
 
 
 
 

NOTIONS OF SKILL 
 
 
Tarja Tuupanen 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Konstfack University College of Arts, Crafts and Design 
Jewellery + Corpus 
Master, Essay 
Spring 2013 
Tutor: Christina Zetterlund 
 



ABSTRACT 
 
NOTIONS OF SKILL 
Tarja Tuupanen 
 
Konstfack University College of Arts, Crafts and Design 
Jewellery + Corpus 
Master, Essay 
Spring 2013 
Tutor: Christina Zetterlund 
 
 
 
The starting point in the field of research in this essay, is skill in contemporary craft. 
The term is loaded with values and preconceptions. The essay pays attention to how 
the topic is discussed currently in the craft field. Society is changing and naturally the 
variety and amount in skills is changing accordingly. The role of education, teaching 
and learning in the acquisition of skills is discussed. Skill in craft is viewed in two of 
its extreme ends, sloppy craft and “hypermaking”. Sloppy craft is a trend where the 
craftsmanship is not demonstrated by a consious choice. “Hypermaking” refers to 
artists whose technical skills are tremendous. . 
 
The main part of the investigation of skill is made through artistic research in the field 
of contemporary jewellery. The maker’s practice is dominated by one material, stone. 
Throughout the investigation, a diary has been kept in order to record the thinking and 
making in the working process. This has revealed notions of different aspects of skill: 
silent knowledge in manual skill, how the skill can trick the maker, and how skill 
grows by time. Artistic research has also clarified the maker’s relationship to stone.  
The essay focuses on how the traditional stoneworking skill is challenged by the 
maker by using readymade instead of a raw stone material. The reason for challenging 
is the need of confrontation in artistic development.  
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1 INTRODUCTION 
 
In January 2013 I attended the jewellery symposium From the Coolest Corner at the 
Oslo Academy of Arts, organized by the school and the Museum of Decorative Arts 
and Design. During the symposium, leading artists and writers in the field discussed 
jewellery and the notion of craftsmanship was also discussed, linked to quality, in 
several of the lectures. ”High level of craft” or ”beautifully crafted” meant traditional, 
technically proficient goldsmithing. Concerns was voiced about the lack of traditional 
skills in contemporary jewellery that focused too much on concept. While the balance 
between these two was mentioned, the emphasis was clearly on technical skill.  
 
This preoccupation with handling materials is something that Damian Skinner 
recognises as a problem. In a lecture at Konstfack he pointed out that traditionally in 
craft there has been a ”romanticism in material”. The making/idea starts with the 
material but shouldn´t, according to Skinner, end there.1 By asserting that, he presents 
a different position from what some of the symposium participants were putting 
forward. This difference also questions the notions of skills.  
 
A month after From The Coolest Corner, in February 2013, the College Art 
Association (CAA) in the USA, organized its annual four-day conference in New 
York. During the symposium, there were several lectures by professionals from art 
universities and contemporary craft museums, which handled the topics of skill, 
reskill, deskill, sloppy crafts and ready-mades.2 It is evident that skill is discussed 
widely today. Skill is embedded in the craft field, but what does it mean? The word 
itself is loaded with values and preconception: it is inside the conversation when we 
discuss corpus objects, pieces of jewellery, ceramic works etc. The field has a strong 
heritage of hands-on making, but we can´t adore the past when society is changing. 
An artist needs a much wider variety of skills than before to be able to function as 
artist today: co-operation, borrowed skills, communicating skills, etc. 
 
 
Lack of skill 
 
If the participants in the From The Coolest Corner discussion were concerned with 
the lack of (goldsmithing) skill today, why is there a lack? Whether in school or 
independently, skill is learned, and therefore education, teaching, and learning play an 
important role in the acquisition of skills. Compared to the medieval master–
apprentice learning procedure, which is in crafts heritage, the skill is passed on quite 
differently today. 
 
We do not live and learn in the same place anymore. Traditionally, the apprentice 
stayed with one master several years before being able to take the next step in his 
education. Today the situation is totally different as a student´s possibility to travel 
has increased rapidly, almost to a nomadic existence. Now students migrate to the 
schools where the best teachers are and, correspondingly, the teachers with good 
reputation are invited to schools everywhere. You can build up your education like a 
mosaic, in different schools, in different countries. Liesbeth den Besten uses the term 
                                                
1 Damian Skinner, Lecture at Konstfack University of Arts, Crafts and Design, 21/10 2012. 
2 The College Art Association, http://conference.collegeart.org/2013/sessions/friday1430, 140213. 
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”academy hopping” in her article in the exhibition catalogue ”From hand to hand; 
passing on skill and knowhow in European contemporary jewellery”.3  
 
Education systems have changed. Both Tanya Harrod from the United Kingdom and 
Liesbeth den Besten from the Netherlands point out that, in the past few decades, 
some of the independent craft departments disappeared from art university programs. 
The craft skills were seen as limitations, too concentrated on material based thinking -
craft as a stagnant field. A technical skill was/is taught on an ”as and when” needed 
basis - when a student needs a skill to make a specific work on the spot - not as a 
general skill requirement. Many craft departments merged into a workshop to provide 
support and offer the possibility of skill in the art departments.4 5 
 
The workshops and seminars organized by schools as well as individual initiatives 
have become meaningful places of discussion and learning. Artist- led workshops 
bring together students and established artists, providing an exellent possibility to 
share knowledge. In these informal moments, the student hears firsthand about the 
experience of other schools directly from the students or teachers; teachers receive 
invitations to speak at other schools: established artists meet new colleagues and trade 
thoughts, etc.6 Example of this is KORU 1, 2, 3 and 4, a series of international 
contemporary jewellery events arranged by Saimaa University of Applied Sciences in 
cooperation with several partners in Finland between 2003-2012. 
 
The understanding of time has changed throughout our society, affecting the way we 
live and the way we work. All the previously mentioned aspects - the possibility of 
”academy hopping”, teaching the skill on an ”as and when” needed basis and short 
workshops – areconnected to the the question of time. The fact is that to really learn a 
skill in any field takes, inevitably, a lot of time and concentration. Is that even 
possible in/with today’s rhythm, or even needed? Also, to concentrate entirely on one 
skill, like woodsculpting, feels narrow-minded and old-fashioned. As already 
mentioned, a wider variety of skills is needed and new technologies like 3D printing 
are quickly moving into the craft field. A concrete accessibility to the rest of the 
world, co-operation, information media, and so on demand and give the possibility to 
borrow, steal, buy, and adjust the skills. Communication might be one of the most 
important skills today. 
 
 
Description of research 
 
I have worked in the field of jewellery art for 13 years and my main material is stone. 
This target of my passion demands a certain amount of traditional stoneworking skills 
which I have trained and developed during my artistic life, working within them 
safely and, other times, pushing them to the extremes. It has demanded trial and error, 
repetition, and time. In my practice I love my traditional, technical skill with stone. I 

                                                
3 Vv. Aa.,From hand to hand, passing on skill and know-how in European contemporary jewellery, 
exh. cat. Mudac – Musée de design et d’arts appliqués contemporains, Lausanne, 2008, p. 54. 
4 Liesbeth den Besten, ”Deskilled craft and borrowed skill”, Skill, papers and exhibition, Think Tank 
edition 5, 2009, p. 18. 
5 Glenn Adamson, Thinking through craft, Berg Publishers, 2007, p. 74. 
6 Vv. Aa.,From hand to hand, 2008, p.51. 
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dwell on it and it is often what drives me in the studio. It is my most precious tool, my 
fetish, my lifeline. But then, when you do something long enough, it becomes 
relatively easy. Routines appear. It is difficult to give away a perfectly working tool. 
To use a skill routinely contains a trap, a feeling of security. I know that I can make 
people say ”Wow!” when they see a carved stone piece. This is why I push myself to 
a position where I have to confront and question my making and my skills. A feeling 
of security is to an artist a disaster.  
 
The starting point for the field of research in this essay is analysing skill in 
contemporary craft. In particular I look at my own practice, as I research my skill 
through making jewellery. As an artist I need confrontation and for that challenge I 
have chosen to utilize readymade stone objects as material. Throughout the research 
process I have been keeping a diary in order to record the thinking (with both brain 
and hands) in my working process. In these notations I will also capture how I 
challenged my skills by using readymade objects. I will contextualise and link my 
own thoughts in the process of making to other thinkers and makers that have been 
discussing the notion of skill. 
 
 
2 SKILL IN ITS EXTREMITY  
 

”Craft is a word that is almost too pregnant with meanings”, Glenn Adamson.7 
”It is (workmanship, skill) a word to start an argument with”, David Pye.8 

 
Craft and skill: two huge terms which are at the core of our practice. Both terms are 
often discussed and analysed. I work inside the contemporary craft field which has 
been continuously discussing the question of whether craft is fine art. And if not, why 
that is. And if there are any boundaries. And if there should be. Craft as a term is hard 
to define and maybe easier to approach from the aspect of what it is not. In this elastic 
field, I observe the turmoils of discussions and welcome critical debate and research. 
My viewpoint in this discussion is that of a maker and I look at things from a 
contemporary jewellery perspective. I aim to make my work, jewellery, as well as I 
can, and I have to be able to relate it to the world I´m presenting it in. I take part in 
this discussion by making and in this research by investigating skill. In the following 
paragraphs, I focus on two perspectives on skill: sloppy and ”hypermaking”. These 
two were chosen because technical quality is one of the biggest aspects in skill and is 
part of the ongoing discussions mentioned in the introduction. 
 
 
Sloppy craft 
 
I studied to become an artisan in the 90s in the Arts and Crafts School of 
Lappeenranta, Finland. At this school, skills were taught with the principle that first 
you have to learn to make things well, before you can make them well badly. So skill 
became a tool allowing me to make whatever result I wanted purposely. The 
foundation of my technical stoneworking skills is clearly in the style of traditional 
                                                
7 Glenn Adamson, ”The Spectacle of the Everyday”, Out of the Ordinary: Spectacular Craft, exh. cat. 
V&A Publications, 2007, p. 34. 
8 David Pye, The Nature and Art of Workmanship, The Herbert Press, 1995, p. 20. 
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making which I have followed in my practice. And use my skill as any tool I have, 
taking care that the handling of the material is always relevant. This is the traditional 
position I come from.  
 
From this traditional position, quality in craftsmanship, exemplified by mastery of 
manual skill, is still an aspect in determining if an object/art piece is good or bad. The 
appreciation of high technical skill has been/is valued in crafts and it is most apparent 
when it is not there.  
 
In the past two decades in craft, there has been a trend towards not wanting to 
demonstrate craftsmanship in an artwork. In ”Crafts Magazine”, craft reseacher and 
author Glenn Adamson refers to as ”sloppy craft”.9 The works are made intentionally 
to look sloppy, so that there is no sign of a craftsman’s skills. It doesn´t necessarily 
mean a lack of technical skill. It shows the desire to disengage from the past and 
shake the borders of craft and fine art. It also wants to emphasize the concept rather 
than skill.10 It has been claimed that the lack of skill is a freedom, you don’t have the 
prejudices placed by your technical skill which could limit you in your expression. 

 
Fig. 1 Lisa Walker, Pendant, 2010. Leather bag, spraypaint, ink, thread. 
 
This approach to skill, sloppyness and quality, is displayed in the work of Lisa 
Walker. She is a jewellery artist, based in New Zealand, who raises a lot of questions 
with her disturbingly sketch-like works (fig. 1). Walker’s works are bold and 
provocative, sometimes plastic smashed and glued together, colourful, carefully 
selected or totally random, collections of lego figurine hats or soft toys, rubbish from 
her workshop’s floor. Arrogant, intriguing, brave, irritating and most of all 
                                                
9 Glenn Adamson, “Sloppy craft”, Crafts Magazine, March-April, no 211, 2008, pp. 36-41. 
10 Peter Assmann, ”Art - skills: the capability of art”, Skill, papers and exhibition, Think Tank edition 
5, 2009, p. 12. 
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annoyingly honest. Her work raises the question of whether you can put a rope or 
thread through anything and call it a pendant. Of course you can, but not everything 
with a thread is a Lisa Walker. During a lecture in 2008 in Helsinki, Finland, she said 
that she does not show a collection of jewellery in her exhibitions, but rather shows 
where she is at the moment in her work.11 In an interview in the exhibition catalogue 
Aftermath of Art Jewellery she says about the skill and piece or art:  
 

”I think all the decisions that are made about a piece have to make sense and 
be the right decisions. Everything must fit together the best possible way in 
order to be a good piece. A decision may be to make a piece that is so badly 
made that it will fall apart very quickly, but this enables it to be a good piece. 
Or it has to be cast in gold and last forever”.12 
 

The use of skill is subsidiary for every individual piece, you use it or not, a lot or a 
little, in the way it serves the piece. Most people in the field are aware that Lisa 
Walker is a very talented and highly skilled goldsmith. Still, it is almost always 
mentioned at some point when her pieces are discussed, that she also can make. Why? 
 
 
Hypermaking 
 
Equally disturbing is the extremely super high technical skill, hypermaking. 
Hypermaking is a term used by Glenn Adamson in the ”Out of the Ordinary” 
publication, which was part of the similarly named exhibition project organized by the 
Victoria and Albert Museum and Crafts Council in 2007.13 The exhibition presented 
artists whose technical skills were almost beyond understanding. Adamson said in 
reference to the show that ”tremendous skill is here worn so lightly that it nearly 
disappears from view.”14 
 
Skill troubles when it is perfect. Can an artist be too skillfull for his/her own sake? 
Dorothea Prühl points out that if you are highly skilled in something, you can get to a 
certain place that you could not enter otherwise.15 This is a clear benefit: a skillful 
maker knows possibilities and alternatives others do not. With my experience in my 
practice I know I can twist the material in any direction I desire and, if there is a 
difficult challenge, I trust I will be able to learn or apply the skills and tricks needed 
to get to the end result. Similarly to writing, we know the language and grammar 
already, and thus don´t need to think of what letter to place next. The content, of 
course, is then a whole different matter. The downside of possessing high skills is to 
trust them too much, to be limited by a predefined attitude and to cruise along. It is 
easy to get used to the sounds of an amazed audience, astonishment from people who 

                                                
11 Lisa Walker, Lecture in Gallery Norsu, Helsinki, Finland, 2008, 14/6 2008. 
12 André Gali, Petra Hölscher, Hede Henriksen (ed.), Aftermath of Art Jewellery, exh. cat. Arnoldsche 
Art Publishers, 2013, p. 34. 
13 Glenn Adamson, ”The Spectacle of the Everyday”, Out of the Ordinary: Spectacular Craft, exh. cat. 
V&A Publications, 2007, p. 18. 
14 Ibid, p. 20. 
15 Gabi Dewald, ”Out of Fashion, out of need, out of time”, Skill, papers and exhibition, Think Tank 
edition 5, 2009, p. 24. 
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do not have the skills the maker has. You can be addicted to your skill and trapped by 
it.  
 
The ”Out of the ordinary” publication also includes interviews of the artists showing 
that they need the process of making, cutting the paper with a knife or hours of 
carving wood with handtools.16 17 The skill as a value itself is not in focus at all, 
rather, it is a tool in the process to honestly make and live the artpiece. After you have 
gained a skill, it is there like any other hammer, knife or brush. For example 
Yoshihiro Suda (fig. 2) says in the interview with frank honesty about the working 
process:  
 

”After it is dry (wood) I cut it into blocks, as much as I want. Sometimes I use 
a knife or a machine. And then I carve” .18 
 

 
Fig. 2 Yoshihiro Suda, Weeds, 2002. Paint on wood. 
 
Another example of a ”hypermaker” in my own material field is Joe Sheehan, an artist 
from New Zealand. Sheehan is an astonishingly skilled stonecarver, he utilizes 
diamond tipped tools and other devices to create three dimensional forms out of solid 
material. He uses mainly jade, nefrite, and New Zealander greenstone (pounamu) in 
his work. Pounamu has a long heritage in New Zealand, originally used by the Maori 
for social and cultural significant objects and currently valued as a symbol of national 
identity and as an economic boon for tourist objects.19  
 
Sheehan´s work Song remains the same II (fig. 3) is an exact working replica of a 
basic c-cassette, carved from pounamu. The recording the cassette plays is the sound 
of the Haast River where the stone was found. The skill to make the object is 
considerable but the piece carries beyond the ”wow” reaction by the depth of its 
concept. The skill was not a trap but enabled the artist to reach this concept and to 
create a language with his trade. Sheehan used the manual traditional craft skill 
                                                
16 Lu Shengzhong in conversation with Laurie Britton Newell and Christopher Mao (translator), Out of 
the Ordinary: Spectacular Craft, exh. cat. V&A Publications, 2007, p. 98. 
17 Yoshihiro Suda in conversation with Laurie Britton Newell and Toru Senso (translator), Out of the 
Ordinary: Spectacular Craft, exh. cat. V&A Publications, 2007, p. 106. 
18 Ibid. 
19 Museum of New Zealand, Kura Pounamu, Treasured Stone of Aotearoa New Zealand, 
http://collections.tepapa.govt.nz/exhibitions/pounamu/segment.aspx?irn=1960  010313 
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combined with conceptual thinking (like Yoshihiro Suda) to create an object that 
reacts to the society he lives in. 
 

 
Fig. 3 Joe Sheehan, Song remains the same II, 2008. Pounamu. 
 
 
3 MATERIAL AND SKILL 
 
It would be old-fashioned to speak about craft only as a material based field. 
Nevertheless it can´t be denied that ”material matters still apply in craft” like Jorun 
Veiteberg, art historian, curator and freelance writer says.20 Material has a physical 
reality and sensual experience, it carries meanings and of course has value and status 
in society.21 Compared to other art practices, craft has generally a physical character. 
We physically do three-dimensional concrete objects from a material. My practice is 
dominated by one material: stone. If concentrating on one skill entirely is 
oldfashioned, is a concentration only on one material a disaster? My orientation for 
stone is why the point mentioned by Damian Skinner in his lecture is so important to 
me: romanticism in material can be a problem. If the making/idea starts with the 
material, it is ok, but if the questioning stops there, then there is a problem. 
 
 
My relationship with stone 
 
Relationship is the best word to describe my attitude to stone. I do not choose the 
material according to a theme or what I am doing, but I work together with stone. It is 
my starting point. Theme comes second, often offered by the material itself. This 

                                                
20 Jorunn Veiteberg, ”Being in circulation: materials and values”, Currency, Tink Tank Edition 7, 
2010, p. 36. 
21 Ibid. 
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relationship did not develop overnight, but demanded many years before 
understanding that stone is not only clumsy and heavy, or just decoration.  
 
When I start to work with a new kind of stone, it takes time to get to know it before it 
stops being a stranger. How does the saw cut look, what colour or how dense is the 
dust, how is the breaking surface, can it take a sharp edge, what does it really look 
like and so on. After a long time in co-operation with the material, I can approximate 
how the stone in question will look when I cut it in half, or if I remove this and that. 
But it is not only the technical qualities I need to get to know. More important is the 
character of the stone itself, the associations I have with it, the history of it, and the 
dialogue between us. The character of the material is my interpretation of it. White 
cacholong (quartz) is minimalistic. It has nobility in colour and form, and a calm and 
empty atmosphere: it is comforting in its silence. You can make the surface look like 
milk-white soft velvet, yet it annoys the maker with its hardness. The layered 
structure and deep oily greyness of soft slate, leads to other discussions.  
 
A new relationship demands time, familiarization, even conquering before we can call 
each other by the first name. The material already contains huge content, even as a 
raw block. My relatonship to the material is so thorough that it becomes more than 
just a material to begin with. 
 
 
Notions of skill by the aid of diary 
 
Skill contains so much silent knowledge that it is hard to recognize what is actually 
happening. When I first started to pay attention to my process by consciously 
observing and notemaking when executing normal cutting and grinding, I felt utterly 
clumsy. Like I had totally lost my skills. Focused attention caused confusion because 
I couldn´t verbalize routine movements. In one way I had to observe myself from the 
outside while working before I could write anything down. Physical knowledge at that 
point was stronger than the verbal. 
 
In general the diary revealed a lot of silent knowledge. After I had written things 
down and read them, they sounded obvious, as if revealing them made them self-
evident. I noticed that I use many senses unconsiously while working. During 
facegrinding, I thought the act was so simple and mechanical that I hardly used any 
skill: but then I noticed that I use the feel in my fingertips to know when the flat thin 
stonepiece is at its limit before breaking and to stop grinding. I hear from the sound 
when it is time to add grinding powder to the grinding disc. I have learned the right 
physical movement with my hands which allows me to take the paperthin stone plate 
away from the steelplate safely. Or, after a desirable sawing result, my hands adjust to 
the same position for the next cut.  
 
Sometimes skill tricks me. I´m doing a coin-size round soft convex surface for a 
tryout. It is really simple to do and should be routine. I´m so sure of my skills that I 
don´t really concentrate. I don´t pay enough attention and make stupid mistakes 
resulting in worse quality than usual. Instead of having a round convex stonepiece, I 
have a malformed one making it necessary to repair my own work. It is embarrassing, 
like when you trip and fall down, quickly looking around, hoping that nobody saw 
you.  
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Skill grows all the time, adjusting itself to mistakes and succesess, over and over 
again. David Pye, valued professor, wood-turner and theorist in design and craft in the 
1960s and 70s, talks about craftsmanship or workmanship. He does not use the word 
skill, because the term means so different things in different kind of work and is 
therefore inaccurate.22 According to Pye craftsmanship is ”workmanship using any 
kind of technique or apparatus, in which the quality of the result is not predetermined 
, but depends on the judgement, dexterity and care which the maker exercises as he 
works.”23 The notable thought here is that the process of making contains always the 
possibility of risk, a possibility for a mistake. Therefore his term is workmanship of 
risk. This differs from industrial, machine made, controlled, predetermined work, 
which he calls the workmanship of certainty. The possibility of mistakes also enables 
the workmanship to develope and become better. So all the workmanship is actually 
approximation. But the approximation makes the individual interpretation possible. 
He also emphasizes the maker´s intention. Whatever the designer or maker is doing, it 
has to be intended. Accepting something which was not intended and which will not 
make the design better is bad workmanship. 25 
 
 
Use of readymade 
 
To challenge my skills and my artist practice, the material I have chosen for this 
project is readymade marble tableware (fig. 4). Previously I have used white quartz 
(cacholong) and black slate, among others, as natural raw material.  
 

 
Fig. 4 Marble tableware. 
 
Currently, using readymades is quite common in craft and art. It is considered a raw 
material in itself. Readymade items, trash or found objects are transformed into 
something valuable, a piece of art. The choice of the material, whether it is considered 
valuable, interesting or else, is made by the artist in his/her individual preference and 
cause.26 The everyday is a current topic.  
                                                
22 Pye, 1995, p. 52. 
23 Pye, 1995, p. 20.  
25 Pye, 1995, pp. 20, 30.  
26 Jorun Veiteberg (ed.), Ting Tang Trash – Upcycling in Contemporary Ceramics, Bergen National 
Academy of the Arts and Art Museum Bergen, 2011, pp. 7, 27. 
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The white marble tableware, consists of candleholders, pepper or salt shakers, 
cheeseplates, eggcups and so on. The items are from around the 80’s, middle class 
affordable luxury which is produced in Taiwan. The forms are clearly Nordic, simple 
and stylish in the Northern-European way, and they can be found regularly in 
fleamarkets in both Finland and Sweden. An interesting detail to note is, that white 
marble is by no means a Scandinavian stone. The pieces appeal to me in their 
tackyness and I´m astonished by the humour in their ugliness. The fact that these 
kinds of mass-produced objects mold our taste confuses me and I am afraid to use 
these apparently unimportant but also heavily loaded objects as material. All these 
notions make the material valauble in my eyes. 
 
The starting point for my work with this material is much more settled and closed 
compared to a raw piece of stone. Although I often accept and appreciate the treasures 
raw stones have to offer - colourline, crack, special unique surface - I´m still always 
in control of the form. Now the form is made and completed by someone else, 
industrially with a lathe, producing perfectly symmetrical roundness together with 
perfectly polished surfaces. In applying my traditional stoneworking skills to 
readymade material, I encounter new kinds of challenges. Each object is symmetrical 
and therefore, I would assume, easier to comprehend as a form. I can´t twist them in 
my head and easily foresee what will happen when I saw diagonally slices from the 
middle of the salt shaker. Details I notice are not only elegantly natural inclusions or 
mineral lines, there are candlewax remains which come in many ugly shades of 
yellowish whites and greys, lathe turning marks inside objects which are rough and 
not meant to be seen, or moss-like green stickers in the bottom of the objects to 
prevent candeholders from scratching the table (fig.5).  
 

    
 

   
Fig. 5 Detail pictures from marble tableware. 
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Notions of material research in comparison with Caroline Slotte 
 

   
Fig. 6 Material research. Marble tableware. Detail on the right. 
 

   
Fig 7 Caroline Slotte, Under Blue Skies, 2008. Reworked second hand object. Detail on the right. 
 
For one of the first tryouts, I made a piece from a cheeseplate where the natural black 
lines of marble are left on the surface of the stone like veins and the white parts are 
carved down (fig. 6). This reminds me a lot of the work of Finnish artist Caroline 
Slotte in her series Under Blue Skies (2008) (fig. 7) and Gone Fishing (2007)27. I took 
away part of the surface to emphasize other parts, revealing with removing, like Slotte 
did in her ceramic plates. I like the result which is delicate and tells a lot about the 
marble itself, but it is too sensual, maybe too beautiful. I used my skill in my typical 
traditional way, being exact and patient, staying in a safe territory in my practice 
which I want in this case to confront and critically examine. And most of all it 
reminded me of the artist I look up to. But this led me to read Slotte´s text ”Second 
hand stories” which was written as part of her research fellowship project at Bergen 
National Academy of Arts in 2007-2011. 
 
I found many meeting points in my work with the readymades in Slotte´s text; this led 
me to consider many relevant questions. For example, in the series of her work I 
mentioned earlier, she worked with certain types of Arabia28 dinner service plates 
called Maisema/Scenery, which are considered to be typically Finnish, a part of our 
collective memory. The plates can be found in many older generations’ homes and 
they were produced for many years. The landscapes shown on the plate are not 

                                                
27 Caroline Slotte, http://www.carolineslotte.com/works.html, 301112. 
28 Finnish ceramic manufacturer 
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Finnish at all. The landscape has ended up onto the plates because of the Arabia´s 
Swedish parent company. From there, the origin of the landscape can be traced back 
first to England and then to the Far East.29 Many details affect to our collective 
memory. The same things can be recognized in marble tableware. They have a strong 
general 80´s athmosphere and go hand-in-hand with the interior design style of that 
period with shiny chrome and geometrical forms. The marble cheeseplate would have 
been a house warming gift in those days, filled with exotic cheeses which haven´t 
been on the market in many years. All produced in Taiwan to fit an average taste, 
from a material which has an exotic and slightly luxurious feeling, but which is not 
domestic at all.  
 
Slotte also writes how the materials talk when you stay present, and how second hand 
materials hold data.30 What data do my marble have? What story do I want to tell with 
them? Most of the items I find have been clearly in use. They have wax remains or 
leftover salt and pepper, grease stains and scratches. The bottom stickers have 
collected dust and dirt from the tables they have been on, and the fleamarket price 
tags have left their marks. I can smell if the owner has been a smoker. I received two 
marble objects which are brand new, apparently some are still being manufactured. 
They don´t trigger my curiosity or appeal to me in the same way as the old ones do. 
How can two similar, lifeless objects be so different from each other? How can one be 
loaded while the other is empty of content? This is the treasure with objects with a 
history. 
 
An artist can change the value of things through his or her actions.31 Artists can take a 
worthless object from the trash or everyday life and, through working with the object 
and the surroundings the object is shown in, give it new meaning or status, make the 
audience observe and think. How can I? I compare this work to my previous ones and 
I doubt the character of the material is strong enough. I see the material as tacky 
items. I don´t see the classical heritage of antique marble statues, yet the stone is 
exactly the same. They are cheap fleamarket findings. What is so meaningful or 
interesting in ”bad taste”? Slotte wonders the same thing: ”Can I make something 
worthless valuable, something banal sacred?” In addition to this, when I want to tell a 
story about skill, what are the options? I don’t think the well-made and sloppy-made 
are the only possibilities. Between the readymade material and traditional 
stoneworking skill inside my practice there is a ditch I need to cross. 
 
 
CONCLUSIONS 
 
The topic I chose for this essay is current. The nature of the conversations around skill 
in From The Coolest Corner took me by surprise, but gave me a confirmation of the 
importance of the topic. It turned out to be bigger, maybe way bigger, than I thought. 
It is in the core of our practice and it will give me a lot to investigate and think about 
in the future.  
 
                                                
29 Caroline Slotte, Second hand stories -reflections on a project, The National Norwegian Artistic 
Research Fellowship Programme, 2011, p. 34. 
30 Ibid, p. 35. 
31 Jorunn Veiteberg, 2010, p. 36. 
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I have concentrated a lot on the manual stoneworking skill, because it is such a big 
part of my practice. The aim is to develop it from manual labour to a more consious 
tool. For example, how much do I control the amount of skill? How can it be turned 
from something automatic to a choice? 
 
The material dictates the working methods not only by its physical qualities 
(hardness, size) but also by its character. The character is interpreted by me, and it is 
an important part of my work. To get to know the character is vital, what can be done 
and what may not be done with it. Skill can be a safety-belt, reliable and effective. If 
it is at the center of your practice and you reconsider its position, will you question if 
the other skills are at the level you want them to be? Is the safety-belt gone? 
 
In stone, time is concretely present. It is relatively slow to work with it, even with 
good machines. During material research, I realized time is more important to me in 
the process than I thought. This does not mean that I do not value fast solutions, but I 
need a slow manual making part as well. It can be a slow technical procedure you 
have to overcome to reach the next step. It can be a delicate detail making which 
demands concentration or a useless stage in a row of try-outs. Besides time, I have to 
admit and accept that I need the traditional techical skill in my making. I need it in my 
process as part of my method. The urge to show it visually has diminished and I aim 
to use it not as a safety-belt but as a possibility and an opportunity to be able to reach 
new risks.  
 
Do I now call the readymade marble by its first name? I will, soon. 
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