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THE UPPER HAND
Be leading craC fair Collect, under the direction of the writer and editor TF Chan, returns to London for its 22nd edition,

bringing together 40 galleries and over 300 artists. In an age of AI infallibility, it is the human imperfections of the handmade
that make these works so compelling

By Meriam Othman

23 February 2026

As visual culture becomes increasingly defined by seamless and engineered digital
production, interest in handmade applied arts has returned with greater intensity. CraC is
now a tacitly insurgent cultural position. At Collect, the craC fair that returns to Somerset
House from 27 February to 1 March, the creators have engaged in risk as a deliberate
strategy, and from it, artisanal artworks emerge as a form of optimism, precisely because it
aVrms the enduring pertinence of human judgement, skill and visible decision-making in
an era of ‘infallible’ algorithms. Be fair’s new director, TF Chan, says: ‘CraC and design are
integral to wider conversations about material culture and contemporary life,’ but at
Collect 2026, that conversation has sharpened into something more specific: a defence of
process itself as a form of knowledge that resists automation. Be fair focuses on what
makes the art form distinctive within contemporary culture: the human capacity to
understand and transform physical materials, visible process and the human relationships
embedded in the act of making.

Collect o[ers particularly clear evidence of how this shiC is taking place. Here, its subject
is structured according to approach, the methods by which artists and designers
interrogate material and process, replacing traditional taxonomies of medium or category.
It positions such artistic pursuits as an assertive form of optimism, grounded in
collaboration and with an enduring cultural value.

Jynsym Ong, Soul Jar (Clouds and Fish), 2025, wood-fired stoneware, fly ash, 52 x 23 x 23cm. On display in Collect
Open Photo: Lucy Borman

Such a position is most interesting when it can be seen in practices that reveal the tension
between control and chance. One presentation, curated by Corinne Julius and designed by
Miśka Miller-Lovegrove, brings together sculptural objects by the maker Formsophy,
inspired by natural shapes and balancing raw surfaces with subtly refined details, alongside
Monika Patuszyńska’s intentionally deformed ceramic sculptures. Patuszyńska, in
particular, explores the fragile boundary between precision and disruption, allowing
collapse, warping and distortion to be compositional tools, lecing unpredictability and
uncertainty be drivers of creativity.

Bat principle of visible decision-making extends beyond the vessel. At Collect 2026,
furniture and collectable design are the stars of the presentations. Chairs and lighting by
designers such as Darcey Fleming and Vadim Kibardin are conceived as sculpture as much
as functional pieces, being constructed from baling twine, salvaged furniture, recycled
paper and cardboard. Beir prominence reflects new understanding and appreciation of
contemporary creativity, which today can be seen in galleries, homes and in architectural
contexts, occupying the same cultural territory as design and the built environment.

Selby Hi, Overgrown, 2025, wool, hessian, wood and ceramic, 45 x 50cm. Alveston Gallery Nocing Hill

Kamilah Ahmed, Midnight Orchid, 2021, silk yarns on cocon, 90 x 160 x 1.5cm. On display in Collect Open. Photo:
Mac Hass

Bese works present imperfection and jeopardy as forms of authorship, making visible the
adjustments, misjudgments and knowledge that remain central to the creative process,
and which are diVcult to replicate through automated systems. Across the fair, materials
are treated as active collaborators in producing results, and certainly not as a neutral
vehicle for form. Works incorporating oak leaves, denim and moss sit alongside objects
shaped by digital modelling and fabrication tools. What unites these approaches is a
shared commitment to the way physical materials behave as a generative force.

Vadim Kibardin, Black Nostalgia (Size M and L), black paper, cardboard, organic glue, LED light equipment. Size M:
150 x 51 x 38cm, Size L: 205 x 57 x 44cm. Mia Karlova Gallery

Helena Lacy, Re-print 1, 2025, porcelain and draped glaze, 160 x 200 x 200cm, courtesy the artist and Caroline
Fisher Projects

Chloe Lennon, Transmutation, 2023. Ceramic and copper-leaf lustre, 42 x 20 x 20cm. On display in Collect Open

Bis sense of shared practice that fosters connection is felt across Collect Open, the fair’s
platform for new installations, selected by a panel of expert advisors. Kamilah Ahmed’s
large-scale embroidered piece draws on Jamdani handloom weaving from Bengal and ari-
hook embroidery to map the cityscape of Dhaka, Bangladesh, blending urban geography
with textile traditions. Jynsym Ong presents wood-fired vessels shaped by personal
narrative and cultural upbringing, using the firing process itself as a metaphor for
inheritance, adaptation and memory. Be newly introduced Collect Open bursaries,
supporting UK-based artists from global majority backgrounds, further reinforce the fair’s
recognition that sustaining craC depends not only on the transmission of technical skills,
but on widening access to its professional and institutional networks.

TRENDING VIDEO

The Joy of Sets

It remains to be seen whether this moment represents a genuine shiC in the art form’s
cultural position or simply a passing fascination with the handmade. But standing before
Patuszyńska's warped vessels or Fleming’s baling-twine chairs, one senses something more
enduring at work: a growing recognition that certain forms of knowledge cannot be
systematised, certain decisions cannot be automated and that visibility itself, the legibility
of process, the evidence of human involvement, may be the artistic pursuit’s most radical
o[ering at a time when so much of what we encounter is designed to appear authorless
and complete.

Collect is at Somerset House, Strand, London WC2R 1LA, from 27 February to 1 March .
craftscouncil.org.uk/collect-fair
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Laura Ngyou, Hokusai Landscape Ring, 2025, silver, 14ct gold and diamond slice, 3 x 3cm. Photo: Robert Culverhouse. Courtesy of Contemporary Applied Arts.
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