Ol
O

OIS

\

An active teaching and
learning methodology
for collaborative art

and design disciplines
within the framework of
sustainable development.

Marta Miaskowska
Jeremy Hugh Aston
Marta Varzim
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This book addresses the need

to re-evaluate current teaching-
-learning methods and aims

to contribute to the preparation
of art and design students for
the international labour market,
placing the issue of collectivity,
locality, material provenance
and sustainability, at the centre
of reflection.
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\BSTRACT

Researching through local materials has the capacity to
produce results that are both emotional and functional. The
source of the materials, when identified by the individual,
imparts a subject-object impression, or marker of place. This
marker of place, along with the makings of the matter, has the
potential to generate a narrative of the past for the future.
As aresult, this practice-based research explores materiality
through human experience. The research process is rooted
in observing, collecting, making, and assembling materials,
which are investigated to form a critical analysis that maps a
connection to place. The series of material interactions repre-
sent singular experiences alongside a communal collection
— a shared material story — within a local-global community.

The aim of this text is to show the ability of local mate-
rials, as defined by their provenance, attributes, and their
natural ability, to create a material connection through a
subject-object model. Within the two shared examples, (1) Point
of Origin, led by the author from an collector-maker-curator
approach combined with public interaction; and (2) Material
Connections, led by the author from an educator-collaborator-
-designer approach, the storytelling is the emotional thread
— a fascination of the ‘vital matter’ of the object — of what
philosopher Jane Bennett refers to as the ‘thing power,



whereby the “sense of a strange and incomplete common-
ality with the outside may induce vital materialists to treat
non-humans —animals, plants, earth, even artefacts and
commodities — more carefully, more strategically, more
ecologically” (Bennet, 2010).

The handling of the materials to manifest outcomes,
some presumed and others unforeseen, consists of trial and
error using various methods of experimentation for ideation
and reflection, giving value to the origin of the material and
the intent of the designers.

KEYWORDS:
SENSE of place; Local markers; Human experience; Education; Storytelling.
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Introduction

Materials, through provenance and process, are signifiers of cultural nar-
ratives, acting as markers of time and place. While globalisation and in-
creased technology have created an environment of rapid change across all
design sectors, areturn to hyper-local processes and authenticity of mate-
rials within products and environments has continued to counter. Sharing
narratives, traditions, and resources which harken to a specific place creates
a strong connection of what the geographer Yi-Fu Tuan coined as topophilia
— the “affective bond between people and place or setting” (Tuan, 1974,
1990) — which can be stimulated within creative pursuits directed by so-
cially responsible designers through identifying natural resources, pro-
moting local assets, and preserving cultural narratives.

Local Materials as Markers of Place

Place-based pigments, the foundations of dyestuffs, paints, and inks, have
been the source of increased research and studio practice in recent years, as
Caroline Forde states in Chromatic Geography: Natural Dyes in the 21st Century,
“interest in natural dyes is undergoing a global revival, fueled by a growing
awareness of the harmful by-products of the industrial dye process” giving
rise to “bioregionalism as an expression of a sense of place and cultural ori-
gin.” (Forde, 2017). Heidi Gustafson’s Early Futures Ochre Sanctuary (Lasane,
Colossal, 2019), Kayla Powers hand-dyed textiles from local plants, Colours
of Detroit (2019), and Tilke Elkins’ Wild Pigment Project, promote discussions
on ecological balance through “a passion for wild pigments, their places of
origin, and their cultural histories” (Elkins, 2020). A final precedent, the
modern ink-ologist Jason Logan, references historical processes, while his
alchemical narratives are infused by ink-making from “the flimsiest of ideas
and the unlikeliest of materials" (Logan, 2018) including materials foraged
from the urban landscape — cigarette butts mixed with rust and stinging net-
tle — are romanticization of often overlooked moments in time and place.

Project o1: Point of Origin

As a researcher and maker, a series of experimentations focused on pro-
fessional and artistic discovery regarding the nature, provenance, and
abilities of local materials for pigments were conducted (2019-20). As a
result, Point of Origin developed as a two-part exhibition that included



1) a practice-based research project exploring the materiality of pigments
through first-hand communication with local resources through collect-
ing, making, and curating; and 2) an interactive installation for the pur-
pose of a shared social and educational experience with an the local, inter-
national-diverse, visiting community.

The methods for experimentation included gathering, processing, mak-
ing, and assembling organically occurring pigments, which were later appor-
tioned to form a palette that mapped a sense of place, mimicked terrestrial
landscapes, and evoked emotional connections. The palette of 32 pigments
were collected from natural environments while living and travelling be-
tween the cities of Detroit, San Francisco, Yogyakarta, and Doha. The hierar-
chy of materials was defined by their provenance, materiality, hue, fastness,
and their natural ability to create a material connection through a subject/
object model. Sources for each pigment were, when possible, neighbour-
hood-based, which elevated the unique qualities of the materials. The hyper-
-focus on hyper-local materials created a natural constraint, constructing
within aboundary to identify the perimeters of a shared material narrative.

Methods and Materials

The manipulation of the materials to manifest the pigments consisted
of trial and error, using various methods of extracting, reducing, precipi-
tating, levigating, drying, and grinding to produce powdered dust for ex-
perimentation. The selection of materials for binders were specific to the
material, including natural forms of gum, shellac, tempera, or honey. The
assemblage strategy included strategically layering the pigments between
two 16-inch diameter, half-inch thick transparent acrylic plates, in order to
observe the colored pigments both in their raw form and interacting with
adjacent materials. While the pigments were placed with intent, the flu-
idity of the material structures, chemical interactions, and the weight of
the transparent plates created a chromatic, kinetic dispersion, requiring
an openness to the random, the ‘thing power’ that is outside of the mak-
er’s control.

Each of the eight material landscapes consisted of four pigments with
their own origin stories, linked together in a single narrative .For
example, The Architect of Place includes pine wood ash and horsehair plaster
from a 150-year demolished home in Detroit, burnt clay brick, and vinega-
roon — asolution of vinegar and iron to turn leather black — to form a mate-
rial snapshot of home through the concepts of time, loss, corrosion, and rust.
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“In the same house as

the horsehair plaster

were beams dampened

and damaged by water

over time. The wood was
removed, burned, and left
in the pit for weeks, later
covered by snow. After
the melt, the ashes were
collected and placed into
the maker’s hands. During
the levigation process, the
wood — still soaked by
snow water — transformed
into a thick and lustre-

-like paste. The texture

was transfixing, imagining

early cave painters dipping
stheir fingers to create

.zoomorphic outlines.

"The pigment has been put
through washes and mixed
with binders, but the
maker's favourite is when
it is left just as it is.”
(Point of Origin I, 2020)

ECTIVE FOR DESIGN

The interactive installation was designed to
share the material origins of pigments, con-
necting with the visitors through a similar
iterative process, in which the participants
created a smaller, individual landscape (fig
3.3.1b) from the collection of 32 inks made
from: sugar starfish (“blood” and shell), sea
urchin shells, blue-green algae, bone, pur-
ple cabbage, crustose lichen, oyster shell,
red maple, mulberry, Palo de Brazil, black
walnut, apatite, eucalyptus (bark and seed),
Nag Champak ash, avocado, padauk saw-
dust, verdigris, anthracite, pomegranate
skin, turmeric, Palo Santo ash, 150-year old
pine ash, horsehair plaster, vinegarroon,
burnt clay, marigold, pink peony, beard-
ed iris, and grape vine ash. These materi-
al landscapes were placed within a grid
(fig 3.3.10) to unite through a larger rep-
resentation of collective storytelling. This
process of iteration, as Jane Norris states in
Making Polychronic Objects, “is an attempt
to map through making,” (2016) giving
value to the origin and intent of the local-
-global markers. As a result, the participants
shared like materials, yet elected person-
al colour strategies through proportion,
which lead to unique interpretations while
still feeling connected to the collective ma-
terial archive.



Fig. 3.3.1a: Point of Origin I, VCUArts
Gallery, Doha, Qatar
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Fig 3.3.1b and 3.3.1c:
Visitor Material Landscapes
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Fig 3.3.1d: Interactive Installation.
(Photos courtesy of VCUArts)



Project 02: Local Markers as Material Connections

In March of 2022, while leading a workshop with a group of cross-
-disciplinary design students, Material Connections, at the Escuela Superior
de Disefio de la Rioja (ESDIR) in Rioja, Spain, they were asked two ques-
tions: 1) “How do materials connect?” and 2) “How does their connection
affect their function, human interaction, lifespan, and disposal?” These
questions were meant to be answered on both a functional and emotion-
allevel. During the course of the week, the students worked individually,
and then in pairs, to observe and document how materials connect within
their local surroundings, including specifically 1) the school (interior land-
scape); 2) their home (interior/exterior landscape); and 3) their immediate
natural environment (exterior landscape).

Participants in the Material Connections workshop included twelve
fourth-year undergraduate and graduate students from the disciplines of
fashion design, graphic design, interior design, and product design. Each one-
-day exercise incorporated an hour of observation and photo-documentation
of objects and surfaces within a specific environment, presented on the day,
followed by two hours of material experimentation, and ending with an hour
of open discussion of findings on feasibility, functionality, climate-positive
initiates, sustainable practices, and the role of designers as change makers.

Methods and Materials

The workshop was designed to include a series of four one-day exercises
followed by an exhibition of work. During each exercise, the students ob-
served and photo-documented nine connections, formatting the images
intoagrid ,and presenting their findings for analysis and discus-
sion by the group. From the nine material pairings, students selected sev-
eral on which to iterate potential physical samples, experimenting with a
variety of bricolage materials — those materials found within their imme-
diate environment — to brainstorm new ways of joining, attaching, bind-
ing, integrating, and embedding materials.

The decision to use bricolage materials was intentional as a way to link
to the locale through bricolage thinking. Bricolage thinking, when used to
solve problems, is more constructive than analytical thinking, and encour-
ages solutions through experimentation and play (Keisuke, 2017). This way
of creating, coined by the French anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss in
1962, introduces the immediate and the random, by which he positions,
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The students were given an hour each day
to collect the bricolage materials, which in-
cluded visiting studios within the school to
gather small samples of scrapped materi-
als (wood, metals, textiles, plastics, paper,
etc.). In the case of the third exercise, the
natural environment, the students worked
in pairs to collect natural materials within
a two-block radius outside of the univer-
sity. These locally-sourced materials were
used alongside the processed materials to
create hybrid outcomes.
During the final, fourth exercise, the
collection of material samples was used as
inspiration to ideate products and environments that demonstrated best
practices, design for disassembly, reuse, repair, and reassembly. Every ef-
fort was made to find sustainable ways to join the materials without the
use of toxic adhesives. Final concepts were selected and visualised digi-
tally through the lenses of fashion design, graphic design, interior design,
and product design.

The week culminated on the fifth day in a final exhibition of the work,
including a montage of the photographic grids connecting to nearly 100
material experimentations and the final curated collection of outcomes

. The students verbally presented their findings to their peers,
faculty, and administration. The resulting response from the students was
anew outlook to materials, within varied social contexts relating to func-
tion, appropriateness, sustainability, connections, and disposal.

The outcomes from the students initially were of an expected nature,
putting materials together that felt appropriate. Through repeated critique
and continued exercises, students began to embrace a greater openness to
the materials. One industrial design student noted, “Balsa wood x low den-
sity polyethylene foam: taking a look at the past as a form of inspiration
with a twist in the materials connected together .Asecond stu-
dent from interior design wrote of the natural study, “Only in one leaf can
we discover many different shapes, textures, colours, and stories. These
samples are the connection between all of them.” Using bricolage think-
ing, students simultaneously showed consideration and explored chance
when playing with the combinations of materials existing next to one an-
other, and finally generating inspired outcomes that included options for
disassembly and self-generated textures for surface design.



Fig 3.3.2: From top to bottom:
Fig 3.3.2a: Students selecting
and critiquing final work,
including material grids, material
experimentations and final
outcomes. Fig 3.3.2b: Material
Connection outcomes 1) Magnolia
leaf, cut and inverted, natural
study; 2) honeycomb kraft paper
x double-stacked acrylic sheets;
and 3) low density polyethylene
foam x painted balsa wood.
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Conclusion

As artists, designers, and educators with a lens on materials, finding new
ways to work with local resources, whether they be extracted or bricolage,
is instrumental to connecting materials as markers of place. Success has
been shown in design projects in which designers have had first-hand ex-
perience with materials, specifically the selection of materials in which
to define cross-disciplinary subject-object narratives. Through interac-
tive exercises, including observation, experimentation, and assemblage,
designers are able to generate uniquely considered outcomes that link col-
lectively to a sense of place.

The material connections represented in these examples are singular
and collective experiences within a shared local-global narrative. Such nar-
ratives have the potential to produce new material results that can be de-
fined as both emotional and functional, the development of material con-
nections made through human inquiry and experience.

As evidenced in both the curated, interactive project and the pro-
cess-led material workshop, an awareness of the provenance of materials
strengthens the connection of the designer to the outcomes, thereby in-
creasing the chances of utilisation in future products and environments,
and ultimately promoting greater adoption within their design commu-
nities. In addition, promoting cross-disciplinary collaborations with local
and international design teams allows for new perspectives on local ma-
terials, encouraging the potential discovery of the overlooked, and foster-
ing new constructs for future material markers.
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