
 

 

The Politics of Craft - After Ford 151 
Grizedale Arts 
 
Art is not a special sauce applied to ordinary cooking, it is the cooking itself if it is good. 
Lethaby, W.R. (1922) 
 
One hundred and fifty one years ago, in July 1863 Henry Ford was born. He would become the founder of 
Ford Motor Company and be instrumental in the development of mass production, through pioneering use 
of the driven conveyor belt system on the Model T assembly. The system would transform manufacturing 
methods the world over, driving artisanal production into the margins. In November 1862, Richard Gatling 
patented the design of his Gatling gun, the forerunner of the modern machine gun. The weapon was seen 
as the primary symbol of destruction in it’s age, the machine that would ultimately lay so much waste in the 
first world war and put an end to the utopian dreams of the Arts and Crafts movement. It was within this 
milieu, in March 1874, that John Ruskin while a Professor of Drawing at Oxford University gathered a 
group of Balliol students to breakfast in order to convince them to lay aside their cricket bats and boating 
oars and work with him on the rebuilding of a nearby country road in North Hinksey, to prevent, he said, 
the spread of cholera from stagnant waters and to reclaim it’s natural beauty. Ruskin describes his 
intentions in a letter at the time: 
 
In the first place, I want to show my Oxford drawing class my notion of what a country road should be. […] I want to level one 
or two bits where the water lodges, to get the ruts out of the rest, and sow the banks with the wild flowers that ought to grow 
on them. […] My chief object is to let my pupils feel the pleasures of useful muscular work, and especially of the various and 
amusing work involved in getting a Human Pathway rightly made through a lovely country, and rightly adorned.  
Ruskin, J. (1874) 
 
It was a modest aim, to employ the labour of his students in a useful manner and inso doing impart the 
simple joy of good work.  To dig mud, break rocks and carefully tend the hedgerows and ferns along the 
way. The project attracted much ridicule in the press, so much so that it became quite fashionable to walk 
down to the site of the diggings to scoff at the pretend navvies and hapless bricklayers. The road was never 
entirely finished, with Ruskin describing it as possibly the worst road in the three kingdoms. The group, 
however, seemed to have garnered much from this humbling and earnest project; an unusual percentage 
went on to become key figures of social reform making to great names for themselves in their own right- 
W.G. Collingwood, Hardwicke Rawnsley, Arnold Toynbee, Oscar Wilde were some of the luminaries. 
Although the project was something of a failure in the direct purpose of building a road it succeeded in 
spreading the ideology of work which Ruskin believed in so whole heartedly; that the work of the hand 
should be purposeful and directed in such a manner that it benefits the lives of those around us. 
 
The spirit of the Ruskin road building, and its vicarious affects, illuminates much of the work on show here. 
The Politics of Craft - After Ford 151 is an exhibition which tries to understand the condition of historical 
and contemporary craft practices, in the years since the man who popularised mass production replaced 
Jesus as messiah. Its basis is in the turn of the century Arts and Crafts movement, positioned as a curling 
strand of resistance to mainstream orthodoxy, division of labour and mass industry. Formally the show is 
an eclectic assembly of craft objects, items significant to the certain story of production, in no order other 
than to elucidate this complicated and winding route of our relations with craft, creativity and design. With 
characteristic forth right attitude and chaotic charm, Grizedale Arts draws on a wealth of material to 
express it’s school of thought; from past projects, historical bits of design, things found in charity shops, and 
replicas produced by their artists and curators. It is a conversation through many ages, with subtle 
connections built upon aesthetic similarities, which speaks of an intrinsic desire to generate something 
better; the basic need to have a hand in the creation of the things around us. This is the tracing of that 
tradition in forms; through experiments, reactions, and copies.  
 
The recurrence of a moral impetus in design and handicraft is a visual form of the ideology of workmanship 
that goes back to Ruskin, appearing in many guises it is possible to identify, connect and follow the paths of 
its transference. The form of a teapot, double spouted and ill designed for pouring. The pleasant 
contemplative contours of a 17th/18th century Joseon dynasty Korean Moon Vase, the modesty of its 
imperfect glaze; the fascination of its facsimile with facile unglazed finish, cracked in the kiln too small for 



 

 

proper firing. The exorbitant dress of the Kibbo Kift, an organisation setup in 1920s by John Hargrave as an 
alternative to Baden-Powell’s increasingly militaristic Scouts group. Strongly influenced by Ruskin’s ideas of 
creative strength derived from nature, Kibbo Kift was based on a vision of medieval England, taking an 
holistic approach to open air education for children, with attention to woodcraft, local folk tradition, and 
cultural development. The group became increasingly obsessed with the notion of Social Credit, eventually 
transforming into the activist group Green Shirts and firing a handcrafted arrow, bearing the message Social 
Credit Is Coming, through a Downing street window. To the Chinese cardboard hobbyist’s model of a 
modern incarnation of Gatling’s eponymous gun, resting precociously on top of a set of brass Christopher 
Dresser fire dogs (as integral to a good home as the ubiquitous fertile fig tree.) With this ultimate vision of 
disgust for the Arts and Crafts movement. we see that craft has a broad scope, which includes far more 
than we sometimes imagine - even the Gatling gun exhibits some qualities of craft, as Christopher Dresser 
espoused, truth to materials, beauty in function, power in design.  
 
“Craftsmanship” may suggest a way of life that waned with the advent of industrial society- but this is misleading. Craftsmanship 
names an enduring, basic human impulse, the desire to do a job well for its own sake. Craftsmanship cuts a far wider swath 
than skilled manual labour; it serves the computer programmer, the doctor, and the artist; parenting improves when it is 
practised as a skilled craft, as does citizenship. 
Sennett, R. (2008) 
 
The objects orbit around the upturned vaulted ceiling of a brutalist concrete building, St Peters Seminary at 
Cardross, rendered here in skeletal cardboard form. A modernist cathedral designed by Isi Metzstein and 
Andy MacMillan in 1961, now fallen into ruin and wreckage, its walls invaded by weeds and graffiti. The 
monolithic building has recently been reclaimed by NVA, to shore up its disrepair and restore it to new 
use. Opened in 1966, and closed in 1980, the building had a short life as a seminary, and NVA is not looking 
to recreate or merely preserve this past but to rework it, returning the gardens to life and establishing an 
invisible college of academics artists, interested locals and creative workers to build new functions into the 
fractured remains. 
 
There is undoubtedly a sense of failure in much of the The Politics of Craft. Failures, broken things and half 
finished works, often speak more prophetically of our ideologies and dreams, the physicality of 
deterioration and destruction, and how it is handled tells us much of our current positioning in orbit 
around crafts and hand production. This ostensible failure is only part of the rhizomatous picture drawn 
out here, many of the lessons in the interconnected histories remain pertinent. The glue-less ceramic 
stapling system or the Japanese tradition of fixing broken pots with gold, restoring their function and 
increasing their value and eminence. Craft expounds an ability to adapt to adversity and reinvigorate the 
dysfunctional, whether in clay or in society. 
 
The Politics of Craft raises many of the base questions of creative working. Can we really afford to 
continue thinking of craft merely in terms of the hobby? Not even amateur, nothing but a pastime. It asks us 
to consider how can we be true to our craft heritage and live life artfully, to experience working not only 
as a pack horse, labour for reward, but as process for learning, engaging, and developing. It is in this curious 
tour of history that the exhibition presents us with a different approach to the arts and crafts. It is no 
longer a series of lifeless events, but a collection of routes and processes which continue to have colourful 
effect in our conception of the contemporary. 
 
Beauty can only be brought back to common life by our doing common work in an interesting way. 
Lethaby, W. R. (1922) 
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