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Translocated makingin experimental
collaborative design projects

Abstract

This thesis examines the activity of designing and making across geographical distances.
Through critical reflection on the author’s own design practice, and the initiation of new
collaborative design projects, the thesis develops and tests the concept of translocated
making. Translocated making is explored as a form of production where activity, influence,
media and understanding are shared across multiple locations, both physically and
virtually.

The author’s own design practice is situated and analysed in the context of how the
manufacturing possibilities of mature western markets have developed since the 1990s.
With the rise of digital technologies, greater degrees of interaction and collaboration
between designer and manufacturer have been enabled; however, it is found that the
effects of geographical and cultural distance on designing and making have not been
systematically researched, nor understood from the perspective of the designer as
creative agent.

Drawing on theories of cultural interaction, and in particular Appadurai’s theory of
suffixscapes, the thesis sets out a framework for experimenting with and analysing the
effects of cultural and geographical difference on designing and making. Collaboration
across distance is established as a key mode of designing and making, bringing to light the
effects of difference in design outcomes. Gujarat in India is the location for a series of
design projects in urban and remote locations. These are investigated through designing
research and researching through design methods.

New knowledge is articulated through the way in which the design projects allow for the
testing and reflection upon theories of cultural interaction. The experimental design
methods employed in the projects show how exchanging differences through
collaboration in digital and analogue media can create new artefacts with hybrid cultural
values.

The value of this research for designers and makers in advanced and developing
economies is through helping them to understand the possibilities of collaboration across
geographical distance. For academics and researchers the value lies in critiquing and
further developing practice-based design research methods, and in exploring the longer-
term strategic, creative and cultural changes that globalisation and digital technologies
are bringing to all forms of design and manufacture.



Introduction

A globalisation of cultural creativity is in full flow with the potential for significant and
fundamental changes in the ways that we create and influence one another. Cultures from
around the world have exchanged artefacts for millennia through a series of activities
ranging from trading and gift giving to exhibiting and the spoils of warfare in a process that
slowly influences how we make objects, the functions, roles and significance we assign to
them and how we interact with them in our daily lives. The rapid emergence and
penetration of digital technologies has accelerated this process and is connecting hitherto
remote communities of makers with the potential of even wider and more rapid exchange.
Vulnerable and privileged groups are now able to communicate with a speed and

efficiency previously unheard of.

Designers are curious and adventurous by nature and have led the way in how
collaborations across diverse locations can be negotiated in ways that take advantage of
cultural differences for exchanging knowledge in how we can make new things. However,
the mechanisms through which this occurs and its place in the cultural landscape are still
not fully understood. The way we recognise cultural artefacts based on knowledge and
differences from our own positions becomes part of this research. In turn, the research
seeks to uncover new insights that aim to be useful for designers and makers, researchers
and institutions to help understand the processes that take place and how equitable

exchanges can be negotiated in the future as new communication platforms emerge.



Objects to Networks




This research project explores practices of designing and making in distinct contexts and
tests influences on those processes from different geographical locations. The question
‘How does translocated making manifest itself through design activity, and how can it be
related to a theoretical field of knowledge?’ will be explored by the researcher who will be
situated both internally and external in a number of collaborative design projects involving
craftsmen and designers in India. The aim is to make a contribution in how design can be
understood and practiced across physical locations through various forms of exchange
and tested through a number of theoretical cultural transfer frameworks. The research
begins with a series of case studies capturing the tacit knowledge of the researcher and
builds towards a series of questions and observations around practices in commercial
design and academic scenarios where cultural knowledge from external locations is
exchanged. Reflecting on one’s own work enables the formalisation of tacit knowledge
with the recognition that an important part of the thesis is explored through acting as a

designer in a network of influence.

By reflecting on the last eighteen years as an industrial designer, the aim is to capture
particular aspects of the ways in which design and production have been organized in the
context of mature Western markets. Key features include: the short lifespan of products,
resistance to conceptual and material innovations and incremental development in mass
production processes. Another aim is to capture experiences from more recent academic
collaborations over the last six years and explore the way that working across distance and
cultures has led to a questioning of these accepted limitations, and the potential for
different ways of engaging with designing and making. This chapter will formalize the
experience in a number of case studies as a way toward framing a new set of collaborative
design projects undertaken in the latter part of the thesis. The conclusion draws together
the various strands of thinking to focus on how the key issues identified can be articulated

against other fields of knowledge.

Archer (2004) argues that designers need to solve a problem in a short time frame with a
limited budget while design researchers have to be able and willing to disprove everything.
This comparisoniillustrates a realisation that designers generate narratives in order to
structure creativity and deliver a successful result. In doing so they exclude information
that disagrees with the storyline. This is a successful strategy when designing, but
potentially problematic when conducting research. Therefore an approach that aims at

challenging the natural tendencies to ‘produce a good result’ is required in this study.



Through a globalised design practice working with remote clients in mainland Europe and
further afield, and in conjunction with developing collaborative cross-cultural education
projects between designers in Thailand, China, Japan, Ghana and India, a tentative idea
began to form that the collaborative process between designers and makers was evolving.
The established linear model of designing objects in one place for production elsewhere
was being replaced by a complex state of multiple connections in different geographical
locations supported through design materials held concurrently on analogue and digital
media. In other words the realisation began to take hold that we were moving from a focus
on objects to an engagements with networks. The emergence of fast digital parallel
communications and media formats appeared to be not only changing the reality of
designing, but the conceptual model of design collaboration. The following case studies
from the authors design practice and academic experience begin to draw out a number of

important issues and questions around the idea of moving from objects to networks.
1.1 Diplomat

The researchers activity in design practice was based on skills and methods learnt during
design education and are described here at the outset to inform the trajectory of
development. The RSJ Bench project at the Royal College of Art describes in detail the level
of form handling skills of the researcher upon graduation and how the focus of design
activity was based purely on concerns for the artefact being produced. It was an important
project in the evolution of a line of thinking that began after visiting the deconstructivists
architecture exhibition at the museum of modern artin New York in the summer of 1988
(Johnson & Wigley, 1988). The dissertation that followed on Peter Eisenman and
Deconstructivist architecture (Hall, 1990) sought to translate architectural theatre into
the domain of furniture design, following the great creative tradition of the 20" century
whereby architects tested ideas in small-scale furniture experiments. Proponents of this
approachincluded Le Corbusier, Mies Van der Rohe, Frank Lloyd Wright, Alvar Aalto, Vico
Magistretti and more recently the tradition has continued with Frank Gehry, Zaha Hadid

and Norman Foster to name but a few.



Figure 1.01 RSJ Bench, RCA degree show 1992

The RSJ project (Fig. 1.01) developed an approach initiated in undergraduate work that
sought to use the geometric principles of deconstructivists architecture to radically
challenge the composition of structures. The ultimate aim was to liberate new forms and
elicit new functional relationships in furniture designs that sought to break free from
traditional Cartesian forms of interior architectural relationships. Most furniture designs
obey a composition where they respect the planar surfaces of the floor and wall. The
objective in using this new design approach was to break free from these limitations. The
aesthetics juxtaposed combinations of linear and organic languages for the seating and
frame elements. Traditional furniture designs tend to be composed of either organic of
linear languages and to combine them in such an overt fashion was at that time quite
unusual. The materials selected expressed the contrasts between an old heavy industrial,
essentially non-consumer materials (rolled steel joists and ‘T’ sections) and a modern
composite material (an amber translucent glass reinforced polymer) that partially exposed
the hand made layup process and polymer ‘crafted’ construction. The relationship of the
organic and linear sub-assemblies defied conventional notions of composition and
challenged functional logic by using such a lightweight and heavy material in combination.
Not all of the elements were antagonistic as the translucent amber GRP gave the
impression of floating above the uncompromising steel base, providing a sense of
protecting the human form from the structure underneath. The unconventional structural

arrangement liberated new seating possibilities that allowed users to sit facing each other,

10



lying down, one leg up and straddling the bench in various positions, while the tripod base

was an unusual exploration of the bench typology.

Figure 1.02 illustrates through a series of scale models and prototypes the evolution of

thinking that took place in developing the organic verses linear language, and the impure

arrangement of forms that resulted.

Figure 1.02 RSJ Bench, evolution of models and prototypes, 1992

At the same time a second project was being developed that evolved a clearer narrative
history for questioning the conventional relationship between furniture forms and interior
architectural relationships for the design of a small cabinet. It is included here as a detailed
illustration of the geometric processes that were used to generate and manipulate forms.
The process begins by assembling a series of three rectangular elements that rotate in
relation to each other (Fig. 1.03). Small cubes are added at intervals and a grid plane is
added to the top level. The final phase adds a framework around the forms and is rotated
to act as the element that breaks the conventional relationship to walled surfaces by

creating a perimeter that has no front, sides or flat face.
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Figure 1.03 Compact cabinet narrative diagram illustrating form evolutions, 1992

The approach had many elements that encouraged a non-linear creative process and
advanced form generation skills that were ideal for a career in both mass-production and
developing experimental designs. Although the geometric elements were used in a less
overt and experimental manner, the mental possibility of recombination and contrasts has
remained as a thread running through the creative process, if not in the visual language of

the end results.

The RSJBench and Cabinet projects describe the level of form handling and production
control that was a central part of the researcher’s design methods. These skills were
refined to even greater levels with commercial exposure in Diplomat’s design practice and
describe the initiation point for the transformation of design methods described through
the following research. They relate how an experimental object-centred process focussed
on the ‘total control’ of the generation and execution of designs and how it evolved to

engage with networks of influence in new locations.

Diplomat design (www.diplomatdesign.com) was established in 2000 and is the

researcher’s design partnership with Matthew Kavanagh. Together they have developed
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two different design and production routes to build commercial success and experimental
design capacity. The two markets are mass produced chairs for domestic and contract
markets, and experimental limited edition chairs designed and produced in small volumes
by Diplomat. The More chair by Origlia (Fig. 1.04) is an example of a mass produced chair
sellingin the 10,000’s of units, while experimental hand made designs are made to order

and represented by the Zilla, Moby and Zuki chairs (Fig. 1.05).

Figure 1.04 Mass-produced chairs designed by Diplomat, the More chair is centre top row

Figure 1.05 Experimental chairs designed and hand made by Diplomat. From the left Zilla, Moby and Zuki

The two approaches are served by methods that share common design tools (sketching,
form generation, ergonomics, CAD, prototyping, technical drawings, material handling and
manufacturing) but different creative agendas and drivers, while generating mutually
beneficial outcomes. The experimental pieces act as test beds for new materials, forms

and functions and generate publicity for Diplomat, whilst the mass-produced designs
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demonstrated the consumer marketability, client investment and consumer acceptance.
The results however appeal to very different mature western markets with mass produced
pieces selling through agents to volume business purchasers and the experimental pieces

to individuals and design collectors.

In this context, a key trait in the creative process has been thinking through making and
using the production of components and structures as a reflective practice that keeps
open the option for change, experimentation and alteration for as long as possible. This
approach has been discussed by Sennett (2008) as an equal, if neglected form of thinking
to be considered in parallel amongst other forms including writing, debate, drawing,
performing and calculation. In parallel a choice has always been made to vary the
combination of methods and media in design projects as the needs required, and to
continually vary the output and diversify visual language. In practice this could mean
initiating a project full-size in the final materials, then shifting to hand drawings, CAD and
back again to full size. Another variation involves starting with sketches, then a scale model
and prototype, or starting from CAD then moving to a prototype, pausing to make a scale
model then returning to CAD and the prototype to continue development. Acommon
starting point was to ‘cold brainstorm’ by generating ideas in a pre-research phase in order
to encourage naivety and avoid the pre-conditioning that tends to be imposed by the
commercial context. This was followed by a phase of researching materials and production
processes then a ‘hot brainstorming’ with a final phase that compared, contrasted and
combined the cold and hot brainstormed ideas to fuse originality with commercial promise.
In this way the creative process becomes more non-linear, reflective, adaptive and
experimental in its nature. This passage describes a focus on the object and the designer’s
internal personal agenda of offering designs for mass consumption. It can be seenin
retrospect as a classic industrial design model of ‘us’ to ‘them’ (us meaning designers and
them consumers). Emergent Translocation describes how exposure to increased
international networks begins to shift and evolve design practices when digital tools are

introduced.
1.2Emergent Translocation

The researcher’s initial experience of developing communications with remote
manufacturers began around 1995 with Italian factories working on furniture and

domestic consumer product designs. The cost of travel and frequency of communication
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and manufacturing data meant that faxes were the main form of information exchange.
Quite often the client was visited only once and sometimes this took place after the
products were launched to the public. A few years later around 1998-9, manufacturers
with a global client base quickly adopted email and Internet connections radically
changing the speed, quality and density of information exchanged. A number of
interesting developments happened during the period that affected what could be
described as the emergence of a remote practice. The Diplomat design partnership was
formed in 2000 and quickly developed a range of international clients who were all
outside the UK, a common situation at the time for many designers. It therefore became
essential to master early Internet media for successful communications. The main
advantage of using digital media was primarily driven by needing to improve remote
communications for business and manufacturing efficiencies. The majority of exchanges
focussed on conveying technical design information, negotiating contracts, arranging
visits and reducing inconsistency rather than considering the communications themselves
as potential creative opportunities. Although some cultural influences were inevitably able

to flow along these lines it was not the focus of the design process.

In retrospect it could be observed through Diplomat’s design activity that a decentralised
network of making emerged that began to exchange information physically, conceptually
and culturally by generating a continuous flow of data along an expanding international
network. An interesting observation occurs when considering the use of CAD files. Details
and components were rapidly cut and pasted, exported and shared between designers,
clients and sub-contractors. Portability encouraged this activity and the ownership and
origin of some elements became fuzzy and difficult to trace. Moreover in an extended set
of exchanges and swapping, inherited 3D computer files could be understood as a pool of
constantly shared digital three-dimensional objects that became an evolutionary ecology

in its own right, mutating, changing and evolving.

The Milan furniture fair is still one of the world’s most influential design fairs with over
194,000 foreign operators attendingin 2012 (Volpe, 2013). Pre-internet, this was one of
the most important ways to gather information on new design thinking, materials,
manufacturing methods and visual language. Designers would return with suitcases full of
magazines and brochures that contained an essential body of influences and design
research for the next year’s creative work. Following the mass adoption of the Internet, far

more information was instantly available and although this enabled an almost universal
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access toinfluences and inspirations for those that owned the technology, another force
came into play. Conversations at Diplomat revolved around noticing a certain homogeneity
in new designs (described in-house as ‘Eurodesign’ referring to a transnational design
language without an obvious cultural root) and speculated that the mass consumption of
Internet based images and the use of CAD with its limited set of form generating tools may
have been the cause. Previous generations had worked more remotely with slower transfer
of less information and the idea emerged that overexposure to the Internet was having a

tendency to reduce the individuality of some designers outputs.

The Palm chair designed in 2006 (Fig. 1.08 and Fig. 1.09) was manufactured and launched
by Arrmet srl. This is an example that describes the emergence of the physical and
conceptual disconnection of making from place. The series of images in Fig. 1.06 illustrate
the main stages of developing the design from the initial freehand concept sketch emailed
to the client, 1:5 scale hand carved model posted to the client, 2D CAD drawings emailed to
the client for dimensional control, 3d cloud data model produced by laser scanning the 1:5
scale model, the full-size CNC (computer numerated cutting - 3d machined from a solid

block) in foam of the seat form, and finally the finished chair.

Figure 1.06 Palm chair design process showing the emerging disconnection of making from place

The physical shifts that took place lay in the digital and analogue communication of data
describing and controlling the seat form. The conversion of data from analogue to digital
was exchanged five times in the process; from the sketch to email, from the model to the
CAD drawing, from the model to the laser scan, from the laser scan to the full size foam
master and from the full size foam master to the final laser scan surfaced data file and
production tool. The final seat form was re-carved by Diplomat (Fig. 1.07) from the CNC cut
foam master to refine the aesthetics and ergonomics. Apart from a 20mm section in the
lumbar region, the rest of the refinements were in the 5-10mm range indicating that the

1.5 scale hand carved model was made within a surprising 1-2mm accuracy.
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Figure 1.07 Palm chair re-carving the seat form by hand in the factory, 2006.

The design and development process was discussed with Arrmet’s production team before
and during prototyping with the specific aim of allowing the hand making, shaping,
correcting and refinement of form to take place at every possible opportunity up until the
‘freezing’ of the design at the final stage. This key decision came about as a result of
Diplomat’s choice to resist suggestions from the client to computer model the chair from
the beginning even though it was largely the practice of other designers. This decision was
made to enable Hall & Kavanagh to engage their hand carving and exacting form control
skills that they could only employ at a physical scale. Hand carving the foam and using
carving skills was aimed at the total control of abstract form rather than in any culturally
embedded forms of material handling, techniques or expressiveness. The aim was to avoid
the limitation of digital CAD software for higher levels of crafted form control to generate a
seductive seat form that would be easily recognisable, yet neutral enough to fit in multiple

commercial and domestic settings.

CAD data from laser scans of physical models was exchanged several times during the
project and a fluid reliance on the physical analogue and digital data meant that the exact
‘location’ of what constituted control of the chair became very fuzzy. During some periods

the physical model became primary while at others the scanned data became the leading
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control of aesthetics and ergonomics. At the same time, specific but separate features
were controlled digitally and physically in different locations. The digital mediums that
were being used began to change the way that designs evolved. They freed decision
making from the slow exchange of paper and models towards a fluid exchange of material
on computer files. At the same time a conceptual shift took place between the more
traditional communication of design data to the manufacturer, where the designer
consulted externally on refinements for production, to a dual relationship where digital
communications became the mediator. Tamke (2005) describes the limitations in using
only digital technology as a form generation process in Architecture while Bermudez
(1997) gives a contemporary account of the challenges to integrating and understanding
the relationship between digital and analogue technologies in studio practice, and calls for
dynamic relations between both. These examples however describe the process within one

location and organisation.

The use of digital and analogue means to collaborate across geographical locations shifted
both the nature of the design process, and the way that designs developed. The reduction
of clear boundaries between the designer and manufacturer increased the sharing over
separate locations of the technical information that was used to develop and control a

design.

Figure 1.08 Palm chair production models side view showing seat form, 2007
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Figure 1.09 Palm chair pedestal base model, 2007

The significance of the reflections on Diplomat’s design practice and the Palm chair is
through the early emergence of digital tools and how they affected making and the
conceptual model of design practice in the way that information exchanged between
collaborating parties based in separate locations. However the cultural influences that
ranged from aesthetic interpretations and tacit skills to more esoteric ideas on design
thinking from local making cultures that flowed along the same lines of communication
were not actively discussed, nor were they a conscious element of the remote sharing of
design material. The tendency in communications is to emphasise clarity and
understanding, and to overcome cultural differences, yet the same differences could act
as a creative inspiration. Deciding to make physical models of the Palm chair and integrate
them with digital technologies alongside visiting the factory to refine by hand the final
masters were cultural design differences to those practised by the local designers
encountered. The result was a different design process and type of engagement with form.
Could these observations be built upon to develop an experimental approach to facilitate
cultural transfer between partners in different locations, and especially those in more
diverse cultural making environments? Would it be possible through design collaboration
to place the exchange of differences centre stage in an attempt to trace the way that

exchanges take place and their relevance to ideas of place and cultural influence?
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The trajectory described from the RSJ Bench project through Diplomat’s design practice
and the Palm chair has shown how a design method that was intensely object orientated
became affected by a combination of digital media communicated via the Internet and

collaborating with companies in different cultural locations through a networked activity.

A separate range of experiences that also engaged with cultural transfer in design and
making across separate locations were gained through the opportunity to conduct
academic collaborations on the RCA’s GoGlobal series of educational initiatives in Thailand,
China, Japan, Ghana, India and South Korea. The GoGlobal projects (Hall et al, 2012)
developed collaborations between UK-based masters students and an educational
partner to conduct design projects under the broad theme of the integration of product
innovation with production, policy, social and economic factors. The aims were to bring
students from different cultures together to share ideas of globalised design issues,
enable academic research collaborations and most importantly to tackle a regional or
national issue that tested how design thinking could be an active ingredient in bridging the

gap between policy and implementation.
1.3 eArtisans

Ghana was the location for the eArtisans GoGlobal project that ran in 2009 (Barker & Hall,
2009 and Barker & Hall, 2010) with the Kwame Nkrumah University of Science and
Technology (KNUST) in Kumasi, the country’s second city and capital of the Ashanti
Kingdom. The aim of the project was to partner local artisans with teams of Ghanaian and
western trained designers to create local hand made products with global export appeal
and through this process develop a design enterprise model that if successful could be
copied elsewhere. The Aid to Artisans NGO provided contacts and support for craftsmen,
Africa 54 would provide the Internet infrastructure and SMS banking systems and the
British Council supported an event where artisans and designers could meet to share

open-source designs at the conclusion of the project.

The assumption was that the KNUST designers would contribute an understanding of local
cultural and creative possibilities while the western trained RCA designers offered
knowledge to generate potentially successful designs that could be attractive to global
markets. Students would work in mixed teams to encourage an exchange of design

methods and cultural insights.
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An example of one of the final outputs from the eArtisans projects illustrates how design
can use digital communications on the Internet to connect clients to designers and makers
in a way that can enhance the transaction by allowing the makers to leverage their
customisation capacity and provide user input and unique products for the customers. Fig.
1.10 below shows ‘Ahoma’, a woven shoe developed by one of the eArtisans design teams.
The concept suggested that buyers of the shoe could use a web interface to draw their
own designs that were handmade creating a unique and individually customised product.
The intention was to pay the artisans through an SMS banking system provided by a pan-
African logistics agency (Africa 54) who would collect and quality inspect finished goods

and ship them worldwide.

A number of cultural transfers between different locations were proposed in the design
concept and took place in the collaboration between the participants. The customer would
receive cultural information from visiting the artisans website and then make a modest
cultural contribution when they created woven patterns for the shoes via the Internet. The
artisan would make the shoe and send it to the customer transmitting physical cultural
material in how and where the shoe is made. A second loop of exchanges took place as the
result of the western designers visiting Ghana, bringing with them a diverse mix of global
design influences from their divergent backgrounds (each year group has around 14
different nationalities with around the same number of disciplines). This was combined
with the Ghanaian students knowledge of local culture, craft materials, techniques and
local production capabilities. The combined mix of cultural information was synthesised
into a final design, which in the case of the Ahoma shoe contained Ghanain influences in
the materiality of the shoe fabrication and choice of materials, western influences in the

Internet user participation concept and a joint process of form generation.
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Figure 1.10 Ahoma woven shoe made as part of the eArtisans project in Ghana 2009, designed by Aymeric

Alandry, Michael Babanawo, Christopher Black, and Angeline Ohui

Involvement as project tutor provided the experience of investigating the potential use of
digital technologies for connecting local makers to global markets and through the same
technologies to explore how users and makers could be more closely linked for

collaboration.

A key insight came about when visiting the craft workshop of Suleiman, a wood carver
based on the outskirts of Accra, the capital city. He was carving masks, figures and other
cultural artefacts based on a book published in the mid 20" century by the British Museum
on African tribal art. Listening to him discuss his creative process led to a realisation that
visitors to Ghana were in fact buying objects inspired by a British book that was written by
curators and academics according to what they considered important about African art.
The selection on offer from Suleiman was derived from colonial collections and reference
frames re-introduced to Ghana. Objects were bought and exported by westerners who
assumed they were being offered a local indigenous selection. Combined with this was the
admission by Suleiman that he often used Nigerian (Yoruba) imagery, as the tribe

produced a much larger spectrum of objects which he reinterpreted with his own colours,
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finishes and details. Fig. 1.11 illustrates a range of his masks waiting to be exported to
western collectors. Suleiman’s mask designs were larger, accentuated the use of beaten
metal sheet and used more synthetic colours than were evident in similar local designs.
These first hand experiences illustrated the analogue loops of cultural transfer across
geographies and how the histories of cultural artefacts are creatively contaminated. The
evolution and cross-pollination of cultural ideas through artefact exchange is of course
well known and a historical example occurs in 18" and 19" century British industrial
ceramics production where import substitutions developed in order to successfully
combat the importation of Chinese porcelain products (Berg, 2004). Cultural transfer took
place in the production of local interpretations of Chinese blue and white Ming dynasty

porcelain through hybridising functions and forms to satisfy local British aesthetic tastes

and domestic rituals.
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Figure 1.11 Suleiman’s wood carving workshop visited as part of the eArtisans project in Ghana 2009. Note the

masks reinterpreted from examples from a book published by the British Museum.

Experience from the eArtisans project began to illustrate the diversity and range of
potential global cultural influences, coupled with the speed of iteration via digital

technologies. These are factors that could give rise to rapid and significant changes in how
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designers, craftsmen and artisans operate between local and global scales and how
influence, information, ideas and differences could be exchanged by makers in radically
different environments, with very different conceptual models of their practice. It would
be interesting to discover how Suleiman would respond to accessible digital influences
and a creative collaboration with a designer from a different culture in producing new

objects rather than relying on a single historical source of information.

The eArtisans research phase involved visiting a number of craft villages in the countryside
around Kumasi to see Kente cloth weaving, woodworking and non-ferrous metal casting
skills. A roadside bronze-casting foundry on the outskirts of Kumasi became the
inspiration for a range of experimental projects by Diplomat that introduced cultural
influences from Ghana into a western design context. This project involved a very different
approach to engaging with cultural transfer from the previous Italian furniture design

experiences.
1.4Ironman

In common with many designers, an important aspect of design practice has involved the
interpretation and transferral of cultural influences. In Diplomat’s design practices
described previously, the main flow of influences appeared to be from the designers to the

manufacturing context.

The casting process adopted by the foundry on the edge of Kumasi was based on the lost
wax method whereby a wax master is either carved or hand made with soft wax. It is then
coated in a heat resistant refractory material, in this case a mix of straw and dark grey river
clay with hole in the bottom so that molten wax can flow out when the mould is heated
later on. A ceramic cup with bronze offcuts is placed below and several dozen of these
were placed on the floor of an area surrounded by three walls. Charcoal and timber are
placed on top and a fire was set. After several hours the timber was removed and the cups
were inverted so that the molten bronze contained in them from the offcuts could flow
into the now empty clay chamber after the wax had melted out. It is clear that bronze
casting has existed in west Africa for at least several hundred years before Portuguese
explorers arrived in 1484 and the techniques withesses match very closely those
described in historical records (Meyer 2001). Nevertheless, the process of inverting a

molten cup of bronze over a glowing clay mould appeared to require great skill and care.
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Fig 1.12 shows the foundry casting area, wax masters, clay balls ready to cast and some

sample figures waiting to be fettled.

Figure 1.12 Ghanaian roadside bronze foundry showing fresh figure castings, the foundry casting area, clays

drying in the sun, dry clay with wax master inside and bronze offcuts with cup underneath

After returning from Ghana a conversation developed with Diplomat design partner
Kavanagh around a long-term ambition to design a range of single piece cast metal stools.
A particularly influential line of interest revolved around how the Ghanaian foundrymen
sought to maximize the value of each casting by cleverly fettling (filing off and trimming
excess material) their castings so as to avoid having to recast a faulty item, wasting time
and effort. In addition the visual complexity and ‘looseness’ of the making process

facilitated this activity.

After reviewing photographs of the casting techniques and sample castings a decision was

made to conduct a design experiment to see if it could be possible to developed a single
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piece cast metal stool influenced by African wooden stools that could be made in London.
The researcher had bought two Lobe stools in Ghana (Fig 1.13) and these became one of
the form inspirations for the project. Designs for the new Diplomat stool were developed
through a verbal conversation that described approximate forms and the first masters

were carved as one-offs from solid blocks of polystyrene foam.

Fig 1.13 Lobe stools from Ghana

The master form for each stool was individually hand carved and the casting process and
mould packing process varied due to the soft polystyrene foam material being deformed by
the mould packer so that each piece is unique and has its own character. Carving the stools
required a new process that involved part scraping, pulling and filing the polystyrene balls
that made up the foam structure to retain their integrity (Fig 1.14 left). Polystyrene foam
has a low melting point so when the molten Iron was poured in it vaporised the foam while
taking its place creating the final form (Fig. 1.14 centre). Once cast, the stools were allowed
to cool and hand fettled, the seating surface was polished to give a sense of pre-use or
wear and the structure itself was zeebrighted (Fig. 1.14 right). Zeebright is a graphite base
mixed with oil that is applied to hot iron in order to assist the material in forming a durable
burnished surface. The process has been used since the Victorian era on fireplaces but is

now rarely used.
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Figure 1.14 Making Ironman: Foam master, pouring Iron at Reliance foundry and fettling and finishing the iron

stool castings in the Diplomat studio

The unconventional seating positions and utilitarian constructions of African stools were
combined with highly developed organic design language and further integrated with
techniques straddling African craft to western industrial metal casting methods. The
cultural touch points are a combination of the small scale sitting position of the one piece
west African stools with their proto-modernist geometry, Victorian industrial revolution
domestic products with their burnished graphite iron surfaces polished by generations of
users, and a contemporary organic twist applied to the overall form generation. Fig. 1.15
illustrates that the Ironmen combine all of these influences in a collection of pieces that
have visual references across three very different time periods and cultural traditions from

the Victorian, and African to the contemporary.
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Figure 1.15 Ironmen range of West African inspired stools cast in CS Iron at Reliance Foundry in London

On reflection [ronman was a cultural transfer experiment in imagining how craft
techniques from a Ghanaian bronze foundry and form inspirations from wooden stools
could be transposed to a design studio and Iron foundry. This translation allowed the two
seemingly separate design influences of wooden stools and a making process to combine
in a one-piece cast metal stool. In effect this was an example of transferring a cultural
making practice from Ghana to London to see what design and making process differences
might occur in the translation. The cultural exchange took place with material from Ghana
being brought to London by the researcher for re-interpretation in a new context. The
Ironman project has described how an object centred design method has shifted to
embrace a network of cultural influences in the design of a stool. The limitations in this
process compared to the Ahoma shoe project is that it lacked the reciprocal activity of
iterative exchanges and challenging cultural situations where the designers are embedded

in the culture from which they are absorbing influences.
1.5 Situating knowledge

The critical moments that come together as a result of these case studies are brought
together here to search for common threads than focus thinking around issues of cultural
transfer and questioning methods of design practice. The conversation will draw together
the unstructured opportunities and sporadic moments as sets of relationships, objects,

material systems and making cultures to situate the knowledge in a series of questions and
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issues for design practice.

The chapter opened by describing an internalised set of design methods and motivations
employed by the design researcher in an object focussed practice illustrated through the
RSJ Bench and Cabinet. During the Palm chair project, it began to emerge that the
combination of digital and analogue media used to communicate designs was blurring the
boundaries around exactly where and how a design is developed and made. The material
being communicated was mainly technical with cultural exchanges conducted during
face-to-face visits. The opportunity to work on the GoGlobal eArtisans project explored a
different type of relationship where cultural transfer took place between participantsin
one physical location and remotely via internet as student groups searched for product
inspiration and market information to support design concepts. Ironman shifted the
educational exposure from a new culture into practice based work and experimented with
combining influences from a remote location in London to make a series of stools that
synthesised Ghanain cultural material with local design and making skills. It became clear
that the Ahoma shoe and Ironman stools were enhanced by the influence of cultural
material from a location the designers had visited. The RSJ bench on the other hand
referred to an abstract theory and the Palm chair was designed to be culturally neutral in
order to be acceptable for diverse settings in global markets. Ahoma and Ironman made
the transition from object to networks by placing the objects in fields of cultural influence
that were acted upon by the designer’s collaborations, the interaction between designers
and makers and the communications between the collaborators and a global network.
[ronman however was limited in that even though it had drawn on powerful cultural motifs
in term of form and materiality, it lacked a feedback loop to the culture that had inspired

the design.

The examples from Suleiman’s masks and Berg’s import substitution of Chinese porcelain
show that the exchange of cultural material through objects has existed for some time on
the physical plane. Palm and Ahoma show us that the engagements with cultural material
via digital networks has the potential to open up a new set of conditions around the
dislocation between designers, makers and customers and the speed of information

exchanged on digital networks as opposed to moving objects.

The key elements that have emerged from the case studies are the central focus on the
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object, the liberating effects of engaging with a cultural network of influence around the

object, the making cultures that are engaged and who transmits and receives cultural

information from one location to another. Table 1.01 makes a comparison between the

object, network, making and cultural elements that have emerged from the case studies.

Transition RSJBench Palm chair Ahomashoe Ironman stool
Objects Design focus on the RSJ Focus on delivering the Focus on the shoe as Focus on stool as
Bench as object Palm chair design but part of an experience central elementina
became aware of digital shared between the series of cultural and
and analogue exchanges artisan, designer and the | making relationships
blurring boundaries of customer
design and making location
Networks Remote to the object Emerging network of Established between Network of cultural
technical sharing of design | visiting and local influences flowing
media on digital and designers and a global from Ghana to the UK.
physical layers context No reverse flow of
influences
Making Locally conceived and Prototyping physically In Ghana between In London with direct
constructed design shared between the UKand | collaborating partners influences from
Italy. Final productionin from different locations. | Ghana. Direct
Italy. Conceptual model Design input from global | feedback loop to
shifting with analogue to clients. Model shifting originating culture
digital observations. into a cultural network missing
Cultural Viewers decoding From the designers to the From the customer to From Ghana to
influences theoretical ideasin client through project the artisan. From artisan | London and the stools
practice interaction and from clients | to customer. Designers | tothe customersand
transmitted .
to designers to each other and to users
artisan and customer via
the project concept
Cultural From abstract theories Design intended to be Received by designers From Ghana to
influences (Deconstructivist) culturally neutral. from global influences London and from
Inspiration from designers and each other. The London and designers
received

own form generation

processes

artisan to the client and

client to artisan

own context to each

other

Table 1.01 Evolution from objects to networks in translocated making

It shows that the object focus initiated with the RSJ Bench becomes subsumed into a

technical network with the Palm chair, while a cultural network emerges around Ahoma

and Ironman. In terms of making, the RSJ bench is conceived and made within one culture

and location from a theoretical inspiration. The Palm chair begins to blur the boundaries by

engaging with a more complex technical network of influences through analogue and
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digital media. Ahoma is practiced and conceived within an influential culture where the
ownership of the idea for making an object becomes less distinct, it is shared between the
designers and their concept, the artisans material culture and the customers creative input.
Ownership becomes detached from a single cultural group and flows across the
relationships in the objects, media and communications traded between participants.
I[ronman brought this external observation from an academic experience back into design
practice to see how the cultural material from Ghana could become the inspiration for a
new approach to object generation in the researcher’s methods. This engaged a network

of influence that resulted in a series of transitions of making processes and cultural form

and function inspirations.

Drawing upon these observations has formed the idea that the conscious involvement of
cultural networks in collaborative design activity is conceptually and physically releasing
the idea of making from place. It can be understood as a delimiting of the idea of making
as it moves from a reliance on objects to networks. It becomes transient as the agency of
making flows between locations, a translocation of making. Translocated making is a term
coined by the researcher to describe the emerging idea of design and making across

locations connected through cultural networks.

1.6 Key Questions

Researching how to explore these observations further requires a set of questions
underlining the core issues that have emerged in translocation of making and how these
can be clarified through practice based design research and framed against existing

theaories.

1. What are the detailed analogue and digital exchanges that take place between
participantsin a collaborative cross cultural design and making project and can

they provide a new way of understanding the activities taking place?
2. Can translocated making be explored as a method of design practice to

experiment with new collaborative design formats and make objects with new

properties that test cultural influence?
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3. How can the processes described in translocated making be understood

through comparing them to ideas of cultural transfer and global influence?

In order to further explore the issues surrounding the case studies, the research will draw
on a number of theories of cultural interaction to compare ways of understanding some of
the relationships taking place and how these could be tested through selecting

appropriate design methods for field studies.
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Globalising Frames




The summary and research questions formulated at the end of chapter one provide a set
of reflections on the case studies that require contextualising in terms of larger theoretical
frameworks. Globalising frames begins by exploring ideas of cultural transfer and broadens
the investigation into wider concepts of how culture and society can be understood in
terms of global scales of information flows. These are discussed as a range of wider
cultural issues that are resident in a number of related disciplines including social science
and anthropology through the theories of Latour and Appadurai, economics and design
studies where Fiss and Clarke signpost a series of cultural observations where differences
are exchanged between cultures through design activity. The chapter concludes by

framing translocated making against the theories that have been explored.
2.1 Cultural transfer

Chapter one described a number of case studies where one of the key activities was
referred to as cultural transfer. Anumber of researchers have investigated design
mechanisms for cultural transfer between indigenous cultures and consumer driven
economies including Richie Moalosi (2007), Rungtai Lin (2007), Mohammed Razzagi
(2006) and Liz Ogbu (2009). Moalosi, Lin and Razzagi’s research investigates the
development of a structured understanding of how cultural transfer takes place in design
projects. Moalosi and Lin have been researched in more detail here to show how they
developed models for understanding how design can be inspired by cultural

understanding. Moalosi describes the issues facing designers in this context:

There is no solid theoretical framework which can assist designers to consciously
integrate users’ culture in designing products. This challenges designers to gain a
deeper understanding of users’ culture and find strategies on how they can use
culture as a resource in product development and promote culture-orientated

product innovation. (Moalosi, 2007a)

He goes on to makes the point that this area of knowledge is underdeveloped and has
tended to focus on aesthetics and the cultural encoding and decoding of semantic and
semiotic observations whilst the more sophisticated behavioural and philosophical levels
increasingly relevant to contemporary design remain less understood. He suggests the
Spencer-0atley model as a way of understanding cultural transfer (Spencer-Oatley, 2000).
The Spencer-0atley model’s structure is based on inherent cultural beliefs are placed on

separate layers ranging from artefacts from rituals to behaviours.
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Fig. 2.01 The Spencer-Oatley model

Moalosi asserts that culture needs to be integrated at a conceptual level in the design
process and goes on to propose a three-section culture orientated design model based on
Spencer-0atley and his own research (Fig. 2.02) that he tested successfully with a number
of design students. Moalosi’s conclusions support the idea that culturally driven design
research can provide new knowledge and novel products that users can value for their
higher levels of powerful emotional attachments. Moalosi’s research context is African
crafts in Botswana and the paper forms part of his doctoral research (Moalosi 2007b) at
Queensland University of Technology (QUT). The concept of layers of cultural transfer from
the physical/tangible through to the behavioural and philosophical are useful and will be
noted for the project phase as methods for difference and influence to be employed

beyond purely visible forms of analysis.
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Fig 2.02 Moalosi’s culture orientated design madel

Lin (2007) describes the rich crafts of Taiwanese aboriginal cultures and relates a
collaborative project to design a Linnak, a double handled cup used for religious
ceremonies. Her research involved proposing a three layer analysis of cultural meaning
based on the work of a range of researchers including her own, and Leong and Clark
(2003)(Fig. 2.03), and applies the outputs in a design project aimed at enhancing the use

of cultural motifs and symbols shown as a framework in Fig. 2.04.
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product design

The focus of Moalosi and Lin’s research is between different cultural groups in the same
country and they describe the transfer from traditional cultures to contemporary cultures
broadly within the same cultural group. In both cases the designers and researchers are
studying a local culture, extracting meanings and then applying these through design
techniques to create new artefacts. Both authors report success in the results, however
when compared to the findings of the case studies in chapter one some issues emerge.
The firstis that neither of these examples appears to involve design and making
collaborations with the cultural group under study, therefore the subjects of study are not
selected as a result of their specific making culture. In addition the cultural transfer takes
place locally and does not cross significant cultural and geographic borders indicating that
they are less likely to be exposed to heterogenising global influences. The limitations when
these models are compared to the issues raised in the case studies is that they do not
provide a framework to understand the global issues of cultural flow across diverse
locations via analogue and digital media. A theory that can provide a framework to connect

objects, people and cultural material is required.
2.2 Reconstructing the social

Actor network theory (ANT) is a material semiotic theory in Social Science developed by
Bruno Latour (2005, 2009, 2010) and a number of other social sociologists including

Michael Callon and John Law in the early 1980’s. Its aim is to offer a method for
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reconstructing as opposed to constructing our idea of society or the ‘social’. Latour asserts
that we have such a well-developed and pervasive idea of the social that it clouds our
ability to look for new structures and relations. ANT studies the infrastructure around
innovation and technological breakthroughs in the way they impact society. As a method
of understanding the impact of innovation through humans and object relations it

recommends itself for further detailed study.

In Reconstructing the Social Latour (2005) sets out the basic concept of the theory. He
proposes a network of relations between people and objects with the important feature
that humans and non-humans (objects, things etc.) have equal capacity for influence. This
is referred to as ‘agency’. A number of important features in ANT are the concepts of

mediators, intermediaries and punctuation. To quote Latour:

An intermediary, in my vocabulary is what transports meaning of force without
transformation: defining its inputs is enough to define its outputs. Mediators, on
the other hand, cannot be counted as just one; they might count for one, for

nothing, for several, for infinity. (Latour, 2005, p. 39)

Mediators and intermediaries are nodes on the network of relations between humans and
non-humans in any given social context. Intermediaries pass on information untouched,
they communicate, while a mediator manipulates information by expanding, reducing,
distorting, filtering etc. This approach can provide a real advantage when analysing a
particular context as it avoids the human-centric classic analysis models. Instead
computers, technology, artefacts and other physical objects come into play to form a

networked way of seeing new social structures.

Punctuation is a way of reducing the inevitable complexity of tracing every single link on a
network and allows assumed groups to be ‘parked’ under a single heading. ANT has been
used in a wide range of social evaluations and has branched out more widely into other
domains. The researcher met Christian Derix of Aedas architects research group to see
examples of ANT maps of relations for the development of the London Olympics (Yaneva,
2012). The live outputs showed the locations of debates around planning permissions,
community responses and other useful indicators for planners to understand the

influential nodes in large-scale public planning developments (Fig 2.05).

38



concems
W design
| legacy
W design bid
community redevelopment
W cost
W commerdal enterprise
W olympics bidding
B planning

article April 2009

Northern lights: Manchester
the ideal blueprint for
London's 2012 Olympic
aspirations

concems

B legacy

article November 2007
Revealed at last - the 2012
London Olympics stadium

The stadium vill act s »
beacon symbolising the
extraordinary transformation
and regeneration of east
London a5 a result of staging
the 2012 Gamaes and the
permanent legacy of new
sports and community
facilities for London,

millenium dome

(-_f%
4 =)
g E LDA
§
Jathens
steve redgrave

pater cook
s sydney

paula raddiffe
zaera-polo

richard caborn
ert magnussson

\+ J\ i¥e
Llaas

rod sheard | N

o Jamine digth

R1BA 84x0026; design) criticeony

richard rogers
[governm

aifin

paul deightan "®

wembley stadium
chicago v

barry hearn

planning
from 2000, January

to [ 2009, Decembar
date spaed

millenium dome

London 2012
wast ham

ia bailleu  jo¢
ken livingstone

Locoa richard caborn
[
city cound! |
| sebastian coe athens
te hoey | /
|
/ / media
" _borls johnson
| fod sheard
HOFK Spoit
| tessa jowell
eggert magnussson
|
RIBA &#x0026; Besign critics
’ david higgins
QDA
/4 oA governmaent
IR 2
&
4 lamine diack
1%

from [71 2000, January John; amnite

to ’ 2008, August
date

speed —_1°

Fig. 2.05 Aedas research group’s ANT map of London Olympics coverage. Note the different map structures.

ANT has been criticised in a number of ways, primarily in the form of the advantages that it

proposes. The equality of human and non-human elements has led to a claim that it can

negate or interfere with the tracing of structures useful to determining human action. The

density and breadth of a network that is completely delimited asks questions over where

the boundaries for punctuation are drawn and why some potential links and actors are

excluded. Toenneson (2006) in a review of ANT in 17 journals for the purpose of exploring

inter-domain concepts finds critical evidence of using ANT. He describes issues around
how to distinguish the difference between an actor and an intermediary. In addition, the

analyst is left with figuring out what constitutes ANT material and the difficulties in
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attributing agency, responsibility and authorship. They cite Mutch (2002) and Collins &

Yearley (1992) who problematize the impartiality of networks and go on the question:

Another elaboration of ANT revolves around the question of what voice should be
attributed to actors who are systematically excluded from a network and network
accounts (marginality). For example, by asking the explicitly political question of
how it is possible to use ANT to critical ends that '‘champion' those actors with

whom the analyst identifies? (Toenneson et al, 2006, p. 26)

This final point is of concern if difficulties were to be encountered when attributing agency
to the interactions of the practice based project ‘champions’, specifically the designers
and collaborators. The powerful liberating qualities of ANT require a level of structuring
from the researcher in order to be able to investigate questions of human determinism. In
conclusion ANT is a valuable theory for reconstructing new ways of understanding social
relations between humans and non-humans, but due to the potential difficulties in
attributing agency, framing the cultural, authorship and responsibility due to its delimited

nature, it appears to be problematic to consider for use in a translocated context.

Placing the exchange of cultural knowledge for the production of artefacts in context
requires an understanding of the global flows of cultural material and a comparative

framework against which to test this.
2.3 Suffixscapesin global cultural anthropology

In Disjuncture and Difference in the Global Cultural Economy (1990), cultural
anthropologist Arjun Appadurai tackles the problem of how to describe culture on a global
scale and proposes a new transnational framework of overlapping conceptual landscapes.
Building on Anderson’s imagined communities (Anderson, 1983) and McLuhan'’s global
village (McLuhan, 1964), it describes a new economic and cultural framework through a
series of information flows across multiple ‘suffix-scapes’. Appadurai’s motivation is to
propose a hew way to discuss the political cultural issues around ‘The central problem of
today’s global interactions in the tension between cultural homogenization and cultural
heterogenisation’ (Appadurai 1990, p. 295). He criticises the polarisation of globalization

theaories:
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What these arguments fail to consider is that at least as rapidly as forces from
various metropolises are brought into new societies they tend to become
indigenized in one way or other way: this is true of music and housing styles as

much as it is true of science and terrorism. (Appadurai, 1990, p. 295)

The classic centre periphery models and the most complex and flexible theories of the

Marxist tradition are criticised as inadequate to deal with:

The new global cultural economy has to be understood as a complex, overlapping,
disjunctive order, which cannot any longer be understood in terms of existing
centre-periphery model...Nor is it susceptible to simple models of push and pull...or

of surpluses and deficits. (Appadurai, 1990, p. 296)

The innovation in Appadurai’s thinking lies in its reconceptualization of cultural-economic
activity away from the traditional colonial centre-periphery model to a series of decentred
post-colonial overlapping scapes. In addition he proposes a fundamental redefinition of
culture into static and dynamic descriptions. Appadurai understands culture as the static
quality of people, traits and traditions, whereas the cultural is a dynamic flow of
oppositions, questions, contrasts and differences. Fundamentally, he sees culture as
embodying differences ‘Typically, contemporary nation-states do this by exercising
taxonomic control over difference; by creating various kinds of international spectacle to

domesticate difference’ (Appadurai, 2009, p. 304).

We could see how localising differences could play into the hands of those who would use
this as a separatist tactic for all manner of political uses. He gives another related example
of the accelerating disconnection between nation and state, with the imagined world of a
nation belonging to people who shift across borders both regionally and globally and the
relationship with a state that assumes the control of those people increasingly in tension
as they move out of grasp. This example works at the political level but di