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Dangerous Liaisons: Relationships between Design, Craft and 
Art 
Grace Lees-Maffei and Linda Sandino. 
 
 
The t it le for this special issue takes its start ing point  from  Choderlos de Laclos’ novel depict ing 
the machinat ions, seduct ion and jealousies of a m énage a t rois, a fit t ing analogy for the 
com plex m at r ices of the affinit ies between design, craft  and art  over the last  two hundred 
years.1 Drawing on our analogy, design, craft  and art  can be seen to occupy an unstable 
terr itory of perm anent ly shift ing allegiances and this is t rue of both the histor ies of these three 
sets of pract ices and the three fam ilies of discourses surrounding them.2 The evolving nature 
of design pract ice on the part  of some leading exponents defies categorisat ion:  the designed 
goods of groups such as Droog and m anufacturers such as Alessi dem onst rate a concern for 
allusive and narrat ive qualit ies beyond funct ionalism .3 The claim  to art  status by some craft  
pract it ioners of this century and the last  is m ore vociferous than ever and recent  fine art  
pract ice has increasingly looked outside of the arm oury of fine art  techniques to employ 
st rategies previously considered to fall into the domain of material culture, architecture and 
design, and processes m ore t radit ionally associated with the crafts.4 The r ich and deepening 
liaison of text iles and fine art  exemplif ies this dynam ic; 5 Dale Chihuly's work provides another 
example of such convergence.6 Exist ing debates have centred on liaisons between these 
pract ices and their  objects as subject  to a convent ional hierarchy of the visual arts with fine art  
as the dom inant  partner. More recent ly, however, quest ions of status are seen as no longer 
relevant ,7 and understanding of the development  of these cultural st rains has been seen in 
terms of parallel development , or convergence, rather than hierarchy. Where design, art  and 
craft  can be seen to have existed dist inct ly, it  is important  to consider the extent  to which 
these pract ices have developed internal pr inciples or characterist ics or whether those principles 
have been forged solely in cont radist inct ion from  one another. To appreciate the significance of 
liaisons between design, craft , and art  it  is necessary to interrogate the mutually informat ive 
relat ionship between pract ice and discourse. The principles that  define the differences and 
relat ions between design, art  and craft  are subject  to historical change and vary regionally and 
culturally. This int roduct ion proposes what  the following art icles dem onst rate:  nam ely that  the 
interplay between design, craft  and art  are a compelling and revealing focal point  for analysis. 
The art icles dem onst rate, in addit ion, the inadequacy of norm at ive or unchanging usage of the 
term s design, craft  and art , which are m utable in relat ion to both t im e and space. This 
int roduct ion reviews som e salient  instances in the developm ent  of discourses about  the 
interplay of design, art  and craft  while the following art icles ident ify case studies of visual and 
material pract ice which mobilise, or confound, normat ive categories in a manner which 
invalidates or at  least  com plicates discourses dependent  upon convent ionally discrete 
definit ions.  

Present 
The Objects of Our Time exhibit ion held at  the Crafts Council in 1996 to celebrate its Silver 
Jubilee provided an excellent  opportunity to take stock of the place of craft  within 
contem porary visual t rends. The curator and the then director, Tony Ford, referred to the 
conclusive shift  of craft  from  the margins to the mainst ream:  ‘to occupy an integrated posit ion 
with fine art , fashion, architecture and indust r ial design.’8 The use of the term ‘integrated’ is 
appropriate, if a lit t le opt im ist ic. I n Decem ber 2001, Rosem ary Hill delivered the Peter Dormer 
lecture at  the Royal College of Art  in which she discussed the dem ise of 'the new crafts', which 
had 'found their voice and flourished' in the space between art  and craft , in the early 1970s, 
and specifically with the publicat ion of the first  Crafts m agazine in 1973.9 These new crafts had 
become so integrated with art , and indist inguishable from it ,  that  they no longer existed, 
subsumed instead into a holist ic category akin to the 'Arts, Manufactures and Commerce' 
shown at  the Great  Exhibit ion in 1851. Hill's am biguous obituary -   'the new crafts never quite 
arr ived. They certainly never made it  to the Tate' -  overlooked the exhibit ion of ceram ics at  the 
Barbican in The Raw and the Cooked (1993) .10 Six months earlier, in the summer 2001 issue 
of Tate magazine, pot ter and crit ic Emmanuel Cooper com plained that  'although the definit ion 
of art  cont inues to expand, craft  is st ill left  out  in the margins'.11 Cooper cited recent  



exhibit ions including those at  the Hayward Gallery ( 'following exhibit ions on art  and film  and 
art  and fashion, would not  one ent it led "Art  and Craft "  push the boat  out  further?')12 and New 
Brit ish Art  2000:  I ntelligence at  Tate Britain, which had been 'fearless in challenging accepted 
definit ions between folk/ naïve art  and fine art ' and had neglected the crafts. Cooper ended 
with the injunct ion that  it  was 'surely t im e for inst itut ions such as Tate and the Hayward to 
take a lead?'13

 
I n his acceptance speech for the Turner Prize 2003, Grayson Perry commented that  the art  
world found it  easier to accept  his alter-ego t ransvest ite personality Claire, than the fact  that  
he is a pot ter. Perry clearly ident ified the cont inuat ion of the inst itut ional, perceptual and 
cultural dist inct ions between craft  and art  and did so from a high-profile posit ion. With his 
work, his personae and his philosophy, Perry cont radicts the assumpt ions and categories 
through which contem porary pract ice has been understood.14 Perry's 'pots' are canvasses for 
the depict ion and explorat ion of socially relevant  them es such as gender ident it ies, 
dysfunct ional fam ilies, violence and unrest . Perry's work dem onst rates the impossibilit y of 
understanding objects without  sensit iv ity to the categorisat ion of people, pract ices and 
products. Recognit ion of Perry's work by the art  establishm ent  surrounding the Turner Prize 
reflects recent  inst itut ional convergence of the kind that  led in 1999, to the Crafts Council 
becom ing a 'client ' of the Arts Council of England, meaning that  independent  makers would 
need to com pete for Arts Council funding on a wider stage.15 With reorganisat ion of the 
governm ent  Councils concerned with design, craft  and art  and changes in the higher educat ion 
sector, scholars, students and pract it ioners of the various forms of visual and material culture 
need increasingly to view their subjects in a range of contexts and to m ake connect ions across 
disciplines.16 The inst itut ional context  has altered in a manner that  reinvigorates discussion of 
the relat ionship between these fields.   
 
Six m onths before Perry won the Turner Prize, in the thir t ieth bir thday edit ion of Crafts 
magazine published in 2003, the editor ial began with the following resum e of the changes 
wrought  over three decades:  

I n March 1973, in issue 1, an art icle called The Concept  of Craft  asked -  am ong others -  
two quest ions:  "What  is Craft?" and "How does it  differ on the one hand from  indust ry 
and on the other hand from  art?" 30 years on, a third quest ion follows up the second:  
"Does it  m at ter?"  Certainly today few m akers consider the barr iers between art , craft  
and design of such significance. Craft  and indust ry are rout inely partners, and many 
designers happily combine the making of one-offs with the product ion- line 
process…[ and]  the term  craft  is now sim ply " inadequate" to sum m arise the 
collaborat ive, interdisciplinary diversity of current  pract ice.17

Rudge's posit ion contains a cont radict ion commonly seen in contemporary discourses of 
m aking. On the one hand, it  is felt ,  'barr iers' between design, craft  and art  no longer m at ter;  
on the other, the term  'craft ' is inadequate to describe the diversity of current  pract ice. 
Evident ly, term inology both mat ters and does not  mat ter, simultaneously. Rudge steps away 
from  the next  logical quest ion:  'I f not  craft ,  then what?' Perhaps she is not  sure whether the 
answer is 'design' or 'art ',  or som ething else. I t  seem s that  som e pract it ioners and consum ers 
of contem porary artefacts disregard or confound categorisat ion while others are keen to 
uphold such dist inct ions. I n 2001, writer Giles Foden published an art icle about  the Jerwood 
Prize for Ceram ics in which he presented the view that  the exhibitors whom he termed 
'parodists' needed to 'go back to basics'.18 The art icle elicited a rush of react ions from  readers, 
published the following week, which illust rated the breadth of very st rongly held opinion clearly 
divided between those who believe that  ceram ics can be art  and those who wish to cham pion 
the product ion of domest ic ut ilit y wares.19 Given the range of views held and the st rength of 
feeling about  design, craft  and art  anyone broaching the subject  needs not  only to be aware of 
the dangerous, inflam m atory, nature of the topic but  also to recognise these liaisons as 
creat ive and dynam ic. Suppression of these debates results in a failure to acknowledge that  
the 'collaborat ive, interdisciplinary diversity of current  pract ice' produces hybrid artefacts that  
render discussions of the interplay between design, craft  and art  essent ial. Such pract ice 
invigorates these constant ly shift ing relat ionships and necessitates further explorat ion. 
 
Three decades ago, when the first  issue of Crafts m agazine was in press, a group of design 
historians were involved in forging a shared ident ity through special interest  group m eet ings at  
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the Associat ion of Art  Histor ians annual conference.20 This lead to the founding of the Design 
History Society in 1977 'to consolidate design history as a dist inct  field of study'.21 Thirty years 
on, this concern for dist inct ion endures, but  it  is within a mature field that  design historians 
can today engage with art  history, craft , architecture, technology and other forms of material 
culture. Following a cont inuous st ream  of conferences and events concerned with art iculat ing 
the changing nature of crafts pract ice in Britain, debates around craft  theory are flourishing 
and maturing.22 As craft  theory gathers momentum, its concerns m ove from  statem ents of 
general pr inciples and issues towards greater specificity of discourse. The same is t rue of 
design, which is increasingly posit ioned within the category of visual culture. This special issue 
brings together work by design histor ians, craft  theorists and art  histor ians for the benefit  of 
the sim ilar ly diverse readership of the Journal of Design History .  

Past 
Two significant  ways in which relat ionships between design, craft  and art  manifest  are, first ly, 
in the artefacts them selves as hybrid pract ice, and secondly in the recept ion of those artefacts. 
Consequent ly, any exam inat ion of the liaisons of the three domains needs to engage with the 
history of three sets of pract ices and with the genealogies of the discourses about  these 
pract ices. We need to consider not  only changes in the way m akers relate to these categories, 
such as Perry exem plifies, but  also changes in the categories themselves as they are applied 
through various inst itut ions and discourses. Artefacts and their surrounding discourses are 
each subject  to histor ical and cultural changes. Rosemary Hill has discussed the way in which 
'cr it icism  has an existence independent  from art ',  referr ing to focal shifts in cr it ical writ ing from 
watercolours, to pâte de verre,  to the crafts.23 I n her keenness to qualify the role that  the 
objects and pract ices of design, craft  and art  have in shaping their discourses, Hill obscures the 
role that  the pract ice of cr it icism  plays in form ing the artefacts it  scrut inises. Crit icism  may well 
enjoy histories dist inct  from  those of design, art  and craft , but  to say so without  
acknowledging the mutually const itut ive relat ionships between these histor ies is to disregard 
the liaisons, which under scrut iny are so revealing. 
  
As the art icles in this special issue dem onst rate, the principles that  dist inguish design, art  and 
craft  and their respect ive histor ies vary in type and over t im e. The various principles applied to 
design, craft  and art  have produced different  hierarchical m odels within which they have been 
situated. I t  is more appropriate, then, to view these histories in the form  of parallel t racks that  
have converged and diverged. Emphases within each of these pract ices have oscillated 
between st ructures of sim ilitude and of dist inct ion leading to the cont inuing interweaving of 
pr inciples and st rategies as defined by each dom ain. Thus, the m eanings invoked by the terms 
'design', 'craft ' and 'art ',  and the relat ionships between them, have changed across t ime and 
place. Discussions of a linguist ic bent , such as Paul Greenhalgh’s account  of the etym ology of 
the word ‘craft ’ and the developm ent  of the terms 'fine art ' and 'vernacular ' illust rate their 
fluidity.24  
 
The development  of the history of design within the wider ideological developments of 
modernism  has ensured the significance of the Arts and Crafts Movement  and its touchstones 
of the at tem pt  to integrate design, the crafts and art .25 Among its pr inciples, a belief in craft  as 
an ant idote to indust r ialisat ion (allied to the Romant ic faith in the cathart ic power of nature)  
has extensively influenced current  at t itudes. The current  situat ion arose from  the persistent  
nineteenth-century Arts and Crafts Movem ent  concern for the hand-made in an increasingly 
(post - )  indust r ialised Br itain. For at  least  the last  150 years craft  has been writ ten about  as an 
ant idote to increasing indust r ialisat ion. Even in 2000, The Guardian was seen reassuring 
readers that  art  glass had survived nineteenth-century indust r ialisat ion.26 From  Pugin's didact ic 
True Principles through Ruskin's hom ily to the spir itually uplift ing value of the hand-made in 
'On the Nature of the Gothic', to Morr is's Arts and Crafts approach to valuing the lesser arts 
within a holist ic approach to the improving capacity of creat ive m anufacture, the design 
theorists of the m id-nineteenth century were concerned to prom ote craft  pract ices rooted in 
centuries of t radit ion as a necessary correlat ive of indust r ial society.27 This has occurred during 
a period in which fine art  has withstood repeated efforts at  underm ining its legacy of 
nineteenth-century com m odificat ion, through perform ance and process arts to nam e but  two 
examples. 
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Such at t itudes, in m odified form , underpin the work and recept ion of the Bauhaus, with its 
related set  of pr inciples including the insistence that  design, craft  and fine art  be taught , 
pract iced and seen together, rather than separated in a hierarchy. The Bauhaus declared one 
of it s aim s to be the elevat ion of the status of design and the crafts to that  enjoyed by fine art , 
paint ing and sculpture. Ret rospect ively, we m ight  quest ion the success of this endeavour with 
recourse to the cont inuing nature of these argum ents. Brit ish art  educat ion and t raining can be 
seen as the hot  house in which the interplay of relat ionships between disciplines is cult ivated.28 
Mart ina Marget ts has st ressed the im portance of art  school t raining as opposed to 
apprent iceships for the increasingly blurred boundaries of the craft / art  debate:  ‘mant ras such 
as the “new ceram ics”  and “new jewellery”  suggest  changed prior it ies, in which conceptual 
ideas flourish alongside, somet imes instead of, considerat ions of use.’29 I nst itut ional 
categorisat ions have played a significant  role in const ruct ing and maintaining taxonom ies of 
people, which in turn have impacted upon the classificat ions of objects and the discourses in 
which they belong. Consequent ly this special issue offers exam inat ions of the sites of 
intersect ion which take place in objects, pract ices, and materials;  sites at  which the 
product ion, recept ion and consum pt ion of objects is int r insic to an understanding of their  
polyvalent  meanings.  
 
This int roduct ion does not  seek to replicate the work already published on the histor ical 
antecedents of the present  debate, but  rather to acknowledge the place of this work. The 
history of design has docum ented the role of craft  and art  in it s accounts of the product ion and 
consum pt ion of m aterial culture.30 As Mart ina Marget ts says in this special issue, in her review 
of Paul Greenhalgh's recent  edited collect ion of essays, what  is needed is:   

…carefully researched analyses and theoret ical engagement  to achieve a more 
sophist icated context  for discussing and understanding the crafts…we do not  want  a 
regurgitat ion of the Progressive Line… the I ndust r ial Revolut ion begat  the Arts and 
Crafts Movem ent  which begat  Modernism  and Ant i-Ornament  which begat  revisionist  
Postmodernism  which begat  Global Hybridity.31

 
Writ ing about  the crafts cont inues to exemplify the historical, or historicist  appeal of craft  to 
consum ers as a way of accessing nostalgic, pre- indust r ial ideals.32 This is the case whether the 
artefacts are hand-m ade or use the latest  technological innovat ions, although, of course, the 
former is especially potent , as heard in Peter Fuller 's lam ent : 33  

Whatever our society m ay, or m ay not , have gained through its technological, polit ical 
and social advances, when we are confronted with craftsm anship as superlat ive as this 
[ Medici Mamluk carpet ]  we are compelled to adm it  what  it  is that  we have lost . [ Fuller 's 
italics] 34

A contemporary example is found in the reverent presentat ion of the consum pt ion of Shaker 
objects, both ant ique and newly manufactured, and in the repeated heralding of the crafts as 
fashion's improver seen in consumer publicat ions.35 Despite a pervasive cultural preoccupat ion 
with media and digital technology, and the earlier enthusiasm s and fears that  characterised 
the m achine age, and cont inuing discussion about  the role of CAD in the crafts,36 
contem porary visual culture displays a cont inuing concern for spir itual enlightenm ent  through 
consum pt ion: 37

I n a perplexing cultural context  of violence and decay (Cronenberg and Hirst ) , what  is 
offered by the crafts? They, too, give an im age of society, perhaps more rooted in 
delight  and enrichm ent , but  there is also provocat ion and philosophical enquiry.38

Tradit ional craft  values of permanence and of personal investm ent  are presented as desirable 
qualit ies in recent  lifestyle media.39 I t  has been argued that  for the consumer, it  hardly 
mat ters that  ‘romant icism  masks the reality of hard graft  inherent  in the work of 
craftspeople’.40 We m ay see this as a cont inuat ion of Roger Colem an’s defence of m anual 
creat ive work in an increasingly technological society.41  
 
I n the post - indust r ial era, craft  can st ill mean the skilled product ion by hand or machine of 
ut ilitar ian and vernacular designs. However, interweaved with this is the principle by which 
‘craft ’ can also, increasingly, refer to an elite classificat ion of hand or machine product ion 
displayed and sold through galler ies such as Contem porary Applied Arts and the Crafts Council.  
I n the face of experim ental challenges to t radit ions of skill,  Peter Fuller art iculated in 1983 his 
conservat ive belief that   
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The achievement  of excellence is only possible through acceptance of the specific 
t radit ions and lim itat ions of any given pursuit . Originality, as Donald Winnicot t  once put  
it ,  is only possible on the basis of t radit ion…the handmade vessel exemplifies the union 
of m an’s funct ional skills and his aesthet ic and sym bolic intents.42

At  the same t ime, Fuller used the exhibit ions Jewellery Redefined and The Jewellery Project  in 
an acidic derogat ion of technical innovat ion and the use of everyday materials in jewellery 
pract ice of the early eight ies.43 Adopt ing Fuller 's mant le the late Peter Dormer lam ented an 
em phasis upon individuality of expression that  had led makers to neglect  skill in his 1994 book 
The Art  of the Maker :  

The m odern orthodoxy is that  concept ion and execut ion are separate act ivit ies and that  
execut ion – mere making – can take care of itself.  Skills are regarded as technical 
const raints upon self-expression and they are not  recognised as being the content  as 
well as the means of expression.44

A shift  away from  the convent ions of craft  skills and the primacy of funct ion to iconoclast ic 
aesthet ic experim entat ion m irrors cultural theorist  Pierre Bourdieu’s delineat ion of the 
increasing bid on the part  of the art ist  for autonom y. The consum pt ion of elite artefacts offers 
the prom ise of dist inct ion art iculated by Bourdieu,45 and elaborated by Mary Butcher in her 
analysis of an eel- t rap by David Drew. Drew’s eel- t rap exemplif ies the t radit ions of vernacular 
product ion but  simultaneously underm ines those t radit ions by being displayed as the product  
of a nam ed m aker at  the Crafts Council with a label alert ing the visitor to its ‘sculptural 
beauty’.46 Fine art ’s symbolic-value has consistent ly outst r ipped the cultural capital of craft  and 
design both of which have been convent ionally invested with use-value rather than conceptual 
dist inct ion, based on the western cultural prim acy of the intellectual over the manual, content  
over form .47 Bourdieu's writ ings, and subsequent  post -st ructural developm ents by Jean 
Baudrillard, are helpful in understanding the inter leaved roles of producer and consum er in 
making meaning and value for objects. This has usefully illum inated yet  another dynam ic to be 
considered -  the extent  to which artefacts are conceived, made and consumed within the 
ordinance of consistent  pr inciples.48 Moira Vincentelli's discussion of Oaxacan wood carving in 
her review of Michaek Chibnik's work on the subject  in this special issue offers a compelling 
example of this. The art icles here  -  and notably Jo Turney's study of am ateur craft  and 
Melanie Unwin's work on Mary Wat ts  -  also imply the importance of acknowledging that  the 
principles inform ing the work of the design histor ian are dist inct  from  those underpinning the 
product ion of the artefacts which form  the subject  of study. 
 
Rosem ary Hill has pointed out  that  the history of the recept ion of fine art , as having a 'place in 
an historical process' is significant  in perpetuat ing the 'art -craft  divide'. '49 That  is why Antony 
Gorm ley, sculptor of Gateshead's 'Angel of the North' has received so much more media 
at tent ion than his brother, the wood carver John Gorm ley.50 However, at  the turn of this 
century it  is less accurate to lam ent  the fact that  the crafts are insufficient ly discussed.51 The 
recent  flurry of texts and events interrogat ing craft  has provided a necessary response to the 
shared engagem ent  by art ists, designers and craftspeople with a plethora of m aterials and 
techniques. Within art  history increasing at tent ion to the use of demot ic objects or processes 
for gallery consumpt ion has m irrored the debate within craft  discourse.52  
 
The ‘inst itut ionalisat ion’ of craft  discourse as a historical and theoret ical discipline in itself was 
aided by the Crafts Council’s rem it  to promote the crafts since its incept ion in 1971, which had 
an addit ional concern for professionalising the crafts. With the support  of it s magazine, 
exhibit ion program m e and conferences, craft  began to stake out  its disciplinary boundaries, 
st ructured around its relat ionship to art  and design.53 I nevitably, craft  historians and writers 
debated the definit ion, funct ion and meaning of craft  focusing part icularly on late- twent ieth 
century pract ices.54 Discussion of specific genres in craft  was somewhat  less embroiled in 
status agony but  exhibit ions often took up the debate explor ing the cont inuing relevance of the 
handmade and/ or it s situat ion in the broader context  of visual culture.55 The Crafts Council 
provided, and can be seen to cont inue to provide, an official plat form  for 'establishm ent ' craft , 
which has cont inually engaged with shift ing definit ions and pract ices from  the art ist -
craftsperson to the designer-m aker.56 The advent  of design groups such as Droog, Jam , El 
Ult im o Grito, and designers such as Carl Clerkin and Michael Marr iot t , who combine a design-
craft  approach to product ion and their aesthet ic, seem s to indicate a m ore profound interplay 
between craft  and design processes than the m aterial/ status st ruggle of art  and craft .   
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The pat r iarchal nature of hierarchies of visual pract ice, in which women have been associated 
with am ateur and domest ic pract ices, and m en with ext ra-dom est ic professionalism , rem ain to 
be thoroughly effaced.57 Ascribed status has tended to depend upon levels of intellectual input  
and condit ions of product ion, as Rozsika Parker and Griselda Pollock have suggested.58 
Act ivit ies requir ing high levels of skill,  but  lit t le in the way of equipment  (and, therefore, 
capital investm ent ) , such as crochet , for example, have been viewed as lit t le m ore than the 
amusements of the hobbyist .59 Wom en const itute the m ajority of am ateur craft  producers, and 
this em phasis feeds into expert  engagement  within the discipline, as evidenced by gender 
rat ios of students across the subjects taught  in art  colleges and pract ised professionally.60 Fine 
art  has convent ionally been gendered male and craft  has been posited as a female 
counterpart , and such binarism  has been brought  under scrut iny m ore recent ly as fem ale 
art ists such as Sarah Lucas and Tracey Em in have appropriated the stereotype of the (male)  
enfant  terr ible.  The cont radictory and reduct ive nature of these stereotypes has been revealed 
by Pat  Kirkham ’s reassessm ent  of the work of Charles and Ray Eames. The assumpt ion that  
the craft  elements present  in the work of this m odernist  design partnerships are Ray’s 
cont r ibut ion alone is demolished in favour of a reading in which craft  mot ifs, considered a 
fem inine aberrat ion by m any design com m entators, are shown to be very m uch the result  of 
partnership, rather than gender.61 I n this volume, Melanie Unwin, Jo Turney and Pamela 
Gerr ish Nunn each cont r ibute complex case studies of how discussion of such stereotypes 
throws light  on prevailing at t itudes to the gendering of visual pract ice.  
 
While Greenhalgh’s recent  argument  suggests that  ‘the next  phase of modernity will be to do 
with interdisciplinarity’,  which will be ‘prem ised on relat ional rather than reduct ive visions of 
life’, his thesis represents the polem ic opt im ism of much craft  writ ing echoed in the pages of 
Crafts m agazine.62 The call for the dissolut ion of convent ional genres is less evident  in the 
discourses of art  and design, which have rather m apped the intersect ions and appropriat ions 
occurr ing within their realm s. While the historiography of the disciplinary discourses of art  and 
design presents an increasingly closer parallel in their concerns with the context , product ion 
and consumpt ion of their  objects of study, crafts have a nascent  rather than m ature 
histor iography.63 The shift  to them at ic studies, such as those on the body, offered the 
opportunity for a meet ing on common ground present ing the illusion of interdisciplinar ity 
rather than its achievem ent .64 Works of craft  history and theory have been conceived as 
responses to, or as following, earlier works of art  and design history:  Edward Lucie Sm ith's The 
Story of Craft  was conceived as a com panion to Ernst  Gom brich's The Story of Art , Peter 
Dorm er's collect ion The Culture of Craft :  Status and Future followed its stablemate The Culture 
of Fashion,  by Christopher Breward and Margot  Coat ts’s edited collect ion Pioneers of Modern 
Craft  borrows its t it le from  Nikolaus Pevsner's Pioneers of Modern Design.65 The general editor 
of the Studies in Design and Material Culture series from  which the lat ter two t it les derive 
invokes a much earlier work of art  history, Georgio Vasari's Lives of the Art ists in int roducing a 
group of essays that  he viewed as indicat ive of a vital stage in the development  of the 
literature of craft , the 'm onograph stage' .66 Published in the sam e year as Pioneers of Modern 
Craft ,  but  far beyond the m onograph stage lies Sue Rowley's collect ion, Craft  and 
Contem porary Theory, which begins with the idea that  the art / craft  debate, situated by Rowley 
in the 1980s, is part  of a cr it ique of the canon of art  and that  the task ahead is not  to create a 
canon of craft  but  rather to 'place craft  m om entarily at  the cent re of a range of ongoing 
interdisciplinary invest igat ions of contemporary culture, as one m ight  place a fulcrum 
momentarily under an int ransigent  object . '67 Rowley's collect ion answers Peter Dorm er's 
resistance to theory -  'Academ ics prefer to write in lingua obscura:  what  they are hiding from 
is unclear. ' -  with a collect ion of essays, including Terry Sm ith's 'Craft ,  modernity and 
postmodernity ', determ ined to place the crafts within theoret ical discourses of museology, 
recept ion theory and theories of film .68  
 
The Journal of Design History  has, from  its incept ion, offered a forum for cr it ical engagem ent  
with the crafts. A double issue in 1989 contained a variety of perspect ives on the crafts 
including analyses informed by ethnographic m ethods and theories of post -m odernity and 
consum pt ion, and ranged from  Algeria, to I reland, to the USA. I n 1997-8, another double 
special issue was published, comprising volumes on Craft  Culture and I dent ity and Craft , 
Modernism  and Modernity derived from  a conference Obscure Objects of Desire:  Reviewing the 

 6



Crafts in the Twent ieth Century.69 Tanya Harrod convened the conference, and was 
subsequent ly winner of the DHS prize for excellent  scholarship for her book The Crafts in 
Britain in the Twent ieth Century .  Harrod has provided a key text  for m apping the histor ical 
posit ion of the crafts and their relat ionship to indust ry in the twent ieth century, and m akes 
muted reference to the increasingly contorted relat ionship of craft  to art  in the late twent ieth 
century.  

Future 
I t  is the aim  of Dangerous Liaisons:  Relat ionships Between Art , Craft  And Design to 
dem onst rate that  relat ionships between design, craft  and art  m at ter by offer ing a select ion of 
focussed, histor ically-situated analyses that  clearly elucidate the value of reflect ing on the 
dynam ism of these categories for understanding their objects. Each of the following art icles 
explores a dist inct  instance of their interplay as it  is embodied in hybrid artefacts, in their 
concept ion by makers and their recept ion at  inst itut ional or individual levels.70 Changes in the 
way that  makers have situated them selves within the categories of visual and material 
endeavour, as well as changes in the recept ion of those endeavours as they have been 
object ified, have t ransformed those categories themselves. Dangerous Liaisons addresses an 
important  area under-exploited in academ ic research. The cont inuing relevance of exam ining 
the historical and current  interplay of design, craft  and art  offers up an opportunity to exam ine 
the complex mat r ix in which visual and material culture is forged.   
 
The select ion opens with Mart ina Droth's analysis of the design, craft  and art  of sculpture 
within a period heralded by the Great  Exhibit ion of 1851 -  an omnivorous showcase of 
m anufactures and decorat ive art  – subsequent  to which the popularisat ion of Arts and Crafts 
Movement  philosophies became increasingly pervasive. The status of the sculptor as 
workmanlike or imaginat ively creat ive was contested within the context  of relat ive commercial 
involvement . Droth demonst rates the radicalism  of such new sculptural aesthet ics based in 
decorat ion. Droth's concern for the significance of m aterials and processes is taken up by Linda 
Sandino's paper on m ateriality, which focuses on the shared expressive use of materials in 
current  design, art  and studio jewellery. 
 
Melanie Unwin's case study of the work of Mary Wat ts cont r ibutes a refreshing and necessary 
reassessment  of the role of creat ive partnership and the way in which personal and 
professional m at ters intersect  with gender issues to shape the interplay of design, craft  and 
art . This art icle acts as a counterpoint  to the more pessim ist ic accounts of pract ice within 
m arr iage that  have reproduced binarist ic concept ions of gender whereby women pract it ioners 
are eclipsed by their male partners. Unwin delineates the ways in which, through careful and 
subt le m anipulat ion of the social codes that  curtailed women's professional and creat ive 
pract ices, Mary Wat ts turned the const raints, as well as the benefits, of m arr iage to her 
advantage in a m anner which not  only enabled her to cont inue to pract ice but  also produced 
artefacts and processes which complicate the interface of design, craft  and art  and of 
commerce and culture. By carefully negot iat ing form s of pract ice considered to fall into the 
realm s of design, craft  and art , Wat ts carved out  a space for her professional output . As 
Elizabeth Cum m ing has noted, while Wat ts 'synthesized the crafts within the fine arts, the 
" fem ininity"  of the domest ic studio with the "masculinity"  of the public building', she was also a 
'shrewd businesswom an' em ploying agents to sell her ceram ic wares internat ionally.71 Unwin's 
original study reveals how Mary Wat ts' work m ade an important  cont r ibut ion to the fields of 
architecture, art , ceram ic design and craft . A gendered analysis of the interplay between 
design, craft  and art  underpinned by a concern to elucidate the dist inct ions between amateur 
and professional, public and private in Unwin's story resurface in Jo Turney's art icle on hom e 
crafts. 
 
A methodological a cont r ibut ion is made by art  historian Pamela Gerrish Nunn's art icle 'Fine Art  
and the Fan, 1860-1930', which, when read within the context  of design history and this 
journal, exemplif ies the way in which fine art  pract ices, when applied to demot ic forms more 
com m only associated with design and craft , such as the hand held fan, ignite a range of 
responses from  aesthet ic arbiters, commercial concerns, and consum ers which upset  those 
convent ional hierarchies within which Nunn situates her analysis. Nunn explores some 
implicat ions arising from  the convergence of the meaningful representat ions she associates 
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with fine art , with the decorat ive designs more usually applied to the fan. These objects 
therefore embody a part icular relat ionship between design, craft  and art  and as such 
complicate each of those terms for anyone at tem pt ing to understand them  through norm at ive 
categories. Nunn's study bridges a period, 1860 to 1930, during which the development  of 
visual and m aterial form s appropriate to the art iculat ion of modernity progressed apace and 
Nunn considers that  development  in gendered terms as both normat ive and liberat ing. 
 
Those them es are revisited in relat ion to contemporary culture in Jo Turney's explorat ion of 
making and liv ing with home craft . The pre-designed needlework kit  confounds academ ic 
classificat ions of design, craft  and art  just  as it  thoroughly complicates concepts of authorship, 
creat ivity and originalit y, product ion and consumpt ion. These artefacts, when completed, are 
important  tools in the format ion and display of ident ity that  in turn impact  upon the home as a 
designed const ruct  and the display pract ices which accompany the product ion of home crafts 
sim ilar ly engage issues of public and private domest icit ies. 
 
Finally, Linda Sandino's art icle rem inds us that  the qualit ies invoked by a considerat ion of 
materiality are aspects of objects arguably all too often overlooked by design histor ians. The 
allusive significance of materials is here presented with reference to relevant  theoret ical 
inter ject ions. This art icle offers readers a reassessment  of the significance of materials, which 
art iculates meanings found within the part icular objects selected for analysis as disrupt ing 
assumpt ions about  relat ionships between design, craft  and art . By exam ining the shared 
expressive content  of substances such as rubbish and processes of decay, Sandino offers a 
reading of objects that  highlights the com m onality of visual arts pract ices as ‘plast ic arts’.   
 
Clearly, the interplay between design, craft  and art  is not  only historically specific:  it  is equally 
determ ined by culture and region. Like this int roduct ion, the group of art icles that  follows 
takes Britain as its focus. We acknowledge that a study of, for example, the product ion and 
consum pt ion of handmade objects in I ndia would reveal another set  of complex pract ices and 
assumpt ions.72 I n this volume, Moira Vincentelli's review of Michael Chibnik's study of the 
m arkets for Oaxacan wood carving explores related issues of the significance of geographical 
and cultural regions in determ ining the meanings ascribed to various pract ices of of product ion 
and consumpt ion.73 Such issues have been raised in an earlier issue of the Journal of Design 
History  where art icles by Yuko Kikuchi, Edmund de Waal and Pat r icia Baker collect ively 
illum inated mythologies of authent ic indigenous cultures.74 Each of the art icles in that  volume 
mobilised issues of ident ity and region. The lim ited range of studies of global pract ices of 
design, craft  and art  circulat ing in Britain are insufficient  for our needs. We hope that  this 
special issue will engage debates and provoke further studies sorely lacking. The JDH seeks to 
develop work in this direct ion. 
 
The temporal reach of the art icles fram es the twent ieth century. The interplay between design, 
craft  and art  is m anifested in a variety of contexts and subject  to histor ical and cultural 
condit ions, hence the need to explore these relat ionships. The art icles appear in chronological 
succession in this volum e. Analysis extends from the Great  Exhibit ion of 1851, used by Mart ina 
Droth as the start ing point  for her study of 'Sculpture and the Ethics of Making' through 
Melanie Unwin's explorat ion of the com plex pract ice of Mary Wat ts at  the Com pton Chapel, 
completed in 1904, and Pamela Gerr ish Nunn's narrat ive of the fan and m odernity from  1860 
to 1930, to Jo Turney's exam inat ion of 'hom e craft ' of the last  quarter of the twent ieth century 
and Linda Sandino's fin-de-siecle reflect ion on contem porary pract ice. Although not  specifically 
addressed here, the intervening period following World War Two, is an enorm ously r ich one for 
studies that  focus on the interplay of design, craft  and art  and has been explored by Tanya 
Harrod in her landmark study The Crafts in Britain in the Twent ieth Century , and by 
cont r ibutors to Harrod's special issue of this Journal, 'Craft , Modernism  and Modernity '.75

 
I t  is hoped that  readers who view scholar ly liaisons between histor ies of design, craft  and art  
as dangerous will be convinced that  there is much of mutual benefit  embedded here. We hope, 
equally, that  those readers who regard the cont inuing debate about  relat ionships between 
design, craft  and art  as stale or unimportant  will recognise in the following art icles a useful 
grounding of such debate around specific examples. The intersect ions analysed here reveal 
themat ic complexity and the wider importance of an awareness of the mutabilit y of 
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classificat ions as a primary methodological concern. The originality of the following select ion of 
art icles resides in our demonst rat ion of the ut ilit y of a method which elucidates the relevance 
and histor ical cont ingency of reciprocity between design, craft  and art . Each author has 
pinpointed artefacts result ing from this conjunct ion and has dem onst rated that  an analysis 
sensit ive to that  conjunct ion can bet ter elucidate those objects and their percept ion, than one 
which applies normat ive, inherited categories or refuses to acknowledge the interplay of these 
phenomena. 
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