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Below: Stuart Devlin
and his stately home Southbourne Court

To find Stuart Devlin, you have to drive south of London, through leafy lanes between
green hills dotted with sheep, past old pubs and thatched cottages. It is a version of the
English countryside which could have inspired the illustrations in a thousand children's story
books - a long way and very different from Devlin's first British workshop and home in a
grey and grimy street of terraced shops and ho.usesin London's light industrial district of
Clerkenwell. Southbourne Court, where he now lives and works, is a rather grand though
not very old country mansion, surrounded by a beautiful rose garden. It bears no name or
number plate. If you don't know what you are looking for, you would never find it.
He wasn't expecting me when I arrived; he had forgotten that I was coming - at 60, Stuart
Devlin no longer has to keep a constant eye on his appointment diary. But once reminded
of who I was, and what I wanted, I was invited into a house whose every aspect is a
reminder of its owner's forty years of creative work in sculpture, metalwork and furniture
design. From the brass knob on the front door to the furniture inside, the Stuart Devlin style
is unmistakable. Devlin chairs, tables and cabinets grace the rooms, Devlin sculptures stand
everywhere.
He tells me that he has never before in his life lived anywhere other than· in a city centre.
And it was only a few years ago that he made the break from London. But his pattern of
life was changing and so were his needs. At the height of his London success his company
employed some 60 people. As he slowly moved from making to designing and consulting,
his workforce shrank and he no longer needed manufacturing premises. Now he is
assisted only by his wife and the man who was his former workshop manager, who - he
says - today spends most of his time in the garden.
But Devlin himself is as busy as ever: designing, giving masterclassesat Goldsmith's Hall
and - what takes up so much of his time today - working on his computer. He says that he
is on his third career. 'I've had one career in education, another career in design, a sort of
semi-career in sculpture in the middle and now it's really technology. But one tends to carry
along the kind of things one has always been doing.'
I first wanted to know what had brought the poor boy from Geelong in Australia all the
way to such a grand house in the English Home Counties. What, for instance, had led him
to work in gold and silver in the first place.
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Stuart Devlin working at his
Intergraph Workstation

At that time in Australia, he told me, a
boy of his background depended on
scholarships to get a proper education.
That meant he had to set the course of
his career already at the early age of
thirteen. He greatly admired his
headmaster - 'I thought he could do
anything' - and could imagine no better
way of life than emulating his hero and
becoming a teacher himself. But
education is a very wide field, he was
told; you'll have to specialize. All right,
said the young Devlin, I'll choose art.
He had always been interested in
drawing and making things. But art too
is a very wide field, they protested;
what aspect of art will you specialize
in? 'So, sort of almost at random, ' he
admits, 'I chose the strongest craft area
available in my school at the time - art
metalwork.'
Devlin succeeded in his studies, went to
art school at the age of 17 and was
teaching by 19. In 1952, he went to
study at the RCA, the Royal College of
Art in England , and then on to
.Columbia University in the USA. On his
return to Austrlia he became an art
teacher in Me lbourne and it was at that
time that he achieved his first public
acclaim. ~e won the competition to
design the first decimal coinage for
Australia.
At first - he says - he was reluctant even
to enter. 'I thought coins were such low
relief designs, that they were better
entrusted to graphic artists. But the
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graphic designers thought it was a job for a sculptor. They were right in the end.
The fact that, however low the relief, coins aren't actually two dimensional makes a
much bigger difference than yo u'd think.'
In spite of being rivals for the commission, all the entrants worked closely together,
commenting, suggesting and criticising, to help each other with their designs. Devlin
himself made the patterns for one of his rivals. He says the experience was a great
lesson in co-operation. 'My first designs were terrible. I learned a tremendous
amount from the others.' In the event, he recalls, Australia got the best coins in the
world because of the way the competition was run.
Since 1965 when the new currency was released, he has gone on to design
coinage for some 36 other countries. He is delighted to be active in that particular
field. 'Coins are a very special kind of art,' he says. 'They're light, they' re portable,
everybody has them and they don't cost much.'
Ironically enough, it was after this first major artistic triumph that he finally reached
the pinnacle of his teaching career. He was appointed Inspector of Art Schools in
Victoria. Though it meant he was a success, he couldn't stand the job itself. 'It was
the job one aimed one's career at,' he says, 'but when I got there I hated it. So I
resigned after three months, packed my bags and came here.'

and he had realised that for a long time
he had had no life other than work . So
he gradually wound down his operation
and retired to the country, where he
could concentrate on designing,
consulting and working on his new
interest: his computer.

He had twice before been to England. First for a couple of years as a postgraduate
student at the RCA and then later, when supervising the making of the dies For his
Australian coins at the British Royal Mint in London. Now that he had decided to
make a new start, it seemed natural to come to England and begin his second
career as a designer and craftsman in silver and gold.
The second career flourished. From the first workshop in Clerkenwell, his business
soon expanded until it occupied seven buildings in the area. At its height, he had a
showroom in an exclusive part of London's West End and a partnership with the
Duke of Westminster. He was first made a Freeman and then a Liveryman of the
Worshipful Company of Goldsmiths, one of the oldest of the socalled Livery
Companies, the descendents of the mediaeval guilds. In 1980 he was awarded the
honour of Companion of the Order of St. Michael and St. George for his services
to the art of design, and in 1982 was granted the Royal Warrant of Appointment
as Goldsmith and Jeweller to Her Majesty the Queen.
But it was the very successof his business that sowed the seeds of what he sees as
his third career - in technology. He didn't much like the large amount of
management needed to run a business of the scale to which his had grown. 'I
found that I was just getting bogged down in administration and fighting fires that
other people had lit.' In addition the economy of the country was on a down-turn

He had first used computers in his
business in the mid-seventies. It was for
the usual things: costing, accounting
and customer records. But the power
and potential of these new electronic
machines intrigued him. ·'Because I was
interested in computers I kept a fairly
close eye on what was happening in
the area of computer-aided design, but
felt that it wasn't sophisticated enough
to be useful. Computers were very good
For doing engineering drawings and
things like that. But they were no good
For the creative side. It wasn't till about
three years ago that I eventually
decided the technology had caught up
with what I wanted it for. In fact it
hadn't. But by about six months ago
we'd been pretty much released from
most restrictions and had got the
freedom that we need. Now we can
actually design in three dimensions.'
So Devlin's design studio today has
become a kind of toyroom For techies,
crammed full of electronic machinery.
There is the usual fax machine, of
course, colour photocopier and
laserprinter, but the real powerhouse of
the place is £100,000 worth of
lntegraph Workstation with two screens,
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looking a little like the control panel of
the Starship Enterprise. This is where
Devlin now sits for hours every day,
designing .
It is a very powerful piece of computer
technology indeed - he tells me proudly
- running at five million instructions per
second, with forty-two million memory
units and a thousand million units of
storage. The software with which he
works used to have to be loaded into
the computer on big eight-inch floppy
discs - seventeen of them. Now it loads
in a few seconds from a compact disc.
The workstation . needs all the power it
can find to do what Devlin demands of
it - to design directly in three
dimensions. He is pushing the
technology to its very limits. Previous
computer-oided design software only
allowed very restricted freedoms, he
says. 'Even though the computer people
would have you believe that you could
de$ign on their systems,you couldn't
actually design conceptually on them at
all; they were much too restricting. In
fact instead of computer-oided design, I
always say it was computer-dictated
design. But now that the technology has
caught up, I feel totally free on the
computer. I don't have any restrictions
on what I want to do.'
He sits down at the console to show
me. On the left-hand side is an overall
view of the piece he is designing,
perfectly shaded and illuminated. The
right-hand screen shows plan and
elevation, front and back, drawn as
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lines in 'wire-frame'. He works with a hand held cursor - a bit like the familiar
'mouse' - pushing and pulling it over an electronic tablet on the desk. As he moves
the cursor on the tablet, an arrow on the screen follows the motion. A round the
edge of the screen is a whole menu of commands. Move the arrow to any one of
the commands on the screen and press the button on the cursor: a whole new
hierarchy of commands appears. All in all, Devlin has access to a menu of many
thousands of different instructions he can give the computer.

i ask him to develop a particular shape:

a 'Klein Bottle'. Devlin creates two circles,
marks out a couple of lines and tells the machine to fill out the shape to my exact
demands. The speed is extraordinary.
'Of course I can change it now and perfect it as much as I like,' Devlin says. 'The
most exciting thing is that for the first time you can actually see the thing yo u're
designing before you make it. You can keep wo rking on it and tweaking it until you
get exactly what you want. Whereas in the past one's alwa ys had to settle for a lot
of loss in the translation from a conceptual idea to its materialisation. You were
never happy with what you did because either you were never quite good enough
as a craftsman or you didn 't have enough tools to make the transition without losing
a lot. Now the computer gives you the ab ility to get pretty much what you want. If
you can't get what you want it usually means you don't know what you want.'
I ask how he normally starts a design.'One begins with a concept,' Devlin explains.
'And then it develops during the materialisation of that concept. What you start off
with you can't formulate in your mind because it's just as hard putting words to it as
putting forms to it. So in a sense it's there, but the task is then to get it out. In the
process of getting it out, it nearly always changes. Mostly because you can't do
exactly what's up there.' He taps his head. 'So you have to put up with getting
something else.'
He shows me a number of designs that he has wor ked up fully. The computer
displays them exactly as they would exist had he already made them physically - all
the details exact.

But designing in this way is only the first stage of Devlin's ambitious plans. The real
challenge is to create a device that would start with the computer design and ga on
to actually make the physical article. ' I decided that if you design on a computer
then you olsa want to be able to get it out in three dimensions. And there isn't any
way of doing that satisfactorily. So I' m in the process of designing a machine wh ich
is a kind af computer peripheral which will sit beside the workstation which w111be
able to make whatever I design in three dimensions as automatically as you con
print something out on a printer.' When will it be ready? 'In six months' time or so.'
There alread y exist some ways of doing this. Devlin shows me an example. It is the
plastic master for a filigree gold ring. The process is remarkable. An ultra-violet
laser is mounted over o bath of liquid plastic. The computer slices the theoretical
design into theoretical layers a few thousandths of an inch thick. It then instructs the
laser to draw the shape of each slice in the liquid plastic. Where the ultra-violet
beam hits the plastic it solidifies. Layer by layer, like a series of onion skins, the
pattern is built up into a complete solid plastic object, which could then be used to
cast the actual design in gold . But, says Devlin, it can only be done with this
particular material and the definition is nothing like good enough for what he wants
to achieve.
'There ore also what ore coiled Computer Numerically Controlled milling machines.
But they're real pigs to use. They' re very difficult. You have to develop the skills of o
really skilled engineer to be able to use them. What I'm trying ta do is to devise
something that you just need about the same amount of skill as you need to operate
a loserprinter. But also, the machine that I'm working on will hove total universality ,
so it can do practically anything.'
'By the way ,' Devlin suddenly adds. 'The technology's also the technology of threedimensional fox.' He points to a glass on a table. 'We'll be able to fax that glass
anywhere in the world in about twelve months' time.' I suggest this is very close to
' Beam me up, Scotty.' Devlin laughs. 'Exactly,' he says, 'though it won' t come out
as glass but as plastic ot the other end.'
When the design for Devlin's new machine is complete, it w ill provide the facility
for completely hands-off jewellery production . He will have finally achieved his ai m
of getting from the concept to the completed piece without being frustrated by wha t
has tormented him all his life: the inability of even his high level of maAual skill to
achieve exactly what he had in his mind orig inally.
He admits that some gold and silversmiths are concerned about the replacement of
craftsmanship by the computer. But he has little sympathy for that attitude. 'I don't
believe that any work of art or design is any the better for having been done by
someone wi th both his hands tied behind his back and blindfolded. Whot we're
striving to do is to get the thing out of our imagination as accurately as possible. It
doesn't matter what the means are. You use the best means at your disposal.'
And you may need no craftsman's skills at all. ' In the future there'll be a facil ity for
customers to go into a jewellery shop and see some basic designs that they like the
idea of, but they wont their own customised version of it. They' re going to be able
to say : well, I' ll have mine based on this shape. The machine will automatically
produce the new design and if they don't like it they' ll try another one. I actually
have a little program here now, where the customer can come and draw o shape
and the machine wi ll just go brm .. brrm ... brrrm ond there's the article completed.' I
ask whether there isn't a down side to the ideo that everybody could be their own
designer or artist. But Devlin will have no truck with such elitist views.
'The computer can make the mediocre person seem quite good . But the other side
of the coin is that when you've got a lot of people creating, the top of it tends to
rise. Toke music for example. It doesn't make music any better that it's very diffic ult
to learn it. In the past it was very difficult to learn how to write music. It was difficult

to learn how to ploy an instrument. But
that doesn't make the music any better.
Computers hove made a terrific
difference. So in the pop music field for
instance, the quality of pop music is
probab ly far greater today than what it
was twenty yeors ago . To be top of the
pops now, you have to be very very
good in one way or another. And if
your mind is open, yciu can hear why
it's number l . There' s a difference
between being number l and being
number 30. And if there's o lot of
pressure from below , it pushes up the
apex. So there's o real advantage to
having technology make available to
more people the facility for doing things
they couldn't do before.'

At 60, Stuart Devlin wants to start o
whole new creative revolution.

Paul Kriwaczek
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