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Stamens 
 
 
  
Fine detail in focus 
0.5mm wire cut to lengths evocative of stamens.   
Ends flattened and filed with a small hammer on a steel block,  
Smallest of hammer blows,  
Marks are visible creating a light reflected off the uneven 
surfaces  
   
Continue with the angle and weight of the hammer  
Make the marks.   
I wish to mark the smallest detail with colour  
Contrast for the acid bath white of the silver.   
To do this I mix and grind enamel,   
To a fine grain,  
Fine as in the softest sand.   
The detail is so small   
The slightest contamination will spoil the effect,   
The grains have a life of their own, suspended in water,   
The hairs from a 00 sable brush pick them up and lay them  
         Onto the metal  
         Water to hold and gently position them into place  
         Too much  
And they just slide off  
Too little  
And the metal shines through  
It is precarious.  
Fire once, twice, check for slump  
Fire  
 
Smell the heat 
Let my endeavor flow 
Towards 
You.  
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Skill 
 
Origin: Old English: ‘scele’ meaning ‘knowledge’ / Old Norse: ‘skil’ 
meaning ‘discernment, knowledge’ 
 
Skill: the ability to do something well; expertise: difficult work, to make 
a difference 
 
Expert, adeptness, deftness, ability, prowess, mastery, competence, 
capability, efficiency, aptitude, artistry, finesse, flair 
 
My own relationship with skill is one of appreciation, wonder, awe and 
a personal confrontation with my own ability; many, if not most, artists 
would concur. Vulnerable, erratic moments of great achievement and 
precision are followed by moments of horror as it all goes pear 
shaped. This seems to me to be such an accurate metaphor for life’s 
unpredictability. The sheer joy when we are in balance with skill, 
expertise, deftness and knowledge, and the fury when it all falls 
apart. The proficiency required to dance between the highlights and 
the debris, to train our dexterity of thought to compatibility of task in 
hand, takes a sheer force of practice, commitment and a hunger to 
find that indefinable moment of precision. It varies, ebbs and flows 
throughout a learning trajectory. Even, or especially, Masters of their 
trade continue to become skilled throughout a livelihood, always 
challenged, always curious. 
 
Training requires dedication, motivation and stamina focused on the as 
yet unrevealed, a trust in time honoured practice, a repetition of tasks, 
which imprint a rhythm and motion onto the brain which become 
embedded, so the practice becomes as easy as breathing. In his book, 
“The Craftsman”, Richard Sennett, sociologist, moved perceptions of 
making craft by looking at what happens in ‘making’, which connects 
thinking, senses and intuition to skills. 

 
“Embedding stands for a process essential to all skills, the conversion 
of information and practices into tacit knowledge. If a person had to 
think about each and every moment of waking up, he or she would 
take an hour to get out of bed. When we speak of doing something 
“instinctively”, we are often referring to behaviour we have so 
routinized that we don’t even have to think about it. In learning a 
skill, we develop a complicated repertoire of such procedures. In the 
higher stages of skill, there is a constant interplay between tacit 
knowledge and self-conscious awareness, the tacit knowledge serving 
as an anchor, the explicit awareness serving as critique and 
corrective.”1  
 

I can embed affirmative traits by practice. I train for skill, train for 
awareness (the space where consciousness appears), train to observe 
(filtering sensory information without interference) and perform 
(agency with purpose). Learning a musical instrument, riding a bicycle, 
swimming, walking, we have skills we have learned which can be  

 
1 Sennett, 2009, p. 50 
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nurtured, which are always available for a foundation of expertise, 
imaginative adventure and growth. 

 
“Skill is a trained practice: modern technology is abused when it 
deprives its users precisely of those repetitive, concrete, hands on 
training. When the head and the hand are separated, the result is 
mental impairment - an outcome particularly evident when a 
technology like computer aided design (CAD) is used to efface the 
learning that occurs through drawing by hand.”2 

 
Training comes in many forms: self-taught, self-practice, family 
traditions, master-apprenticeships, through an educational institute, 
mentoring, courses and experience through work.  
 
Many occupations now consider ‘life-long learning’, the contemporary 
attitude to scholarship. We are always open to new ideas, 
development and changing attitudes towards technological methods of 
exacting processes. Deepening through physical learning, practice to 
gain experience and ability; every level attained opens up another 
avenue to fine tune and explore.  It takes a curious mind, a resilience, 
access to precision, stamina; and, to be an artisan with skill, it requires 
imagination.  
  

“Every good craftsman conducts a dialogue between concrete 
practices and thinking; this dialogue evolves into sustaining habits, 
and these habits establish a rhythm between problem solving and 
problem finding. 
There is nothing inevitable about becoming skilled, just as there is 
nothing mindlessly mechanical about technique itself.”3 
 

Language is limited and loaded when it comes to craft, art and 
technology. Artisan, craftsman, technician, tradesman, handicrafts, folk 
arts, we have preconceived and pre-programmed relationships with 
the words. They are western centric and culturally biased. A hammer is 
technology; fine art can be craft; handicraft can be artisanal. 
Machines can add invention, otherwise unattainable; precision; smart 
materials, driven by smart thinking; all enhance techne. I have come to 
think, as we consider the dialogue, if we consider a work to have the 
potential to embrace hand, heart, mind, skill, technology, machines. If 
we become disassociated from all but machines, we lose the 
communicative power of the work, the emotional connections 
disappear, especially if there is an exploitative quality to the 
manufacture. All other routes and combinations require skill, intention, 
poiesis, praxis and techne. This defines artisanal craft, in which 
technology has always played a part. This is examined further by Tim 
Ingold, Anthropologist:  
 

“Now it is commonly supposed that where there are techniques there 
must be technology, for if skill lies in the effective application of 
knowledge there must be knowledge to apply. For acting in the world  

 
2 Sennett, 2009, p. 52 
3 Ibid., p. 9 
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is the skilled practitioner’s way of knowing it. It is in the direct contact 
with materials, whether or not mediated by tools - in the attentive 
touching, feeling, handling, looking and listening that is entailed in 
the very process of creative work - that technical knowledge is gained 
as well as applied. No separate corpus of rules and representations is 
required to organise perceptual data or to formulate instructions for 
action. Thus, skill is at once a form of knowledge and a form of 
practice, or - if you will - it is both practical knowledge and 
knowledgeable practice. Moreover, as a form of knowledge, skill or 
technique is different in kind from technology. The former is tacit, 
subjective, context-dependant, practical “knowledge how”, typically 
acquired through observation and imitation rather than formal verbal 
instruction. It does not therefore have to be articulated in systems of 
rules and symbols. Technological knowledge, by contrast is explicit 
rather than tacit, objective rather than subjective, context-independent 
rather than context dependant, discursive rather than practical, 
knowledge that rather than knowledge how. It is besides, encoded in 
words or artificial symbols, and can be transmitted by teaching in 
contexts outside those of its practical application.”4 
 

Technology, the science of craft, can still engage with creativity. Just 
as scientists and medics use their theoretical mind and experiment to 
discover the new, the phronesis (physical wisdom) embedded into my 
physical work retains itself within my artisan craft. There is art in 
handicraft; there is craft in painting. We reach for an emotional 
communication, not just a practical one. 

 
“The emotional rewards craftsmanship holds out for attaining skill are 
twofold: people are anchored in tangible reality, and they take pride 
in their work. But society has stood in the way of these rewards in the 
past and continues to do so today. At different moments in Western 
history practical activity has been demeaned, divorced from 
supposedly higher pursuits, technical skill has been removed from 
imagination, tangible reality doubted by religion, pride in one’s work 
treated as a luxury. If the craftsman is special because he or she is an 
engaged human being, still the craftsman’s aspirations and trials hold 
up a mirror to these larger issues past and present.”5 
 

Central to our humanness is community. It is linked to survival, 
becoming and happiness. Craftsmen and artisans, since Aristotle’s 
evocations on the subject (as Socrates and Plato before him), have 
been vital to a knowledge of practice. As holders of a practical 
wisdom (phronesis) embracing politics, ethics and pleasure, they were 
the practitioners and holders of this wisdom through poiesis, praxis 
and techne. Poiesis embraces the poetry of making (origin: Greek 
meaning ‘to make’), a physical action that transforms beyond the 
object. As such, it has meaning ‘to bring forth’, ‘to bring into being’, the 
change when something becomes something else. Aristotle’s three basic 
activities of humans are Theoria (thinking), Poiesis (making), Praxis 
(doing). Within these activities, the basics of knowledge are found:  

 
4 Ingold, 2011b, p. 31 
5 Sennett, 2009, p. 21 
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theoretical, poietical (producing) and praxis (action). Within praxis 
comes ethics, economics and politics. Praxis also interprets as the way 
in which we engage the world. With each other, it is a communion of 
relational activity. Within praxis is techne, the method of producing, 
the how, and the phronesis (the capacity to consider the action; the 
physical wisdom). Art (techne) was always central to human activity, its 
capacity to bring forth, to reveal the essences of being human. 
So succinctly put by philosophers Herbert Dreyfus and Shaun Dorrance 
Kelly: 
 

“Until about a hundred years ago, the cultivating and nurturing 
practices of poiesis organised a central way things mattered. The 
poetic style manifested itself, among many things in the craftsman’s 
skills for bringing things out at their best. This is an ancient practice in 
the culture that was already recognised in Homers world where 
Hephaestus “the craft God” brought forth ‘shiny things’, and Homers 
Greeks stood in wonder before them. It wasn’t until Aeschylus that 
Athena’s poietic style of bringing the culture out at its best organising 
the understanding of everything that is. This cultivating craftsmen like 
poietic understanding of how to bring out meanings at their best was 
alive and well into the late nineteenth century, but it is under attack in 
our technological age.”6 
  

This notion of poiesis, making as being revealing in its deepest sense, 
is also enhanced by Heidegger: 
 

“That is how self-concealing Being is cleared. Light of this kind [Art] 
joins it shining to and into the work. This shining, joined in the work, is 
the beautiful. Beauty is one way which truth essentially occurs as 
unconcealment.”7 
 

Practice (praxis) develops skills and routine, and continuum creates 
muscle memory, choreographing mind and body, and unites mental 
states to motion. Techne (method) makes alive knowledge, by bringing 
forth (poiesis) by revealing, through physicality, dexterity, emotion, 
motivation and theory (thinking).  
 
Practical thought, says Aristotle, routes productive knowledge: 
 

“All art is concerned with coming into being, i.e. with contriving and 
considering how something may come into being which is capable of 
being or not being, and whose origin is in the maker and not in the 
things made; for art is concerned neither with things that are, or come 
into being, by necessity, nor with things that are, nor with things that 
do so in accordance with nature ( since these have origins in 
themselves). Making and acting being different, art must be a matter 
of making, not of acting. And in good sense chance and art are 
concerned with the same objects; as Agathon says, ‘Art loves chance 
and chance loves Art’. `Art then, as has been said, is a state  
  

 
6 Dreyfus & Kelly, 2011, p. 206 
7 Heidegger, 1927/1964, p. 116 
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concerned with making, involving a false course of reasoning; both 
are concerned with the variable.”8 
 

Making, as in craftsmanship, has always had multi-faceted angles of 
meaning: skills, the bringing forth; phronesis, the endeavour revealing 
a shining of virtue, potential, questions of ethics and well-being. Only 
a life in which one cultivates the traditional virtues (justice, temperance, 
courage and practical wisdom) will be a happy one is the premise of 
Aristotle’s work.  
 

“He questions the prominence Socrates gives to knowledge in the 
account of moral virtue, but his own considered view gives a key role 
in moral virtue to phronesis, practical wisdom”. 9 

 
Happiness and wellbeing have been the subject of enquiry for 
philosophers, physicians, scientists and artists throughout our existence. 
Language and contemporary culture may alter the perspective, but 
essential ingredients seem consistent. Phronesis (physical wisdom) 
appears to be innate within a making arena, the process of action is 
the examined life. By practice, skill and process, I am intra-relative to 
a wisdom of revealing. Thus revealed, within a practice comes the 
choice and practice of skills and well-being. I reason through choice, 
access creativity; I am, by activity and thinking, making connections 
with my senses, the ability to nurture, emotional growth, our nature and 
language. A disconnection to these vital human traits creates discord, 
unease, unhappiness and un-wellness. I encounter within the process of 
making potential choices related to: 

  
Courage, resilience 
Temperance, self-control 
Generosity, charity 
Liberty 
Magnificence, radiance, enjoyment 
Pride, satisfaction 
Honour, respect 
Friendship, compassion, relationship 
Truthfulness, reality, honesty 
Humour, wit 
Temperament, ego 
Justice, fairness 
 

These are choices, not commands. They are states of mind to be 
exercised, brought into being, to be conceivable towards best 
outcomes for flourishing. 

 
From Aristotle’s virtues:  
 

“A state of character concerned with choice, lying in a mean, i.e. the 
mean relative to us, this being determined by reason, and by that 
 

 
8 Aristotle, 1980, p. 105 
9 Ibid., p. ix 
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reason by which the man of practical wisdom would determine it.”10 
 

Richard Davidson, Centre for Healthy Minds; 
 

“Incorporating intellect, judgement, ethics, contemplation and 
relationships, we look towards these alongside a contemporary look 
at well-being.”11  
 

Alongside Maslow’s hierarchy of needs his humanist philosophy 
concerning motivation, self-fulfilment and the realisation of potential 
he set out his theory of fundamental goals; 

 
“Physiological needs: food, water, warmth, rest, safety, security, love, 
belonging, relationships, friends, esteem, accomplishment, self-
actualisation, towards achieving full potential.”12 
 

We know from recent migrations of people, that their basic needs of 
safety, food and water are considered within refugee camps. This, 
however, does not constitute a flourishing or well-being of the human 
spirit. For that, we must engage further within and beyond basic needs 
towards fulfilment and thriving. 
 

“All of the work at the centre that my colleagues and I have been 
doing leads inevitably to this central conclusion. Well-being is 
fundamentally no different than learning to play the cello. If one 
practices the skills of well-being, one will get better at it.”13 
 

If well-being is a skill for which we can train, then the study of 
mindfulness (a specific meditation practice of being in awareness) 
within a Buddhist tradition can help teach these skills. Meditation’s 
active constituent is the study and observation of the Nature of the 
Mind. It is this practice that gives the awareness of our minds’ workings 
from which we can access the virtues of our capacity to reason, to see 
reality and perspective. It is a toolkit for training for the skill of 
awareness. It is within these practices that the neuroscientist Richard 
Davidson and his team of 80 scientists (Centre for Investigating the 
Healthy Mind - University of Wisconsin) have researched Buddhist 
mind practices to shed light and scientific data on their relationships 
with happiness, well-being, and contemporary life. 
  

“After years of science, studies conclude training the mind leads 
towards happiness and well-being and is increasingly proven. 
Plasticity of the brain recently apparent in the experiments have 
shown we are all capable of selecting and giving emphasis to routes, 
skills and outcomes from training the mind in the selection process. 
This too is the task of mindfulness training, understood to be 
ricocheting between the past and the future causing anxiety, 
depression, restlessness, to be aware of this fact allows us to focus on  

 
10 Aristotle, 1980, p. 31 
11 Davidson, 2018a 
12 Maslow, 2013 
13 Davidson, 2018a 
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what we have in front of us, and train ourselves to be in appreciation 
of that moment.”14 
 

My own engagement with my craft practice came about through a 
childhood of my involved hand, curiosity and activity. There, whether 
connected into making endless objects, clothes, dens, collections of 
stones to decorate, learning to weave baskets in a primary school, 
always engrossed and unconstrained by only letters and pages, a 
movement and imagination allowed me to inhabit my body where a 
great satisfaction ensued as the absorbed activity took place.  
 
The physicality of making, of producing a tangible something, to have 
the use of colour, texture, light, three dimensions, imagination, how to 
cut, shape, bond, decorate, practical activity, was put to use in many 
guises.   
 
I was an avid reader, but making something was my connection to 
playfulness, inventiveness, a physical, active, tangible, pragmatic 
occupation. Reading connected me to my imagination, but lacked mess, 
experimentation, physical movements and personal origination, all 
relevant pathways to vital ways of being in the world. Books have 
been both the saviour and refuge for many, including myself. They 
hold story, memory, knowledge and the primacy of access to 
knowledge through print, and, the production of this primacy of the 
written word diminished the passing or creation of knowledge through 
phronesis. For me, making was not just imagination, not just entering a 
world of story or information, it was a three-dimensional exploration 
of the world I found myself in. I was the creator, in my world. The 
pleasure and immersion were for me total. 

 
My business currently is named Alchemia (www.alchemia.co.uk), after 
much thought. 
 
Origin ‘Alkimiya’ from ’Al’ ’the’ + ’kimiya’ (art of transmuting metals) 

 
At the time, I was looking for a name which conjured up an image of 
molten gold, transformative fluidity - magic. A name that was 
universal, pronounceable in any language, and identifiable with 
precious metals, craft and ancient techniques.  
It also, with a completely different spelling and sound, is the name of 
a famous Italian school of jewellery, synonymous with technique and 
craftsmanship, as in the legacy of the Medici’s who as patrons and 
commissioners of all craft work still have influence, heritage, tradition 
and beauty surrounding that world. 
 
Inherent in the ‘alchemy’ of my profession is also notions and truths, 
myths and danger, all seemingly representative today of the qualities, 
narrative and pitfalls of a contemporary craft artisan jeweller in 
business. Many of us within this world of metalsmiths like the name 
contemporary alchemists. It suits our experimentation, links us to a 
history immersed in human celebration and skill, and has a little frisson  

 
14 Davidson, 2018a 



 

  



 19 

of danger attached, as we both harness the skills of our craft 
forbearers and embrace the technological discoveries of the future. It 
is and continues to be a melting pot; all human experience to be found 
there.   
 
My own training continued, from a thoroughly immersive making 
personality, fiddling, sorting, sewing, happy foraging with materials, 
eventually through an art school route. A choice made to extend that 
feeling of being lost in a world, of being fully absorbed, creative and 
the unknown. I wanted to learn a skill, a sustainable skill. Mainly 
creative pathways in schools gave way after early years to primacy 
of math, language, science. Very few educational institutions deemed 
art as a significant subject to maintain a life other than teaching as a 
career at that time. That mindset continues today (recently 
underscored with withdrawal of arts education from mainstream 
curricula), as the arts subjects are consistently undermined for subjects 
that seen fit to develop into a tax paying career. 
 

“Every good craftsman conducts a dialogue between concrete 
practices and thinking; this dialogue evolves into sustaining habits, 
and these habits establish a rhythm between problem solving and 
problem finding. 
There is nothing inevitable about becoming skilled, just as there is 
nothing mindlessly mechanical about technique itself.”15 

 
Now, there is a significant movement to highlight the creative industries 
as part of a pathway of discovering ways to cope with our ever-more 
chaotic lifestyles. Health, climate change, anxiety, all looking to 
creative minds for solutions. IDEO, an American creative development 
company, has reintroduced practices of the creative arts, getting 
messy, building scenarios, being within an issue, rather than thinking 
from the outside. Health services are looking towards prescribing 
movement and art activities to combat a number of ailments, including 
depression and loneliness. It has heart and hope there. 
 
For myself, choosing to make jewellery came from a practical, skills-
based choice understood in all cultures with the potential for travel 
and having transferable nomadic skills - all precious attributes. 
 
Needed were basic demonstrations of elementary tasks, such as 
soldering, box making, saw piercing, chain making, engraving, 
alongside a series of set projects devised to engage with designs, 
technique and unique outcomes.  
 
The tensions set between achieving a satisfactory result, by 
concentrating mind, imagination, expertise, ambition and 
experimentation, was a frustrating fusion of technique and 
entanglement which often proved a balance beyond attainment. We 
learn through skill, often pushed to inventiveness, to accommodate the 
way we see the world around and within us to our capability. With 
each aspirational piece to be made, the merging of known skills with  

 
15 Sennett, 2009, p. 9 



 

  



 21 

the pushing to advance to more complex skills was relational to a 
body of available learning pathways. Predominantly, an idea which 
was to be realised in material form rendered a teacher to be present 
and tools to be discovered. For jewellers, it is an entirely complex and 
vast arena to play in. The route of the trade smith, to learn skills to 
copy and realise a designer’s rendition, or to replicate a ceremonial 
piece, requires a set of ‘bench skills’ trained artisans can only wish for. 
A trade smith would learn ‘on the job’ overseen by a Master, 
repeating intricate jobs until they were ‘tacitly known’.  
 
An image would emerge from research; playfulness teamed alongside 
experimentation; techniques tried and tested all merged to unfurl an 
idea into material form. 
Compromise, composition, collision, repetition, experimentation.  
 
Every piece demanded a concentrated focus and was the lens through 
which I  gave my attention each time a familiar solder joint failed to 
flow, or a repeat run through of the setup, the cleanliness, the heat 
distribution, the neatness of the join, all exactly positioned for a 
successful solder, and often not achieved by way of one or other of 
the above being out of line. The invaluable experience, of someone 
who could explain and demonstrate the nuance of a positive outcome 
versus one of failure, determines a state of mind willing to learn and 
repeat, embedding a tacit knowledge within my skill base. 
 
The dance between technical ability; building a foundation; 
experimenting with materials, ideas and inventiveness becoming 
expressly determined in practice, hours and ideas and developing a 
mind, body and skill, which eventually becomes comfortable in that it 
works more than it does not work. 
 
Here, perhaps I may try to differentiate craft as a nostalgic notion of 
leisure, a romantic leaning away from industry, mass production and 
skill. The story here also explains beautifully phronesis and physical 
wisdom, an entirely different and endangered learning path to 
knowledge.  

 
 “Skill, a word to start an argument.” 
(Originally said by David Pye) 
 
“The recent ‘craft revival’ is clearly based on a certain reading of 
English History, using evidence of the aesthetic (as well as moral and 
ritual) value of certain English artefacts from the past as evidence of 
how these artefacts must have been both produced and consumed. It is 
implicitly based on a series of contrasting images- between the 
craftsman and the ‘industrial worker’, doing is designing, and thinking 
is designing’ happy artisans and unhappy machine minders.”16   
 

A commercial and historic viewpoint of ‘craft and craftsmanship’ has 
overridden and clouded our representation of ‘making’, determining it  

  

 
16 Frayling, 2011, p. 64 
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in a place of functionality, economics, nostalgia, enterprise and 
marketability. 
 
However, if it is incorporated into the language of craft, there is an 
additional ‘human value’, the potential to reveal and illuminate an 
ability to connect to another inner landscape through making. This 
route opens us up to learning skills, accessing conscious experiential 
knowledge, a practice of connectivity, attention and creativity.  Within 
craft there is a potential for human flourishing – ‘Meta Praxis’. 
 
Christopher Frayling also explores the importance of these qualities 
within craft:  
 

“Robert Witkins, in his Intelligence of Feeling, has already presented 
a persuasive defence of the role of craft, as distinct from art, 
education in the development of what he calls ‘the inner world of 
sensations and feelings’, and in particular the crucial role of action in 
an individual child’s balanced development. Witkins conclusion is since 
most of the children covered by his pioneering survey wanted to be 
free to express themselves and to work within reassuring guidelines at 
the same time, and since they were luke-warm in their response to art 
classes as being too free of rules to meet these objectives, the craft 
subjects represent the best available means of developing the 
intelligence of feeling.”17 

 
He continues his point: 

 
“Witkins’ philosophical distinctions do lead directly to my first 
perspective on craft: it is a distinction between different types of 
knowing.  
 
Perhaps the best way of introducing this distinction between types of 
knowing is to retell a famous story and to add a gloss on it provided 
by a distinguished American psychologist. It is entitled ‘Never know 
when it might come in useful’, and I think is from the ancient Persian: 

 
Nasrudin sometimes took people for trips on his boat. 
One day a pedagogue hired him to ferry him across  
a wide river. As soon as they were afloat the scholar  
asked whether it was going to be rough.  
‘Don’t ask me nothing about it’, said Nasrudin.  
‘Have you never studied grammar?’  
‘No.’  
‘In that case, half of your life has been wasted.’ 
Nasrudin said nothing. Soon a terrible storm blew up.  
Nasrudin’s crazy cockleshell was filling with water. He leaned 
over to his companion.  
‘Have you ever learned to swim?’  
‘No’, said the pedant.  
  

 
17 Frayling, 2011, pp. 69-71 
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In that case, schoolmaster, ALL of your life has been wasted, for we 
are sinking.”18 

 
Frayling continues: 
 

“As Robert Ornstein notes in ‘The Psychology of Consciousness’,  
‘The two characters in this story represent two major modes of 
consciousness. The verbal rational mode is portrayed by the 
pedagogue who’s involved in and insists on neat and tidy perfection. 
The other mode is represented by the skill of swimming, which involves 
movement of the body in space, a mode often devalued by the nest 
rational mind of the pedagogue. On one level these two characters 
represent different types of people. The verbal logistical grammarian 
can also be the scientist, the logician, the mathematician who is 
committed to reason and correct proof. 
The boatman, ungraceful and untutored in formal terms, represents 
the craftsman the dancer, the dreamer whose output is often 
unsatisfactory to the pure rational mind.’”19 
 

Today’s world offers up uncertainty. We are constantly in transition. 
Many live in fear of unemployment, climate change, war, housing 
crisis, ill health; the obstacles we all face for a sustainable way 
forward has to engage with original ideas, a flexible mind, 
consciousness, different pathways of knowledge and engagement. We 
have at our fingertips, skill and knowledge of how, but not what to do.  
 
The importance of a pragmatic mind, coupled with creative thinking, 
can assist us and equip us with the skills (poiesis, praxis, techne), 
offering a rich toolbox for emotional stability to withstand uncertainty.  
 
Whilst I am engaged with learning a skill, I am exercising my inner 
landscape of tacit knowledge. 
 
Research today, specifically in neuroscience, has rigorously proven 
that the brain has a plasticity, which exists and is irrelevant of the age 
of the brain. This knowledge indicates that skills for training the brain 
remain accessible throughout one’s life.  
 
Neuroscientist Richard Davidson’s Center for healthy Minds states; 

 
“Researchers, including those at our center, (USA) continue to unveil 
the scientific factors that shape well-being. Rather than pitching a 
fixed scientific definition of well-being, we’re constantly unearthing 
clues about how wellbeing manifests itself in the mind and the body. 
It’s not a static ‘thing’ but a set of skills that can be learned and 
cultivated over time, just like learning to play a musical instrument or 
riding a bike.  
What if the world were a kinder, wiser, more compassionate place? A 
place where we exercise our minds just as we exercise our bodies? A  
  

 
18 Frayling, 2011 
19 Ibid., pp. 69-71 
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place where transforming your mind not only improves your own well-
being, but cascades to the well-being of others in your community and 
around the globe.”20  
 

In a recent World Happiness Report, Richard Davidson states that, 
from a neuroscience perspective, there are four main components of 
well-being: 

 
1) How quickly one can recover from adversity. How resilient are 
you? 
2) The extent to which a positive mind-set is established as natural 
disposition. 
3) Generosity. Hard-nosed generosity can cultivate well-being. 
4) Mindfulness and attention. 
 
“Attention deficit in today’s culture can be addressed through 
focussed attention brought about by contemplative practice can 
increase our sense of well-being.”21  
 

Below, I examine my own answers to Davidson’s four components: 
 
1). How quickly one can recover from adversity. How resilient are 
you? 

 
My own resilience has undoubtedly been built up during my time as a 
practitioner; my first ‘big commission’ after newly qualifying came 
from a ‘branded’ corporate company. Such a prestigious job to start. 
And, of course, what lessons to be learned. There were hours and 
hours of work. The design was good, and the techniques were 
intensive, but I persevered until I was pleased with the result. 
I sent it off, and waited, and waited for the acceptance and payment. 
Both of which eventually came, but the payment only just covered the 
cost of the materials and touched upon the number of hours spent, the 
time planning and experimenting, let alone covered overheads, 
originality and artisan quality.  
 
It is the discouragement we all seek to avoid, but somehow all seem to 
brush up against at some point. It is the main reason artisans give up. 
Economic parity with equivalent professions.  It takes courage, a sheer 
force of will, and an underlying requisite to continue and learn. The 
lessons we have to learn can only in part be taught, as real-life 
experience contributes enormously to the eventual outcome of the 
journey for our work. 
 
Individual originality, artists ‘profile’ and ‘patina’, emotional reaction, 
personal connection, reputation, spontaneity, technique, political 
statement, the vagaries of the galleried art world, the projection of an 
idea, the economics, the gift economy, all are factors that contribute to 
the eventual outcome of a piece.  

 
20 Davidson, 2018a 
21 Ibid. 
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A new designer and experimenter of ideas, despite the hours of 
construction and development, may find their work inaccessible until a 
profile has been built, or a political statement piece may never attain 
a commercial ‘value’, or a celebrity may lend their name to a 
diabolical design, add a massive price tag making it enormously 
successful in economic terms. 
 
Our choices are constantly reassessed, and we transition, make life 
changing decisions, and therefore adjustments of perspective, life 
choice and the ability to be flexible. All become normal practice.  
 
This metaphor is part of our role as a maker for our intent, motivation, 
morality, honesty, and courtesy as basic human behaviours. As we gain 
in confidence and acknowledge our strengths and weaknesses, the 
flow of work cycles around techniques, imagination, skill and resilience. 
 
2) The extent to which a positive mind-set is established as natural 
disposition. 
To move on from making mistakes, and I do not know any practitioner 
who does not make them, we have to engage with a positive mind-set. 
I always assume a second attempt would be a superior piece as I 
learned from the first. Skill is usually surrounded by a positive attitude. 
Curiosities, the skill itself, the narrative, the gift, the intent, all exude a 
positive outlook. 

 
3) Generosity. Hard-nosed generosity can cultivate well-being. 
Generosity is also integral to the ethos of making. A desire to please, 
to provide a functional object to-be worn, to-be loved, to give 
pleasure. Reciprocity is at the heart of what I intend. 
 
4) Mindfulness and attention. 
To make is to be mindful, to concentrate and focus on the task. I am 
with my materials, my tools, the ‘Meta Praxis’ of this brings me to an 
awareness of my work. 
  
A well-known Buddhist monk and teacher describes mindfulness as 
such, 

 
“We may think of joy as something that happens spontaneously. Few 
people realise that it needs to be cultivated and practiced in order to 
grow. Mindfulness is the continuous practice of deeply touching every 
moment of daily life. To be mindful is to be truly present with your 
body and your mind, to bring harmony to your intentions and actions, 
and to be in harmony with those around you. We don’t need a 
separate time for this outside of our daily activities.”22  
 

Often, we, who live an artisan life, say there is no separation: our 
work is our life and our life is our work. There is no 9 to 5; the routine 
is the rhythm of the work, the thinking, designing, preparation, choice 
of materials and techniques, the practice and the delivery. Each has 
momentum according to the originator and their personal pattern of  
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work. Richard Sennett puts into context where separation and 
nostalgia occurred: 

 
“The myth of the happy artisan- like the artist craftsman, craft guilds 
to which select potters could belong, and the confusion of rural 
workers with guild craftsman – did not exist until the nineteenth 
century, when it became part of a romantic reaction against the 
spread of industrial capitalism. And the history that underpins much of 
the “craft revival” is, in fact, nostalgia masquerading as history. 
All this has now become a fashion, and it has been going on at a time 
when commercial publishing has come to depend on illustrated reprints 
of nostalgic reminiscences about the rural world we have lost.”23 
 

Whilst not always content, I am certainly not part of a nostalgic past 
or revival; I endeavour to touch a physical, creative knowledge route 
and, through ‘Meta Praxis’ access vital outcomes enhancing a human 
capacity to exist. 
 
Inherent in the life of a jeweller comes a hereditary knowledge, ritual, 
consequential behaviour relating to historical events and material 
properties. 
 
When I started, I shunned materials deemed to have a ‘wealth’ 
attached to them, preferring to work with fabric, threads, glass and 
such, to highlight the design and skill, without the distraction of the 
material wealth attached and as an apolitical statement towards 
design-led craft other than jewellery manifested in only its precious 
monetary value.  Through this process, and that of experimentation, I 
came to realise precious metals were unique in specific technical 
properties. Soon, I learned the inherent characteristics of precious 
metals and grew to love them. They are precious because of their 
properties!  
 
Gold and Silver both hold a unique place in jewellery. The attached 
‘wealth’ is not actually the rarity but the ability to look and connect 
with the aesthetics of the ‘sun and the moon’. Gold does not tarnish; its 
lustre is permanent, unless interfered with; it is non-corrosive, 
malleable; it can be formed, moulded, squeezed, and hammered to 
extreme fineness without fragmenting. Once its pure form is alloyed 
(mixed with another metal), its colour can be changed to white, red, 
green or yellow. 
 
The importance of gold is unsurpassed in cultural, anthropological, 
religious and political potency; as a metal, it is unsurpassed. It is 
through its properties of malleability, resistance to oxidation, its colour 
that has led it to be central to myths, legends, economy’s and wars.  
 

“Gold’s most mysterious incredulity is within the metal itself. It is so 
malleable that you can shape it anyway you wish; even the most  
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primitive of people were able to create beautiful objects out of gold. 
Moreover, gold is imperishable.”24 
 
“Despite the complex obsessions it has created, gold is wonderfully 
simple in its essence. Its chemical symbol AU derives from aurora, 
which means ‘shining dawn’, but despite the glamorous suggestion of 
AU, gold is chemically inert. That explains why its radiance is 
forever.”25 
 

Gold’s place as a noble metal hasn’t changed since its first use by 
man. Easily sourced and identified by colour, its distinctive place of 
being manipulated into use, became its ‘rarity’ and, therefore, its 
wealth. The skills and techniques used for manipulation and fabrication 
of gold objects remain exactly the same. Technology has enhanced its 
characteristics for time saving and manufacturing purposes. Due to the 
nature and beauty of gold, as well as its cultural values, the mining 
and production of gold is rife with dangerous practice to both health 
and environment, as well as criminal activity. However, there are 
increasing enterprises and choices available to jewellers and 
silversmiths to help address this issue. 
 

“Gold is a symbol of love, power and wealth the world over. But look 
behind the glitz and the reality is not so glamourous. 
Gold is mined all over the world, the metal rich rock, known as ore is 
mined from the Earth’s crust. 90% of gold miners globally are 
artisanal and small-scale mining to support their families and 
communities. Fairtrade certified gold miners receive a guaranteed 
minimum price as well as a premium to spend on improving their 
business or on community projects such as education, clean water and 
health care.”26 

 
Increasingly, the jewellery world is taking action to work within ethical 
guidelines for the use of these materials. 
 
Within the jewellery sector in Scotland and headed by ‘The 
Incorporation of Goldsmiths’ there is an initiative towards ethical 
making. These are being strengthened all the time. The Ethical making 
Programme, gives advice, education and is strengthening routes for 
buying and trading in ethical gold. 
 

“In the many years, across multiple countries, I have been addressing 
ethics in jewellery, and Scotland has been the most receptive and 
fertile country of them all. Scotland has a real change to become the 
world’s leading ethical designer maker nation. The ethical practices 
directory being created by the Incorporation of Goldsmiths will be a 
world’s first.”27 
 
  

 
24 Bernstein, 2012, p. 2 
25 Ibid., p. 3 
26 Fairtrade Foundation, n.d. 
27 Valerio, n.d. 
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I now love to work with the colour, density, its un-corrosive nature, and 
its malleability. Our own practice is to use specific alloys unique to our 
practice of enamel, all of which is recycled gold.  
 
The skills applied to this exquisite, unique, elemental metal have 
constantly provided intoxicating work to myths, wars, narrative, and 
culture.  
 

“Gold’s durability, density, and glow made it a natural choice as a 
store of wealth, gold in ancient times was a passion, a blatant 
expression of power, a means to provoke envy among enemies or 
people of lower status, or a vehicle for currying favour – when the 
queen of Sheba showered gold on King Solomon.”28 
 

Precisely this narrative becomes an invitation to embrace its magic, its 
immortality, its alchemy, but all of this stems from the fact that it can, 
with skill, be worked. 
A characteristic is also considered to be one of purity. 
 

“In craft practice, the slower and more searchingly the goldsmith 
worked with his hands, the more truthful he appeared both to his 
peers and to his employers.”29 
 

Pure also became a metaphor for honesty, the gold’s metallurgy only 
being ‘tested’ after centuries of believing it to be consisting of nature’s 
elements; fire, air, water, earth. 
 

“The procedures of the gold assay were not scientific in the modern 
sense. Metallurgy was still yoked to the ancient belief in natures four 
basic elements.  
In the assay, ‘hands on’ was no mere figure of speech to the 
goldsmith. The most important of his tests depended on his sense of 
touch. The goldsmith rolled and squeezed the metal, trying to judge 
from its consistency it’s nature.”30 
 

As forgery became the normal practice, it was for the goldsmith to 
evaluate and prove the ‘purity’ of their work. A community of guilds 
emerged, whereby the honesty and truthfulness of the goldsmiths was 
imperative to the success of its members.  
 
Today, we still adhere to these principles within ‘precious metals’, the 
‘hallmark’ assay of a piece, giving it providence, authority, an official 
mark. Goldsmiths Hall, the Guild of Gold and Silversmiths still 
represent the profession as a governing force, maintaining, collecting, 
educating, just as much as it did when they were first set up in 1478. 
 
Our reputation as Gold and silversmiths working in precious metals 
and precious gemstones, still can in certain circumstances adhere to a 
practice of trust and repute.  As the reputation of our company  
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evolved, the subsequent trade and exchange of ideas and materials 
allowed us to borrow, trade ‘in lieu’ be given ‘approval’ of precious 
materials all representative of a community of trade and trust. 
 
Much of this has been conferred on us by history and the Craft of 
Goldsmiths, its apprentice and journeymen systems, which ensured the 
continuity of skills and community. 
 

“Authority means something more than occupying a place of honour 
in a social web. For the craftsman, authority resides equally in the 
quality of his skills. And in the goldsmith’s case, the good skills that 
established the master goldsmith’s authority were inseparable from his 
ethics.”31 
 

A craftsman is a representative of the special human condition of 
being engaged. 

 
“Craftsmanship names an enduring basic human impulse. The desire to 
do a job well for its own sake.”32 

 
The practices of the Buddhists can link us to knowing and training to 
skills in stability of mind, enhancing our ability to be skilful within our 
life. 
 
There is a particular way within Buddhism, ‘Engaged Buddhism’ which 
connects the practice and traditions of Buddhism to the active 
involvement of communities. 
Einstein said of Buddhism  
 

“The religion of the future will be a cosmic religion. It should 
transcend a personal god and avoid dogmas and theology. Covering 
both the natural and the spiritual and a meaningful unity. Buddhism 
answers this.”33  
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32 Ibid., p. 9 
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Meta Praxis 

 
‘Meta Praxis’ is the potential for human flourishing through an 

awareness of practice and the value of making craft as an explicit 
knowledge pathway. Within and beyond the practice, this pathway 
has the potential to put us in touch with the essential vitality of life 

and its human value. 
 
 
 

The exposition and articulation of ‘Meta Praxis’ and its potential is 
the original contribution to knowledge. This research leads us 

through interdisciplinary schools of thought (craft practice, 
Buddhism, anthropology, and neuroscience) to make connections 

and to set out why and how making craft is an explicit knowledge 
pathway and what is its importance for human thriving. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chart 
 

The chart represents possible reflections, encounters and human 
traits explored within the ‘reflections’; each has multiple, personal 
and potential pathways represented in the chart. As the reader 

engages with the writing in each text, it is possible to explore these 
routes of knowledge and relate them specifically to the idea of 

‘Meta Praxis’. The texts are the reflections of practice, with relevant 
encounters affirmed through an interdisciplinary approach. 
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