


CHAPTER EIGHT

Tactile Sensibility

ALL progress, so it seems, is coupled to regression elsewhere. We have ad-
vanced in general, for instance, in regard to verbal articulation — the reading
and writing public of today is enormous. But we certainly have grown in-
creasingly insensitive in our perception by touch, the tactile sense.

No wonder a faculty that is so largely unemployed in our daily plodding
and bustling is degenerating. Our materials come to us already ground and
chipped and crushed and powdered and mixed and sliced, so that only the fi-
nale in the long sequence of operations from matter to product is left to
us: we merely toast the bread. No need to get our hands into the dough. No
need — alas, also little chance — to handle materials, to test their consistency,
their density, their lightness, their smoothness. No need for us, either, to
make our implements, to shape our pots or fashion our knives. Unless we are
specialized producers, our contact with materials is rarely more than a con-
tact with the finished product. We remove a cellophane wrapping and there
it is — the bacon, or the razor blade, or the pair of nylons. Modern industry
saves us endless labor and drudgery; but, Janus-faced, it also bars us from
taking part in the forming of material and leaves idle our sense of touch and
with it those formative faculties that are stimulated by it.

We touch things to assure ourselves of reality. We touch the objects of
our love. We touch the things we form. Our tactile experiences are elemen-
tal. If we reduce their range, as we do when we reduce the necessity to form
things ourselves, we grow lopsided. We are apt today to overcharge our gray
matter with words and pictures, that is, with material already transposed into
a certain key, preformulated material, and to fall short in providing for a
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stimulus that may touch off our creative impulse, such as unformed material,
material “in the rough.”

Concrete substances and also colors per se, words, tones, volume, space,
motion — these constitute raw material; and here we still have to add that
to which our sense of touch responds — the surface quality of matter and its
consistency and structure. The very fact that terms for these tactile experi-
ences are missing is significant. For too long we have made too little use of
the medium of tactility. Matiére is the word now usually understood to mean
the surface appearance of material, such as grain, roughness or smoothness,
dullness or gloss, etc., qualities of appearance that can be observed by touch
and are consequently not concerned with lightness or darkness. There scems
to be no common word for the tactile perception of such properties of ma-
terial, related to inner structure, as pliability, sponginess, brittleness, porous-
ness, etc.

Surface quality of material, that is, matiére, being mainly a quality of ap-
pearance, is an aesthetic quality and therefore a medium of the artist; while
quality of inner structure is, above all, a matter of function and therefore the
concern of the scientist and the engineer. Sometimes material surface together
with material structure are the main components of a work; in textile works,
for instance, specifically in weavings or, on another scale, in works of archi-
tecture. Parallel to this overlapping of outer and inner characteristics in a
work is the overlapping of artistic, scientific, and technological interests on
the part of the weaver or the architect. The pendulum of their work swings
from art to industrial science.

Structure, as related to function, needs our intellect to construct it or,
analytically, to decipher it. Matiére, on the other hand, is mainly non-func-
tional, non-utilitarian, and in that respect, like color, it cannot be experi-
enced intellectually. It has to be approached, just like color, non-analytically,
receptively. It asks to be enjoyed and valued for no other reason than its
intriguing performance of a play of surfaces. But it takes sensibility to re-
spond to matiére, as it does to respond to color. Just as only a trained eye and
a receptive mind are able to discover meaning in the language of colors, so it
takes these and in addition an acute sensitivity to tactile articulation to dis-
cover meaning in that of matiére. Thus the task today is to train this sensi-
tivity in order to regain a faculty that once was so naturally ours.

If we want to concentrate, then, on this segment of our work, that is,

tactility, it is better to put on blinders and exclude what might distract us:
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Plates 32-35

considerations of color and inner structure. We will try to approach material
with just this in mind: to discover its inherent surface quality or the one
which we might be able to give to it directly by working it or indirectly by
influencing it, for instance, through contrast with neighboring materials.
We will look around us and pick up this bit of moss, this piece of bark or pa-
per, these stems of flowers, or these shavings of wood or metal. We will group
them, cut them, curl them, mix them, finally perhaps paste them, to fix a
certain order. We will make a smooth piece of paper appear fibrous by
scratching its surface, perforating it, tearing it, twisting it; or we will try to
achieve the appearance of fluffy wool by using feathery seeds. What we are
doing can be as absorbing as painting, for instance, and the result can be,
like a painting, an active play of areas of different complexion. We are here
rivitalizing our tactile sense and are not dealing with real weaving.

Now, since our interest is textile form and not the freer form of the
painter, we will have to be aware of those conditions that will make of our
surfaces textile surfaces. If we try to have a rhythm in them of horizontals, of
verticals, of horizontals and verticals, or of staggered diagonals, we will ar-
rive at results that resemble actual textiles, for the dominant textile elements
are present: the straight lines of the directions and the surface activity. Color
enters in at this point only as a by-product — since of course nothing is color-
less — not as a focal point. Any color effect is, for the moment, incidental, not
intentional.

We will learn to use grain and gloss, smoothness, roughness, the relief-
quality of combined heavy and fine material — those elements of form that
belong to the aesthetic side of tactile experience — and will find them equally
as important as areal divisions and color.

Our concentration in this direction will serve two purposes: first, the
important activating of our latent perceptivity of matiére; second, the gaining
of a medium suited to demonstrate, in advance of any actual execution, how a
proposed design will look in its tactile properties, which are difficult to show
by drawing or painting: a tactile blueprint. We will have learned to think of
surface characteristics as means fully as expressive as line and color. We will
also have become conscious of this medium as a distinctive textile trait. If a
sculptor deals mainly with volume, an architect with space, a painter with
color, then a weaver deals primarily with tactile effects. But, as was said above,
qualities of the inner structure are as much part of a textile as are effects of

outer tactile surface. The structure of a weaving, as well as the fibers chosen
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for the work, can bring about an interesting surface. There isan intricate inter-
play between the two. A knowledge of textile construction is thus essential for
matiere effects, as it is for the organization of a weaving as a whole. Our experi-
ments in surface effects are therefore to be understood only as exexcises to in-
crease our awareness of surface activities, since the actual work of weaving is
only in part concerned with the epidermis of the cloth. The inner structure
together with its effects on the outside are the main considerations. Em-
broidery, on the other hand, is a working of just the surface, since it does
not demand that we give thought to the engineering task of building up a
fabric. For this very reason, however, it is in danger of losing itself in decora-
tiveness; for the discipline of constructing is a helpful corrective for the
temptation to mere decoration.

Our experience of gaining a representational means through the use of
different surface qualities leads us to the use of illusions of such qualities
graphically produced, though not by the means of representational graphic
— that is, the modulated line. Drawing or print that shows hatching or stip-
pling, rippled or curled lines, etc., and thus has a structural appearance,
can be used to produce, if not actual tactile surfaces, the illusion of them. The
tactile-textile illusions produced on the typewriter may illustrate this point.
These varied experiments in articulation are to be understood not as an end
in themselves but merely as a help to us in gaining new terms in the vocabu-
lary of tactile language.

Plates 36, 37
Plate 38



