmanship of certainty. The work-
manship of certainty is about predictability and related mostly 
to industry in which an object has been tested and prototyped to 
a point where the producer is happy they can produce the object 
with 100% certainty, whereas the workmanship of risk is about 
the individual, not entire systems, in which a mistake at any 
point could ruin the object; every time the object is made there is 
a risk of it failing involved.23

The key challenges for a designer integrating a craft approach 
into digital work are twofold. Firstly, when working with the 
traditional craft tools and machinery there is a direct connection 
between the craftsperson and machine in the beginning, but 
when we work in the digital space, the machine takes over and 
the craftsperson cannot react to the issue straight away. Rather, 
the way in which time is spent in the process shifts – reaction 
moves from the making into the conceptualizing. Designing a 
three-dimensional object on a screen takes a massive amount 
of time (I personally can attest to this) yet once the machine 
takes over the making, constant changes and can be made and 
the original altered continually.24 Academic and Designer Amit 
Zoran argues that within a traditional process the maker is 
engaged in a complex process of judgment, dexterity and care. 
The craftsperson makes a series of personal decisions that define 
the object, yet at the end unlike a ‘digital craftsman’ they have 
no way of accessing the history of their decisions. The only 
documentation of their end outcome is the object itself. Whereas, 
a digital object has with it an accessible and editable history, 
which he argues considerably lowers the risk associated with its 
making.26 These objects still persist in their involvement of risk, 
but the way in which we can react to risk and error has been 
changed. Craft is shifting with this as, after all “the computer is 
inherently a tool for the mind – not the hand”.26 

The second challenge is the individuality of objects. The 
problem here is that once something is designed on a computer, 
be that a program or a 3D model, it will, with a level of certain-
ty, always run or be produced the same. So how can we insert an 
element of individuality into a digital object? Zoran proposes a 
potential answer to this through a process called ‘hybrid reas-
semblage’27. This process uses elements from handmade ceramic 
objects that have been smashed, and then uses 3D scanning and 
CAD software to build and print a model that can be used to 
rebuild the broken object.  These restorative elements have to be 
crafted specifically to fit with the broken pieces of each indi-
vidual object and as such have no real reason to ever be printed 
again.
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3.6 Amit Zoran - Hybrid Reassemblage
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 “The fabricated elements gain specific relevance and con-

text by adopting the form of the broken ceramics.”28 Whilst this 
offers a very specific way of working with a 3D printing process, 
I’m unsure as to whether a process like this could be adapted to 
other forms of digital production. Perhaps we need to look to our 
interaction with the tools themselves and how we can use these 
to create objects that are individual because they embody the 
ideas of craft rather than an individuality based on redundancy.  

To draw another music parallel I’d liken my ideology to 
those of musicians like James Yancey, more commonly known 
as J Dilla. J Dilla was a producer29 responsible for some of the 
greatest rap tracks in history, yet he never touched a traditional 
instrument, instead opting to play an MPC3000. His MPC was a 
wholly digital tool (MPC standing for Music Production Control-
ler)30. Whereas a regular musical instrument, like a piano, only 
makes one type of sound, albeit at changing tones and volumes, 
an MPC is a sampler, which looks like a grey box covered in 
knobs and buttons. The most important parts of an MPC are 
the 16 large grey buttons, which when pressed play snippets of 
sound which you have pre-loaded, for instance you could load 
the sound of a bass drum on one, a symbol on another and vocal 
sample pulled from a song on a third. By hitting these buttons in 
a certain pattern you can create music. 

What separated J Dilla from other musicians using the same 
instrument was that he turned off the quantization31 – a tool 
which basically snaps the drum sound to the correct beat in a 
song and in doing so eliminates the risk of human error32.  By 
doing so, Dilla’s music gained a very human quality – sometimes 
his drum beats are slightly ahead, and sometimes they’re slightly 
behind. Here Dilla is able to tap into the workmanship of risk 
and the individuality that Pye is talking about. It is the uncer-
tainty and inaccuracy that made these beats become so influen-
tial, every time he performed the sound would be distinctive to 
that performance. I think we can look at this as a way for design-
ers to transfer the workmanship of risk into the digital craft of 

the future. Not necessarily by purposely making mistakes, but 
by trying to enable their machines and tools to embody more hu-
man qualities. Now, if we go back to the previous example of the 
stone masons working at the Cathedral of St. John the Divine, 
we can draw a parallel. Despite both J Dilla and the stonema-
sons using digital machinery, they are inserting the element of 
risk and individuality. It is not a trick of faked craftsmanship, 
it’s a personal decision to involve their own tacit knowledge of 
their tools. 
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3.4 A SHIFT AWAY FROM THE HAND?

In an article published on the website of programming and 
typography design duo LettError, design researcher and author 
Jan Middendorp argued that despite the ongoing development of 
tools, a craftsperson is never truly satisfied with them. 

<quote>
They always had the tendency to personalize 
their tools, to appropriate them by honing 
them, converting them or expanding them. The 
more specialized the work, the greater the de-
mand for customized or individually made in-
struments.33

</quote>

Within the same text, Middendorp also talks about the “tool 
horizon”. It is a typical burden of users in the digital era: a 
digital design program is imposed upon designers as if it were a 
pre-set box in which you cannot leave. Digital programs provide 
enormous possibilities, but they are never endless. The digi-
tal craftsperson is quickly confronted by the limitations of his 
ability within the program they are working in. These systems 
he argues are also mainly closed source; it is almost impossible to 
adjust them to the needs and wishes of the designer.

Yet I disagree with this notion. If anything I think what 
allows people to continually push “craft” into these fields is their 
ability to learn from these closed programs such as Photoshop or 
even Rhino3D and begin to produce their own software. Their 
ability to specifically suit their tools to themselves is something 
that humanizes these34. Here I agree with, and could not put it 
better than artist Casey Reas who argues that “software should 
be seen as a kind of material or sensation: that different soft-
wares have different qualities or atmospheres like, say, oak as 
opposed to limewood; or rigid as opposed to flexible”35.  Designer 
and metalsmith Kathryn Hinton had to develop specific soft-

ware in order for her previously mentioned ‘Digital Hammer’ 
project to work correctly. After initially working with standard 
design programs like Rhino3D, Hinton had to shift to ZBrush 
in order to develop software that better suited the project, as she 
felt that unlike in Rhino, “The software’s interface and proper-
ties of its digital material lend themselves to the action of ham-
mering as the material is malleable”36.
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4. THE VALUE OF HANDMADE

The question of value in relation to craft and handmade ob-
jects is one that is potentially too big to answer within the given 
frame of this thesis, but still, it is important to touch on some of 
the key points. On December 6, 2017, the New York Times pub-
lished a supplement titled “Craftsmanship” . On the front page 
there was a half-page image of a Gucci cuff covered in diamond 
pave, with an accompanying two page article. According to the 
article, the bracelet sells for somewhere between 15,000 – 70,000 
Euros (although I could not find an exact price anywhere) and 
is sold by a company whose revenue last year was 1.5 billion 
Euros37. Yet despite the fact that this was an object handmade 
by an incredibly skilled craftsperson, they are not mentioned 
anywhere. There is a discussion with Alessandro Michele, the 
Creative Director of the house but never does he mention the 
craftsperson. Obviously the company and the consumer that 
this piece is intended for, recognize the monetary value of this 
handmade object, but they are continuing the problematic 19th 
century narrative of the highly skilled, yet anonymous crafts-
person. Of course, for a luxury brand, like Gucci, to succeed their 
brand must be seen as the all-important entity, with the crafts-
man positioned as purely a tool for creating their products.

 It is interesting to note that whilst they are happy to keep 
the craftspeople behind these objects anonymous, they will 
actively promote their collaboration with contemporary artists, 
such as their 2017 work with Unskilled Worker. This is a senti-
ment echoed by art and cultural historian Glenn Adamson in 
his book The Invention of Craft (2013), in which he discusses 
the relationship between the late fashion designer Alexander 
McQueen and woodcarver Paul Ferguson. McQueen approach 
Ferguson to help realise his vision of a line of footwear devoted 
to renowned 17th century woodcarver, Grinling Gibbons. The 
resulting one-off carving was then used to create a mould from 
which a production run could be produced, yet nowhere will you 
see Ferguson’s name credited as collaborator.38 

When asked if he would have liked to be credited at the retro-
spective of McQueen’s work at the Metropolitan Museum of Art 
in New York, Ferguson responded “it would have been nice to 
have my name up there, but it wasn’t my decision”39. Of course, I 
do realize that this sort of work is aimed at a very specific view-
er, but it highlights the narrative around value, and how impli-
cated in all crafts it is. Throughout the following 8 pages of the 
New York Times supplement almost all objects are traditionally 
made luxury goods, with only one half-page shows designers and 
craftspeople who are embracing a new way of making.

4.1 Gucci cuff displayed in the jewelry 
showroom at the Gucci Hub in Milan
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4.2 Carved wooden bow by 
Grinling Gibbons

4.3 Alexander McQueen high heels FW 2010 
based on the carvings of Grinling Gibbons
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In 2016 I worked on a project with the one word brief: Honest. 

The project was pitched to me using a slew of terms like “ma-
teriality, craftsmanship, and quality”. To be honest, excuse the 
pun, I initially did not care at all for this topic (which seems like 
a hidden thread running throughout my work). At the time I was 
working my CAD job and was totally disinterested in handmade 
objects. I was instructed to pick a material and base my design-
ing around that - so I picked leather. What interested me about 
leather was its ability to inspire images of the ultra-traditional, 
things like horse saddles, moccasins and leather-bound books, 
and simultaneously conjure ideas of the very contemporary – 
sneakers, car seats, and designer handbags. Leather work was 
something I knew my grandmother had been taught and a craft 
with which she often works, so I asked her to teach me as much 
as she could. The goal was for me to take this tacit hands-on 
knowledge and translate it into something which I would never 
actually touch throughout the whole making process. Despite 
this, the first experiments were entirely made by hand, simply 
learning exactly how to make the object. Then I had to adapt 
these processes to the machinery I thought would be most ap-
propriate, initially testing with a CNC then shifting to a laser 
cutter, which could mimic the work I had previously done by 
hand. Even though there was a hands-on engagement with the 
development of the product, I still felt I was successful in my ini-
tial aim of not touching the final product throughout its making, 
as eventually I was able to translate the first handmade samples 
into a process where the leather came straight from the tannery 
to the laser cutter and finally to me. In a way, albeit not a very 
rebellious one, I was trying to undermine the person who had 
pitched this brief to me and challenge their ideas of value and its 
connection to the ‘crafted’ object that he wanted. Annoyingly he 
bought it anyway.

After this project I became increasingly interested in what 
the value of a ‘handmade’ craft object was and whether they 
were somehow inherently more valuable than those produced 
outside of this cliché. Craft always carries ‘value’; but value, just 

like craft itself, can be interpreted in a myriad of ways. Value 
can refer to the commercial value, and the influence that the 
market has on the objects, yet it can also refer to the social and 
political value that a craft object carries. In his lecture “Good-
bye to Craft” Glenn Adamson argues, that craft as we know it 
know was birthed as a reaction to the industrial revolution. In 
his thinking, craft was created “in the negative, in the mirror 
image of industry, in the mirror image of progress”40. Perhaps it 
is better to look at the value of craft as less monetary and more 
in regards to its social value.  Objects can hold a significant value 
based around memory and community. Like Walter Benjamin, 
the designer today should view craft as a storytelling device, 
their unique position enabling them to embed their own experi-
ence and passing this on to the user. “The storyteller takes what 
he tells from experience, his own or others, and makes it the 
experience of those hearing the tale”41 Having my grandmother 
sit down and teach me her skill in leather making was just as im-
portant to me personally as the actual design and making itself. 
Zoran speaks of the emotional value placed on the objects he was 
trying to repair using his ‘hybrid reassemblage’ process with 
strong sense of sentimentality:

<quote>
The bowl embodied my memories of him making it. 
It represented great emotional value, associat-
ed with deep family connections and important 
events. In 2010, this bowl was accidently broken 
by a visitor to my house. The visitor suggested 
paying for the bowl. Of course I refused; there 
is no price that can restore memory.42 

</quote>

Even without having yourself involved in the making, the 
mere act of viewing the process of an object being made can 
help attach these memories and increase the value of the objects 
produced.
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5. CRAFT AND PROCESS 

The way in which we view process and its connection to the 
making of objects is integral to craft. In mid-2017 I travelled to 
Murano, Italy for the first time with my mother who was des-
perate to see the glass artisans. I agreed to go along with her not 
out of any real interest in the making of art-glass but out of an 
interest in an industry that is totally set up for tourist consump-
tion. We travelled aboard a boat that was full of people eagerly 
snapping pictures and videos, my mother (and probably myself) 
included, until we reached the specific workshop with which the 
tour company had links. We were then ushered straight from 
the boat into a room with what can only be described as stadi-
um style seating, in which we all sat and watched a man make 
glass. What astonished me about this whole episode was how a 
whole boat-load of tourists sat in awe of a process with such little 
interest in the reality of the outcome – the craftsman was mak-
ing a small horse statue which I later saw a whole box of stashed 
under a workbench. The man making this was undeniably a 
craftsperson and was probably extremely skilled in his trade yet 
the almost choreographed act of making was what the people 
were interested in. I was reminded of my time in the woodwork 
department in which the process of making was always deemed 
so important.

Later on the same holiday, I travelled to the Design Museum 
in London. Here there were no traditional artisans at work, rath-
er the artisan had been replaced by what was undoubtedly the 
largest 3D printer I had ever seen. But I instantly noticed a par-
allel. As I stood watching the machine work, I noticed a group 
of children all doing the same. Behind the printer I could see the 
results of its making yet it wasn’t the objects that were at the 
heart of what we were all watching. It was the process that was 
interesting, with the actual objects not really being seen in their 
own right, but more as a reminder of the process you had seen. 

5.1 Murano Glass tour 5.2 Children watch 3D printer at The Design Museum
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Previously I said that I placed my own definition of ‘craft’ 

as a combination of David Pye’s workmanship of risk and Peter 
Dormer’s ideas around personal knowledge. Dormer’s idea of per-
sonal knowledge is very similar to that of tacit knowledge, but 
he refers to personal knowledge in relation to distributed knowl-
edge. Tacit knowledge refers to the knowledge that is difficult to 
transfer or explain to another person by either writing or verbal-
izing it - a sort of learned knowledge. Take for instance cooking 
an omelette; one can follow a recipe step by step, but there is so 
much going on that is not explained through the recipe that is 
vital for it to be successful – things like checking the eggs are 
not bad, managing the heat of the frying pan, even the action 
of moving the pan correctly.43 All of this knowledge is gained 
through personal experience. Whereas distributed knowledge ex-
ists where an object requires many different people’s knowledge 
to bring it into reality and embodies all of these people’s knowl-
edge. I am reminded again of James Krenov and his thumbnail 
sized sketches. Krenov’s mastery was such that he could navigate 
the risk involved in making cabinetry with great ease. This came 
from a level of deep personal knowledge acquired over a lifetime 
of work. Much like the glass maker on Murano, Krenov could 
instantly recall what would and wouldn’t work for any given 
situation. 

Earlier this year, to help myself understand the process of cre-
ating a ‘craft’ object, I set out to test some of the idea’s I’ve been 
talking about so far. With the help of my colleague, Sho Ota, we 
decided to make a bowl using 4 specifically designed tools. These 
were aimed to be similar to the traditional tools used in ceram-
ics, yet distant enough where the process of making would have 
to be totally rethought. The main idea here was to produce an 
object in which the process and the making was far more engag-
ing for the viewer than the end product. This object was integral 
to my understanding of what is needed for an object to exist as 
‘craft’. I would argue that this object was not actually a craft 
object because it didn’t involve any personal knowledge, even 
though we leant very heavily on the idea of the workmanship of 

risk. Every movement and choreographed step had to be thought 
out in relation to how it would help create the final object. Where 
it falls from my definition of craft is in its lack of embodiment 
of personal knowledge. Despite Sho and myself both knowing 
how a traditional ceramic bowl was made, the shift in tooling 
changed our translation of the tacit knowledge we possessed. 
We often had to stop during the making in order to discuss the 
best way we felt to proceed when we hit upon a problem, or when 
we changed tools. Now, if we had of made this bowl 100 more 
times, we would have been able to build upon the knowledge we 
had and work the clay into a much more aesthetically pleasing 
product. 

5.3 Initial tests for handmaking a bowl without 
ever touching it
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So how can designers embed this idea of process into a digi-

tally produced object?  Mischer’Traxler Studio offer a potential 
answer with their work Collective Works, in which a digital ma-
chine translates the interest of viewers into objects. The machine 
only starts to make objects when someone approaches it, when a 
second joins, a coloured line is added, with the overall size and 
patterns being determined by the amount of people who engage 
with the making and time they spend engaged. If no one is inter-
ested, the machine simply stops. “The machine directly reacts to 
each observer and thus the outcome is as well directly depending 
on the audience. Every spectator leaves a mark on the object and 
therefore each basket becomes an unique record of the people’s 
interest in the object’s production”44  The physical objects being 
created, whilst being produced with a reliance on digital tech-
nology, almost appear counter to Zoran’s idea discussed earlier, 
these digitally crafted objects serve as a readable history of their 
making. What I think is so strong here is the inclusion of the 
viewer within the making. Whilst these objects are not imbed-
ded with the personal knowledge that is vital to craft, they have 
an imbedded value for those who viewed their making, they are 
individual objects that, simply by viewing their making, the 
audience had a hand in crafting.

To draw a final brief music analogy, I’d liken this idea of 
involved process to that of attending a music concert. Live 
music has always had an integral role within music, from people 
attending the premier of a new work by Bach to the mass atten-
dance at music festivals like Coachella or Glastonbury. I once 
attended a Mars Volta concert in which the band were heavily 
engaged with the audience, talking with the crowd and throw-
ing guitar picks from the stage as the show went on. I’ll always 
remember how involved I felt in the show when I caught one of 
these picks (or when I pushed everyone out of the way to pick 
it up from the floor), but, as much as I wrack my brain, I can’t 
remember any specific time I’ve listened to their albums. It was 
the involvement and the memory of my participation in the pro-
cess that added value to their music.

43.  Souwie de Wijn, “The Design of a Home Cooked Meal” (MA The-

sis, University of Amsterdam, 2012) 60-61

44. Mischa’Traxler Studio, “Collective Works” accessed January 12 

2018,  https://www.mischertraxler.com/projects_collective_works.

html

5.4 Misha’Traxler Studio - Collective Works
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6. CONCLUSION
So, what does it mean to be a craftsperson within the digital 

age? The position of the craftsperson is one of great flux, hav-
ing to navigate the old, cliché view of craft, whilst developing 
with the current ways of thinking and making. For a designer 
working today, the concept of craft is of incredible importance, 
yet the very idea of what craft means is changing. The modern 
craftsperson is a very different person to the one I mentioned in 
my introduction, they’re “Young, tech savvy, with an art school 
education, with only a fleeting interest in poultry”45. They in-
habit a similar space to that of Bob Dylan in the 1960’s, chang-
ing their tooling and helping craft evolve with the times.

Craft will always have a link with value, but value should not 
only be viewed as monetary. Designers and craftspeople working 
today should think of the value of craft in a similar way to that 
of Walter Benjamin ; as storytellers embedding a sense of cultur-
al and political value into their work.46 A translation of tacit skill 
and the sense of memory embedded in objects is integral to what 
craft can and will be going forward. Learning from the past, 
objects created by them hold a value that is hard to define, a sort 
of value based around memory and reference. 

Digital craftspeople have the added ability to involve the 
viewer directly into the making process. This inclusion plays on 
the traditional notion of the individuality of objects by attaching 
a specific meaning to these objects. Craft can now translate the 
interest in the process of making that has always existed and 
translate this into a much more participatory interaction.

The roots of craft have as much relevance today – and will 
long into the future – as they did before the industrial revolution. 
Designers working with a craft based approach still tap into the 
workmanship of risk and their own personal knowledge to help 
create their designs. But as we continue to shift towards a digital 
way of working, the way in which designers are going approach 

6.
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these two points will prove to be the challenge. I personally 
believe that designers should continue to develop tools that will 
facilitate the evolution of craft. Perhaps the best way to go about 
this is through focusing on the individuality of the objects pro-
duced. It will be up to the designer to explore the ways in which 
we can pull elements from traditional craft and embed them into 
these new types of making. 

45.  Press, “Handmade Futures: The Emerging Role of Craft Knowl-

edge in Our Digital Culture” 252

 46. Esther Leslie, “Walter Benjamin: Traces of Craft” 6
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