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Field notes on AI and the hand-made
for Gabrielle, and anyone like her




You already know what it takes to make something that exists in the real world.




The small checks. The way a spine feels in the hand. The slow easing of cloth over board until the last crease gives up. The moment you notice where paint catches on the tooth of the paper and where it just slides past. Your days already hold paper grain and drying times and all the adjustments that only reveal themselves when you hold the finished thing and feel whether it’s right.




Then, on your Mac, there’s a text field that can fill the same screen with “art” in a few seconds.





Of course that does something inside you.






This isn’t only about work or clients. It feels closer than that. You’re building a life around being in the room with materials, and the culture’s suddenly full of pictures that seem to have no maker at all.




People keep saying AI is coming for creativity.




The question that sits closer to the bone is quieter.




Is there still a place for everything I’ve been learning to feel and make?




I believe there is. And I think AI can help you hold that place open if it stays in the right role.









Naming the real fear




Clients have always reached for the cheapest image. Stock, templates, whatever’s to hand. AI is just the newest option. The fear that really bites sits underneath that. It sounds more like this:





What if my slowness stops mattering, and what if “close enough” wins so often that nobody cares how long I spent learning how cloth and paper behave.






That isn’t melodrama. It’s the sort of thought that turns up when you’ve actually shown up to the work, again and again.




So it feels important to say this clearly.





You’re not wrong to feel protective of the time and care you’ve already poured into your craft, and the time and care you still plan to give it. That instinct’s part of what gives your work weight.











Letting AI stay small




The only way I’ve found to live with these systems is to shrink their role. Not some genius in the cloud. Just a voice in the corner of the studio.




AI doesn’t know how glue smells or how it feels when a book finally opens flat. It doesn’t know that quiet shift in your body when a colour dries exactly how you hoped. What it has is language. It’s good at naming, ordering, breaking fog into steps.




Picture a very ordinary moment.




You’re halfway through binding a book. The text block feels right. The sewing’s good. The cover’s wrong. Too loud, or too polite, or simply empty. You’re tired. Offcuts and threads are all over the table. A small voice in your head starts saying you’ve wasted the evening.




If you open Pinterest you fall into other people’s lives and lose your own.




Here’s a place where AI might actually earn the space it takes up. You write:





“I’m binding a small book about grief. I’ve got grey cloth, thin black ribbon, some old lace, and a small set of metal type. I don’t want it to be sentimental. What are a few quiet ways I could treat the cover using only those things?”






Most of what comes back won’t feel like you. One idea might. A blind-embossed word close to the fore edge. Lace pressed into wet gesso and then painted so only the texture remains. A strip of exposed board left raw, like a healed cut.




You still decide. You still cut, glue, press and trim. You’re not alone with the stuckness anymore.




That pattern feels honest: “AI kept me company when I wanted to abandon my craft.”









Remembering how many ways you already know to make a mark




You’ve probably done versions of this for years.




You grab the wrong end of a brush and drag paint with it because it’s nearest. You wipe colour away with your palm because there’s no clean cloth in reach. An offcut of card becomes a scraper. A wash dries into something stranger than you planned and, instead of correcting it, you decide to keep the surprise.




Quiet improvisations that never show up in a tutorial. A scrap of waste paper that becomes the perfect blotter for excess glue. A stack of whatever heavy objects are lying around that stand in for proper weights. That quick thumbnail test of paper grain before you cut.




Your world of making’s already wide and physical. It smells of PVA and ink and wet paper. It crackles with misprints and bruised edges, raised threads, drying racks, stacks of almost-right attempts.




AI can only talk about the world it knows. And the only world it knows is what human hands have already done and described, plus whatever you tell it about your own table.




That might be its most useful role. When you’re tired and convinced you’ve reached the end of what’s possible, it can whisper things you already know but can’t quite reach in that moment: what if the edge of that old loyalty card became a squeegee; what if the lace you were about to throw away became a texture plate; what if that “ruined” test print was a background, not a failure.




In those moments, AI is just rifling through your own drawer of half-remembered tricks and holding them up until something in you says, “Yes. That. I remember that.”




AI can sketch the sentence. The ink, the scuff, the raised ridge of dried paint still belong to you. When it’s at its best, it’s just sitting in the corner asking useful questions. One more tool in a long line of them. The only thing that matters is whether it flattens things or opens up a new round of experiments.









Using words to guard what matters




The most promising part of this, for me, is simple. AI is built on language. You can use that to draw a circle around what you care about.




You can say:





“I love the moment when a text block and a cover become a single object. Help me protect time and patience for that.”






Or:





“I love when a painted surface starts to feel like weather instead of illustration. Help me reach that stage more often without rushing.”






Or:





“I want to spend less time in the panic part of the process and more time in the part where I feel curious. Suggest ways to rearrange how I work with that in mind.”






You won’t follow every suggestion. Some will be off. Some will be obvious. Some will arrive as a quiet surprise that actually fits you.




Just naming “this is the part that feels alive, help me make more space here” already changes something. AI is good at moving tasks around. You’re good at recognising joy when it appears.




Those two abilities together might be enough to keep you with the work on nights when you’d otherwise pack everything away.









Leaving space for your story




A checklist doesn’t feel right here. You don’t need one from me.




What feels closer to the truth is a few questions you can carry into the studio, with or without a screen nearby.




Where in your process do you feel most en casa?




Which small part of your making do you never want to lose, no matter what tools arrive?




What experiment keeps circling in your mind, but feels too “wasteful” to try?




If something could quietly take a weight off your shoulders so you could spend more time in the parts that feel like real contact, what would you ask it to carry?




If, on some evening, you find yourself alone with a half-finished thing and a tight feeling in your chest, maybe the move isn’t to slam the laptop shut, and not to hand the work over to AI either.




Maybe it’s something smaller.





“I don’t want you to make this for me. I want you to help me stay with it.”






Then you listen. Then you choose. Everything that really matters still happens in paper, cloth, pigment and time.
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