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INTRODUCTION 

General introduction 
Florence is world renowned for its heritage.  Its buildings and works of art mark key milestones 
in the development of Western civilization. However, this heritage is viewed as belonging to the 
past and having nothing to do with the present. Preserving it for the future is seen as a burden. 
The problems facing the neighbourhood of Oltrarno are a reflection of this state of affairs. Thus 
one is seeing a decline in the number of young people choosing to live here and the number of 
craft workshops operating in the area. The presence of popular tourist destinations in and 
around the neighbourhood are causing craft workshops to be replaced by more lucrative 
commercial retail and causing retail to cater to outsiders rather than residents. While the 
increase in retail catering to outsiders may seem inevitable, given the number of tourists, the 
loss of crafts is an irreversible process that threatens the essence of Oltrarno. 
 
Significance of Craft in Oltrarno 
Craft as an activity ties the residents of Oltrarno to their built environment – from window 
shutters and door knobs to street lights and bicycle stands. The practise of craft in the present 
maintains a connection with the past. Therefore the replacement of handmade window shutters 
(fig 1 “Hand crafted window shutters”, fig2 “Industrial window shutters”) or door knobs (fig 3, 4, 5 “Well crafted 
door knobs”, fig 6 “An un-crafted door knob”) with industrial products (fig 7 “A well crafted cycle stand”, fig 8 “An 
industrial cycle stand”, fig 9 “An industrial light fitting amidst crafted objects”) is a cause for concern – 
regardless of how similar the crafted and the industrial may appear. Just as the crafts of 
Oltrarno are an invaluable resource to the neighbourhood they are equally relevant in the 
context of the city of Florence and the whole world. Their significance can be fully understood 
when one is made aware that the doors of the Baptistery in Florence (fig 10 “The doors of the 
Baptistery were crafted in Oltrarno”) and the interiors of the Kremlin in Moscow were crafted in 
Oltrarno (fig 11 “The Kremlin is an example of the crafts of Oltrarno” Source: 
http://www.flickr.com/photos/captainchaos/166680261). As significant as the monumental masterpieces 
are the examples of craft used by the common citizen everyday that contribute to the character 
of Florence (fig 12, 13, 14, 15 “Craft contributes to the character of Florence”).  

Goals 
In order to halt the decline of crafts in Oltrarno, people need to be made aware of the 
significance of craft as a living connection between the past and the present. The practise of 
craft needs to be kept financially and logistically viable in the face of the changes taking place in 
the neighbourhood. Avenues for the development and evolution of crafts to ensure their 
sustainability in the future and prevent them from being mere relics from the past. Ways must be 
found to make craft more productive so that it can cater to the many needs of the common 
citizen and remain relevant to their lives. These broad goals will be discussed under the 
following heads: 

1. Marketing: spread awareness through historical and contemporary examples 
2. Policy: to sustain traditional craft and develop contemporary craft 
3. Production: increase speed and output 
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MARKETING 

Placelogging 
Rajesh Kottamasu (2003) defines Placelogging as “The practice of digitally annotating physical 
places with user-generated text and media accessible onsite to other mobile users” (p. 3). In his 
thesis he shows that, “Participant interviews and research on related technologies are used to 
support claims that placelogging could be used to identify sites of shared meaning in the city as 
well as to foster place attachment, claim to space and social connections among participants” 
(p. 3). Placelogging can connect stories and memories that make histories, to tangible locations.  
It can be adapted to the needs of Oltrarno and connect the activities of the crafts persons in the 
present, their link to history, the monumental masterpieces around the world and the examples 
of craft in the everyday surroundings of the citizens of Florence. A placelog service will send an 
MMS message to the subscriber of the service based on their location. When they are in the 
vicinity of an example of an example of a work of craft produced in Oltrarno they will be 
informed about the crafts person/workshop where the work was produced, they can see/listen to 
the crafts person describe their experience of producing the object, learn about the technique 
used to create it, its history and so on. This can be applicable to someone looking at a window 
grill on the road in Oltrarno and being informed that it is produced two streets away or someone 
in Moscow looking at the Kremlin. The subscribers to this service may be long time residents of 
the neighbourhood, newcomers, tourists, expatriates from the neighbourhood, or just someone 
interested in craft. This service may gain revenue by charging interested tourists and be 
provided free to residents (new and old) to increase their sense of involvement with the craft 
surrounding them. (fig 16 “Placelogging can connect history, memories and stories to tangible locations” Source 
for wood carving workshop picture: Christine Outram) 
 
 Interactive Shop-fronts 
The increase in commercial retail catering to tourists and outsiders is destroying the image of 
Oltrarno as a neighbourhood of crafts. Shops are springing up in the more visible parts of the 
neighbourhood and the craft workshops in the interiors (that form the basis of the crafts that are 
sold in the shops) are being forgotten. This creates the danger that the crafts being sold will lose 
their relationship to the crafts workshops and the history of the neighbourhood, and become 
meaningless objects. The shop window displays are a testimony to this process (fig 17 “The image 
conflict between craft and retail in Oltrarno”). However, some craft workshops located on interior streets 
have televisions at their entrance that play videos of the crafts persons at work and explain the 
craft. This shows that the crafts persons themselves are feeling the need to express themselves 
in the public realm (fig 18 “Crafts persons have a desire to express what they do” Source: Josh Fiala). Both 
these phenomena can be combined with existing technology in interactive touch/motion 
sensitive screens to tell the story of the crafts of Oltrarno at the most visible locations of the 
neighbourhood. Thus shops selling craft products can be provided with interactive screens for 
their shop-fronts that disseminate information about the craft products that they retail. The 
interactivity of the interface is important as different people – the local resident, the tourist, the 
young, the old – have different information needs and different people have different amounts of 
time to spare. The size, cost and sophistication of these interactive shop-fronts can vary based 
on the investment capacity and needs of individual shops/workshops. Additional incentives to 
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retail shops such as sharing screen space/time for advertising may also be provided (fig 19 “An 
existing shop-front” fig 20 “An interactive shop-front telling the story of crafts in public space”). 
 
POLICY 

Land-use Management & Database 
The fundamental reason for the reduction in the number of craft workshops and an increase in 
the number of retail shops is that retail shops are more profitable. The inability of workshops to 
physically alter their facilities due to the historical nature of the neighbourhood and the fact that 
it is more lucrative for owners to rent out space for retail rather than craft production means that 
workshops that need to expand have to do so outside Oltrarno.  Instead of having retail and 
workshops compete with each other for space it is important to realize that they are, and need 
to remain, dependant on each other. The retail shops mostly sell craft products. These products 
may be manufactured in workshops in Oltrarno or outside. Simple tax concessions to retail 
shops that sell products made in Oltrarno rather than outside will link the success of the retail 
shops to the craft workshops instead of having them compete with each other for the resources 
of the neighbourhood. This bond between the shops and the workshops can be emphasized 
through the content of the interactive shop-fronts discussed in the previous paragraph. 
The other factor affecting the decline of workshops in Oltrarno is the lack of space for expansion 
of work and storage space. While individual workshops may be small in size there are a large 
number of such spaces in close proximity due to the nature of the built fabric in Oltrarno. 
Creating an online database of spaces that are available as workshop or storage space will 
allow real time interaction between workshops and property owners to enable dynamic space 
acquisition and exchange as needs for space change with time. Thus a crafts person receiving 
a large consignment of raw materials may get to know online that a nearby storage area has 
just been vacated by a retail shop that has dispatched a large order and use the space as 
storage (fig 21 “Real time dynamic space utilisation”). The use of information technology in this manner 
can prevent the need for physically altering a heritage site by increasing the efficiency of its 
usage for the development of traditional activities. 

Digital Craft 
The discussion on placelogging, interactive shop-fronts and online land use databases 
highlights the interaction that is necessary between traditional craft and new creative activities 
such as multimedia content generation, graphic interface development etc. Just as the crafts of 
Oltrarno are considered to be traditional creative activities in the physical realm, these new 
creative activities may be seen as ‘digital craft’ activities. The Florentine economy is now seeing 
the emergence of many of these new non-traditional creative activities (fig 22 “Traditional and non-
traditional activities in Florence” fig 23 “Craft is the primary traditional creative activity in Florence” Data Source: 
Lazzeretti and Nencioni, 2005). Lazzeretti and Nencioni (2005) discuss a ‘digital culture’ where there 
is a mutually beneficial relationship between traditional creative activities and new creative 
activities and creativity is seen as a resource that can power the development of a place. 
Creative activities have historically been a part of the culture of Florence. Oltrarno is an ideal 
place to foster a ‘digital culture’ and create interaction between traditional and digital craft 
activities so as to keep the concept of creativity and craft relevant in the present and future (fig 24 
“A digital culture in Oltrarno”). In order to achieve this, the municipality or neighbourhood residents 
association may give preference, in buying and renting space, to new creative activities over 
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other activities (other than, of course, traditional crafts). Creative activities in Oltrarno may also 
be given property and other tax benefits to further encourage them. 
 

PRODUCTION 

The decreasing use of hand crafted products in the daily life of common citizens is a reason for 
the practice of craft to seem removed from the present and from everyday life. If craft products 
are to be of greater relevance to the common citizen then their production needs to be able to 
cater to a large number of people and match the expectations of time and cost that have been 
brought about by industrial products. However, this should not compromise the essential 
characteristics of a hand crafted object. Penny Sparke (1998) identifies the essential 
characteristics of Italian craft work as the use of indigenous materials, high quality and 
individualism. If these characteristics are compared to those of digital fabrication then one can 
clearly find common ground in terms of producing a high quality product that is individualized 
and the idea of ‘mass-customisation’. CNC milling machines, water-jet cutters, 3D printers and 
other digital fabrication tools are now able to use materials such wood and stone and metal that 
are also used in many traditional crafts. Also, the decreasing size and costs of digital fabrication 
technology, and attempts to make the technology open-source (by institutions such as MIT and 
Cornell University), make it especially amenable to use in the context of a craft workshop. 

However, if one compares the process by which a craftsman crafts an object and an object is 
fabricated using digital fabrication then one sees a fundamental difference in the two. While 
hand crafting an object involves reflection-in-action – taking spontaneous decisions as one is 
working and not having a fixed goal (fig 25 “Craft involves reflection-in-action”) – the process of digital 
fabrication is completely premeditated (fig 26 “Digital fabrication involves premeditated action” Source: 
www.digitalstoneproject.org). It is therefore difficult to apply the intuitive skills and knowledge 
possessed by a crafts person while using digital fabrication. One way of overcoming the 
dichotomy between digital fabrication and craft is to use digital fabrication for those steps in the 
craft process that do not involve reflection-in-action. This can automate and speed up the 
monotonous and time consuming parts of crafting an object. Steps in this direction can already 
be seen in many craft workshops in Oltrarno such as wood carvers using machine tools to 
prepare timber for carving, or leather workers using cutting and polishing machines (fig 27 “A 
leather workshop in Oltrarno using a combination of hand and machine tools”). 

A more fundamental way to integrate craft and digital fabrication would be to create interfaces 
for digital fabrication that allow greater interaction between the human user and the machine. 
This will allow the crafts person to apply their knowledge through reflection-in-action while using 
digital fabrication tools, thus allowing the creative application of traditional knowledge in a fast 
and efficient manner. However, such interfaces do not exist at this point in time and extensive 
research is required in this direction. The participation of crafts persons in such research will be 
of great value. 
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CONCLUSION 

The Institute of the Hand and Mind 
The proposals put forward here range from the application of existing technology to the 
marketing of craft products, policy decisions that need the coordination of civic authorities and 
neighbourhood residents, and to the pursuit of cutting edge research in nascent technological 
fields. All these diverse proposals are fundamentally linked to each other by their aim of 
developing the heritage of craft. While the implementation of many of these proposals can take 
place independently of others, there is a need for a concerted effort to address the underlying 
issue of the role of craft in the 21st century. A task of this magnitude requires institutional 
support. The historical context and living craft heritage of Oltrarno make it an ideal setting for 
such an institute. The goals of such an institute would be to: 

1. Help the crafts persons of Oltrarno to market and spread awareness about craft as a 
heritage resource among residents of the neighbourhood and city, tourists and the world. 

2. Identify aspects of the craft process that require support and development in a changing 
world. 

3. Integrate and develop existing and emerging technologies with craft to make it more 
productive and accessible to the common citizen. 

4. Preserve and pass on the traditional skills, techniques and knowledge of crafts persons 
along with 21st century developments in technology and economics. 

5. To support the development and integration of new creative activities such as digital 
crafts with traditional forms of creative craft. 

 
Such an institute will require the direct involvement of the crafts persons through the Crafts 
Association of Oltrarno, the city of Florence where the crafts persons and living examples of 
their craft reside, the nation of Italy which has to tackle similar goals in other historical cities and 
an institute, such as MIT, at the cutting edge of technological research which is interested in real 
world applications. In terms of physically locating such an institute in Oltrarno, the city policy of 
finding new and more relevant uses for historical buildings will make available large parts of the 
Pitti Palace that are currently being used for government administration. The Pitti Palace is a 
physical symbol of the achievements of the crafts persons of Oltrarno and has traditionally been 
the seat of patronage for craft in Oltrarno. Alternatively, the desire of the city to develop the Arno 
riverfront will create possibilities for creating a new facade for Oltrarno with respect to the rest of 
Florence. An architectural expression of the goals of the institute will be integral to the 
development of such a facade along the Arno River. 
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