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A research project initiated by the royal college of  art when it real? Digital print and physical 
experience. Part 3 of 4. 
 
RCA/Print Digital is a research project initiated by The Royal College of Art and funded by the 
Science Research Infrastructure Fund (SRIF). 
 
'Control Print' is a limited edition publication printed between April and October '07 and exhibited 
in November '07. Its content reflects the individual lines of enquiry undertaken by the members 
of the RCA research team and is the result of considering the following statement: 
 
If 'quality' is to be a fundamental reason for print to exist, and 'environmentally sustainable' the 
watchwords in production, does the digital press represent a return to the sensibilities of a 
traditional 'craft-based' industry, printing material of beauty on demand for the most discerning 
audience? 
 
The final extract from 'Control Print' will be featured in the next issue of Baseline. 
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In this world of ever increasing digital technology, where we store our lives in bytes, is there still 
room for the physical, emotional object? 
 
It's almost a certainty that every person reading this article uses a computer daily and at the last 
count 65% of households in the UK had a home computer.1 Alongside this rise in computer use 
the advent of small scale digital print technology has meant that we have seen a rise in the 
quantity and accessibility of print on paper people print out emails, essays or photos in a moment, 
at work or at home. 
 
I wonder why we feel the need to do this are we perhaps defaulting to a buried need to make 
things tangible? And when we succumb to this reality urge what happens to these piles of print 
the physical manifestations of today's digital deluge? Just think about your home or office: they 
lie in piles on a desk under a coffee mug or stuffed in a shoebox collecting age and dust. Having 
felt it necessary to see print on paper, we then don't ascribe value to these prints as objects, as 
things to respect or treasure. Digital print of this type becomes a strange impermanent object 
transient soon to be replaced with the next email or photo or random piece of information, and 
the next. And yet the physical presence of this print remains. We print this data seemingly 
reacting to a need for 'realness' without, perhaps, stopping to think why. 
 
It seems that our confused relationship with the intangible nature of digital technologies means 
that the prophesied 'paperless' lifestyle has not* appeared. Part of the work of Control Print has 
been to unfold the human relationship between that which is real and that which we feel the need 
to make real. 
 
The increased drive for recording experience and collating information digitally seems to me to 
subordinate activities of the physical world touch, smell, taste. One might wonder if the need to 
record and share our lived experience is in some way an attempt to grasp and contain the sensual 
experience. In the same way we feel the need to make physical our digital files, to join the waiting 
pile, perhaps the 'caching' of experience aims to solidify those fleeting,physical subtleties. Those 
subtleties, like emotion, memory, texture, perfume, history, chance, are all ironed out in a digital 
interface. Digital files do not age as paper does, they have none of the sincerity of a physical 
object. 
 
'...The artifacts that transform matter and energy hold a special place as troubling objects of 



social inquiry'.2 

 
During the time Sara and I worked on Control Print we have begun to see the digital printer as a 
place of transformation. I see this as a direct link to the place of a digital printer in our personal 
lives. The digital printer is indeed a troubling object. The printer is where the bits and bytes of 
information, the Is and Os of code become 'reality'. The printer is a place where a kind of 
technological transubstantiation occurs, where the insubstantial becomes material. And this 
semi-magical operation happens at arms length, we, the users, cannot be part of the making we 
press a button and off it goes, we have no hand (literally) in the making of the object. 
 
As we print our digital photos or correspondence I wonder if we perhaps forget that what digital 
print provides us with is an object, that 'something' that we can hold in our hands. Digital print 
can at it's best provide us. In my hands, in my eyes an emotional experience of an object In my 
bookcase stands a book amongst books, it has all the words in it that a child of 10 might need to 
know (Presbyterian?). How amazing is that, a book of just words, all put in alphabetical order. A 
genius way to arrange things, for people who can get to grips with the alphabet at least. If only 
it had seemed as amazing to me at the age of 10. Instead it was my most hated object. It was a 
book of rules, rules that I did not understand or even vaguely relate to. 
 
I take out the book from where it sits (or does it stand?) on the shelf. I cannot help but smile 
when I see the cover; it is blue with yellow uppercase letters on it. The colours of my country. A 
warm feeling of longing comes over me, I guess that is what nostalgia feels like. A happy sad 
feeling. It has die-cut rounded corners, to make it a friendlier object perhaps. A design very much 
of its time, I'm thinking to myself. It has been mine for more than 20 years. My book. Mine. I open 
the book to its first page and immediately it strikes me; I have not written my name in it. We were 
all asked to put our names on the inside cover in all our school books, in case they went missing. 
I clearly had no desire to make it mine and therefore left it blank. It has seen little use, that is 
apparent from the fairly good condition it is in considering its age. The pages have yellowed with 
age but there are no obvious signs of usage. I cannot see any underlining, scribbling in the 
margins or folded corners. The signs you would expect to see in such a tool. The second spread 
informs me that it was first published in 1978 and that this edition is from 1985, the book was 
completely new the year it became mine. 
 
On page five there is a heading that translates 'Consider this when you use the book'. One of the 
things to consider includes the six different ways to spell a J sound in the beginning of a word. Six 
different ways for one sound. When I look with the tangible reality, that we seem to need 
something we can take hold of, keep and possibly even care for. It is this relationship to the 
object that we see as supremely important to the future of digital print. Humans value objects. 
The objects that we value and cherish a piece of family jewellery, a holiday souvenir, a picture 
your child drew are more often than not objects that have associated meaning, they have been 
imbued with the personality of an important other, a memory of experience or have intrinsic 
value in their material. 
 
Rather than leaving that pile of print, all those photos on the hard drive, the importanat emails, 
we could use the creative act the impulse that lies somewhere in us all to make an object to keep, 
one that really belongs to us and that can remain after us. This creative act would require editing, 
one of the missing features in 'record every minute' data capture. This editing is part of creating 
a meaningful object to catch and keep those important memories. 
 
Neil Gershenfeld's assertion that 'choosing between books and computers makes as much sense 
as choosing between breathing and eating'3 fits comfortably within the discussions that have 
begun in the Control Print studio. With digital print there is no longer a choice to make. 
 
Although since the advent of email and the internet we have feared the death of the book, it 
seems that the future of digital print could in fact herald a re-birth of the book. Digital print 
provides the possibility of creating personal, individual, unique books. It provides the 'life 
caching' population with an object imbued with a sense of self and immediate accessibility. 
 
Books as objects are far more easily accessible to a broad range of people, they don't exclude as 



readily as technology can. The book holds a trump card over digital storage: a hard drive will 
never replace the. 'Primacy of an historical artifact'.4  Files that I have on disc from 1997 don't fit 
in any of the drives on my current computer. I can, however, come across a book in the attic from 
100  years   ago,   dust   it  off   and  begin to  read will  we  be   able  to  dust  off 
our   'cached'   files  with   such  ease? At it now it seems so simple. I read it out loud; jul, 
giva, hjul, gjord, djungel, ljud, now the book has sound. Sound of J. It is no longer just about 
rules of sounds and how they are created. They are sounds that exists in this moment, this room, 
as they did 20 years ago somewhere very different. A printed page is now gently bouncing off 
these walls. 
 
Page five also includes Sj sound (a sound non existent in English) and the nine different ways to 
spell it. Stjärt, sjunga, sked, schack, chef, sherry, geni, justera, skjorta; these rules of spelling 
are still a mystery to me and I don't want to look at this page any longer. Just looking at one page 
of this book evokes a strong feeling, a feeling of forgotten frustration. You are no fun and I do not 
want to play this game any more. 
 
I close the book. I want to start again. Look at it with fresh eyes, to feel it with fresh fingers. All 
is forgiven, you are just a book. So I hold it with both my hands trying to ignore my recently 
discovered emotional associations. I want to see it for what it is, an object made of paper, ink and 
glue. It should be simple, shouldn't it? I flick through it and I cannot ignore the smell, the pages 
function as a fan spreading the smell up into the air and in to my nose. My hands as if on auto pilot 
(or is it human instinct, to smell what could be edible?) lift the book to my face to smell the pages. 
I do this several times and every time with the same reaction, my eyes fill up. It's the smell of 
classrooms, of big pull down maps, of wooden rulers, of our teacher with her bunch of keys 
attached to her belt, the smell that came out of my desk as I opened it's lid. 
 
My nose hasn't forgotten, though thought I had. I can see it all in front of me. I can feel it. But all 
it is, is a smell. I close the book again in fear of it loosing its smell, if that disappears the trigger 
to those memories may disappear too. They are not all happy memories but to forget them would 
be a real loss. 
 
My mind begins to wonder and wander. When you read a book all your senses are recording (how 
the pages move, what  the  paper feels like, wha it smells like etc), however reading is more 
than a purely haptic experience, you are involved in the making of the experience. Books use 
their physical form AND  content  to convey meaning the weight of a book can indicate 
importance or perceived value of the ontent within, for example  think about the  difference 
between reference books and paperbacks  or schoolbooks carefully inscribed with your name 
and form on  the inside cover, each has it's own character they become artifacts, objects with 
cultural and personal significance. 
 
To create your own book from 'online publishing' your autobiography to binding your collected 
family photos with cardboard allows the individual access to the authority of books, not just 
printed paper. The piles of print outs and folders of stapled pages may well still exist but we 
believe there is a place for creative, personal, emotional, memory filled, long lasting books. 
Attachment in the deepest way requires an object of which one knows the provenance, and has 
even had a part in making. It is this making in the creative sense that I see as the important part 
of digital print's power and future. Rather than seeing digital print as simply a 'cheap, practical 
print solution' I think that digital print could become 'the   people's' creative medium. 
 
Much of our work for the Control Print workbook focused around the idea of forcing the digital 
printer to become a creative medium. Digital print, when used as instructed, tends to have a 
certain outcome. The idea is what you see on the screen is what you'll see on the paper, give or 
take slight changes in surface or colour. There is supposed to be very little room for chance: 'The 
absence of any cause of events that can be predicted, Understood, or controled5 Sara and I aimed 
to introduce chance into the print process by using the printer in A memory of a test on the 
homework, real or imagined I'm not sure. A memory of playing in the school yard. It is autumn 
and cold, I remember my hair blowing in the wind and across my face. I think that is real, as real 
as a memory can be. But not sure how much that matters, how much the realness matters. 
Elements from different occasions, different years and locations even, mixed together to make 



one very real memory. 
 
I have long been aware of the power of objects, what they can mean to people and what they 
mean to me. I understand that objects can have power, power to evoke emotion. Sitting here 
with this object that is a book I'm still surprised at the many levels it affects me on. I am not 
looking at photographs and still I'm seeing images. I am not listening to a tape of old recordings, 
still I'm hearing voices. There is no instruction to 'scratch and sniff, but my reaction is to do just 
that and it smells of the most distant smells there are. Smells of what has past, hidden between 
layers of paper. 
 
This book has travelled with me. I chose to pack it in my suitcase when I left, though I have no 
memory of looking at it and deciding to take it with me. But somehow it made it here to my 
bookcase. Did I know then that these 388 pages would one day evoke such strong feelings? It's 
just a book of words after all and the words don't even make a story. Well at least the words on 
the page don't make a story. No other dictionary has moved me to tears, so why this one? I didn't 
even care for it in the first place. And here we are, the book and me. On equal terms, finally, it 
seems. It wouldn't be the book it is without having been mine for all these years and I wouldn't 
be me without my book of words from A to Ö. intentionally perverse ways. We see chance as a 
'positive agency' and by leaving things to chance we have often been delivered unexpected and 
sometimes even beautiful outcomes. The letterforms that appear in this article are created by 
working with chance and a large desktop printer. Each print is passed through the machine 
upwards of five times and the difficulty that the printer has in registering the sheet of paper 
means that each layer is slightly offset from the one before in a way that we have no control over. 
This chance layering gives each print a unique moire pattern and a strange depth.  
 
There lies an inherent distance, literal and mental, between the screen of a computer and the 
hands of it's operator. The interaction is non sensory, there is no direct physical contact that binds 
the two like pencil on paper or spade in earth. Inhis book The Problem of Form (1893) the sculptor 
Adolf Hildebrand  insisted that true vision 'Must be much  imbued with tangibility, and that 
creative, aesthetic awareness was touching and marking.' This early view of the importance of 
synasthetic (multi-sensory) or haptic relationships in creativity has as much importance today as 
in the Victorian era, as we drift further and further from the source of where 'things' are made. 
 
Haptic perception uses the whole body to gather information and, naturally physical engagement 
adds depth to any experience. So the question arises: when engaged in a making experience 
devoid of direct touch how complete can that experience be? Through our research we have come 
to see digital print as a bridge between the 'flat' sense of screen based technology and 'full' sense 
of physical reality, a place where a haptic, hands on experience and digital experience can 
happen. By developing a process that makes human intervention integral to the creation of the 
final physical outcome we aim to make the action of digital print a more complete creative 
experience. 
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