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Abstract 
 
This exegesis outlines research undertaken in the studio in tandem with the study of 

theoretical texts along with analysis of work by contemporary artists and metalsmiths. 

My studio approach is framed within ethical approaches to use of material and 

sustainable practices in production. The use of non-precious materials in contemporary 

jewellery is well established as a method to critique preciousness and question value, as 

is the reuse and repair of component parts of existing jewellery part of a global recycle 

movement across many disciplines. The work created in this project aims to investigate 

a wider use of humble materials and broken or discarded consumer objects by 

investigating the potential for exploiting their symbolic power and functional 

possibilities through reimagining as well as repurposing as jewellery.  In demonstrating 

that jewellery can offer a critical reflection on contemporary society this project aims to 

also reinvigorate the important role jewellery has played as a key conveyance at the 

intersection of materials, the symbolic order and social, economic and environmental 

values.   

  



Elizabeth Shaw - Recycled Narratives 

 4 

Acknowledgements 
 
 
 
I wish to express my thanks and appreciation to the following people you have guided 
or supported me during this research:  
 
Associate Professor Debra Porch, my primary supervisor with a critical eye and 
optimistic personality. An inspiring academic who knew how to both push me when 
needed and give me space to test my ideas. Her advice was constructive and 
challenging and I am privileged to have worked with her. 
 
Professor Ross Woodrow my associate supervisor whose ability to step in when needed 
and provide the perfect advice is both extraordinary and greatly appreciated.   
 
My partner Nick Ashby who has taken an active role in collecting and has supported my 
research in innumerable ways. 
 
Catherine Large my colleague in Jewellery and Small Objects who has seamlessly 
stepped in to cover my absence when my research has required me to be elsewhere. 
 
Georgina Peart the QCA Post Graduate Officer and Sandra Kane the Fine Art 
Administration Officer. 
 
My parents Jeff and Clare Shaw. 
 
  



Elizabeth Shaw - Recycled Narratives 

 5 

Table of Contents 
 

 
Abstract 3 

List of Figures 7 

Introduction 10 

Terminology 13 

Chapter One: Objects and Materials – Objects as Materials 14 

1.1  Relationships – how humans use objects (beyond function)  14 

1.2  Jewellery 18 

1.3  Changing Perspectives – the Proliferation of Objects  25 

1.4  Jewellery Invites Narratives 30 

1.5  Industry Growing a Conscience 34 

1.6  The Radical Jewellery Makeover  35 

1.7  JUNK: Rubbish to Gold 38 

1.8  Incorporating Found Objects  39 

1.9  Mnemonic Materials  49 

1.10 Mottainai 56 

1.11 A Record of the Times 60 

Chapter Two: Lost and Found 64 

2.1  The Haptic Interface 64 

2.2  Walking and Thinking 69 

2.3  Is Collecting in the Blood 73 

2.4  Finding and Collecting 76 

2.5  Why So Much Cargo? 78 

2.6  Upcycling, Recycling, Reusing  79 

2.7  The Contemporary Jewellery Exchange 85 

2.8  Material Narratives 90 

2.9  Mudlarking on the Thames 96 



Elizabeth Shaw - Recycled Narratives 

 6 

Chapter Three: Recycled Narrative  101 

31.  Authorship 101 

3.2  Materials and Narrative 104 

3.3  Repair 110 

3.4  Material Fiction 113 

3.5  Ubiquitous Materials 116 

3.6  Accumulating Stories  119 

Conclusion 124 

Reference List 

Documentation of Exhibition  

Bibliography 

126 

134 

140 

  

  



Elizabeth Shaw - Recycled Narratives 

 7 

List of Figures 
 
Figure 1: Unknown maker, rock, unknown age, collected United 

Kingdom. Photograph: Nick Ashby. 
15 

Figure 2: Helge Larsen and Darani Lewers, Harbour Bridge pendant , 
silver, acrylic, 1974. Crafts Board of the Australia Council 
Collection 1980. National Gallery of Australia , Canberra. 

19 

Figure 3: Merv Muhling, Neckpiece, sterling silver, 1970's. Muhling 
Family Collection. 

20 

Figure 4: Arline Fisch, Body Ornament , sterling silver, 1966. 
Museum of Arts and Design, New York,  Photograph: John 
Bigelow Taylor.  

22 

Figure 5: Gijs Bakker, Profile Ornament for Emmy Van Leersum , 
stainless steel, 1974. Photograph:  Gijs Bakker. 

23 

Figure 6: Susanna Heron, Jubilee Neckpiece , white, acrylic with 
polyester inlay, 1977. Museum of Art and Design 
Collection. Photograph: David Ward.  

24 

Figure 7: Elizabeth Shaw, People Bracelets , sterling silver. 
Photograph: Erik Williamson. 

31 

Figure 8: Elizabeth Shaw, RJM Rings, glass beads, reused and 
recycled sterling silver, 2016. Photograph: Lisa Brown.  

37 

Figure 9: Roseanne Bartley, Seeding the Cloud – a walking work 
inprogress , mixed media. Photograph: Alison Bennet.  

41 

Figure 10: Jo Pond, Baking Tin and Grater , repurposed kitchen 
equipment, citrine, 18 ct gold, 2015 . 

42 

Figure 11: Dauvit Alexander, Supercollider, found iron objects, 
silver, 9ct gold, copper, titanium and gemstones, 2015. 
Photograph: Neilson Photography.  

43 

Figure 12: Jorge Castañón , The Yellow Box, brooch, found wood, 24 
karat gold, sterling silver and steel, 2008.  

44 

Figure 13: Elizabeth Shaw, Mexico Ring, Reused Mexican silver, 
2016. Photograph: Lisa Brown.  

50 

Figure 14: Barbara Heath, Priscilla in the Looking Glass , Recycled 
bone and ivory keep-sakes, agate, 925 silver, black onyx, 
2011. 

 

51 



Elizabeth Shaw - Recycled Narratives 

 8 

Figure 15: Elizabeth Shaw, Caged Arm, found plastic arm, recycled 
and reused sterling silver, 2014. Photograph: Michelle 
Bowden. 

53 

Figure 16: Elizabeth Shaw, Repaired Arm , found porcelain arm, 
recycled and reused sterling silver, 2014. Photograph: 
Michelle Bowden. 

54 

Figure 17: Elizabeth Shaw, Diver,  found terracotta body, recycled 
and reused sterling silver, 2014. Photograph: Michelle 
Bowden. 

55 

Figure 18: Elizabeth Shaw, Fixed Cat , broken ceramic, reused and 
recycled sterling silver, 2014. Photograph Michelle 
Bowden. 

57 

Figure 19: Elizabeth Shaw, Fixed Dog, broken ceramic and reused 
and recycled sterling silver 2014. Photograph: Michelle 
Bowden. 

58 

Figure 20: Elizabeth Shaw, Fixed Handle, broken ceramic, reused 
and recycled sterling silver, 2014. Photograph: Michelle 
Bowden. 

59 

Figure 21: Elizabeth Shaw, Free Kick , recycled and reused sterling 
silver. 2012. Photograph: Michelle Bowden.  

65 

Figure 22: Elizabeth Shaw , Button Action Ring , (left) and  Folding 
Square Ring , (right, closed and open) recycled and reused 
sterling silver. 2012. Photograph: Michelle B owden . 

66 

Figure 23: Elizabeth Shaw, Scissor Lift Ring , recycled and reused 
sterling silver, shell. 2012. Photograph: Michelle Bowden  

66 

Figure 24: Elizabeth Shaw, The Beast that Drives , reused and 
recycled sterling silver, bronze, dolls hair, found plastic, 
2015. Photograph: Michelle Bowden.  

87 

Figure 25: Elizabeth Shaw, Rod and Bird,  reused and recycled 
sterling silver, titanium, bronze, mock orange, hemp, 
2016. Photograph: Michelle Bowden.  

89 

Figure 26: Found Childs Toy Iron , lead . 94 

Figure 27: Lisa Walker, Rubbish From My Workshop Floor , rubbish 
and silver. 2007 . 

95 

Figure 28: Elizabeth Shaw and Steve Brooker, Thames foreshore 
April 2016. 

 

97 



Elizabeth Shaw - Recycled Narratives 

 9 

Figure 29: Small selection of my metal Mudlark finds from Thames 
foreshore 2016. 

99 

Figure 30: Two of my ceramic mudlark finds from the Thames 
foreshore 2016. 

99 

Figure 31: Elizabeth Shaw, Rings for Mary Shelley , reused and 
recycled sterling silver, 2016. Photograph: Michelle 
Bowden. 

103 

Figure 32: Elizabeth Shaw, New Hand, reused sterling silver and 
found ceramic, 2009. Photograph: Michelle Bowden.  

106 

Figure 33: Elizabeth Shaw, Rescued Dog , found low fired ceramic, 
extrusion waste from a building site, credit/cash cards, 
reused sterling silver, titanium, 30 x 110 x 70mm, 2017. 
Photograph: Michelle Bowden . 

111 

Figure 34: Elizabeth Shaw, Bird of Prey , ring, glass fragment, 
recycled and reused sterling silver, reused steel spring. 
2015. Photograph: Michelle Bowden . 

115 

Figure 35: Elizabeth Shaw, Nail Head Bracelet , Found Nails, steel 
wire, reused sterling silver, 2017. Photograph: Michelle 
Bowden . 

118 

Figure 36: Elizabeth Shaw, Repaired Figure , recycled and reused 
sterling silver, found ceramic, dolls hair, titanium, 2015. 
Photograph: Michelle Bowden . 

 

122 

 

 

 
  



Elizabeth Shaw - Recycled Narratives 

 10 

Introduction 
 
 

Recycled Narratives 
Contemporary Jewellery -  Material Culture – Praxis 

 
 

The reality and the reliability of the human world rest primarily 
on the fact that we are surrounded by things more permanent 
than the activity by which they were produced, and potentially 
even more permanent than the lives of their authors. Human 
life, in so far as it is world-building, is engaged in a constant 
process of reification, and the degree of worldliness of produced 
things, which all together form the human artifice, depends 
upon their greater or lesser permanence in the world itself. 

(Hannah Arendt 1958 in Arendt 1998, 95-96) 
 
 
 
The objects we live with become extensions of ourselves, yet their frequency of disposal 

suggests we value them less than previous generations. This exegesis, Recycled 

Narratives, Contemporary Jewellery – Material Culture – Praxis, considers the 

relationship between consumerism and consumption, obsolescence and repair, the 

handmade and mass produced, the local and the anonymous through the filter of my 

practice as a contemporary jeweller.  

 

Trans-historically and across diverse cultures, jewellery has played an important role for 

individuals and societies. As a form of adornment, jewellery has been used to 

communicate status, and as a way of either defining the individual or aligning with a 

collective identity. Jewellery is frequently identified as holding talismanic, religious, 

magical or spiritual attributes and these readings have been drawn by both 

archaeologists and anthropologists as well as jewellers and wearers. Small things 

“possess a capacity to act upon the world and evoke responses which far exceed their 

physical dimensions“ as noted by John Mack in The Art of Small Things (2007, n.p.). It is 

not surprising that Mack frequently draws on jewellery examples throughout the book. 
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Small ‘jewels’ concealed on the body were hardly to be 
regarded as merely decorative (because unseen), but equally, 
given this enhanced significance, jewellery flamboyantly 
displayed on the body may not only be a matter of ostentation 
alone either.  

(Mack 2007, 176) 
 

 

Mack provides multiple examples that support his argument of the capacity of small 

things to carry big ideas; such as the Ancient Egyptian amulets intended for the living as 

well as the dead. “They were regarded as protective devices to deflect potential 

dangers and also as mechanisms to endow the individual with specific characteristics 

such as strength or fierceness.” (2007, 174). Another example is drawn from the 

Renaissance period in Italy; “Like many artists, goldsmiths became deeply involved in 

the business of examining and authenticating ancient gems” for they were much 

sought-after by the elite. These “’objects of virtue’, [were] things that [were believed 

to] represent the wisdom of the ancients and encapsulate time-honoured virtues.” 

(2007, 177).   

 

The deep history of human use of symbolic objects such as amulets or tokens of distilled 

power and protection, including in pre-literate and pre-industrial cultures, has often 

been overshadowed by the legacy of jewellery practices such as Renaissance Italy or 

Victorian England where literary and philosophical achievements tended to dictate the 

symbolic vocabulary required to elevate artisanal production to the realm of high art 

and high value. Nevertheless, it is important to signal that any analysis of contemporary 

jewellery is always informed to some degree by the echoes from the multifaceted roles 

jewellery has played in past human societies.  

 

This speculative research emerged through identification of, and reflection on, two 

questions that emerged from my studio practice:  

Thinking about what archaeologists and anthropologists learn about others 
through their material culture, what do the materials we are leaving say about 
us? 
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What is the role of the actual object in providing critique, commentary & social 
documentation? 

 

These questions were initially inspired through engaging with the writings of Richard 

Sennett, Daniel Miller, Pamela H Smith, Raj Patel, Matthew Crawford and William 

Davies King, and thinking about their ideas while walking and collecting broken objects.  

 

This exegesis has a particular focus on discarded consumer objects, specifically broken 

objects found outside of the economic system. Through interrogating my practice I have 

refined my studio methodologies, specifically the use of found objects and the narrative 

potential they carry as a symbol of a previous life.  

 

The background development of this research interest is addressed in Chapter One: 

Objects and Materials – Objects as Materials, which also outlines the changing attitudes 

to objects, the increase in societal discards and the specific use of discards or waste in 

contemporary jewellery.  

 

Chapter Two: Lost and Found, covers my research into the processes of walking, finding 

and collecting, with particular attention to objects that are being found and the 

locations. The motivation to collect is addressed and what the objects that are being 

found say about society.   

 

In Chapter Three: Recycled Narratives, the challenge of keeping the maker’s hand 

apparent as identified as an issue in Chapter One, is addressed in Authorship. The ability 

of objects to evoke stories, and suggest meanings and narratives, including what is 

perhaps the most ubiquitous found object is addressed, as is the idea of repair as a 

method of working and building new narratives. 

 

It is important to note that the majority of my peer exemplars would be described as 

contemporary jewellers or metalsmiths, although I do engage with the work of Fiona 
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Hall and Mark Dion. Dion because of a direct relationship to one of my own projects and 

Hall because of her object based works that relate well to the contemporary jewellery 

and objects field through scale and materials used. While I acknowledge that there are 

a significant number of artists such as Anne Graham in Australia, Columbian-born Doris 

Salcedo in the US, Brazillian Jac Leirner, Mona Hartoum in the UK and Ghanaian El 

Anatsui in Nigeria who have extensively explored the mnemonic power of everyday 

objects through their work. I have mainly contained my investigation to the field of 

jewellery rather than broadening its focus to the much wider scope of contemporary art 

and installation.  

 

 

 

 

Terminology 

 

Contemporary Jewellery 

My work has consistently been conceived and produced at human scale, intended to be 

worn on the body or suggest wearability (jewellery) or as objects for inspection by the 

full sensorial range of the body including touch. In this exegesis I am using 

‘contemporary jewellery’ as the inclusive term to refer to both.  

 

 
Objects, Things and Materials 

I mainly use the word ‘object’ to refer to found things, but sometimes, also ‘thing’ or 

‘materials’, as the found objects/things do become my materials.  
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Chapter One: 
Objects and Materials – Objects as Materials 
 
 
 
1.1 Relationships -  how humans use objects (beyond function) 

 

Through my experience as an artist, crafts person and maker who handles materials and 

manipulates them, I have developed an advanced understanding of many mediums. 

This includes, but is not limited to, their capacity to be manipulated into form and 

shape. I can use them to give form to ideas and my use of them gives form to my ideas. 

I find ‘making’ in my studio workshop immersive, I lose sense of time. My best ideas, or 

the ideas I find most satisfying or successful tend to find their feet or start to gestate 

while I am in the studio using and making with my hands. This observation is relatively 

common in process-based practice, as Richard Sennett notes, in relation to skill, that 

there is an “intimate connection between hand and head” a dialogue between the two 

and that “this dialogue evolves into sustaining habits, and these habits establish a 

rhythm between problem solving and problem finding” (2008, 9). This chapter 

introduces my investigation into objects and their role in society and my role as a maker 

of objects (specifically jewellery).  

 

My interest in objects and the relationships people have with them, and the narratives 

they attach to them is heavily influenced by the environment I grew up in. I also 

acknowledge that my understanding of materials and objects, and appreciation of using 

my hands, is heavily informed by my family, in particular my parents whose work within 

the fields of Art, Craft and Academia ensured that from an early age I was familiar with 

the studios, workshops, organisations and galleries associated with these fields. It was 

after a visit when I was four to the home and studio of prominent Australian 

silversmiths Darani Lewers and Helge Larsen that the idea to pursue a career working 

with metal germinated.  My family home was furnished with a mix of antiques, 

inherited and purchased, lots of handmade ceramics and textiles, wood carvings, books, 



Elizabeth Shaw - Recycled Narratives 

 15 

paintings and artist’s prints. This was an environment where the hand made and 

designer production ranges were valued equally with the need to respect objects and 

repair them. All of the jewellery in the house was either inherited or purchased from 

contemporary jewellers, unlike my friends I had no costume jewellery.  

 

Objects often outlive the person, people, society and culture that they were associated 

with. This is an idea that has been readily demonstrated throughout my life. In the 

absence of the person or people, objects are what remain as evidence or a record. I 

have my great uncle Alf’s tea cup and that inanimate and not particularly attractive 

object is a tangible link to him. I also have a presumed Neolithic age battle axe that one 

of my father’s ancestors found in England and my father brought with him to Australia 

(figure: 1). This ancient carved stone is the remains of a tool and coincidentally 

resonates with a habit I have of collecting broken tools.  

 

Figure 1: Unknown maker, rock, unknown age, collected United Kingdom. Photograph: Nick Ashby. 

 
 
 
 
As a child, I wondered about the people who had contributed shells to the impressive 

middens we encountered on family holidays. These huge piles were evidence of people 

who had been there before me. I read about the people of Pompeii and ancient Egypt, 
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their stories explained through the objects left by those societies, objects which notably 

also included human remains.  

 

When I was a child my parents told me stories. My father told me about his childhood 

home in Yorkshire and playing at the family farm in North Wales, describing in detail 

reused carved stone used in house floors, dark wooden furniture, the fields edged by 

dry stone walls, and other material features that filled my mind with images of the 

physical objects that he remembered. I suspect this was as much for educating me 

about my culture as it was to reinforce his sense of identity in his adopted country. My 

mother would be inspired to share a family story or a childhood memory prompted by 

things we encountered. A rich narrative could be triggered by something quite 

mundane, like a verandah railing or a button. The furniture and objects in my childhood 

home included pieces acquired from both my mother’s and my father’s families. These 

were physical objects that told me about grandfathers and a grandmother I would 

never know, and ancestors from even further back. While these included more 

substantial items like furniture and jewellery, it also included items such as an old glass 

packaging jar from soap that my mother’s grandmother had used to keep her washing 

up brush in. My mother having inherited it continued to use it for that purpose. With 

time the jar may have accrued some value as a collectable piece of early packaging, but 

that certainly was not the reason why it was originally kept, nor why it has continued to 

be used for what must be now be at least three generations.  

 

We attach meaning and associations to the objects we furnish our houses and lives with 

and also the objects that we encounter. The very presence of objects tells others things 

about us and informs our thoughts about others. Miller notes that the way we construct 

ourselves and how we “are constructed by others is increasingly through relations with 

cultural forms in the arena of consumption” (1998, 11).  

  

This research focusses on the collection and use of objects that were manufactured, 

specifically items that were produced in industrial multiples. As opposed to elements of 
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nature, animal, vegetable or mineral that though collection and positioning are viewed 

as objects, such as natural or mineral specimens or museum exhibits of human and 

animal remains. Archaeologists and anthropologists believe that objects can be 

understood to carry and reveal stories. It is to this end that the interpretation of the 

objects, as the material culture of any given society is used to draw out understandings 

about individual lives and whole societies, including beliefs, social structures, economics 

and trade. Archaeologist Nicole Boivin states “the material world impacts upon our 

lives, and is part of, rather than separate from, our cognitive processes, cultural 

concepts, and social activities.” (2010, 24). George Kubler in his text The Shape of Time, 

defines his ‘history of things’ as:  

 
intended to reunite ideas and objects under the rubric of visual 
forms: the term includes both artifacts and works of art, both 
replicas and unique examples, both tools and expressions-in 
short all materials worked by human hands under the guidance 
of connected ideas developed in temporal sequence. From all 
these things a shape in time emerges. A visible portrait of the 
collective identity, whether tribe, class, or nation, comes into 
being. This self-image reflected in things is a guide and a point of 
reference to the group for the future, and it eventually becomes 
the portrait given to posterity. 

(Kubler 1970, 9) 
 

 

We surround ourselves with objects, our houses and lives are empty without them. 

There are objects we use or look at regularly and others that we keep in boxes, or even 

further away in Self Storage facilities. Some objects are so normalised as part of our 

lives that we use them, or live with them without thinking about them. Some we notice 

when they cease to serve their purpose, or falter in their function, perhaps a result of 

inbuilt obsolescence. Some we grow out of, and others we lose interest in when a 

newer version becomes available or another thing usurps it. We are constantly 

bombarded with advertising and marketing that is designed to make us feel that what 

we have is not enough, or is not the right version. Richard Denniss the Chief Economist 

of the Australia Institute commenting on ‘affluenza’ in Australia states “Our culture also 
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encourages us to throw away perfectly useful things, made of scarce natural resources, 

to send the signal that we aren’t stingy, mean or, worst of all, poor” (2017,VIII).  

 

We can have complex and complicated relationships with the objects we live with. 

Objects can elicit real emotion, we can mourn their loss or their aging while we may 

celebrate and also feel relief when discarding others. We notice the objects others 

have, and it is understood that these inform our judgements of them. Style guides, 

deportment classes, employment coaches, interior designers are just some of the 

service industries that aim to assist people and provide advice on what types of 

accessories or belongings (objects) will present them at their best. An investment bank 

manager with disposable Bic Biro might not inspire the same customer confidence as 

the one who has a quality ballpoint on hand. We intuitively make judgements based on 

the things a person has, such as their clothes, their bag or their car, long before 

engaging with the actual person. Denniss notes that while ‘home brand’ products can 

be a fraction of the price of a ‘known brand’, when buying for a social event the ‘known 

brand’ is far more likely to be purchased “because most people would prefer to have 

more status, not less – when offered a choice between two similar products, the real-

life human nearly always buys the more prestigious one” (2017,5 -6).  This suggests that 

we also intuitively know that the objects we surround ourselves with tell stories.  

 

 

 

1.2 Jewellery 

 

Humans forming relationships with objects is not a modern phenomenon. The tracing 

and analysis of ancient tools has led to an understanding of ancient humans, as has the 

identification of ancient art. Archaeologists try to piece together information from 

fossilized objects to deduct information about behaviour, practice and culture. A 2006 

article in The Guardian, “World’s oldest bling: two tiny 100,000-year-old shells” by Alok 

Jha revealed how two small shell beads that had long been held in a museum collection 
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had been recently dated to 100, 000 years old and had “forced scientists to rethink 

their ideas on when human culture and language first developed” (Jha, 2006). More 

recently Ewen Callaway has reported in the international weekly journal of science 

Nature that Neanderthal jewellery made from eagle claws has been dated to 140,000 

years old and has contributed to a rethink of how advanced the Neanderthals were, 

jewellery being an indicator of symbolic behaviour suggesting a sophisticated culture 

and higher intelligence than previously considered (Callaway 2015).  This evidence 

seems to indicate that jewellery is fundamentally entwined with human culture, past 

and present. These articles support an understanding that I have reached as a jeweller, 

which is; that people form strong associations and relationships with jewellery, and that 

jewellery can carry stories and personal meaning. From this I have formed the belief 

that contemporary jewellery can serve as a litmus of culture and society. Contemporary 

jewellery, like art both reflects and responds to the society it is in.  

 

 

 

 
Figure 2: Helge Larsen and Darani Lewers, Harbour Bridge pendant, silver, acrylic, 1974. Crafts Board of the Australia Council 
Collection 1980. National Gallery of Australia, Canberra. 

 

 

 



Elizabeth Shaw - Recycled Narratives 

 20 

 
Figure 3: Merv Muhling, Neckpiece, sterling silver, 1970's. Muhling Family 
Collection. 

 

 

Grace Cochrane notes that the 1960s and 1970s were a time of change and growth in 

Australia with artists influenced by “magazines and international travel” and “migrant 

jewellers and silversmiths from Europe” (1992, 109). In Australia, this is when jewellery 

was introduced as a tertiary level subject at Art Colleges1. I continue to recall being 

impressed by the studios and art works of contemporary jewellers I visited as a child in 

the 1970s, these included Helge Larsen and Darani Lewers in Sydney (figure: 2), and 

Merv Muhling (figure: 3) in Brisbane.  

 

“Contemporary jewellery started as a movement among makers seeking to recode what 

jewellery is and how it can express value.” (Susan Cohn 2012, 34). Contemporary 

                                                      
1 Gold and Silversmithing was established as studio area at Queensland College of Art in 1977.  
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jewellers positioned their jewellery as distinctly different from the mass-produced 

consumer jewellery that industrialisation had enabled. In the western world, jewellery 

had become synonymous with the materials it was made from, gold, silver and gems. 

Damian Skinner has identified the 1960s and early 1970s as when the critique of 

preciousness emerged internationally “as perhaps the key agenda for contemporary 

jewelry” (2012, 1). Curator Elizabeth Goring reflecting on the period of the late 1960s 

and 1970s notes “the idea of jewellery being considered inherently ‘precious’ simply 

because of the materials of which it was composed became one to be vigorously 

rejected.” (2015,10). 

 

Leading International contemporary jewellers from the 1960s and 1970s include Arline 

Fisch (USA, figure: 4), Emmy van Leersum and Gijs Bakker (Holland, figure: 5), and 

Susanna Heron (UK, figure: 6). These jewellery artists created works that challenged 

ideas of what jewellery was or could be, works that were unquestionably and indeed 

strikingly different from consumer jewellery. The differentiation was articulated through 

a range of methods including scale, subject matter, intended location for wearing and 

non-traditional and non-precious materials. As such, the jewellery they created through 

its distinct points of difference can be read as a critique of the consumer jewellery that 

had emerged on mass following the Industrial Revolution.  

 

Arline Fisch’s Body Ornament (figure. 4) features a large fontal and back piece made 

from sterling silver, a precious metal synonymous with consumer jewellery. However, 

the bold and bodily scale of Body Ornament clearly positions it as different from the 

comparative muteness of consumer jewellery, which is known for its predictability, 

small scale and universality. That would have been true in 1966 the year it was made, 

and remains so today in 2017. 
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Figure 4: Arline Fisch, Body Ornament, sterling silver, synthetic crepe, silk; chased, forged, repoussé, 
hand-sewn. 1966. Museum of Art and Design, New York, gift of the Johnson Wax Company, through 
the American Craft Council, 1977.  Photograph: John Bigelow Taylor 2008. 

 

 

Gijs Bakker’s stainless steel Head Ornament for Emmy Van Leersum (1974, Fig. 5) 

declares its difference immediately through the intended site for wearing, in this case 

Emmy van Leersum’s face. This alone clearly challenged the comparative restraint of 

consumer jewellery, without even considering the use of non-precious materials. While 

stainless steel has now entered the lexicon of commercial trade jewellers, the makers of 

consumer jewellery, this acceptance is only recent, appearing in advertising in the 

1990s and today stainless steel is still confined to limited ranges. 
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Figure 5: Gijs Bakker, Profile Ornament for Emmy Van Leersum, stainless 
steel, 1974. Photograph: Gijs Bakker. This image has been used under s41 
(Fair Dealing for the purpose of Criticism or Review) of the Australian 
Copyright Act. 

 

 

 

Susanna Heron’s Jubilee Neckpiece (Fig. 6) is greatly oversized in comparison to 

consumer jewellery standards and exploits the potential of non-traditional modern 

synthetic materials, in this case acrylic with polyester inlay. The play of light and the 

shadow created by the piece expands its dimension beyond its physical limits.  

 

In the 1970s and 1980s in Australia, classes or workshops delivered by leading European 

and American contemporary jewellers were, along with pictures in art magazines, the 

primary source of new ideas. Fisch was one of a number of influential jewellers who 

accepted invitations to visit Australia to “lecture and conduct workshops” (Anderson 

1998, 27).  
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Figure 6: Susanna Heron, Jubilee Neckpiece, white, acrylic with polyester inlay, 1977. 
Museum of Art and Design Collection. Photograph: David Ward. 

 

 

 

Lewers and Larsen, Fisch, Bakker and Heron are artists I recall learning about in my 

undergraduate studies, and whose ideas continue to have currency.  

 

Wilhelm Lindermann has noted that contemporary jewellery “has tended to develop in 

a fringe position alongside traditional goldsmith’s jewellery and costume jewellery.” 

(2011, 13). In 1998 Patricia Anderson cited a motivation for writing her second book 

about contemporary jewellery in Australia and New Zealand as “the desire to show the 

distinction between contemporary jewellery and its less interesting relatives – 

manufactured retail jewellery and costume jewellery.” (1998, 9). Through this research, 

I argue that the peripheral fringe association contemporary jewellery has held has 

served to both obfuscate its significance as a vital form of social commentary and 

documentation, whilst allowing for a freedom of experimentation and investigation.  
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Contemporary Jewellery is an evolving and vital field of research as exemplified by the 

educational offerings, exhibition activity, online research forums and recent 

publications. Contemporary Jewellery is taught at undergraduate levels at tertiary 

institutions and through private academies internationally. In Australia, there are 

tertiary and private courses in Perth, Adelaide, Melbourne, Sydney, Canberra and 

Brisbane, but galleries that exhibit contemporary jewellery are focussed around Sydney 

and Melbourne. These are significant but small in number when compared to the 

critical forums for presentation, documentation, analysis and representation of other 

art forms. In Australia, the few academics and the slowly increasing but still small 

numbers of post-graduate students researching in the field is contributing to the 

international dialogue. My own research aims to contribute to this growing pool of 

critical investigation and inquiry.  

 

 

 

1.3 Changing Perspectives - the Proliferation of Objects 

 

While, humans forming relationships with objects is not new, the volume of objects that 

we have access to is.  

 

The mountains of things we throw away are much greater than 
the things we use. In this, if in no other way, we can see the wild 
and reckless exuberance of our production, and waste seems to 
be the index. Driving along I thought how in France or Italy every 
item of these thrown-out things would have been saved and 
used for something. This is not said in criticism of one system or 
the other, but I do wonder whether there will come a time when 
we can no longer afford our wastefulness-chemical wastes in the 
rivers, metal wastes everywhere, and atomic wastes buried deep 
in the earth or sunk in the sea. When an Indian village became 
too deep in its own filth, the inhabitants moved. And we have no 
place to which to move.  

(Steinbeck 1962, 28) 
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In the 1962 novel, Travels with Charley, author John Steinbeck pondered if there would 

come a time “when we could no longer afford our wastefulness” (1962, 28). In the 

same year Art Historian George Kubler raised the alert in his book The Shape of Time, 

that “mass production permits the consumer to discard equipment regularly.” (1970, 

78). Even earlier than Steinbeck and Kubler, Hannah Arendt in 1958 wrote that “our 

whole economy has become a waste economy, in which things must be almost as 

quickly devoured and discarded as they have appeared in the world” (1998, 134). The 

proliferation of mass-produced consumer products has led to mainstream media 

articles about ‘how to deal with clutter’2 and ‘how to know if you are a hoarder’3. 

Community initiatives such as: Clean Up Australia Day, Reverse Garbage4, Opportunity 

Shops and Tip Shops are examples of businesses and group activities aimed at dealing 

with unwanted consumer goods and waste. As Gillian Whiteley notes, “Waste is an 

adjunct of luxury” it “is dependent on economic wealth and excess production. 

Industrialised hi-tech urban cultures produce and thrive on the market for new and 

disposable goods” (2011, 4). 

 

Political Theorist and Philosopher Professor Jane Bennett reflecting on her response to 

a collection of societal discarded objects observed in a storm drain grate: 

 

It hit me then in a visceral way how American materialism, 
which requires buying ever-increasing numbers of products 
purchased in ever shorter cycles, is antimaterialty. The sheer 
volume of commodities, and the hyperconsumptive necessity 
of junking them to make room for new ones, conceals the 
vitality of matter.  

(2010, 5) 
 

 

                                                      
2 About 13,700,000 results (0.49 seconds) Google search for ‘how to deal with clutter’ 20 September 2016. 

3 About 1,090,000 results (0.47 seconds) Google search for ‘how to know if you are a hoarder’ 20 September 2016. 

4 There are two unaffiliated Reverse Garbage groups in Australia, Reverse Garbage Qld and Reverse Garbage NSW. They are not for 

profit organisations that work to divert industrial discards from landfill. http://www.reversegarbageqld.com.au/about-us  
https://reversegarbage.org.au/about/ 
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In his book Rubbish Theory, anthropologist Michael Thompson notes that “physical 

objects have certain important properties imposed on them as a result of the processes 

of human social life” (1979, 77). Society decides what is valued and what is not.  

Anthropologist Arjun Appadurai asserts “that commodities, like persons, have social 

lives” (1986, 3). Drawing on this, I suggest that the commodities I am interested in are 

the social discards. I am particularly interested in broken manufactured goods that are 

no longer able serve their original purpose, and have been abandoned, either to land fill 

or the side of the road. These are items that have no apparent owner and have lost 

their commodity status, in that they no longer hold economic value within the society I 

live in. Australia has economic wealth and urban culture which as Whiteley asserts, 

contributes to the presence of waste (2011, 4). Appadurai suggests we “approach 

commodities as things in a certain situation, a situation that can characterize many 

different kinds of thing, at different points in their social lives.” (1986, 13).  

 

Broken items are presumably discarded as they no longer serve their intended purpose, 

or in the case of my roadside finds, were possibly broken after being lost. Regardless, 

what defines them is that they once had a purpose, role and status as an object, but this 

has now been lost. The result is that their existence as the remains of a once complete 

object/tool/device is a poignant reminder of their loss of purpose and of status in this 

society. This is the point at which, like Bennett, I am recognising their ‘vitality of matter’. 

Objects like people have shifting roles throughout their lives and anthropologist Igor 

Kopytoff suggests approaching the analysis of objects using a biographical approach in 

asking similar questions that one would ask people (1986, 66). 5 

 

In his essay Why Some Things Matter, Anthropologist Daniel Miller asserts that the 

importance of ‘material forms’ are often overlooked or unchallenged as a “mechanism 

for social reproduction and ideological dominance.” Miller was specifically commenting 

                                                      
5 During the past thirty years this vitalist approach has gained considerable acceptance in contemporary theoretical discourse 

associated with images. This can be seen with the popular impact of James Elkin’s “The Object Stares Back” in 1997; a book which, 
although relatively unfocussed, shifted traditional thinking away from the dominant phenomenological viewpoint that the seeing 
subject created objects. In a much more emphatic way, in 2005, William Mitchell with the publication of his “What do Pictures 
Want” shifted the register of agency to the picture, television or screen image. 
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on material forms that were important specifically because they were “disregarded as 

trivial” (1998, 3). A commodity can be overlooked and disregarded while it has ‘use 

value’, Art Historian Jaimey Hamilton Faris summarises Miller’s observation “because 

they become so naturalized in our visual landscape” (2013, 18). Anthropologist Pierre 

Lemonnier argues that “the most ordinary things, … , may prove central or at least 

essential to a social organisation and system of thought as well as in a person’s life” 

(2012, 150). Appadurai asserts that “Value is embodied in commodities that are 

exchanged.” (1986, 3). So while I am responding to overlooked and disregarded objects, 

it is when their commodity status has shifted from ‘use value’, and they have moved out 

of the economic system of exchange and do not have an obvious way to return to it that 

I begin to engage with them. Appadurai notes that commodities can shift in and out of 

their status, and movements can be “reversible or terminal” (1986, 13).  

 

It is fundamental to my research that the broken objects that I incorporate in my work 

do not hold use or economic value. This is the point that within Australian society they 

have become valueless waste, and their status is terminal. “The commodity candidacy 

of things is less a temporal than a conceptual feature, and it refers to the standards and 

criteria (symbolic, classificatory, and moral) that define the exchangeability of things in 

any particular social and historical context.” (Appadurai 1986, 13-14). I acknowledge 

that in some other societies in Asia, Africa and Latin America, waste picking is a 

necessity and forms a vital source of income (WIEGO 2015 & Fernández, L., Pena Pan, J., 

& Rey-Mazón, P 2014), and as such, in those societies discarded broken consumer 

society goods remain part of the economic system; waste pickers collect, sort and sell 

all manner of discarded goods as the discarded goods retain an exchange value within 

their societies. The same discarded items in Australia are likely to be defined as 

valueless waste.  

 

In 2016 Steve Howard head of sustainability at Ikea “the world’s biggest furniture 

retailer” said, “If we look on global basis, in the west we have probably hit peak stuff” 
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(Usborne 2017). Journalist Simon Usborne notes in the same article in The Guardian 

that:  

 
Ikea is arguably late in calling “peak stuff”. In 2011, Chris 
Goodall, a British environment writer, used government data 
called the UK’s Material Flows Account to track consumption 
of stuff, and identified 2001 as a tipping point.  

 

 

In the West there have been a range of social, cultural and environmental initiatives to 

raise awareness of, and attempts have been made to initiate change to the ease with 

which commodities are disposed of. Some of the initiatives are coming from within 

industry, like the Fashion Revolution’s advocacy for repair and exchange within the 

fashion industry, where cheap ‘fast’ fashion has been exposed as the being linked to 

modern day slavery and environmental hazardry. A non-industry initiative is ‘Repair 

Café’ launched by Martine Postma in Amsterdam In 20096. The intention of the Repair 

Café was to provide assistance for members of the public to learn how to repair their 

broken item, whether electrical, mechanical, clothing or jewellery. The idea was to ‘curb 

the disposal’ as opposed to repair attitude that has developed with the availability of 

cheap commodities. When I first read about the Repair Cafe I was struck by the 

simplicity of the idea and how well it fitted with things I had been thinking. “We throw 

away vast amounts of stuff in Europe. Even things with almost nothing wrong, and 

which could get a new lease on life after a simple repair.” (Postma 2012, n.p.).  

 

Postma’s stance makes a clear point about our relationship to the environment and the 

negative effects consumer waste has on the planet. Yet on another level she explores 

our relationship with objects and the satisfaction afforded through fixing things. This 

idea is also explored in Matthew Crawford’s 2011 book The Case for Working with Your 

Hands, which has the subtitle of or Why Office Work is Bad for Us and Fixing Things 

Feels Good. Crawford, both a philosopher and mechanic investigates the separation of 

                                                      
6 Repair Café’s have since been set up in multiple locations in countries around the world including Australia (Melbourne, 

Marrickville, Mullumbimby, Albury-Wodonga and Highgate Hill). 
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thinking from doing in manual processes. Crawford points out that industrialisation 

greatly expanded the potential for ownership of material goods, but also signified the 

start of significant and dramatic changes to the role of the craftsperson and skilled 

worker. Processes were broken down into stages for workers to carry out repetitively 

and without reference to the whole. Crawford identifies this as reducing the role of 

manufacture or repair from skilled to unskilled. This process of change has evolved in 

association with design, exemplified by mass produced objects that are cheaper to buy 

new than they are to repair, inbuilt obsolescence in technology, and fashion led 

obsolescence which makes fully functional items obsolete based purely on shifts in 

style.  

 

 

 

1.4             Jewellery Invites Narratives  

 

As a jeweller and metalsmith I have experienced and observed through my practice the 

relationships people build with their jewellery and objects. How they can attach their 

own story to the jewellery they wear and in doing so they add a value beyond its 

economic value. I have also witnessed the treatment of jewellery as a disposable 

commodity and I will address that later. Here I am interested in the close very personal 

emotional connections that people can form with what is an inanimate object, in this 

case jewellery. I am not alone in this observation and understanding that wearers 

attach stories or narratives to the jewellery they wear. Other jewellers and indeed 

wearers of jewellery share this awareness. Brisbane jeweller Barbara Heath describes 

herself as ‘Jeweller to the Lost’, giving name to the role that her jewellery will take in 

the wearer’s life. “Her works are not simply adornment, but function as signifiers, 

treasures, talismans and personal amulets.” (Gundelach, Amelia 2015, 11). 

 

Mexican conceptual artist Teresa Margolles’s work ‘Account Settling’ actively engaged 

with symbolic power of jewellery as part of her installation What Else Can We Talk 
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About for the 53rd Venice Biennale. The installation and performance piece alluded to 

the extraordinarily high number of murders linked to the drug trade in Mexico. 

Significantly an important part of her installation in the Mexican Pavilion was that the 

jewellery was not viewable. Instead the gold pieces set with glass collected from 

murder scenes were locked in a safe. Visitors could view the locked safe and read the 

description of what was in the safe. Margolles says of this series: 

 

To substitute shattered glass from the streets, the product of a 
murder, for diamonds. The jewels are not displayed, you only 
can read their technical information. Who is it? Who was it? 
What was the person like? It’s no longer a piece of glass 
someone found: rather it’s an element that touched a body, that 
was extracted from it, from a person who ceased living.  

(Medina 2009, 97) 
 

 

The idea or suggestion of the jewellery in Margolles’s installation was powerful enough, 

the actual jewellery did not need to be seen to contribute to the impact of the 

installation. 

 

In my early years of practice, when producing and selling jewellery was my primary 

source of income, production ranges formed the bulk of the jewellery I made. The most 

commercially successful series I designed and made featured people, dogs and cats. 

There were lots of components and that enabled possibilities for slight variations in 

each piece of jewellery I produced in the range. It was sold through galleries and design 

shops throughout Australia from the early 1990s through to circa 2005 (figure:7).   

 

 

Figure 7: Elizabeth Shaw, People Bracelets, sterling silver. Photograph: Erik 
Williamson 
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During this research, long after I have ceased making this series of jewellery, I have 

been contacted by several people to repair or replace components of their piece from 

that range. In each case the damage has either been to a bracelet as the result of 

having worn it for years, or to replace a missing earring. In the process of discussing 

what needs to be done and how long it will take, the narrative that the owner has 

attached to the piece is revealed; invariably it has become an important part of the 

wearer’s life. It is the bracelet or earrings that the people who know and love them 

expect them to be wearing, it represents their story and is part of their identity. So, 

while the wearer forms a real relationship with the piece of jewellery, so have others 

through associating it with the wearer. The piece of jewellery has become an 

identifiable part of the wearer.   

 

 
Contact name: elizabeth shaw 

Message: Hello Elizabeth, 

I have been wearing one of your boy/girl/dog bracelets every day for over 10 

years and the links and arms of the people are getting thin.  I am terrified 

that it will break and am hoping to have the areas repaired.  Are you able to 

do such repairs?  If not, do I just go to a reputable jeweller?  It is very 

precious to me and I want it to be repaired well.  I live in Townsville but am 

travelling to Brisbane at Easter. 

Thank you for your assistance, and for making such wonderful pieces!! 

 

 Subject: Re: Message from visualartist/elizabethshaw 

> Date: Mon, 14 Jan 2013 17:24:32 +1000 

>  

> Hi Karen 

>  

> It is good to hear from you. I'd be very happy to do the work on the  

> bracelet, and I am inevitably the best placed person to do the  

> repairs. I'm also interested to see how they have fared over the  

> years. I had a bracelet of people come back after a similar number of  

> years of constant wearing. Interestingly one of the people had a  

> damaged head that the client stressed she didn't want fixed.  

> Apparently, she was an early child hood teacher and the damaged head  

> was a popular identity with her students. It is great to know that  

> your bracelet has stayed precious to you. I will be in Brisbane during  

> Easter so am happy to meet up. I work at South Bank at the Queensland  

> College of Art, which is very central. 

>  

> regards 

>  

> e 

> elizabeth shaw 

> elizabeth@elizabethshaw.com.au 

mailto:elizabeth@elizabethshaw.com.au
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 (Karen 2013, pers. comm, 14 January) 

From: elizabeth shaw  
Subject: Re: sterling silver earrings 
Date: 18 May 2016 at 1:06 pm 
To: Jill  
Dear Jill 
It is good to hear from you. I am pleased the earrings continue to be 
relevant. I am able to supply you the missing person 
required to make your set complete. 
Who did you lose? 
Are they hook earrings? Or studs or... 
I am assuming they are the set that has the boy with the buttons? 
Regards 
Liz 
Sent from my iPhone 
On 16 May 2016, at 1:16 PM, Jill wrote: 
Hi Elizabeth, 
I bought some earrings from Cate Edwards (Miskin Gallery) some time 
ago – sterling silver girl and boy. They have received loads of 
admiration but unfortunately I lost one recently. Do you still make 
them? They represent my children so would love to have the pair 
together again!! 
Cheers 
Jill 

 (Jill 2016, pers. comm, 16 May) 

 

 

For the pieces of jewellery from my ‘people’ range, that have come back for repair, it is 

clear that the imagery and what the owner reads into it is of importance. This is not 

always the case with jewellery. I, like most jewellers, have also been asked to rework or 

remake an existing piece of jewellery, which has sentimental value and the material of 

the piece is the important part to keep, such as a wedding or engagement ring that the 

wearer has out grown the aesthetic of. Or the person doesn’t relate to the aesthetic or 

form of an inherited or gifted piece of jewellery, but the sentiment attached will be kept 

through the reuse of the metal in a new piece. I understand that people believe that the 

gold ring inherited holds a very real connection to the original wearer, it carries a 

history through association and the reworking of it will not negate this connection. If I 

melt down the ring to make a new piece for the particular person, the new piece will 

carry the narrative and sentiment attached to the original. 

 

Gold and silver are long lasting resilient materials, but their commodity value and ease 

of reuse has been and remains a vulnerability for items made from these precious 

metals. The melting of precious metal objects is a way to hide the origin and realise the 
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cash value, this non-sentimental reuse has led to the loss of significant objects of 

material culture.  

 

The practice of melting and refining metal objects to make ingots is well established, it 

is indeed ancient, it means that most metal unless sourced direct from a mine, can be 

assumed to contain traces of metal that has previously lived with another human. At 

this point, the idea that metal holds a connection to its previous use or owner becomes 

bewildering and potentially unpalatable. I choose to use 100% recycled silver or reuse 

existing metal and as such, portions of each sheet, rod, strip or casting granule of silver I 

use is extremely likely to include metal that has had previous applications, uses, and by 

extension, histories.  

 

I know that the metals I use are purified through refining, that is what refining is for, 

although in the refining context the purification process applies to the metallurgical 

purification. Despite this refining, the idea that physical objects and materials carry 

stories and prompt memory does however resonate with me. 

 

 

 

1.5 Industry Growing a Conscience 

 

The paper I presented at the Jewellers and Metalsmiths Group of Australia conference 

Re-Source in 2010 noted that “ascribed value, as the understanding of cost is expanding 

to have meaning beyond the limited measurement of monetary terms. For example, the 

linking of societal and cultural impact to the understanding of cost and by implication to 

the value of diamonds is making main stream news, as exemplified by the 2007 

Hollywood produced movie Blood Diamond.” (2010, 1).  

 

Concerns about the sourcing of raw materials used in the jewellery industry have seen 

the rise in ethical supply options such as certification of sustainably sourced materials 
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and identification of origins. Post-Doctoral Research Fellow at the Centre for Social 

Responsibility in Mining, Renzo Mori Junior, has tracked the rise in certification systems 

and has observed the value they add to a business. (2015) Mori Junior’s research is 

focussed on the certification of companies extracting virgin materials. My interest is in 

the materials that have already been extracted, processed, and used. These are 

effectively what Braungart and McDonough call ‘technical nutrients’ (2009, 93) and this 

applies to collected items I use including the precious metals.  

 

 

 

1.6 The Radical Jewellery Makeover 

 

In 2007 I drew inspiration from the Radical Jewelry Makeover7 (RJM), an initiative 

American academics Susie Ganch and Christina Miller had developed as an activity for 

the Ethical Metalsmiths Organisation. The RJM called on members of the public to 

“mine their drawers” and donate their unwanted, broken, no longer needed jewellery 

to be sorted, deconstructed, smelted to be turned into new works created by a team of 

students and industry professionals. Effectively, the jewellery donated became the raw 

materials for new works. The RJM was developed as a way of drawing attention to the 

resources that were hidden in households and the potential for their reuse. It also 

serves an educational role for the student and jeweller participants and the public. “The 

project encourages consideration of the social and environmental impacts of mining 

and jewellery production” (Ethical Metalsmiths 2010, 1). 

 

The reuse and reworking of existing objects to create new works resonated with me, 

and allied well to my studio practice. Donors were invited to provide details about their 

donation. And many did and they were quite generous in what they shared. I found the 

RJM to be an intriguing way to gain insight into the jewellery people collect and the 

stories that accompany them. In 2010 Ganch and Miller visited Brisbane to present a 

                                                      
7 As an American initiative, the American spelling ‘jewelry’ is used for all American RJM. Jewellery is used for the Australian RJM 

editions.   
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RJM at Queensland College of Art, and in 2011 I accepted an invitation from Ganch and 

Miller to join them to help deliver an RJM in Santa Fe, New Mexico and then I led the 

second Brisbane RJM in 2016 assisted by Masters candidate Clare Poppi. It is important 

to note that a key point of the RJM is the generosity of the many donors and the sense 

of community that develops amongst the participants through the shared working 

experience.  

 

I was keen to host the initial Brisbane RJM and the second one, as I recognise its role as 

an engaging educational program. I also saw it as a way to question my practices about 

sourcing of materials for my studio research. I have been developing works in response 

to broken consumer items for more than a decade. Yet jewellery as a consumer item is 

not something I had been actively investigating. In both Brisbane RJMs I led a team of 

students and professional jewellers to consider the donations in an ethical and 

responsible framework. The donations were assessed and deconstructed with the view 

to making new works with enhanced value.  

 

A lot of the jewellery received in the donations was unbroken, so I looked to interrogate 

the parameters that I have been imposing on my practice. Significantly the majority of 

donations were mass produced consumer jewellery, both precious and non-precious. 

The act of donation assumes that any emotional value is no longer attached. Donors are 

advised that their donation will be deconstructed and reworked such that in its reuse it 

may no longer be identifiable. Despite agreeing to this, not surprisingly donors did look 

for recognisable elements in the works that were made from the donations in the 

resulting exhibitions. 

 

“The relationship between idea and material is not one way – the material as a simple 

medium for the idea – but instead involves an interesting play between the two.” 

(Boivin 2010, 131). For me, the sourcing of materials from existing jewellery, to make 

new jewellery forced me to reassess my typical approaches to making. It resulted in my 

making works that did not in any way resemble my usual practice (figures: 8 & 13). I 
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found drawing the materials from the donations unusually confronting which made me 

reflect on why I am so focussed on using broken mass-produced items as my usual 

starting point for inspiration. By definition, a broken mass-produced piece of jewellery 

should have been able to provide me with similar stimulus, shouldn’t it? But I found it 

didn’t. 

 

 

 
Figure 8: Elizabeth Shaw, RJM Rings, glass beads, reused and recycled sterling silver, 2016. Photograph: Lisa Brown. 

 
 
I noted that in the RJMs I have been involved with that there are a range of reasons 

recorded behind the motivations for donations of jewellery to the program, these 

include in general terms, fashion led obsolescence, representation of broken 

relationships, the loss of a component, or that they were broken. Items donated are 

things that the donors had kept for a range of reasons, quite often sentimental, and the 

RJM proffered a way to move them on that revalued them through reuse. 

 

 

 

1.7 JUNK: Rubbish to Gold 
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JUNK – Rubbish to Gold is a participatory project co-created by Jivan Astfalk, Laura 

Bradshaw-Heap and Rachel Darbourne and first held at the School of Jewellery 

Birmingham in November 2015. The idea was:  

 

to collect unsellable JUNK jewellery from UK and Irish based 
charity shops and bring them together with a number of 
jewellers and makers who would gift their time and skills to 
convert this raw material into new objects while in full view of 
the public. 

 (Laura Bradshaw-Heap 2016, 82) 

 

The jewellery that charities deemed unsellable was “damaged or broken, or simply 

over-worn or no longer in fashion.” (Bradshaw-Heap 2016, 13).  

 

There are interesting similarities and differences between JUNK and the RJM in how 

value and the meaning of donated jewellery is reinterpreted. Both draw on donated 

jewellery as the raw materials or ‘technical nutrients’8 for the participating jewellers to 

make new works from. Significantly these are materials that aren’t necessarily valued 

for their potential reuse and are quite often foreign to the participating jeweller’s usual 

studio repertoire. Like the RJM, JUNK was both an educational and research initiative 

and definitely “more than a simple recycling project. By seeking to create multi-layered 

networks it playfully explored community economics such as exchange, giving, 

bartering, gathering, earning and harvesting.” (Bradshaw-Heap 2016, 82). 

 

While the donations for the RJM come from individual donors, the donations for JUNK 

were sourced from charities who were asked to donate jewellery they had received that 

was not fit for resale. This addressed an issue that is not unique to the United Kingdom. 

“Each year thousands of tons of unwanted jewellery are donated to charity shops 

across the UK… . Yet for one reason or another much of this JUNK jewellery is no longer 

                                                      
8 Braungart, Michael and William McDonough. 2009. Cradle to Cradle, (London: Vintage Books), 93. 
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sellable.” (Bradshaw-Heap, 2016, 11). Australian charities also receive large quantities 

of goods unsuitable for resale9. 

 

JUNK was live streamed, so while I didn’t take part, I could and did view it online. The 

team of jewellers who participated making works from the 732.929 Kg of donated 

jewellery, became performers in the project. The profit made from sales at the resulting 

exhibition was shared between the charities who had donated the unwanted jewellery. 

Unlike the RJM, the focus wasn’t on using sustainable and environmentally friendly 

processes, so while here were similarities in the materials received for both initiatives, 

the techniques and methods used to rework the jewellery are quite different.   

 

 

 

1.8 Incorporating Found Objects 

 

The materials I employ are fundamental to this research. Jewellers have traditionally 

reused gemstones and precious metal retrieved from existing pieces of jewellery. In 

these situations, the gemstones and metals retrieved have a commercial value inspiring 

the reuse and I am continuing this tradition. There is also a certain practicality involved. 

Silver and Gold are easy to melt down and reuse. Gemstones are easy to retrieve. In the 

RJM participants are guided to look beyond the commercial value of the donated items 

and to instead consider the aesthetic potential of the elements. The RJM and JUNK both 

educate jewellers and the public about broadening the range of what is considered for 

reuse and the impact of using materials that can’t be easily reused.   

 

The silver I use is either retrieved from existing items, which I refer to as reused, or it is 

purchased 100% recycled metal10, in which case I refer to it as recycled. Contemporary 

jewellers have frequently employed non-precious materials in their works as a question 

                                                      
9 “Each year charities in Australia receive almost 800,000 tonnes of goods, of which almost a third cannot be reused or recycled, 

leaving charities to foot a multi-million dollar bill for disposing the unwanted goods.” (Wendy Williams 2017,1). 
10 A&E Metal Merchants in Australia are the one source of refined recycled sterling silver, and this is where I source my metal from. 
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the perceived hierarchical values ascribed to precious metals and gems stones over the 

value of the jewellery as art, the “‘accrued’ value” (Goring 2015, 17).  

 

The non-precious materials I am using are from an economic perspective, valueless; 

specifically, they are broken consumer items. They may once have been part of an item 

or object regarded as precious, for example, a dolls arm, where the doll would have 

once had an economic value, the preciousness of the original complete doll would have 

been defined by the owner through emotional attachment. The value was not due to 

the inherent materiality.   

 

Kevin Murray notes “most leading Australian contemporary jewellers use non-precious 

materials.” (2012, 12). What I am noting is that while the use of non-precious material is 

not uncommon, it is certainly not limited to Australian contemporary jewellers and the 

motivation for doing so is changing. While my research is focussed on contemporary 

jewellery, Faris has identified an “obvious dominant strain of contemporary readymade 

artistic practices” specifically “More and more artists are interested in the ontology of 

commodities, or what” she calls “material commodity situation” (2013, 5). The RJM and 

JUNK are examples of jewellery initiatives that are engaging with the commodity status 

of jewellery.  

 

In the works of artists such as Roseanne Bartley (figure: 9), Jo Pond (figure: 10), Dauvit 

Alexander (figure: 11) and Jorge Castañón (figure: 12) I have observed similarities in 

their use of non-precious materials and argue that the contemporary use of non-

precious materials in jewellery is motivated by something more than a desire to critique 

perceptions of preciousness. There are many more artists working within the jewellery 

field in this way, I have settled on these artists for this research. 

   

Anthropologist Mary Douglas and economist Baron Isherwood argue the need to view 

“goods as an information system” from an anthropological perspective (1982, 59). If we 
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view the works of Bartley, Pond, Alexander and Castañón as goods, their choice of 

materials is key to understanding their information system.  

 

 

 
Figure 9: Roseanne Bartley, Seeding the Cloud – a walking work in progress, mixed 
media. Photograph: Alison Bennet. 

 

 

Roseanne Bartley’s, Seeding the Cloud - a walking work in progress, like the RJM and 

JUNK is a community activity, a project that involves others, but the participants in 

Seeding the Cloud don’t need to be jewellers. Bartley undertook the inaugural Seeding 

the Cloud as a solo activity in 2010, but from this developed it into a group activity that 

invites participants to walk, collect and make their own necklace. An aim of the work in 

progress is to provide an “alternate vision for sustainability and craft”. Participation 

“involves walking, collecting and; ‘seeding’ fragments of waste plastic for the duration 

of a thread”. Bartley has made the instructions to follow her project downloadable, and 

the project has so far been run in Sheffield, “Auckland, Melbourne, Adelaide, Sydney, 

Canberra, Hong Kong and Iran” (Bartley, 2005, n.p.). The collected plastic elements are 

recognisable as valueless consumer discards such as single use cutlery and bottle caps. 

Bartley’s Seeding the Cloud, is intended to draw attention to the prevalence of 

problematic urban discards, specifically plastic (figure: 9).   
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Jo Pond’s works incorporate recognisable elements of low value consumer commodities 

that gain value through her reconsideration. Pond acknowledges that she is consciously 

“Employing symbolic references of form, material and technique,” exploring the 

“potential for wearable items to become vehicles for communication; whether through 

sense, nostalgia, or knowledge." (2016) Pond’s series of brooches, Baking Tin and 

Grater (2015, figure: 10), features the clearly recognisable traits of an aged grater and 

baking tin. This series was inspired by the industrial landscape of the Birmingham 

Jewellery Quarter and Pond consciously selected the tin and grater as materials to use 

because of their colour and their visible “industrial seams and pressed details” that are 

techniques that are also used in jewellery (2015, 26). While 18ct gold and a citrine were 

used, these are minor details, it is the identifiable elements of the visibly old, 

repurposed mass produced kitchen equipment that are powerfully mnemonic.  

 

 
Figure 10: Jo Pond, Baking Tin and Grater, repurposed kitchen equipment, citrine, 18 ct gold, 2015. 

 

 

Pond uses objects that are visibly old, that have the potential to evoke nostalgia. She 

plans how she will deconstruct a piece to maximise its reuse potential. “My frugal 

nature dictates that once the original object is no longer intact, it is used completely, 

with as little waste as possible” (2015, 12). 
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Figure 11: Dauvit Alexander, Supercollider, found iron objects, silver, 9ct gold, copper, titanium 
and gemstones, 2015. Photograph: Neilson Photography. 

 

 

Dauvit Alexander has a fondness for found corroded iron and steel objects which 

become the base materials that he adds precious stones and metals to. Alexander 

“scavenges old warehouses, scrapheaps and disused airfields for interesting abandoned 

objects” to use in his work (Goldsmith Centre, 2017, n.p.). In a talk about his use of 

found objects at the Goldsmiths Centre London 21 June 2017, Alexander acknowledged 

a symbolic connection between the items he collects and the closure of factories due to 

the declining steel manufacturing industry. While the objects he finds suggest a 

narrative, they become part of the bigger narrative that he builds around it. Drawing on 

literature, music and popular culture, Alexander creates works that are intentionally 



Elizabeth Shaw - Recycled Narratives 

 44 

narrative. Sewing-machine needles and parts of a car transmission are the found iron 

elements in Supercollider, (2015, figure: 11). Alexander made the pendant and chain to 

celebrate the Large Hadron Collider, which in June 2015 “After a two-year hiatus,…, the 

largest and most powerful particle accelerator in the world, began its second run of 

experiments” (Jennifer Chu 2015, n.p.). It is a celebratory chain of this significant 

scientific event. 

 

Figure 12: Jorge Castañón, The Yellow Box, brooch, found wood, 24 karat gold, sterling silver and steel, 2008. 

 

 

Jorge Castañón describes his approach to using found materials, “I rescue objects and 

materials that were on the way to oblivion and come back to communicate a minimal 

story” (2011, 2). An example is Castañón’s The Yellow Box brooch (2008, figure: 12), 

which features timber with worn paint and includes gold and silver as minor details. The 

obvious wear on the wood and the worn paint allude to a previous use and contribute 

to the narrative potential, the “minimal story” (2011, 2) that Castañón aspires to 

present. Found wood has become the focus of Castañón’s jewellery.  Alicia Giráldez 

interviewed Castañón for Art Jewelry Forum and asked:  

 



Elizabeth Shaw - Recycled Narratives 

 45 

When asked about the wood fragments you gather, you say you 
feel the need to rescue certain objects to give them a second 
life, to give them voice, to rewrite a story. What do these 
fragments evoke that makes you select them from among 
thousands of others? What in them “talks” to you?  

(Gireldez 2016, 4) 
 

Castañón’s response in part was:  

 

at the age of 90, David Attenborough, a British naturalist I 
admire and respect, said something extremely accurate about 
the time we are living in: “We live in a finite world. To think that 
in this finite world, resources are infinite, can come from only 
two kinds of people, either the completely crazy or an 
economist!” 

(Castañón in Gireldez 2016, 4) 
 

 

Like, Bartley, Pond, Alexander and Castañón, I too work with the narratives that the 

materials I use evoke. These artists’ works also address the specificity of my studio 

research, employing the use of found objects, consumer society goods that once were 

valued and are now valueless through loss of practical purpose, whether through 

breakage, purpose served or being superseded. “Valueless” does not in this context 

comment on emotional attachment or the real environmental cost of the material. 

Rather “valueless” refers to the objects worth within the economic distinctions of 

having either ‘value in use’ or ‘exchange value’ as defined by philosopher and political 

economist Adam Smith (Patel 2009, 62). I’ve drawn on Douglas and Isherwood’s 

identification of consumer society goods as being the “vital source of the culture of the 

moment.” (1982, 57). Douglas and Isherwood advocate not looking at material goods 

for their ‘use value’ but instead “that they are needed for making visible and stable the 

categories of culture.”  

 

New Zealand jeweller, Lisa walker is known to use a diverse range of found or 

purchased materials and glue with “intentional carelessness” (Skinner 2015, 56). 

Walker’s use of common non-precious materials has been identified by jeweller and 
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writer Bruce Metcalf as both “Sloppy and Ugly.” (2013, 20). Her work is consciously and 

overtly a “challenge to craftsmanship, material hierarchies and permanence.” (Skinner 

2015, 55). Metcalf identifies this as “purposeful rocking of the craft boat.” He suggests 

it is perhaps political, as it: 

 
isn’t polite. It refuses to play by the rules of the previous 
generations. It is anti-craft in exactly the same sense as were the 
anti-art movements of the ‘60s and ‘70s.”  

(2013, 21) 
 

 

In his 2005 book Craft Unbound - Make the Common Precious, Kevin Murray asserted 

that “There was the world of common things to be used up and discarded, and the 

realm of precious objects to be appreciated into the future.” He went on to say “A 

generation of radical Australian makers is challenging this arrangement by bringing the 

profane world of consumption into the sacred halls of art.” (9) Murray identifies this as 

a “distinctly Australian phenomenon” (ibid). He raises an interesting point but I don’t 

believe it to be true. There were contemporary American art jewellers such as Bruce 

Metcalf, Keith Lo Bue, Laurie Hall, Betsy King, J. Fred Woell to name a few, working in a 

similar manner. These and others were at the time well known for using found and 

scavenged items in their narrative jewellery. I don’t see the relevance of my research to 

be distinctly Australian either. Murray states that the makers he selected to profile use 

“materials which might otherwise be considered worthless. They have gathered 

remnants, packaging and rubbish that have no place in the economic system: they turn 

to whatever is at hand.” (18).   

 

Reviewing the makers and their works included in the book, it is clear that the 

motivations for using common materials varied. Mark Vaarwerk who was making 

necklaces from finely spun plastic bags “was drawn to work with plastic bags because of 

their bright colour, strength, durability, smoothness, flexibility and cost.” (79). Roseanne 

“Bartley elevates the lowest of the low. She transforms the crud of consumerism into a 

precious ornament for the body.” (41). Stephen Gallagher is quoted “jewellery 
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shouldn’t be taken on the monetary value of a material, as in gold, silver or platinum.” 

(74). Gallagher’s use of non-precious materials like Bakelite, plastic bags, stainless steel 

mesh and acrylic sealant along with silver and gold at that time is in effect aligning his 

work with the critique of preciousness that Damian Skinner identified as being a 

concern that arose in contemporary jewellery in the 1960s and early 1970s 

internationally. (2012, 1).  

  

A found object can contribute to a narrative in powerful way, however within the 

jewellery context, it activates the discussion particular to jewellery, the ‘critique of 

preciousness’. Jewellery caries associations of history, personal wealth, identity, and 

intimate meaning to name just a few, and the use of found objects in this context is 

always viewed through the filters of the roles that jewellery is known as performing, 

and who it is understood to perform for. If the impact of a found object is viewed in an 

art form that is not jewellery, the reading is markedly different. Consider Curator Jason 

Smith description of Fiona Hall’s use of sardine cans in her series Paradisus Terrestris: 

 

Paradisus Terrestris entitled is a series of fifteen sardine cans, 
transformed from the mundane detritus of 
contemporary consumption into refined aesthetic objects. 
The wound-down top of each tin reveals a human 
erogenous zone or body-part. Sprouting above these are 
botanically correct representations of native flora – 
suggestive equivalents of the anatomical details below. While 
these suggestive associations are often visual puns, Hall also uses 
the juxtaposition of the human body and native flora to imply a 
collision between Culture and Nature. Each component of the 
work bears three titles: the local Aboriginal plant name specific 
to the language group indicated in parentheses, the Latin 
(botanical) name, and the common English name. 

 (Jason Smith 1997, n.p.) 
 

 

Consider also Hall’s use of coke cans in Medicine bundle for the non-born child. Curator 

and author Julie Ewington describes the work: 
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The baby’s layette, recalling innumerable patterns from popular 
women’s magazines, is knitted from strips made from Coca-Cola 
tins, and comes complete with a six-pack of teated ‘bottles’. So 
this is what is now imbibed instead of Mother’s milk? This anti-
consumerist indictment simultaneously notes the degradation of 
plant products and the irony of contemporary parenting. The 
work turns on the history of coca leaves from South America and 
cola nuts from Africa; both were venerated medicinal plants in 
their original settings but Coca-Cola is now celebrated as the 
world’s favourite soft drink, the global marker of modernity par 
excellence. Curiously, Coca-Cola is used successfully as a 
spermicide in parts of the developing world. 

(2005, 129) 
 

 

Hall has employed a diverse but carefully considered range of materials in her oeuvre, 

these are seen as integral to her works. In art, the collaging of materials and use of 

mixed media once shocking has to a large extent been normalised. Whereas in 

jewellery, precious metals and gems have such a strong association that any variation 

from those materials requires explanation.    

  

Predominately the materials I am using are the remains of a something mass-produced, 

which was once functional, decorative or useful; items that through associated use and 

commonness can be evocative or mnemonic. I have formulated these ideas in the 

studio based on the items I collect. My studio works are developed around a response 

to, and interest in, a particular found item; and importantly the stories these items 

conjure up. I am drawing on the expressive potential of the found item. “People use the 

world and its material richness to think with, not just to re-create thoughts they already 

have.” (Boivin 2010, 50). As an archaeologist, Boivin voices what I have observed in my 

studio research, from the items I collect, to the way I work with them, combine them, 

and embellish them. The items I collect are removed from their prior use and 

ownership. My ideas develop through the process of working, my thinking is challenged 

and each completed piece is novel. The particular resolution is determined in response 

to the found material. 
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1.9 Mnemonic Materials 
 
 
Art historian Barbara Maria Stafford states images “stamp us with the marks and 

textures of the phenomenal world.” (2007, 11). There is a constant interplay between 

our senses and our mind. It is how we interpret the world around us and we draw on 

prior information stored in our memory as we negotiate our way through life. 

Sometimes memories can be triggered by the chance sighting of an object, for example 

an old crockery set in an opportunity shop could bring forward long forgotten memories 

from childhood. Objects can become triggers for memories through association, 

whether planned or incidental. The understanding of the symbolic role of the wedding 

ring is almost universal and the frequency of its use means its associated meaning is 

clear.  

 

Based on the role jewellery can play in aiding recall of places, people and events, 

Tilmann Habermas, Professor of Psychoanalysis at the Goethe University Frankfurt 

asserts that “Pieces of jewellery are mnemonic symbols” (2011, 100). It is traditional 

practice for jewellers to retrieve and reuse economically valuable materials sourced 

from existing jewellery. In doing so the materials may serve a mnemonic role to the 

initiated, for example a dress ring made using the gold from a grandmother’s ring will 

be a tangible reminder and vehicle for the commissioner to recall the grandmother, but 

that will not be visibly apparent to others. To people who don’t know the story, the gold 

dress ring may lead to status or relationship assumptions based on which finger it is 

worn. The golden colour may suggest value, preciousness or wealth.  

 

In a range of examples of reuse of jewellery, the focus may be on the value of the 

aesthetic elements as opposed to the economic value. I have found this to be an 

important aspect of the RJM which challenges participating jewellers to consider the 

potential for reuse of elements of existing jewellery. For example, if one of my People 

Bracelets (figure: 7) was donated, instead of melting it down, it is likely that each figure 

might be separated for reuse, and perhaps the links too.  
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Figure 13: Elizabeth Shaw, Mexico Ring, Reused Mexican silver, 2016. 
Photograph: Lisa Brown. 

 

 

Jewellers participating in a RJM are introduced to ideas about social and environmental 

responsibility in jewellery. Participants are encouraged to think about the potential to 

reuse aesthetic elements before a piece of jewellery is deconstructed or melted down. 

In Mexico Ring (figure: 13) a piece I made during the 2016 Radical Jewellery Makeover, I 

valued the aesthetic of a donated Mexican silver spoon over its potential to be melted 

down and used for another purpose. The neck and handle of the spoon featured a 

figure and the word Mexico and I removed these as a continuous strip from the bowl of 

the spoon. The strip was in turn formed into a ring and soldered closed. The original 

Mexican quality stamps were retained and are clearly visible in the band. In this ring, 

there is no visible trace of me as the maker, and given the strong aesthetic of the band I 

feel that my absence is highly appropriate. The aesthetic and the associated narrative 

potential of the ring is not significantly changed from the original spoon. During this 

research, authorship is something I have only encountered as a concern when using 

graphic elements of jewellery made by someone else as my materials. I understand I am 

not the only one who has, Jillian Moore, one of the participants in JUNK reflected “I 

hoped to see some sign of myself, my identity as a maker in my finished work” 

(Bradshaw-Heap 2016, 52). This meets also with what Art Critic and Historian Hal 

Foster’s identified in his essay An Archival Impulse, “Sometimes, archival samplings push 
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the postmodernist complications of originality and authorship to an extreme” (2015, 

32). 

 

Barbara Heath, is known for her commission process, and in particular her 

incorporation of “fragments or mementos that a client wishes to have formed into a 

piece of jewellery.” (Anderson 1998,99). These fragments or mementos that Anderson 

refers to are often a client’s existing jewellery. In the commissioning process, the stories 

associated with the existing pieces are shared. Some parts may be melted down, but 

other parts may be kept to be reused and identifiable in the new work. Gundelach 

describes Heath’s role in the commission process “as a guide or translator in her client’s 

search for a personal and meaningful jewel” (2005,11). While there may be clearly 

identifiable elements drawn from pre-existing jewellery, Heath’s authorship of the 

commissioned ‘jewel’ is clear, the client’s story is too.  

 

Sculptor Rhyl Hinwood commissioned Barbara Heath to make a necklace from bone and 

ivory keep-sakes (figure: 14). The value of each individual keep-sake was in the family 

memories it held for Hinwood. In this sense, each of the keep-sake elements is 

mnemonic. In the commissioned necklace the narratives they evoke are brought 

together with elements that Heath has made.  

 

The black onyx beads and silver leaf lattice details set off these 
family souvenirs beautifully and I am delighted to be able to 
enjoy wearing a very special memento of my grandmother Annie 
Priscilla 

(Hinwood 2011, n.p.). 
 
 
 

 
Figure 14: Barbara Heath, Pricilla in the Looking Glass, Recycled bone and ivory keep-sakes, agate, 925 silver, black onyx, 2011. 
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Key to this research is that I am specifically investigating mnemonic materials drawn 

from consumer commodities. These materials are mnemonic through their recognisable 

traits, familiarity of form, texture, aesthetic or materials. A close personal connection 

like the one Hinwood has to the keep-sakes is not essential. For example, a mass-

produced and widely recognised consumer product through it prevalence can become 

symbolic of its time and place. The familiarity of a consumer products visual form can 

be enough for a small part of it to prompt recognition. For example, the small parts of 

mass-produced kitchen equipment in Jo Pond’s The Collection – Baking Tin and Grater 

series of brooches (figure:10). 

 

“Images—whether the result of natural imprints or artificial impressions—lay down 

tracks that affectively activate our eyes and mind” (Stafford 2007, 11). This affect can 

be temporary, short term or long term. In writing about relationships to material 

culture Carl Knappett comments that, “The physical connection between human and 

nonhuman may only be temporary, but the psychological relationship may be more 

enduring” (2005, 29). It is the enduring psychological relationship that enables 

mnemonics.  

  

In Caged Arm (figure: 15), I framed a fragile plastic doll’s arm in a silver cage to support 

it and hold it safe. The form of the arm is recognisable, it is clearly from a child’s toy 

doll, the plastic tells of its age. Its history is not essential for forming an understanding 

of the piece: it is part of broken toy. It is reasonable to expect most people would have 

a memory or understanding of the wonder that toys hold for a child, it is not hard to 

imagine the upset at the breakage of one. The broken doll arms ability to prompt 

memory and association is mnemonic.  

 

It is not the usual practice for me to work with plastic, but when the fragile doll’s arm 

was turned up a by an earthmover, with no other parts of the doll, it inspired me. The 

plastic of the arm suggests it is from a vintage earlier than any doll I ever owned, this 

did not prevent me from recognising it and reaching an understanding of what it 
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represents. The cage I constructed to hold and protect it reminded me of how body 

parts of saints are presented, held safe in reliquaries.  

 

 

 
Figure 15: Elizabeth Shaw, Caged Arm, found plastic arm, recycled and reused sterling silver, 2014. Photograph: Michelle Bowden. 

 

 

Caged Arm is one of three neckpieces that I developed in response to fragments of 

figurative toys and ornaments found under my house and in my garden. From the 

associations that wearers had formed with pieces from my early production ‘people’ 

jewellery range (figure: 7), I had observed how figurative representations can invite 

associations. For me, the three found parts from three quite different figures, were rich 

with associations. Specifically, these fragments were the plastic doll’s arm which 

became the feature of Caged Arm, an unglazed arm of a porcelain figurine and the body 

minus head and feet of a small unglazed terracotta figurine.  

 

 



Elizabeth Shaw - Recycled Narratives 

 54 

 

 
Figure 16: Elizabeth Shaw, Repaired Arm, found porcelain arm, recycled and reused sterling silver, 2014. 
Photograph: Michelle Bowden. 

 

 

The other two neckpieces that these fragments were used in were Repaired Arm 

(figure: 16) and Diver (figure: 17).  The porcelain arm in Repaired Arm (figure: 16) was 

dug up while preparing a new garden bed in my backyard. No traces of the rest of the 

ornament were found. It was my intention to add value and give a new purpose to this 

limb retrieved from landfill. When the neckpiece is worn, the arm moves, suggesting a 

wave or directing gesture.11  

 

 

                                                      
11   The three neckpieces I made to feature the figurative fragments were selected by a jury of leading UK experts for the exhibition 

Icons at the National Centre for Craft and Design, United Kingdom, 17 May – 27 July 2014. Caged Arm was also selected by Stuart 
Kestenbaum for the publication Exhibition in Print: Repair and Renewal, 2017 (Vol 37 N0 4) published by the Society of North 
American Goldsmiths and selected for the associated exhibition at Contemporary Craft Pittsburgh, 8 September – 25 November 
2017.  
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Figure 17: Elizabeth Shaw, Diver, found terracotta body, recycled and reused sterling silver, 2014. Photograph: 
Michelle Bowden. 

 

 

The terracotta body of the Diver (figure: 17) was found when a heavy concrete laundry 

sink was moved during the deconstruction of a semi outdoor laundry at my house. 

Again, this was the only piece of the ornament found, there was no trace of the feet or 

head. Its scale suggests it was a token or toy, without the defining detail of the face, the 

body with its firmly fixed arms appeared lifeless, it was quiescent. I constructed new 

parts to complete the body and to give the severely damaged terracotta ornament a 

new life and narrative as an icon of a diver. Had someone other than my partner moved 

the laundry sink, it is likely that the small headless, feetless body would have been 

discarded with the concrete rubble. My additions were intended to complete or fix the 

terracotta body and in doing so it acquired a new purpose and significance. The body 

was reimagined as one of a diver in recognition of its survival under a sink, which 

suggested to me survival under water. 
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This potential to build and project a story through materials has a strong basis in 

jewellery. There is a history of using materials in jewellery to represent the breadth of 

the wearer’s influence or importance. For example, exotic stones and precious metals 

suggest wealth, power and connections. A shark’s tooth or tiger’s claw suggests facing 

and beating danger. Materials are chosen not just for the workability, but also for their 

significance. At certain points in various cultures the significance of a particular material 

has seen its use restricted to the adornment of a select few.   

 

The found materials I am using are insignificant, overlooked, humble. Exploring their 

narrative potential is a crucial strategy in my work, as it is in the works of Pond, 

Alexander, Bartley and Castañón and I have noticed, this is true to approach of many 

others. We are using materials that have had a previous life. “Reclaimed materials and 

salvaged objects ‘tell stories’ in a way that new things do not.” (Whiteley 2011, xii). 

 

 

 

1.10 Mottainai 

 

Mottainai is a Japanese philosophy of waste that environmental philosopher Kevin 

Taylor explains as “meaning both “don’t be wasteful” and “what a waste,” [and] 

expresses a feeling of regret at wasting an intrinsic value of a resource or object” (2011, 

2). Taylor describes mottainai as reverence that applies to all objects manufactured and 

natural, including the most prosaic and mundane consumer products such as the 

objects I have been collecting; cracked metal components, broken knife blades, cup 

handles, mechanical cogs, and metal street sweeper bristles.  

 

Mottainai “Essentially means the feeling of regret expressed at the loss of the intrinsic 

value of an object” (2015, n.p.). So, for example, a cracked lunch box, a broken nail 

clipper or a cracked nail file, are items where the replacement is easy to obtain, the cost 

is low and yet mottainai values that loss. This is a system of value attached to all 
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objects, not the hierarchical system that preferences economic value. I argue that 

Taylor’s definition of the philosophy of mottainai provides insight into the use of 

undervalued discards and broken consumer items in contemporary jewellery. The sense 

of regret at the “loss of the intrinsic value of an object” including low value and easily 

replaced items is not unique to Japan. Bartley’s Seeding the Cloud (Fig. 8) draws 

attention to discarded plastic items such as single use utensils. These mundane 

discarded throwaway consumer items are reconsidered and revalued through their 

reuse as major components in a necklace. Each necklace made in the project draws 

attention to the attitudes to waste in the locality where it was made.  

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 18: Elizabeth Shaw, Fixed Dog, broken ceramic and reused and recycled sterling silver 2014. Photograph: 
Michelle Bowden. 

 
 
 

A sense of valuing loss and regretting damage in objects is central to my work. Fixed 

Dog (2014, figure: 18) and Fixed Cat (2014, figure: 19) are rings made from the remains 

of once valued ceramic ornaments from my mother’s childhood. The damaged 

ornaments were presumably broken by me as a child. While in their broken state they 

were worthless as idealised ornaments of domesticated animals, I had kept them 
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hidden in my belongings for decades, presumably originally motivated by guilt and a 

desire to hide evidence. I worked with the clearly damaged ornaments to repair them. 

 

 

, 

Figure 19: Elizabeth Shaw, Fixed Cat, broken ceramic, reused and recycled sterling 
silver, 2014. Photograph Michelle Bowden. 

 

 

These two rings, Fixed Dog (2014, figure: 18) and Fixed Cat (2014, figure: 19) along with 

Fixed Handle (figure: 20) were included in the exhibition Greensmith 12 an exhibition of 

eco and ethical jewellery. In the exhibition catalogue essay Emily Lush observed that 

                                                      
12  The exhibition opened at Artisan Brisbane July 2014 and then toured to Abrams Claghorn Gallery San Francisco in January 2016. 

Exhibitors were selected by a panel including from Artisan USA Green Jewellery Expert Christine Dhein. 
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“The way we make and consume jewellery... says a lot about what we value as a society 

and how we interact with our environment.” (2014, n.p.).  

 

 

 
Figure 20: Elizabeth Shaw, Fixed Handle, broken ceramic, reused and recycled sterling silver, 2014. Photograph: Michelle 
Bowden. 

 

 

The ring Fixed Handle (figure: 20) was my response to a handle, uncovered while 

digging a garden bed. Without finding any other ceramic parts to confirm its origin, the 

form of the handle suggested to me that it had come from a cup.  

 

In each of these works I have responded to an individual broken ceramic, ostensibly 

without value, its ‘use value’ having been lost through breakage. My repairs are not 

discrete, they intentionally lack subtlety or any attempt to replicate the elements that 

are missing. While featuring the ceramic element, the repairs also consciously draw 

attention to and highlight the breaks.  
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Mottainai has given a name to a driving motivation for my work. I am drawn to 

discarded broken elements, as poignant symbols of loss of value. For me the waste of 

what was once useful is evocative and inspirational. For each of the RJMs I have been 

involved with, a significant amount of the donations received were unbroken. It seems a 

shame to deconstruct something that is fully functional as it is, and it does for me hold a 

sense of regret; mottainai. Taylor notes that “Mottainai, as it has been resurrected in 

[Japanese] cultural rhetoric, aims to reconnect people with the environment and foster 

an environmental consciousness grounded on ontological humility and respect.” (2011, 

10). Mottainai stresses the interconnectedness of humans and the non-human world as 

does McDonough & Braungart’s Cradle to Cradle theory.  

 

 

 

1.11 A Record of the Times   

 

This research focusses on how ethical and environmental values have shaped and 

extended my studio research. In particular, it is through consideration of these values 

that my materials choices and studio techniques are defined. I have interrogated the 

impact these values are having on the studio practices of others. The philosophy of 

mottainai has provided insight into the use of broken objects, and is considered in 

tandem with a life cycle analysis following Braungart and McDonough’s Cradle to Cradle 

theory. Many of the broken objects that are essential to my research were destined to 

follow the more common cradle to grave life cycle. These concerns have been identified 

as a factor in the materials Pond, Alexander, Castañón and Bartley employ as well.  

 

The diversion of materials from the cradle to grave cycle, and use of them in artwork, 

and in this case contemporary jewellery, is very much a record of the times in which I 

am living. Nicole Boivin’s observation is apt about the impact of the material world and 

its role in “cognitive processes, cultural concepts, and social activities.” (2010, 24). 

Jaimey Hamilton Faris asserts that:  
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Because commodities have obviously and dramatically 
transformed their importance to an increasingly interdependent 
global community, it makes sense that artists would turn ever 
more readily to readymade materials in order to reflect on this 
historical situation.  

(2013, 46)  

 

 

For Castañón, Bartley, Alexander, Pond and me there is a process of collecting materials 

that were once commodities and making sense of them within the frameworks of our 

practices. For me, the visual and physical properties of the collected material, the 

readymade, is responded to. 

 

“What happens to material objects once they have left the retail outlet and reached the 

hands of the final purchasers is part of the consumption process.” (Douglas and 

Isherwood 1982, 56). The items Castañón, Alexander, Bartley and I collect for use have 

moved beyond the hands of the final purchaser. We are effectively extending the ‘use 

value’ of our collected items beyond their perceived ‘use value’ within the consumption 

process. We are diverting them on route to, or rescuing them from landfill; retrieving 

them as technical nutrients from the cradle to grave cycle. For some of Pond’s found 

materials, in particular old packaging tins, these perhaps could have further life as 

vintage collectables. Pond is aware of this and is respectful and careful and consciously 

aims to use all parts of the tins and items she deconstructs.  

 

Thompson’s Rubbish Theory identifies “that physical objects have certain important 

properties imposed on them” (1979, 77). He identifies that in a region of “fixed 

assumptions” an object is unequivocal, “those in a region of flexibility are equivocal” 

(Ibid, 78). The consumer items that Pond uses, whether kitchen tools or packaging tins 

were once in their heyday unequivocal when they formed an important fixed role. Like 

so much packaging and so many kitchen utensils, once their purpose was completed, or 

their style outdated they became equivocal. And as we have moved further from their 
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use period and they have been replaced by cheaper and sometimes flimsier 

replacements, the conditions have been right for them to be reclaimed as unequivocal. 

In this case, this means the conditions have been right for Pond’s main materials to be 

reclaimed as collectible (Knappett 2005, 122; Schwenger 2006, 152). However, they are 

no longer required to serve their original purpose. Indeed, Pond has bought vintage tins 

for use in her work, proving their economic relevance and through judiciously 

reinterpreting their purpose and adding elements can make multiple new pieces from 

an individual tin.  

 

The use of tins and kitchenware is not uncommon in the contemporary jewellery, 

Melissa Cameron and Anna Davern are two Australian jewellers who have also notably 

used these mediums to great effect. Davern isolates elements of imagery from vintage 

Australian biscuit tins and presents them for reconsideration describing her work as “an 

intervention into the iconography of the kitsch souvenir” (Davern quoted in Fenn 2017, 

76). Davern also uses sublimation to print images on metal. Cameron also similarly uses 

both new and used materials with the aim to “leverage the inherent meaning of 

domestic objects” (Cameron quoted in Fenn 2017, 51).  

 

Douglas and Isherwood’s ideas “towards an anthropology of consumption” provide a 

way to understand the use of discarded consumer society goods.  

 

People who are reared in a particular culture see it change in 
their lifetime; new words, new ideas, new ways. It evolves and 
they play a part in the change. Consumption is the very arena in 
which culture is fought over and kicked into shape 

(Douglas & Isherwood 1982, 57) 
 

 

Visible consumption of consumer society goods is very much a feature of the society I 

live in, and while not global, it does feature in many others.  
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Damian Skinner in his essay Flux and Fixity asked “How adept is contemporary jewelry 

at negotiating a world in flux?” (Skinner, 2012, 1). Material Culturists recognise that 

objects perform an important role in social structures and societies. Nicole Boivin notes 

that “as a carrier of ideas and concepts” the “material world impacts on the social world 

in a real way” (2010, 6). I argue that contemporary jewellery due to its close association 

and relationship to the body is particularly adept at negotiating its way in the social 

world. Boivin notes that the materiality of objects “exerts a force that in human hands 

becomes a social force.” (2010, 6). Contemporary jewellery as an area of research is of 

particular interest because of its portability and direct human relationship facilitating 

broad and unpredictable dissemination.  

 

This research interrogates and reflects concerns that have emerged through my studio 

research over the past 15 years. I have engaged with ideas relating to ‘value’ that 

emerged in part as a response to the global financial crisis and the concerns raised 

through global warming. My understanding of value includes commodity, cultural, 

environmental and social consideration. In my capacity as an artist and as an academic I 

have taken on a role of guidance to other practitioners in terms of environmentally 

responsible practice, here reflected strongly in my studio practice and research. I have 

come to understand that my interest in pre-industrial studio techniques of working 

facilitates the physical and mental engagement identified by Crawford (2011), while 

also having the environmental benefits of limiting the use of power tools and related 

devices.  
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Chapter Two: 
Lost and Found   
 

 

While I have for most of my life found and collected things, and occasionally used them 

as components in jewellery, it is relatively recent that found objects have become 

germane to my studio practice. The majority of the objects I have been using as the 

starting point for new works have been found while walking. I am specifically interested 

in found objects that are located and acquired outside of the economic system and I 

have reached this understanding through this investigation. 

 

In this chapter I will address the impact of participating in an international cross 

disciplinary collaborative research project, Haptic Interface, and the role it played in 

defining and clarifying my research priorities. I will interrogate the impact of walking on 

my thinking, the impact of collecting found objects and their use in contemporary 

jewellery and what this means from an economic and cultural perspective.  

 
 
 
2.1 The Haptic Interface 

 

Haptic InterFace brings together 20 professionals and creative 
thinkers from different disciplines, cultures and countries to 
explore the borders between art, science and technology in an 
innovative trans-disciplinary presentation of new ideas in relation 
to the body through the creative use of materials and praxis. 

(Haptic InterFace 2012, n.p.) 
 

 

In 2012 I accepted an invitation to participate in the inaugural Haptic Interface (HIF) an 

international cross-disciplinary collaborative research project initiated of Dr Tricia 

Flanagan. In 2014 I participated in the second; both were held at the Hong Kong Baptist 

University in Hong Kong.  
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The HIFs were useful to test my research and to gain insight into research others were 

undertaking. At both, most participants exhibited their current studio research and as 

some like me participated in both, I could see how their work had or hadn’t changed in 

the two year period. Likewise, for me isolating a part of my research for exhibition in 

Hong Kong gave me a different way of viewing my own work and valuable critical 

feedback from the other participants.  

 

The first HIF was in my first year of my research candidature. I had been thinking about 

Richard Holmes’ biographical book The Age of Wonder and Pamela H Smith’s book The 

Body of the Artisan, and reflecting on the role that hand skills and a fundamental range 

of materials had played in enabling innovation, discovery and advancement of science. 

The initiative and drive that contributed to discoveries that we still benefit from today is 

inspirational.  

 

 

 

Figure 21: Elizabeth Shaw, Free Kick, recycled and reused sterling silver. 2012. 
Photograph: Michelle Bowden. 

 

 

In my studio I was focussing on the use of simple mechanical movements and was using 

sterling silver pre-existing parts and left over components from earlier works to 

construct them. I exhibited 4 rings, and all of the ring bands were blanks left over from 

my years of being a production jeweller in the 1990s. The buttons in Free Kick (figure: 
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21) and Button Action Ring (left figure: 22) were pre-cut discs in my lemel. Even the 

rods of wire that the buttons rested on and the scissor parts of the Scissor Lift Ring 

(figure: 23) and folding square of Folding Square Ring (right figure: 22) were made from 

either pre-shaped or pre-cut silver pieces in my studio materials collection. It is 

important to note at this point that my materials collection included incomplete studio 

projects and off cuts from other jewellers as well.  

 

 

 
Figure 22: Elizabeth Shaw, Button Action Ring, (left) and Folding Square Ring, (right, closed and open) recycled 
and reused sterling silver. 2012. Photograph: Michelle Bowden. 

 
 
 

  

Figure 23: Elizabeth Shaw, Scissor Lift Ring, recycled and reused sterling 
silver, shell. 2012. Photograph: Michelle Bowden. 
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The foot in Free Kick (figure: 21) was left over from a series of miniature braced limbs I 

had made in 2009. Over the years I had bought other jewellers’ studio contents when 

they retired and some of the parts were probably from their unfinished jobs. I also had 

bits of silver that were from a friend who had studied with me and then changed 

profession. Partly motivated by the better sustainability status of reusing metal over 

recycling it, and partly motivated by the ideas of repair I chose to draw components 

from these. I was also thinking about the Crawford’s Case For Working With Your Hands 

(2011). I specifically mentioned in a lecture I gave about my research at a conference 

that coincided with the first HIF how Crawford’s book had resonated with my concerns 

about how products were being designed for obsolescence and disposability. 

 
Until the 1970’s products came with an expanded layout of its 
parts. The assumption was that we needed and wanted to know. 
Now if your radio stops working the chances are it has no screws 
to allow you access to repair it, and the chances are that even if 
there are screws, they open onto a sealed plastic compartment.  

(Shaw 2012, 2) 
 
 
Through viewing the exhibited works of the participating researchers and through 

viewing their working processes, I recognised peculiarities in my own approach that I 

had been unaware of. My research was focused on craft, making and thinking about 

objects and how these work in a society. Exploring new technologies was popular with 

the other researchers, and there was a lot of opportunity to participate and engage 

with their research which I did; however I did not feel it was relevant to my own 

research. 

 

At the first HIF I was amazed by how well Hong Kong is serviced in terms of suppliers of 

materials and the ease with which we could make purchases. I observed that a lot of 

the purchasing was what I would call speculative, or ‘this might be useful’. Given the 

wide range of things available, I found I had no desire to buy materials that I had no 

clear plan to use. I reflected on how I will happily collect broken or discarded objects 

speculatively.  
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The second HIF was more focussed on electronic hacking. Through collaborating at both 

HIFs with Raune Frankjaer (a postgraduate candidate from the University of Trier) 

whose research leans towards electronics, I confirmed that my interests are more in the 

way mechanisms work than in electrical circuitry. This made me reflect on how high 

technology and low technology sit side by side. 

 

During the 2014 HIF I participated in a session on walking meditation presented by one 

the collaborating academics, Dr Roger Ng from Hong Kong Polytechnic University. Ng a 

practicing Buddhist led me and my fellow researchers through an intensive and 

surprisingly refreshing and focussed session of mindful movement. My experience of 

the walking mediation taught by Ng met with what I intuitively felt about the impact of 

walking on thinking. I found it both slowed and tuned my thinking. It is a similar 

experience to when I am immersed in my studio using my hands making.   

 

I was not surprised after returning from the 2014 HIF motivated to research further the 

link between walking and thinking to find studies that have explored and recognised 

walking as facilitating and focusing thought (Oppezzo and Schwartz 2014; Gros 2014, 

Solnit 2014 and Keinänen 2015). “While walking, the body and the mind can work 

together” (Solnit 2014, XV). 

 

Drawing on examples ranging from Aristotle to Nietzsche to Steve Jobs, Keinänen 

investigates the long history of the association of walking with intellectual pursuits. 

“Anecdotal evidence from philosophers, writers, researchers, artists, business leaders 

and so forth testify to the powers of walking-for-thinking” (2015, 593). The academic 

subjects of her qualitative investigation experienced “walking-for-thinking as a moving 

gestalt, an interplay between the person, environment and thinking where the rhythms 

of the body correlate with the rhythm of walking” (2015, 593).  

 

Steady rhythm and speed of the subjects’ walk stirred their 
thoughts and immersed them in a field of novel perceptions and 
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stimuli that gave rise to new, perhaps previously unknown, inner 
perspective and thoughts 

(Keinänen 2015, 599) 
 

 

 

 

2.2 Walking and Thinking  

 

Walking is the best way to go more slowly than any other method has 
ever been found. To walk, you need to start with two legs. The rest is 
optional. If you want to go faster, then don’t walk, do something else: 
drive, slide or fly.  

(Frédéric Gros 2014, 2) 
 

 

The ideas that have informed this speculative research have been developed over time, 

through reflection, investigation, interrogation and praxis. The directions for this have 

often been honed far away from my computer, pen and paper, rather the honing has 

occurred through my ruminations while walking.    

 

I live in an inner-city suburb and I spend a lot of time walking along streets and roads 

and I use this time to think, this is also how I have found the majority of objects that 

have become my materials. I walk my dog early in the morning and in the afternoon 

every day of the week. I walk to and from work (3km each way). I usually walk to the 

local shops. It was when I moved to the area 15 years ago that my interest in collecting 

began to really focus on the things I found along the road.  

 

We know time only indirectly by what happens in it: by observing 
change and permanence; by marking the succession of events 
among stable settings; and by noting the contrast of varying 
rates of change. 

George Kubler 1970, 13 
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Walking has allowed me to view my surroundings at a pace that I can focus on the 

minutiae. And it is from walking frequently in the same areas that I have been able to 

observe urban detritus. It was through walking that I became aware of the prevalence 

of broken consumer items and fragments to be found in gutters in my area. The 

frequency of finding consumer items both damaged and undamaged was and continues 

to be eye opening for me. I find the pace of walking enhances my thinking, it calms my 

mind and invites ideas to take form. It has become an important part of my research. 

Thinking about what a city’s waste says about it, and that waste is an indicator of 

wealth, has led me to reflect on what is valued in our society.  

 

The decision to discard something is far from being a simple 
decision. Like each fundamental type of action, it appears in the 
experience of every day. It is a reversal of values. Though the 
thing once was necessary, discarded it becomes litter or scrap. 
What once was valuable now is worthless; the desirable now 
offends; the beautiful now is seen as ugly. 

George Kubler 1970, 77 
 

 

Sometimes while walking I will notice an object that interests me, but it isn’t safe or 

convenient to retrieve it; I’m in a hurry, the traffic is too heavy, it is on the wrong side of 

the road. To my surprise I have found I can go back a week or more later and it will most 

probably be where I first saw it, or nearby. It may have been nudged along by traffic, or 

heavy rain may have moved it, but as most of the objects I identify on roads are metal, 

they are unlikely to blow away, and without human intervention or extreme weather, 

they are unlikely to have moved far. I can be confident that its progress to the drainage 

grate will be assuredly slow and falling through the drainage grate does seem to be the 

most likely impediment to my chances of retrieving it eventually. Some of the things I 

find are small, like an iron bolt, so I understand it isn’t really surprising that no one else 

has collected them. But other things, such as functional tools will also go uncollected. 

This I find particularly surprising. Once dropped or discarded on the road their appeal 

appears to have been lost. Historian James Elkins noted that “The world is full of things 

that we do not see, and when we begin to notice them, we also notice how little we can 
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ever see.” (1996, 63). This observation has been borne out by my experience of 

collecting. 

 

Tools such as screw drivers, allen keys and sockets are quite basic in their constitution, 

there is little that can go wrong with them and they enable the user significantly. I 

wonder who hasn’t found their planned activity thwarted by the lack of the right screw 

driver or socket? I have observed that tools and devices with minor, if any damage are 

ignored and go unclaimed once they have ended up on the road. I walked past a large 

crow bar in a gutter for close to a month before collecting it. I know how access to such 

simple technology can be the difference between opening or tightening something. Or 

in the case of the crow bar, wrecking, breaking and levering something. As someone 

who uses tools and collects tools, I find it odd that others don’t retrieve them. A tool is 

something that the user relies on to extend the capacity of their body. Knappett notes 

that “the simple tools of everyday life can be portrayed as extensions of the body’s 

physical boundaries.” (2005, 17). James Gibson explains “When in use, a tool is a sort of 

extension of the hand, almost an attachment to it or a part of the user’s own body” (in 

Knappett 2005, 17). This alludes to the quite intimate dependence that can be formed 

with a tool.  

 

It is important to note, that for any tools I find that are still in working order, and indeed 

most are, I have no intention other than to use them as a tool. I value their 

functionality. Crawford has noticed that manufacturers have been redesigning 

electronic and mechanical products, enclosing them in seamless sealed cases to stop 

people from thinking they can open them up and perhaps fix them (2009). So perhaps 

the range of uses for tools around the home is diminishing. It is feasible that some 

people would have no use for them. Perhaps other people don’t know what the tools 

are. Or perhaps, and I think this is likely, most people avert their eyes from the seeing 

the rubbish on streets and almost certainly don’t focus on individual objects. “Detritus 

has ideological, social, political contexts and associations” (Whiteley 2011, 5). Apart 
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from on Clean up Australia Day, there appears to be very little interest in street rubbish, 

except from those who are paid to deal with it, and they are few and far between.  

 

Thompson notes that something “which is of value can be seen as rubbish if it is in the 

wrong place.” He uses the example of “a weed is simply a plant in the wrong place” 

(1979, 116). I have observed on my walks that this applies to a lot of what ends up on a 

road or in a gutter. The things I am finding have lost their value within this society in 

part due to the location they have ended up.  

 

Bartley also identifies walking as a fundamental part of her research, “In walking and 

collecting I observe, through patterns of distribution or seasonal frequencies, things 

about the way people inhabit space.” (2012, 33). It is not surprising that Seeding the 

Cloud was created by an artist who walks. While at first I was unconsciously forming 

ideas about the prevalence of consumer items I found, since I embarked on this 

research, I have been actively exploring and comparing the prevalence or otherwise in 

other places I have travelled to, though I have not been able to observe over an 

extended time as I have at home. The biggest similarities I have encountered are in 

other Australian cities, and overseas cities, London, Sheffield, Dunedin, Wellington and 

Los Angeles. I did not find much in Hong Kong, Shandong, Shenzhen, Paris, Venice, Dili, 

Singapore, Bali or Jogjakarta. I am conscious that my walking patterns while travelling 

are distinctly different from my ones at home and my time spent walking in these 

locations has not led to the same understanding of the streets. Everywhere I have 

travelled I have found other artists beyond those I knew of who are working with found 

objects.  
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2.3 Is Collecting in the Blood?  

 

Curator and Lecturer Gillian Whiteley whose research focus is on bricolage and 

improvisatory techniques and practices, acknowledges her family heritage as 

influencing her research interest. “There is an element of embodied history in this 

exploration of junk, art and politics”. Whiteley grew up in “the postwar ‘make-do and 

mend’ mentality of the Northern working class” England. Her grandfather was a ‘rag 

and bone man’ and her father a spring-smith by trade who “was an instinctive 

bricoleur” and her family “pantry was a storeroom for rubbish awaiting recycling” in 

house (2011, x). 

 

Murray also identifies “make-do practices” of Australian farmers as contributing to the 

style of Australian “applied arts… forged by isolation.” (Murray 2005,17). I have no 

doubt that making-do and repair have been necessary historically for practical and 

financial reasons. Before the mass proliferation of affordable manufactured ‘stuff’ 

emerged, mend and make-do would have been the norm for the majority with only the 

wealthy elite exempt from such lowly activities. Kubler notes that “When the making of 

things required a very large effort, as in pre-industrial life, it was easier to repair them 

than to discard them.” (1970, 78). I have noted the international rise in activities that 

suggest interest in ‘make-do and mend’ and ‘make-do practices’ is of this time and not 

unique to Australia or the Northern working class of England and the contemporary 

interest is not necessarily being dictated by financial reasons or isolation. Rather it is a 

response to the proliferation of stuff and the associated waste.  

 

The adoption and spread of Martine Postma’s Repair Café initiative suggests that the 

appeal of mending and make-do has not been lost and is instead going through a period 

of renewal. Repair Café’s and similarly inspired initiatives, such as New York based We 

Hate to Waste are filling a need and addressing a loss of skills within communities. 

These are by no means widely-known movements, but their reach through social media 

has been growing. Repair Café has spread far beyond its initial site of Amsterdam. If we 
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don’t repair and make-do, inbuilt obsolescence or fashion led obsolescence is very likely 

to mean the objects we own, our electronic goods, our clothes, our furniture and 

furnishing are likely to end up in waste. This is what inspired the Radical Jewelry 

Makeover and Junk. It is also what has led to the prevalence of the type of objects that I 

collect.  

 

I relate to Whiteley citing familial influence. My father grew up in post-war Britain and 

my mother in post-war Australia, but I can’t claim any ‘rag and bone men’ in my known 

family tree. Finding and collecting things was a part of the culture I grew up in and a 

practice I have maintained for as long as I can remember. Within my family, I identify 

collecting as a practice driven by interest as opposed to necessity. The kitchen window 

sills of my family home displayed the ‘bits and bobs’ that had been found, washed and 

placed for consideration. Importantly my family’s approach to collecting has always 

been without real intention, in that it occurs during normal perambulations or garden 

digging as opposed to planned treasure hunting. Some items such as lead military 

figurines dug up in the family yard would elicit discussions about who might have 

owned them, why toys were made from lead and when toys stopped being made from 

lead. With the view to leaving things to be found by future gardeners, my father would 

bury pottery pieces that didn’t meet his standards.  

 

I note too that family background is identified by Pond, Alexander and Bartley as 

contributing to their interest in the materials they use as well.  

 

Pond identifies her practice of collecting as being inspired by her family, “who appear to 

have a genetic necessity for hoarding; digging up metal detector finds was the 

foundation of a passion for objects which others might not quite appreciate. This 

fashioned the beginnings of a lifetime of habitual collecting” (Pond 2018, n.p.).  

 

Alexander recalls as a young child playing in a large rubbish dump near his home, 

finding and uncovering treasures he says “the interest in other people’s rubbish was in 
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me from a very young age”. Now as an adult, Alexander travels “the wider post-

industrial landscape on his bike, he loves to visit derelict buildings and gap sites, often 

finding in these places the sort of objects he needs” (Ross 2012. n.p.). 

 

Beyond the Seeding the Cloud project, found materials feature in the wider practice of 

Bartley “I don’t know why I’m inclined to pick up stuff when I walk, it feels instinctual 

something I don’t think about…” (2012,33). She has pondered if the practice “might be 

hereditary” having observed the practice in different generations of her family. I too 

have observed the practice in my family, in particular my mother, father and brother 

have always collected items of interest in their perambulations. Bartley continues “It’s 

not like I am driven by a moral impetus to pick up litter or that I lead an impoverished 

life, it’s more like a genetic quirk, perhaps a remnant link to a hunter gathering past.” 

(2012, 33). My inherited stone battle axe (figure: 1) is material evidence of an ancestor 

who collected things of interest.  

 

Textual critic G. Thomas Tanselle in his A Rationale of Collecting, asserts that the 

argument that collecting “is the vestige of the instinct for foraging and hoarding found 

in animals and primitive peoples; when the “need’ no longer exists, the hunting and 

gathering continue anyway…. begs the question of what constitutes “need””. Tanselle 

cites the examples of animals who have hoarded more than they realistically need, and 

that “prehistoric human beings are now thought to have admired and saved certain 

tools for aesthetic reason.” (1999, 24). The identification of the 100,000 years old shell 

necklace (Jha 2006) and the dating of Neanderthal eagle claw jewellery (Calloway 2015) 

also supports Tanselle’s idea that need is more than immediate practical use. These 

finds support his assertion that “possessions not strictly necessary for bodily survival 

nevertheless may seem required for establishing a sense of human identity and defining 

one’s place in the world.” (Ibid.) 
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2.4 Finding and Collecting 

 
 
The materials I use remain the primary gravity to my research, and walking has been 

fundamental to my collection of materials. It is through walking that my awareness of 

and my interest developed in the collecting things that end up in gutters. These are 

items that were made from durable materials, presumably intended to be durable but 

through some twist of fortune they have ended up as rubbish. This shift in fate provides 

inspiration for my thinking. These are items that once had both economic and ‘use 

value’ and at the point when I find them they have neither.  

 

It is also significant that the broken objects I collect are not easily recycled. It is feasible 

that at least some of the plastics collected in Australian editions of Bartley’s Seeding the 

Cloud could be submitted for recycling to a municipal garbage recycling system.13 The 

project exposes though that where the plastics are found it is the result of members of 

the community not working with the available waste disposal options. The metal items I 

find could ultimately be submitted for recycling if they were grouped with other like 

materials and driven to a scrap metal dealer. For this reason, a bucket of old screws, 

bolts, nuts and nails put out for annual hard rubbish collection is very likely to be 

collected by someone before the council trucks come. This says something about the 

enterprising individual who will scan hard rubbish for bulk metal and the households 

that will put quantities of metal out that they could have sold. 

 

My research has developed from exploring the potential to interpret collected items. 

Quite often the objects I collect during my walks have been run over, thus rendering 

them useless for others but ideal for my use. The plastics collected in Bartley’s Seeding 

the Cloud may have been rendered useless prior to being discarded through design 

rather than damage. Items such as single use plastic straws, cutlery and packaging, once 

used are designed to be discarded. They may still be functional, but their low cost 

                                                      
13 The Australian Broadcasting Commission’s 2017 documentary series War on Waste has raised questions about whether the 

recycling schemes are able to deal with what they are receiving. 
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ensures they are thrown away rather than cleaned for reuse. Writing about funerary 

objects, Appadurai refers to them as “”terminal” commodities” …”objects which, 

because of the context, purpose, and meaning of their production, make only one 

journey from production to consumption” (1986,23). This has increasingly become the 

intention behind much of what is commercially produced today. The term ‘terminal’ 

would equally apply to the plastic items intended for single use as well as things that 

once would be expected to last for an entire life. Furniture that once would have been 

made from timber is now very likely to be made from lacquered or veneered medium 

density fibreboard; materials that are unlikely to survive a move. I see frequent 

evidence of this on my walks, discarded modern fibreboard furniture degrades rapidly 

in the rain. It is key that while I am only interested in objects that can no longer serve 

their functional ‘purpose’, they must also be small, suited for carrying or wearing and I 

am focussing on items that are metal, ceramic or glass.  

 

Significantly I am not sourcing my broken objects on ebay, from shops or garage sales. 

No cash is exchanging hands and importantly, the materials I am finding have lost their 

commodity status, and in the state that they are found, are unlikely to regain 

commodity status or hold economic value in this society. Thinking about Kopytoff’s 

suggestion of using a biographical approach (1986, 66), the objects I am collecting to 

use as materials have reached the low point of their biography. The point in this society 

which would usually be the objects end, its grave (Braungart and McDonough 2009). 

Similarly, the plastics in Bartley’s Seeding the Cloud, the metal detritus that Alexander 

collects, and Castañón’s timber, and many of the materials Pond uses, have reached 

their biographical low points too. Kopytoff’s biographical approach also asks “what 

happens to it when it reaches the end of its usefulness” (1986, 67). It strikes me that 

Alexander, Pond, Castañón and I are questioning what happens at the end too.  
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2.5 Why So Much Cargo? 

 

In his book Guns, Germs and Steel Professor Jared Diamond outlines his theory about 

how the disparities of wealth and power between cultures developed. Diamond sites a 

conversation with a New Guinean man, Yali, and in particular the questions he asked 

that helped inspire the research. Yali asked, “Why is it that you white people developed 

so much cargo and brought it to New Guinea, but we black people had little cargo of 

our own?” (Diamond 1997, 14). Diamond realised that what appeared to be a simple 

question, required research to answer it. Yali’s question is one that has come to mind as 

I have been collecting. Why is there so much discarded stuff where I live and walk? The 

items I have found in my garden, are not surprising, a family lived in my home before 

regular municipal rubbish collection existed. They would have buried things, incinerated 

things and also quite likely dropped things. All the items I have found in my garden I 

have reason to understand are old. But, the many things on the road are relatively new 

and many. 

 

The politics of geography creates abundance in some parts of 
the world and waste, scarcity and poverty in others – with the 
twenty-first century development of rapidly expanding ‘global 
cities’ though, these extremes are often simultaneously, at their 
most visible. 

(Whiteley 2011, 5) 
 

 

In Western culture a measure of wealth is “how many objects people are able to 

discard.” (Thompson, 2). Appadurai notes that while “human actors encode things… it is 

the things-in-motion that illuminate their human and social context.” (1986, 5). Artists, 

including and beyond those contemporaries I mention in this research, and in fields 

beyond jewellery, are drawing on the societal discards that it seems a lot of others, the 

majority, are overlooking. We are reconsidering the value of the discarded, as 

Thompson identifies “that value is not fixed characteristic of things, but changeable” 

(PD Smith 2017, n.p.). Kopytoff explains in relation to cultural contact for 
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anthropologists, “what is significant about the adoption of alien objects – as of alien 

ideas – is not the fact they are adopted, but the way they are culturally redefined and 

put to use.”(1986, 67). While most of the found objects we are using aren’t alien to our 

culture by nature, in the state that we find them, broken discarded, thrown away, they 

have become alien.  

 

William Davies King in his autobiographical book reflecting on his collecting habits, 

Collections of Nothing suggests:  

 

The widely shared impulse to collect comes partly from, a 
wound we feel deep inside this richest, most materialistic of all 
societies, and partly from a wound that many of us feel in our 
personal histories. Collecting may not be the most direct means 
of healing those wounds, but it serves well enough. It finds 
order in things, virtue in preservation, knowledge in obscurity, 
and above all it discovers and even creates a value. 

(2008, 7) 
 

 

King’s collecting and collection focusses on what he defines as “Nothing”, things like the 

labels from canned food, used airmail envelopes and plastic cauliflower bags. And 

perhaps not surprisingly, given their availability, he collects these things in big 

quantities. His collection is a form of archive, and he was stockpiling things that society 

is very likely to overlook.  

 

 

2.6 Upcycling, Recycling, Reusing 

 

Whiteley notes that “Sustainability and ‘thinking green’ are increasingly fashionable in 

economically rich West”, but there are “cultural and social connotations” about 

“working with trash”. While everyone contributes to the waste, dealing with it is usually 

“left to those on the social and economic margins” (2011, 5). I have noticed a 

proliferation of artists and hobbyists reusing objects repurposing, upcycling and 
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recycling, as well as an increase in associated ‘How to’ articles. While ideas of ‘green’ 

practice might be what inspires some, sustainability isn’t necessarily the reality. For 

example, repurposing is just applying another use, a simple common example is using a 

plastic shopping bag as a bin liner. Upcycling is a way to reuse, reconsider, or reinvent 

an item to increase its value. A simple example is to use an old coffee mug or milo tin to 

grow a succulent (instead of buying a new pot). The environmental credentials are 

variable. For example, if you use your old coffee mug as a plant pot, does that enable 

the purchase of a new coffee cup?  

 

Repurposing, upcycling and recycling inform the Radical Jewellery Makeover and JUNK. 

Interestingly for both projects a lot of the materials involved are mass produced 

commercial products, and both are projects that have been initiated by contemporary 

jewellers as opposed to the commercial producers. The volume of jewellery donated to 

each project is far more than can be reasonably dealt with, the first Australian RJM in 

2010 attracted 18 kilograms of donated jewellery. Some of the donations are so distinct 

in their aesthetic and materiality the participating jewellers found it hard to imagine 

how they can be reused or upcycled. One of the participants in the 2016 Brisbane RJM2 

asked “Did all that crap RJM jewellery have something in common. Why could I not 

shake the [feeling] that we were only making more crap?” (2016, pers. comm, 

December). I admit to finding the volume and content of the donations overwhelming.  

 

Considering that “a person’s level of consumption provides an indication of his status 

and power” Thompson in 1979 observed that “the growing concern with ecology, 

pollution, and conservation inevitably makes rubbish overt and allows the development 

of that most prestigious of all consumption activities, conspicuous non-consumption” 

He aligns this move with “an intellectual and influential section of the middle class” 

(1979, 117). They belong to the part of society that can afford durable belongings. The 

changes he identified within this part of society that exemplify the shift in attitude to 

consumption, are the uptake of composting, making bread, smaller cars and 

macrobiotic foods.  
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In my own studio, I value reuse and repair over new, so I keep my tools maintained and 

repair them if possible. I am active in ensuring my materials come from suppliers that 

can verify the origin of the product and the circumstances of its sourcing. I use minimal 

chemicals and ensure they are disposed of responsibly. I prefer to use metal scraps 

rather than sending them all for refining, so keep stocks of my off cuts and unfinished 

projects with the intention to incorporate them in future projects. My studio practices 

have been reviewed and updated significantly since I first launched my practice, and 

continue to be so.  

 

While I prioritise sustainable and ‘green’ practices in my studio, I don’t believe that it 

was these alone that led to my shift to working with found materials, the items that 

Whiteley would refer to as ‘trash’. To paraphrase Thompson, I acknowledge that my 

beliefs and the way I see and understand the world influences my actions (1979, 57). I 

believe that while concerns about sustainability and ‘green’ studio practices make a 

contribution, like Pond, Alexander, Castañón and Bartley, I suggest the use of found 

objects, is closely aligned to our practices of collecting. And what we are collecting is 

reflecting the social and economic structures of where we are. It was the quantity of 

stuff that I was collecting that changed how I viewed it. It was also the quantity of stuff 

that led me to start collecting it. It shifted from being a collection of visually interesting 

but worthless one off finds to being a store of potential material resources. Taylor 

explains in the philosophy of Mottainai “waste remains behind to remind us of how we 

treat the non-human world as well as reminding us that we are fundamentally 

connected in an interdependent web of causality.” (2011, 10). 

 

Appadurai suggests that “through the analysis of” an object’s “trajectories we can 

interpret the human transactions and calculations that enliven things” (1986, 5). Pond’s, 

Alexander’s, Castañón’s, Bartley’s and my actions of finding and collecting ex 

commodities is a status changing intervention. Castañón’s works feature his chosen 

material, weathered timber. The traces of paint which was presumably once applied to 

beautify and protect the timber, continues to add to its aesthetic but also now serves to 
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signify prior use.  Our works are focussing on societal discards, waste, and in doing so 

we are creating small statements about the value of objects. Unlike “writing about 

music is like dancing about architecture” (part of a popular quote attributed to Frank 

Zappa, Elvis Costello and others), which expresses the inability of one form to explain 

another fully, we are effectively making objects about objects.  

 

With reference to Miller (1998), Lemonnier (2012) and Faris (2013), I recognise that the 

objects that I, Bartley, Pond, Alexander and Castañón are using as materials are at a 

point where they could be easily overlooked or dismissed as irrelevant. And this is what 

makes the materials we are using so important. Douglas and Isherwood identified that 

“…consumption decisions become the vital source of culture of the moment” (1982, 

57). Alexander has pondered the relationship between his found materials and what 

they symbolise about the closure of British industries. He identifies that “discarded iron 

from industrial sites–tells its own story of society, gender and politics and it is this very 

human narrative which has always drawn me to it.” (2017, 9). In turn I have recognised 

that the majority of my locally found objects are likely to have been made overseas, 

possibly from locally sourced raw materials. For example most of the discarded iron I 

find here is in the form of nails, which may or may not have been made here. I note too 

that this is while the raw resource that is the basis of their alloy, iron ore, is a primary 

resource of significance to the mining sector and economy of Australia for both local 

use and export14.  

 

Not all of the found items I have been using have been collected by me. Some have 

been drawn from the collection of items I inherited from Merv Muhling’s studio 

contents15. Some have been collected by my parents and given to me, like the dog’s 

head in Rescued Dog (figure: 33). Some were found by my partner, like the terracotta 

body in Diver (figure: 17).  

                                                      
14 Australia’s economic resource level of iron ore was ranked first in the world in 2014. (Australian Minerals Journal 2015, n.p.). 

15 In December 2003 I was advised of the death of Merv Muhling, a Queensland Lecturer, Sculptor and Jeweller. His daughter and 

widow generously passed the contents of Merv’s jewellery workshop to me. This included books, tools, equipment and materials.  
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Reflecting on the BBC television program Antiques Roadshow, Tanselle comments that 

“Every object acquires an interest quite separate from whatever significance it may 

have held for it previous possessors” (1999, 33). Impressed by the array of objects that 

the program uncovers he suggests “no object is too arcane to fall within the expertise of 

someone” and “that all objects, however lowly, deserve to have experts studying them 

and to be taken seriously as part of the mosaic of the past.” (1999, 34). What I have 

anecdotally observed and had reinforced from watching Antiques Roadshow, is that 

objects that were produced in mass numbers, and things that are severely damaged, 

hold low to no economic value, but can still hold sentimental or symbolic value, which 

can be enhanced by provenance.  

 

The stuff that has captured my attention, drawn my thoughts and triggered my 

imagination that then becomes materials for my work, is stuff that has been damaged 

and has lost the potential of its previous purpose. For me, an object becomes salient 

when it has lost its capacity to be what it was made to be, its function has been critically 

compromised. I am drawn to something that once had a use, and a place in the 

economic system but through misfortune has become alienated from it. There is 

something about the loss of status that makes me notice it, there is a sense of 

poignancy in a broken device, a fragment rendered useless. Bennett writes of noticing a 

collection of societal discards in a storm drain grate “stuff that commanded attention in 

its own right, as existents in excess of their association with human meanings, habits or 

projects. In the second moment, stuff exhibited its thing power: it issued a call… it 

provoked affects in me…” catching “…a glimpse of an energetic vitality inside” (2010, 4). 

I relate to Bennett’s moment of recognition of the ‘vitality of matter’. I find my 

materials in unexpected places, in that I can’t predict where or when something will be 

found or what it will be. Most often what I find and collect is metal. 

 

Initially I had no plan to work with the objects I was finding. Something would catch my 

eye, I’d collect it and place it on my work bench. As the pile of found objects grew, and 
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their presence in my studio became pronounced, I began to wonder what they 

represented. Recognising that what I was finding was reflecting something about me, 

where I had been and what I was noticing, what was interesting me. I also recognised 

that as remnants and parts of industrially produced items they suggested something 

about the economic system. They were all made out of materials that have long life 

expectancies, like steel, iron, stainless steel, aluminium, glass and porcelain. These are 

materials that are widely used and that mining continues to address the demand for; 

materials which in turn contribute to the Australian economy. Significantly too, this 

material in my collection has been found outside of the economic system. Crucially the 

items had either been dug up in my garden or collected from road sides on my regular 

walks. Either way they were at the end of their life within the economic system and 

their status was equivocal. I was not purchasing broken or complete industrially 

produced items, I was finding them when their purpose had been compromised 

through damage and their currency as a commodity had been negated.  

 

The items I have found, have negligible, if any value. I have noticed that parts of broken 

dolls do feature for sale on ebay and in antique shops so the perhaps for the ceramic 

arm I used in Repaired Arm (figure: 16), there could be a market where its commodity 

status could have been reclaimed. Knappett notes that “mass-produced items sold in 

bulk” can over time become “sought after by collectors” (2005, 123). This potential is 

not what interests me in them and I have not found myself drawn to purchase more 

parts to add to my materials.  
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2.7 The Contemporary Jewelry Exchange  

 

Relying on found things has changed my way of working. It has created a framework for 

how I approach my studio work. This became apparent to me when I participated in the 

‘The Contemporary Jewelry Exchange #2’ (TCJE #2) in 2015.  

 

The TCJE is the initiative of Swedish jeweller Olga Raben. The idea is that “jewellery 

artists from all over the world, are paired and asked to create a unique contemporary 

piece of jewelry for each other.” (The Contemporary Jewelry Exchange, n.p.). I was 

paired with Molly Gabbard an American jeweller who was enrolled in the Masters 

program at San Diego State University.  

 

For the TCJE #2 it was up to Gabbard and me to make the exchange work for each 

other. Our discussions about what interested us and what we were pursuing in our own 

studios informed what we made for each other. Gabbard was feeling the pressures of 

her Masters research but was keen to take part in the exchange. She briefed me that 

she was interested in "color and kinetics and engaging the viewer on and off the body. 

Quite playful work and bit humorous." (Gabbard 2015, pers. comm, 08 March). Her 

interest in colour focussed my attention on how little colour was represented in the 

items I had been collecting. Apart from a couple of small coloured glass beads, there 

was nothing that could be described as colourful in what I had been collecting.  

 
The TCJE sets deadlines for participants to complete and share works by, this pressure 

made it apparent that relying on found objects would be an unreliable way to fulfil 

commissions with clear specifications. Fortunately, my chickens turned up a section of 

beaded red plastic which became the starting point for my work, and yet again I found 

myself working with plastic. I combined this with elements from two previous series of 

works, a small sterling silver skull of an invented animal, complete with an augmented 
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jaw bone, and a bronze bird and some new dolls hair diverted from landfill16 to make a 

neckpiece, The Beast that Drives (figure: 24). I had responded intuitively to the red 

beaded plastic, and was thinking about the piece being symbolic of the beast that lives 

inside an artist driving their artistic research. It was intended as a charm for Molly while 

she completed her masters research. Interestingly Molly’s reading was very personal 

and more specific, after receiving the necklace she let me know she found the piece 

“reminiscent of Australia, the dry desert bush and a bit of loneliness” something she 

missed and had romanticised about her visit (Gabbard 2015, pers. comm, 09 June). 

Apparently for a road trip she had taken from Adelaide to Maningrida she had made a 

good luck charm for the car rear vision mirror, from “a skull, purple thistle flowers and 

peeled snake skin” (Gabbard 2015, pers. comm, 11 June). 

 

 

                                                      
16 The skull was from a series developed during an artist residency at Bundanon in 2009. I was inspired by the location, the bush 

and Arthur Boyd's Nebuchadnezzar paintings, I looked to find evidence of the mythological beings depicted. Failing to find it I 
created a series of objects to suggest fragmentary evidence. The bronze bird was from a series of small sculptural works I had 
collaborated with Nick Ashby to make in 2008. The doll’s hair had been purchased from Reverse Garbage in about 2005 and this 
was the first time I had found a way to use it. 
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Figure 24: Elizabeth Shaw, The Beast that Drives, reused and recycled sterling silver, bronze, dolls hair, found 
plastic, 2015. Photograph: Michelle Bowden. 

 
I agreed to participate in the TCJE #3 and was matched with Rebecca Ilet a narrative 

jeweller and jewellery tutor based in Cambridge England. From our correspondence, it 

became clear that we had shared interests in mechanisms and devices, repair, found 

objects and making-do. Ilet’s father was an engineer and she commented on how 

“There was a culture of mending and repair and skilled use of tools that has faded with 

the development of technology” (2016, pers. comm, 02 May). My English grandfather 

was an instrument maker and his interest in tools and mechanics was passed on to my 

father who in turn shared the interest with me. Sennett advises that “We’d err to 

imagine that because traditional craft communities pass on skills from generation to 

generation, the skills they pass down have been rigidly fixed; not at all.” (2008, 26). 

What I claim is an interest inspired by my heritage, I am by no means skilled in the same 

way as my grandfather or my father would have been. Ilet and I agreed on a mechanical 

system or device which may or may not work, as our brief for each other.  
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I started with a small piece of branch from a mock orange tree from our backyard. 

When we first moved to our house there were multiple heavily pruned and shaped 

trees, which we removed to make way for fruit trees and garden beds. Many of the 

branches had taken on wizened forms, possibly as a result of the decades of controlled 

trimming. Segments of the branches were kept and I have used them in a variety of 

works. The small piece of timber that was selected as the starting point for this work for 

Ilet had been aging for 11 years. Significantly it was a not a fragment of an industrially 

produced item that I was starting with. This was a diversion from what had been my 

modus operandi for several years. As with a fragment of an industrial item, the natural 

timber had a defined shape to respond to. It was important too that the material was 

also regarded as valueless waste or rubbish. It is striking that the natural unprocessed 

wood can be and is often read to have the same value as a manufactured piece of 

rubbish.  

 

At this time there was annual hard rubbish collection in my neighbourhood and a 

household up the street from my home had thrown out a large antique bamboo fishing 

rod. I collected it and installed it high up on my studio wall. It was a handmade tool that 

had been produced with a high level of skill, it is humble and functional, made from one 

continuous 3.4m length of bamboo with simple guides made out of metal wire bent and 

bound along the rod. The handle is neatly bound with a mix of materials, the butt is 

aged rubber and the reel seat is metal, sadly the rod was missing its reel. This rod with 

its missing reel became the inspiration for the piece I made for Ilet, Rod and Bird (figure: 

25).  
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Figure 25: Elizabeth Shaw, Rod and Bird, reused and recycled sterling silver, titanium, bronze, mock orange, hemp, 2016. 
Photograph: Michelle Bowden. 

 
 
I hadn’t fished for more than 25 years, and had no fishing reels on hand to refer to, but 

made a reel, some guides and a handle, using the skills that come naturally to me. I was 

keen to use materials that were simple, on hand and that I could easily work with. While 

I appreciate modern technology, I do have a fondness for the transparency of early 

mechanical devices. The reel works, the hemp line can be wound up and locked in 

place, or released. Ilet responded to the work saying it reminded her of her childhood; a 

not too accurate miniature fishing rod proved mnemonic. “I love the rod and I am 

guessing the idea just sprung from the wood, which makes it perfect” (2017, pers. 

comm, 26 February). 

 

Ilet regularly uses found items in her works and our discussions led to her identifying 

two items she had and thought I could use. These were a porcelain head from a figurine 

that she had found in her grandmother’s button box, and a blue ceramic lobster claw, 

objects she had no plan for use in her own work. In return I sent her a broken object 

from my collection that I had no plan to use, an antique bevelled edge hand mirror with 
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a cedar backing plate. The pieces I received in this materials exchange became the focus 

for two new works. 

 

Through making The Beast that Drives (figure: 24) for Gabbard in the TCJE 2015 and Rod 

and Bird for Ilet in the TCJE 2016 (figure: 25) I gained a closer understanding of my own 

motivations. The exchange highlighted for me the importance of dialogue and its 

influence on narrative. The exchange with Ilet extended with the exchange of materials. 

I interrogated my focus on found materials and I realised that starting with a valueless 

fragment remains apposite.    

 

  

 

2.8 Material Narratives 

 

Encountered with the remains of an object or tool that once served a purpose I am left 

to wonder who it once belonged to and how it ended up where it did. I relate to what 

Whiteley describes as “the thrill of finding incongruous objects and the real and 

imagined narratives which they evoke” (2011, xii). 

 

Similar to Kopytoff’s biographical approach, Kestenbaum suggests that just as we “have 

rites of passage for our own lives. We should have rites of passage for our things too” 

(2017, 14). He suggests it would be appropriate amongst other things to think about the 

function it once served. Sometimes it takes a while for me to work out what it, the item 

I found, was, its state of damage being so severe that its original identity is hard to 

determine. Or it is part of something I am not familiar with, and so have no point of 

reference for. It is through the action of finding or uncovering an item that I begin to 

interpret it. 

  

For the things found in the gutters of main roads I assume that they have fallen or been 

thrown from passing vehicles, they seem to represent the traffic that passes through 
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the neighbourhood. I am drawn to objects that are mainly metal, ceramic or glass. The 

age of the suburb I live in and the age of my house date back to when rubbish was often 

dealt with via back yard incineration or buried on site or nearby. The things I have found 

while digging garden beds at my home I can presume are the remains of toys, 

ornaments and crockery that belonged to members of the several generations of the 

one family that had previously lived in my house since it was built circa 1915. 

Interestingly, the majority of items found this way have been parts of figurines; and so 

far the parts have all been from separate figures. Why I have only uncovered single 

parts from different figurine bodies, and why no heads, remains unanswered, perhaps a 

vindictive sibling? This is a narrative I am drawn to, but it is of course conjecture. This is 

what the isolated body parts suggest to me. They have been removed at some point 

from the rest of the figurine or in case of the plastic arm, the rest of the doll. I have only 

found single parts of ceramic crockery too. I find this isolation quite evocative. It was 

the unresolved narrative that drew me to start working with them. The unresolved 

story that the incomplete items projected became part of a new narrative that I worked 

to build – to fabricate around it. The found item is a trace of something that was once 

complete, a remnant of something larger.    

 

Foster describes archival artists as “often drawn to unfulfilled beginnings or incomplete 

projects–in art and in history alike–that might offer points of departure again” (2015, 

34). While Foster is particularly speaking about artistic practice that tends to favour 

installation, the attributes he identifies in archival artists, relate well to my practice and 

those of Pond, Alexander, Bartley and Castañón. Particularly in that the “archives… are 

not databases… they tend to be funkily material and recalcitrantly fragmentary, and as 

such they call out for human interpretation” (p.34). 

 

I am conscious that it is during the last 15 years my collecting has become focussed on 

valueless items, most often broken objects. I align this in part with my move closer to 

the city and closer to busy main roads. Remembering too that Chris Goodall using UK 

government Material Flows Account data identified 2001 was the tipping point in 
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consumption of stuff (Usborne 2017). I am also cognisant of the fact that while the 

materials I collect have moved out of the economic system in Australia, it is likely they 

might remain within an economic system of another country, and this reflects the social 

and historical context in which I am living and working. Waste is as Whiteley notes 

“dependent on economic wealth” (2011, 4). 

 

The commodity candidacy of a thing is specific to its exchangeability within a society 

(Appadurai 1986, 14). Sociologist Georg Simmel noted that the perceived value of an 

object “is conferred upon the object, not merely by its own desirability, but by the 

desirability of another object” (1968, 47). I have observed that the objects I collect are 

not valued by others. Interestingly, I have also noted that when the annual hard rubbish 

collection occurs people will drive the streets retrieving the power cords from electrical 

devices, and bits of scrap metal. So locally there is a practice of collecting waste metal 

presumably to sell to a metal scrap yard. But the things I collect from the road, which 

include objects made from materials that a metal scrap yard would buy, are single items 

and infrequently located, and in that context they don’t appear to be of interest to 

others to collect.  

 

In the 21st century with the well documented high level of consumption and 

disposability, where buying a new thing is usually cheaper than repairing an existing 

thing, it is fair to assume that there would be more discarded stuff to find. But, where 

there is system of garbage collection and motorised street sweepers, the accumulated 

debris is dealt with by the public hygiene services provided the population participates 

in the arrangement. The rubbish still exists but if the population disposes of their waste 

in bins, it is to an extent hidden.  

 

The length of time and the distance a participant walks in Seeding the Cloud in order to 

collect discarded plastic items is a measure of how the users of the space, residents and 

those passing through work with or against the provided hygiene services, bins, garbage 

collection, street sweepers etcetera.  I participated in an iteration of Seeding the Cloud 
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held in July 2017 during the Association of Contemporary Jewellery’s conference 20:20 

Visions in Sheffield. On an early morning walk I had seen the motorised street sweepers 

at work. Later in the day, when participants in the project visited the same streets it was 

apparent that the street sweepers had done a thorough job. The roads appeared clear 

of all obvious debris, plastic or otherwise. We found that the collection of discarded 

plastics was limited to what had accumulated in the bushes in a paved outdoor area 

adjacent to the conference venue and accordingly, the walk was extremely short. What 

we found was that while the streets appeared cleaned of waste, the waste still existed 

hidden in the garden beds. 

 
Where items are found suggests a geography of waste and its management. What stays 

in a particular place seems to be evidence of the community that uses it and the 

infrastructure. For example, the street drainage in Brisbane often flows directly to 

waterways, and takes some items to a watery grave. While other items managed to stay 

in situ longer sometimes broken, sometimes intact.  

 

I have found items that aren’t broken, and these I collect too, but I do not intend to use 

as a material in my work. On roads I have found various tools such as a hand trowel, a 

pruning saw, screw drivers, sockets, a padlock and key. As functional items I have kept 

these to use, as I respect the purpose they were designed for. Other not so functional 

items have also been kept, such as a roughly cast toy lead iron (figure: 26), dug up in my 

garden. 
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Figure 26:  Found Childs Toy Iron, lead. 

 

 

I am strategically interested in objects that can no longer serve their functional 

‘purpose’. As lead has long been identified as dangerous to handle, the toy iron by 

today’s standards is no longer suited as a toy. Not to mention that it is a type of iron 

that would be unfamiliar to children of today (and indeed my generation). It took a 

while to identify what this item was. It is an historical artefact that provides insight into 

the previous residents of my house and it has joined the small collection of lead toys 

that I have. The others are all of a military nature, with more detail in the forms, and all 

found by my parents when they dug garden beds at their house.  

 

What I note about the materials Bartley, Alexander, Castañón, Pond and I are collecting 

is, while we may read something in to the location where we find them, once separated 

from that location, there is little that connects them back to it. The modern items I am 

finding are unlikely to have been made locally, and very likely to have been produced in 

multiples and distributed widely. Alexander may be finding materials that were made in 

the local steel works, but these items were quite likely also produced in multiples and 

distributed widely. Castañón’s painted timbers could be a from a range of origins. Brand 

names, logos or maker’s details on the plastics Bartley collects might locate them, but 

they are equally likely to be either imported or also exported. The mnemonic potential 

of the items we are using is not specific to the location they are found. Rather the 
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potential for a material to trigger a memory could be the result of a very specific 

association with an important or significant event, or from repeated exposure to 

something.  

 

The location we find things is still important. It says something about our respective 

societies. It informs our thinking, it helps build a narrative. For me it has helped me to 

formulate my thinking about the objects I find. It is not unusual for artists to use specific 

origin of location in material listings or referenced in the title of a work. This can help 

build a narrative and allude to travels, experiences or authenticity.  

 

 

 

 

 

A Lisa Walker brooch from 2007 titled Rubbish From My Workshop Floor (figure: 27), 

has the materials listed as rubbish and silver. A traditional jewellers workshop floor 

could be expected to yield precious metals, the materials in Walker’s brooch defines her 

workshop as being anything but traditional. The materials resemble the waste that 

might collect at the base of a public bin, unidentifiable bits, the majority of which seem 

to be partially melted plastic. Susan Stewart identifies that the narrative of the origins 

“is a narrative of interiority and authenticity. It is not a narrative of the object; it is the 

narrative of the possessor.” (2005, 136). 

 

Figure 27: Lisa Walker. Rubbish From My Workshop 
Floor, rubbish, silver, 2007. 
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2.9 Mudlarking on the Thames 

 

Growing up in Australia, as a dual Australian United Kingdom citizen, I was introduced to 

stories of the types of things my father had found in his youth in the UK. Some he 

treasured so much he had brought them to Australia. Others he regretted leaving 

behind. Important for me was the transferred knowledge through my father’s stories of 

places in the UK that yielded archaeological and historic finds, such as the river Thames. 

It had long been known as a rich source for scavenging though he had never attempted 

it himself.  

 

The Thames as a major river was an early site of settlement. As a source of food, water 

and travel its banks have collected things dropped or thrown in from earliest 

settlement. The anaerobic mud of the Thames means that the banks hold items in a 

stable environment. This means, that once in the mud, items are remarkably well 

preserved, provided they stay submerged. For example, leather items, like shoes and 

belts have been found, revealed by the tide, hundreds of years after they entered the 

mud. John Burns a 19th century Member of Parliament referred to the density of 

objects tracing the history of human occupation as ‘liquid history’ (Iain Spragg 2014, 

n.p.). Mudlarking was a name given to people who scavenged for a living on the Thames 

foreshore in the late 18th and into the 19th century. Scavenging historically was not 

always for items revealed by the mud, but also included the collection of goods like coal 

dropped from boats and coins and jewellery dropped by people crossing bridges or 

passing by the river’s edge. I had been following the finds of contemporary mudlarks on 

social media and recognised that this could be a source for materials.  

 

In April 2016 I undertook a training session with renowned and respected mudlarker 

Steve Brooker17 at the foreshore of the Thames (figure: 28). I found and kept a number 

of items, I also returned a considerable portion of my finds to the Thames. The returned 

items included spent bullets, fragments of bricks and contemporary coins. It felt like 

                                                      
17 Steve Brooker is a renowned amateur archeologist and star of Mudmen a British History Channel program. 
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littering, but Brooker assured me that was the normal way of dealing with unwanted 

finds.  

 

I have catalogued the items I kept into ones I might reuse and ones I will keep as is; 

figures 28 and 29 includes some of the items I have identified I might use. Interestingly 

there are many Thames finds available for purchase on ebay. This does not appeal to 

me as a way to acquire materials. I either want to find my materials or receive them 

from someone who has found them.  

 

 

 
Figure 28: Elizabeth Shaw and Steve Brooker, Thames foreshore April 2016. 

 
 
Apart from the obvious difference in the location for the collecting, there was not a 

great difference in technique from how I usually find things. We were looking for things 

by eye, and occasionally scraping back a small amount of mud to release an item. 

Brooker knew the locations where things collect when the tide moves, and reads the 

patterns in the mud to identify locations that are most likely to yield quantities of 

things.  

 

Literally everyday new things are revealed in the Thames mud. The quantity of material 

and wide variety makes the Thames a much richer location for finding material than the 
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places I normally walk. There is very real potential for a find to be culturally or 

historically significant. For this reason, there is a restriction on who can get a licence to 

go mudlarking, and there are rules about the registration of finds with the Museum of 

London.  

 

U.S. Artist Mark Dion’s Tate Thames Dig, 1999-2000, engaged with the historical 

richness of the Thames and through working with the Tate Museum engaged with the 

potential museological importance of the finds, all be it in an art museum. The work 

involved “two phases: an archaeological process and museological presentation.” 

(James Putman 2001, 40). The archaeological process involved Dion and a team of 

volunteers mudlarking on the shores of the Thames “close to the two Tate Gallery 

locations on Millbank and at Bankside London.” (Ibid.). Tents were set up for 

archaeologists to carefully clean and classify the finds. “In the sorting and selection of 

objects the artist refused to discard the new or the ubiquitous.” (Iwona Blazwick 2001, 

108). A selection of the finds was put on display in a specially built wooden vitrine with 

drawers reminiscent of historical museum cabinetry.  

 

Organised loosely according to type (such as bones, glassware, 
pottery, metal objects), the viewer finds them in seemingly 
unhistorical and largely uninterpreted arrangements. Antique items 
sit alongside contemporary items, ephemera and detritus are next to 
objects of value. Each is a material witness, performing the same 
function as a historical proof.  

(Tina Fiske and Giorgia Bottinelli 2002.n.p.) 
 
 

I remain in two minds about whether I will use any of my Thames finds in my work. I 

think it is the age of the items that intimidates me and perhaps too that they are a 

record of the day I went mudlarking on the Thames. These pieces seem somehow more 

precious than my urban street finds. 
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Figure 29: Small selection of my metal Mudlark finds from Thames foreshore 2016. 

 
 
 

 
Figure 30: Two of my ceramic mudlark finds from the Thames foreshore 2016. 

 

 

Alexander has also mudlarked and was also surprised by the volume of stuff that was 

there to find. Based on his knowledge of jeweller Alexandra Abraham’s use of 

mudlarked ceramic and glass shards he “had expected lots of shards of pottery and 

glass but I had not expected to find quite so much rusted iron (nails, springs, cogs...) or 

quite so many pipe stems” (Alexander 2014, 8). He ended up making a necklace from 

multiple pipe stems.  
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Mudlarking challenged my approach to finding. I engaged with the opportunity to 

investigate and find items revealed by the Thames tide. It is something that I had 

wanted to do for as long as I can recall. But, significantly for me, finding things where I 

was pretty much sure to find things, and also finding things that seemed to be 

potentially significant historically, changed how I felt about using the things I found.  

 

The Thames like the roads I walk along are subject to tidal flow. In London, the daily 

movement of tides and the wash from numerous boats and ships contribute to how the 

waterway uncovers objects from a range of centuries. In Brisbane the daily commute of 

people both deposit and modify (by running over) objects with regularity. Things are 

lost and found in this process.  
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Chapter Three: 
Recycled Narrative 
 
 
 
 
My interest in societal discards and my interrogation of their use in jewellery has 

uncovered the implicit narrative that objects carry. In this chapter I will address the 

aspects I have identified as key to a Recycled Narrative, these include:  

Authorship, as identified through the works I made as part of the RJMs. 

Materials and Narrative, the narratives implicit in found materials.  

Repair as a method of working with and rethinking broken found objects  

Material Fiction as a way to address the new life and story of an object.   

Ubiquitous Materials, the discarded objects found with highest frequency, their story. 

Accumulating Stories, the capacity of objects to build narratives over time.  

 

 

3.1 Authorship 

 

The complications of originality and authorship that Foster noted can arise through 

archival sampling (Foster 2015, 32) is something I experienced when I used pre-existing 

jewellery to make new jewellery while participating in each RJM. The works I made did 

not in any way look like works made by me. In the 2016 RJM I hypothesised that the 

lack of apparent authorship was the result of using pre-existing visual elements. The 

RJM is a community project and I was not concerned that the works I made did not 

represent me, however it did make me wonder if it was possible for me to reuse pre-

existing jewellery with a distinct design or pattern and make a work that would show 

my authorship. It is only through reusing someone else’s jewellery that I have 

encountered this issue.  

 

Rings for Mary Shelley (figure: 31) are half floral engraved metal and half bubbly, lumpy 
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organic. The two halves join abruptly emphasising and defining the contrast. I created 

this series of rings in response to an invitation to exhibit from curator Ana Pina for the 

exhibition Jewelry and Cinema at Tincal Lab in Portugal. The development of these 

works partially coincided with the 2016 RJM. Through these I tested the ideas and 

questions I had been considering while working with RJM donated jewellery, specifically 

the lack of apparent authorship that the use of pre-existing visual elements seemed to 

lead to. For Rings for Mary Shelley (figure: 31) I chose to work with sections of a broken 

sterling silver mass-produced bangle from my lemel collection. I had found the bangle 

previously and by putting it in my lemel collection at the time, I had intended for it to be 

refined. I had valued it as a technical nutrient for use, but not in its current state 

(Braungart and McDonough 2009, 93). From an environmental perspective, it is far 

better to reuse metal in its current form than it is to melt down or refine, however as an 

element of consumer trade jewellery I had not previously considered its aesthetic as 

relevant to its value for reuse. Melting down is more immediate than refining, but 

refining enables the quality of a metal to be tested and treated if necessary. Both of 

these options are a far greater draw on resources.  

 

The mass-produced bangle had featured a decorative floral and leaf machine engraving. 

The floral aesthetic is distinctly different from my aesthetic style. I was conscious that, 

unlike the works I had made for the RJM, I wanted my hand as the maker to be 

recognisable in my works for Jewelry and Cinema.  

 

Pina’s invitation was for me to create jewellery that responded to, or was inspired by, 

cinema. I settled on the classic 1931 movie Frankenstein, which was based on a story 

written by 18-year-old Mary Shelley in 1816 and published in 1818. In Frankenstein the 

parts of various bodies were combined to make a monster. An idea that I felt related 

well to my research. I had after all been drawing disparate parts together to make a 

new whole.  

 

In each of the Rings for Mary Shelley (figure: 31), a part of the broken engraved sterling 
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silver bangle rescued from my lemel was combined with cast sterling silver which was 

itself cast from a range of other sterling silver items. I left the joins intentionally obvious 

alluding to the unnatural mix following the idea of marrying parts from different origins 

but of the same materials to make a new whole. A reference to the unnatural mix of 

Frankenstein’s monster. As with my previous works, the integrity of the found 

fragment, in this case the bangle was maintained, and my additions to ‘repair’ them are 

consciously obvious. 

 

 

 
Figure 31: Elizabeth Shaw, Rings for Mary Shelley, reused and recycled sterling silver, 2016. Photograph: 
Michelle Bowden. 

 

 

In the 1931 Frankenstein film, and all subsequent versions that I am familiar with, the 

monster is visually depicted with conspicuous joins between the parts from the 

different bodies that the creature is constructed from. These obvious joins make 

apparent and indeed emphasise the patchwork of body parts used to make the whole. 

The highly visible connections suggest practical intention and they make the unnatural 

nature of the monster explicit. They make visible the important aspect of the story, that 

the monster was created by joining parts from a range of humans. The viewer is aware 

that each part of the monster has a history, a story and had a life quite independent 
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from the current body it is a part of.   

 

The featuring of joins and connections regularly features in my works. I have no desire 

to hide the mix of materials, in fact I like the jigsaw or mosaic of materials I am using to 

be apparent as each element adds to the narrative to the piece. Each part has its own 

history and story. 

 
 
 
 
3.2 Materials and Narrative 
 

… the inclusion of found objects, such as a fragment of ceramic 
plate, a twig or shell, also convey a narrative, but are of non 
specific origin and removed from their original context. What is 
presented to the viewer by the grouping of these objects 
therefore, is inter-connectedness, a layering of associations, 
simultaneously suggesting a previous history and a current 
meaning. A complex relationship is formed. The viewers own 
cognitive imagination is triggered thus presenting the 
opportunity to interpret the original meaning of the objects 
through the new context in which they are brought together. 

(Jack Cunningham 2007, 3) 

 

 

Professor Jack Cunningham highlights the complex relationship between the previous 

history suggested by a found object, the new context for its viewing, and the 

associations we project on objects. The use of a found object isolated from its usual 

context draws attention to it by bringing it into view, and in doing so, invites 

reconsideration of it.  

 

My interest in the relationship between objects and stories is a reflection of my 

upbringing and my response to the culture I am living in. I am conscious that my studio 

practice has been and continues to be informed by my experiences and awareness of 

what is occurring in the global community. Through travel and correspondence with 
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international colleagues, and as a regular reader of international media such as The 

Guardian Weekly, I am exposed to social, economic, political and cultural information 

that extends far beyond my immediate environment. Not to mention the almost 

ubiquitous presence of social media. I am increasingly aware that I am one of the few 

who goes walking without a phone in hand. I am also aware that through walking I am 

grounded in my community. I recognise my neighbours, the people in adjacent streets 

and further. I have been observing at ground level the changes occurring to the 

community, the architecture, the landscaping, and the people. 

 

Archaeologist Nicole Boivin identifies that “cognition does not take place in a mental 

black box, but is instead deeply informed, and indeed to some degree part of, an 

external environment.” (2010, 217). I am aware that the objects I make reflect how my 

understandings of value and cultural context have shifted over time. My expanded 

choice of materials from my early practice when silver was all I would use, is an example 

of how my shift in these understandings has manifested in my artwork. 

 

In 2009 the impetus for a new direction in my studio work resulted from the discovery 

of a single object, a small ceramic arm with no hand that was uncovered while digging a 

new garden bed. It was a remnant from the previous inhabitants of my home18. It was 

left to me to imagine what was missing. Its incompleteness challenged me. I modelled a 

small hand for it, cast in silver and attached it (figure: 32). While New Hand was made 

before I started my PhD research, I identify it as being the piece where my ideas about 

the potential of materials to contribute to narrative shifted. I had previously used found 

materials for their availability, aesthetic and to not be wasteful. For example, in the 

early 1990’s I had used oval sections cut from a broken cymbal for the textured backing 

plates of a series of belt buckles. The fact that the metal came from a cymbal only 

became a point of interest for people if they asked how I achieved the texture, and 

when I ran out of cymbal metal, I changed to new sheet metal to make the backing 

plate of the still popular production range. I wasn’t engaging with the story of the 

                                                      
18 Members of the same family had lived in the house since it was built in 1915. We are the first occupants with no lineal 

connection.  
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cymbal but with the material it was made from. To me it was just a sheet of pale bronze 

that had interesting machined grooves that contrasted well with the flat darker brass 

appliques I soldered on.  

 

 

 
Figure 32: Elizabeth Shaw, New Hand, reused sterling silver and found ceramic, 2009. 
Photograph: Michelle Bowden. 

 

 

 

The ceramic arm captured my attention and directed my thinking. Tanselle writes about 

“the amazement and curiosity” that is awakened when things “impinge on one’s 

consciousness.” He continues to describe the wonder of collecting is not only that 

objects “have an independent existence but also that they seem to have had a pre-

existence – that is, to have a history that antedates our awareness of them.” (1999, 31). 

It was apparent that the arm fragment had a history that preceded my awareness, and 

the narrative potential born from this unknown past, proffered a new way to approach 

my studio investigations. It was “a tangible survivor from an earlier moment.” (Tanselle 

1999, 33).  

 

To me it was much more than a small bit of glazed porcelain, it was a limb that had 

resisted destruction, once washed, the glaze was in close to new condition, the fired 

ceramic remained hard. It had strength and had survived. The clenched hand I made 
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was to confirm its resilience. Making this piece inspired me to look more closely at the 

other things I had in my collection.  

 

The oddments I had long been collecting, ones others had given me, and ones I had 

inherited from Merv Muhling became the fertile inspiration for new works. It is worth 

noting in this context that in jewellery there is an established practice of using broken 

yet aesthetically pleasing elements such as ceramic shards or beach glass. Most often 

these elements are used like gemstones as the feature of a piece of jewellery, yet the 

oddments I had in my collection did not conform to that tradition. The ceramic 

elements I had collected were parts of ornaments and broken handles, other elements 

included cracked metal components, broken knife blades, contorted branches, 

mechanical cogs, and metal street sweeper bristles. Tanselle notes that “all 

accumulations are actually selections, and therefore imbued with meaning through that 

selectivity.“ (1999, 25). While some items in my collection had been found in other 

countries, there was nothing to define them from the rest.  

 

My collection was made up of fragments of the material world that had captured my 

attention. The more I focussed on the collection and the individual items within, the 

more I began to see their individual potential and recognise their vibrancy. The 

consistent defining feature that I could identify in this group of things, the oddments I 

was collecting, and had been collecting prior to having any intention to use them in my 

work, was that they were all broken, worthless and functionless. Yet for me their value 

lay in what this loss in value suggested. They pointed back to previous lives and this was 

emotive. 

 

Humans are known to project human emotions, genders and personalities onto 

inanimate objects. This can apply to objects of any scale and perceived importance, and 

doesn’t have to be endearing. For example, any device that doesn’t perform as 

expected might be called ‘bastard’ or similar by the frustrated person trying to use it. 

Cognisant of the relationships people develop with objects Knappett questions “Why 
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have the mundane artifacts of contemporary living been over looked.” Noting that they 

have a tendency to “seep into us”, and many find “an intimate connection” as they are 

incorporated in our lives, “they render themselves inseparable, metaphysically as well 

as physically.” (2005, 108). My collection was motley, the objects in it were dejected, 

each having moved beyond any intimate connection they may have once had with their 

former owner or user. Thinking about their unified loss of purpose, I sensed sadness in 

some and pathos in others.  

 

The idea of mottainai helped me understand how I felt about these things; my 

collection represented the loss of the intrinsic value in each individual object. It was 

from reflecting on them as a group that I began to recognise that the things in my 

collection represented the arbitrary nature of value. Excluding my collected twigs, the 

objects in my collection were all made from materials that are long lasting, and in their 

raw and refined state, are in high demand. These include materials that continue to be 

prospected for, and mined by companies. These are companies that are listed on the 

Australian Security Exchange because of the “mining sector’s importance to the 

Australian economy and equity market.” (ASX 2010, 1). Both a growing demand for ever 

more raw materials to supply an increasingly consumerist society and a desire by 

people to make more profits feeds the continued interest in the possibility of locating 

more deposits to mine as a source for speculative investment (Mudd and Yellishetty 

2011, 2). And yet there is also a market for recycling the metals in Australia, a process 

that “takes far less energy and natural resources to manufacture recycled steel and 

aluminium products.” (Clean Up Australia n.d., 1). This market is unable to meet all 

demand. Clean Up Australia states that “Steel is the world’s most recycled material” as 

it can be recycled “without reducing quality of the end product.” (2009, 1). The Steel 

Recycling Institute and American Institute of Steel Construction, refer to Braungart and 

McDonough’s theory to explain “Steel’s high recovery rate is a direct result of the fact 

that it is a cradle-to-cradle material constantly being multi-cycled” (2012, 1). 
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The point at which an object becomes of interest to me, Braungart and McDonough 

refer to as its ‘grave’. Appadurai would identify it as the end of the objects social life. 

From an economic perspective, their status would be defined as ‘terminal’ or ‘ex 

commodity’. While there is a demand, and interest in recycling, our society has no 

municipal system established to efficiently and easily recycle a great many of the 

objects society is discarding, so instead they are viewed as valueless waste.  

 

In The Tears of Things, (2006) Professor Peter Schwenger draws on literature and 

philosophy to explore the narrative potential enabled once an object is removed from 

the economic system. Analysing a Virginia Woolf short story “Solid Objects” in part 

through the lens of Baudrillard, he makes some interesting observations that resonate. 

Schwenger describes the relationship a character in the story has with objects: 

 
The objects by which John is haunted are almost abstract; they 
are pure quality divorced from function. As such, they play upon 
John’s imagination in protean ways and so at a liminal level, only 
“half-consciously.” Liminal, too, are the places where John finds 
such objects. Between land and seas, the beach yields 
unpredictable debris.  

(2006, 83) 
 

Further in the story John is collecting his objects from domestic refuse.  

 

The objects that John is fascinated by are those that fall outside 
the economic system, what Baudrillard calls ‘the system of 
objects.” Thus while commodities have a complex power 
deriving from their place in that system, the power of the 
objects that John seeks arises out of their alienation from that 
system, their otherness from it. 

(Ibid.) 
 

 

In collecting objects I am making a selection, and like Woolf’s John, I am choosing 

objects that are alienated from the economic system. My selection is effectively saving 

them, and by choosing to incorporate them in my work I am redefining them again.  
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Carl Knappett identifies that “Objects can escape the intensions of their creators–they 

have a mutability that often sees them move between the categories we impose on 

them” (2005, 117). Within this research, the mutability of the objects that have become 

my materials has been hastened through damage. I embrace them when they have 

entered the category of waste. I am consciously working with the potential to shift the 

materials from the category that in this society is usually terminal.  

 

 

 

3.3 Repair 

 

The idea of repair has been a continuing interest as a way to approach working with 

fragments and broken things. It is not my intention to rebuild what is missing from a 

fragment, or to return a broken item to its original working order. My idea of repair is to 

give a new life or purpose to object that would otherwise be terminal. I want my repair 

to be obvious. 19 

 

Since 2014 the Society of North American Goldsmiths (SNAG) have published an annual 

curated exhibition in print. The intention of the publication is to be “taking the pulse of 

the metalsmithing field” with the aim to capture “the cultural zeitgeist” (Ramljak 2017, 

4). The 2017 the SNAG Exhibition in Print was curated by Stuart Kestenbaum with the 

theme of Repair and Renewal. Kestenbaum selected my work Caged Arm (figure: 15) for 

this publication as well as an associated exhibition.  

 

In the introductory essay for Exhibition in Print – Repair and Renewal, Kestenbaum 

hypothesises that interest in working with broken objects is a reflection of the world we 

live in, “repair also speaks to our yearning to make things right again, to make things 

whole.” He ponders “When we repair things, are we also fixing ourselves? Can giving 

renewed life to objects and materials-perhaps ones that have had other functions-

                                                      
19 I noted that in the 2016 exhibition Object Therapy toured by Australian Design Centre, obvious repair methods were also 

prioritised.   
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renew us as well?” (2017, 13-14). Kestenbaum also refers to the process of “stitching 

disparate things together to make a new unknown object” (2017, 15). My research 

developed from teasing out and embellishing the narratives that my collected materials 

evoke. “In its broadest sense, narrative is an arrangement and, consequently, a 

relationship between parts” (Schwenger 2006, 142). I approach each found item as a 

component of a future work, to be manipulated and joined. The process of making will 

help inform the direction a piece will take.  

 

 

 
Figure 33: Elizabeth Shaw, Rescued Dog, found low fired ceramic, extrusion waste from a building site, credit/cash cards, 
reused sterling silver, titanium, 30 x 110 x 70mm, 2017. Photograph: Michelle Bowden. 

 

 

Rescued Dog (figure: 33) lies prone, perhaps collapsed, it appears peaceful but clearly 

not well. The exposed belly reveals twisted worm like intestines, but its collar and 

obvious mends suggest it has been rescued. It has a sheen to its legs and some bulk in 

its head.   
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The materials in Rescued Dog (figure: 33) are, a found low fired ceramic, extrusion 

waste from a building site, plastic credit and gift cards, reused sterling silver and 

titanium. The extrusion that became the belly was found at a building site. It had been 

in my collection for a long time and I have long forgotten where it was found. It turned 

out the volume was proportionate to a ceramic dog head my father had found. The two 

items sat separately for a long time. Initially the dog’s head was in my house, it was 

when I finally took it to my studio and put it with the extrusion on my work bench, that 

the idea for making the dog took form. The discs cut from credit and gift cards had been 

accumulating on my bench over time. When credit and bank cards are replaced we are 

asked to destroy the old one. Gift cards once redeemed or out of date are valueless 

waste. My method to destroy them has been to punch holes through them. The discs 

remind me of the shell discs used in traditional oceanic jewellery. These along with 

silver components and a titanium spine seemed like a good mix of materials to bring the 

two found objects, the head and the intestines together. It is the relationship between 

these parts collected from disparate origins that enabled this narrative work.  

 

The construction techniques I have been using enable the idea of the piece to develop 

as I make it; there is a sense of exploration and invention, almost play. I find the 

component or components from my collection that I want to work with and I begin to 

build an idea around it. In writing about Eduardo Paolozzi’s sculptures, Elly Thomas 

quotes Richard Hamilton suggesting a relationship between the way Paolozzi assembles 

works and the construction children learn through play with a Meccano set (Thomas, 

2016, 101). I can readily relate to this idea, I played with Meccano as a child and 

recognise that my approach to piecing together components to make a whole, echoes 

what I recall of exploring my Meccano kit components and seeing what I could 

construct with them. The metal components, strips, wheels and cogs enabled all 

manner of fantastic inventions to be created. Thomas suggests that for Paolozzi “The 

ready potential present in a collection of individual units, together with a pregnant 

sense of unresolved, points to a key creative strategy” (Thomas, 2016, 109). For me the 

components I collect, in their incomplete state, are quiescent. 
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3.4 Material Fiction 

 

When I presented my research in progress at my confirmation seminar, an element that 

I repeatedly referred to, or alluded to, but did not actively interrogate became 

apparent. I had been drawing on the stories that the found materials suggested, I had 

been considering these and adding to them. The found objects were contributing 

significantly to the narrative of the works I was making. Yet I had overlooked the role of 

narrative and Associate Professor Debra Porch coined the term ‘recycled narrative’. I 

am reusing the material as much as I am reusing its implicit story. The recycling of 

course also refers to my concerns with sustainable practice.  

 

Similarly, Melis Agabigum a US based artist and educator attributes the term “material 

fiction” to her “mentor and thesis head, Yevengeniya Kaganoich”. This was used to 

describe “the intentional treatment of a material in such a way that it creates a whole 

new life, story, and fiction.” (2017, 1). Material fiction is a terminology that makes sense 

in relation to my work. The majority of my found objects are anonymous, unrevealing of 

their story, through incorporating a piece in my work, I tease out its possible histories 

and embellish it with a new story.  

 

Alexander commenting on his use of found materials noted that “these materials have 

inherent narratives derived from its history: what it is, where it was found, how it was 

previously used.” (2017, 9). Some of the things I have found are so generic and 

frequently found, such as used nails and washers, I am less interested in the location 

they are found, usually a footpath or a gutter, than I am in the frequency with which 

they are found. Pond states that “Using found objects is like starting the process of 

creating with part of the story already written” (2015, 10). Castañón alludes to the story 

that his materials carry “constructions in wood, deep, full of character” (2011, 2).   

 

Pond dissects her found objects, exploring the mnemonic potential, treating all 

elements as precious, their use carefully considered. She draws on the visual and 
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graphic features of an object to both connect to the original purpose and build a new 

narrative, often a reflection on a time or place. Castañón adds small details but keeps 

the focus on the humble materials he uses. The participants in Bartley’s Seeding the 

Cloud, puncture their found plastics, to enable them to be threaded into a necklace. 

Alexander is attracted by the rust and patina of his industrial discards, and often uses 

these as components in larger constructions. It is important to him that the “inherent 

histories” embedded within his materials “are kept intact and that the material is used 

in a manner which respects both the material itself and the origin of the material” 

(2017, 9). For me the items I collect from the roads and my garden become parts on my 

bench. Much like the box of screws and metal fittings and ‘things that might be useful’ 

my parents kept in the bottom of the kitchen cupboard when I was growing up.  

 

My collection is an archive of the bits and components that I refer to and draw from 

when I need either a starting point, or a part for a bigger piece. The starting point for 

Bird of Prey (figure: 34) was a small remnant of glass, presumed to be the body of a 

bird. It that had no head, no feet, no tail, but a faint suggestion of wings. I created new 

parts and in the process of doing so, built a new story for it.  

 

Bird of Prey (figure: 34) is a large ring featuring a blue bodied bird chained to spring 

loaded perch, a button invites the wearer – or viewer to activate the mechanism and 

make the bird ‘perform’. 
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Figure 34: Elizabeth Shaw, Bird of Prey, ring, glass fragment, recycled and reused sterling 
silver, reused steel spring. 2015. Photograph: Michelle Bowden. 

 

 

 

Bird of Prey was inspired by observations of chained performing monkeys and large 

birds of prey in small cages I had seen in Indonesia. Engaged by the cute human like 

behaviour of a monkey on a bike, tourists take photos and in doing so unwittingly 

support the forced performance and confinement of the monkey, by not actually seeing 

that the monkey is confined and has no choice about performing. Similarly close up 
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photos are taken of large confined birds, it is extraordinary to see them so close, and 

awe inspiring to see their impressive size. But of course, confinement in a small cage is 

not the choice of a bird of prey.  

 

In Bird of Prey the head, tail, legs and twig were modelled in wax and cast to build the 

identity of the forced performer. I constructed the moving mechanism and sprung 

seesaw which the bird is chained to. It is stuck in a repetitive performance controlled by 

whoever pushes the button.  

 

Like the much earlier works that I exhibited in the Haptic Interface Exhibition in 2012, 

and most of my works, I drew on pre-existing components from my lemel collection to 

construct the mechanism. The ring was again a blank from my much earlier production 

range. The found components were the piece of glass and the spring.  

 

 

 

3.5 Ubiquitous Materials 

 

While I have observed that most of the things I collect go unnoticed by others, some of 

the materials are so ubiquitous and so insignificant that I have found them in every 

country I have gone to, even Singapore that has some of the cleanest streets and firmly 

enforced laws about littering. I am thinking particularly of nails and springs. They are 

visually insignificant and easily over looked. Springs are included in a range of 

disposable items, like non-refillable biros and pump action bottles as well as devices 

that often break, such as plastic spring loaded bag toggles. Springs are the one item I 

collect with the intention to reuse in its intended function - as a spring.  

  

Nails have had little variation since their first invention as a fastener. The technology of 

how a nail works has not changed but the method of making them has. An ancient 

Roman nail does not vary considerably from a modern machine produced one. There 
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are fewer Roman nails and they hold a value for collectors and museums. But they do 

look like a nail and can as a consequence go unnoticed by those who don’t know how to 

recognise them. I am confident I am unlikely to find any discarded in or around 

Brisbane. I am reminded of a commission that Barbara Heath completed in 1991 which 

involved a Roman nail.  

 

Heath’s commissioning client, Lenore Laizans had years earlier purchased a Roman nail 

from a farmer in England who had “approximately two thirds of the remains of a Roman 

Chariot.” A chariot that was possibly found complete but “instead of informing 

authorities” the farmer “had been flogging off bits to interested buyers”. Laizans settled 

on a modest but symbolic piece of the chariot, a nail, which she brought back to 

Australia as souvenir. She found when she showed it “to friends some were interested, 

most [were] sceptical.“ (Laizans n.d.). Heath was given the commission brief “to both 

make precious (add value) as well as to mystify/conceal the object.”(Heath n.d.). Heath 

resolved to wrap the nail in 18-carat yellow gold wire, covering the form of the ancient 

nail with the visible value of a precious commodity; the wrapped gold wire serves to 

almost completely obscure the nail. Laizans wanted the value that she perceived the 

ancient nail to have to be apparent to others. Without the chariot, to some of Laizans’s 

friends it just looked like an old nail of an in determinant age and origin.  

 

The desire to own a part of history is not uncommon and is what drives collectors of 

antiques and antiquities. Tanselle describes how an object can put “one in touch, 

literally, with a vanished time.” (1999, 33). The Roman nail as a souvenir taken from the 

larger remnants of what was once a chariot, is “a metonymic reference existing 

between object/part and object/whole in which the part is of the material of the 

original” (Stewart 2005, 136). Distanced from its origin, Laizans identified the nails 

capacity as a metonymic referent as needing, it required embellishment to authenticate 

it, it alone was not enough.  
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Nails intrigue me, they serve a key purpose in a wide range of applications, building, 

furniture, horse shoeing, picture hanging, but they tend to go unnoticed and are easily 

discarded as valueless. As small items, nails are often overlooked and left behind when 

a worksite is cleaned up. I have collected many over the years, and unlike Laizans’s nail, 

when I find mine they are usually isolated from where ever they once were. Some are of 

a type that suggests a prior role, for example a roofing nail. More often than not they 

are bent and it is left to my imagination as to whether they were bent when being 

removed, or if they were bent and discarded after the first hit of a hammer.  

 

 

 
Figure 35: Elizabeth Shaw, Nail Head Bracelet, Found Nails, steel wire, reused sterling silver, 2017. Photograph: Michelle 
Bowden. 
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Nail Head Bracelet (2017 figure: 35) is from a series of works that feature old nails fitted 

with small silver heads I modelled for them. This was a simple play on the idea of a nail 

head. After making these I became aware of Hans Stofer’s 2005 works Hit the nail on 

the Head. For these Stofer cast small pewter heads that sit neatly on the heads of what 

appear to be new nails. These Liesbeth den Besten described as “halfway tools and 

tools that are halfway jewellery pieces (like nails with sculpted heads)” (2011, 121). 

Stofer’s nails could still work, though to hit the head of the nail you would hit and 

squash the pewter head that rests on it. 

 

In my Nail Head pieces each silver head hides, or covers the tip of a nail, the shaft and 

the head of the nail remain unchanged and as such these are still nails, yet without a tip 

they are not, this is similar to den Besten’s ‘halfway’ observation about Stofer’s nail 

works. While it is true to say a bent nail could be straightened, and historically they 

were, my nails are rusted so were unlikely candidates for reuse. At some point the value 

of the nail has become so low that the cost of straightening and reusing one has 

become an inconceivable folly. The nails I have used maintain their nailness and all the 

associations that one can read into them but are also evocative of other things such as 

wish bones.  

 

 

 

3.6 Accumulating Stories 

 

Archeologists draw understandings about cultures through the material traces they 

leave behind. What do the materials we are leaving say about us?  

 

In the early 1990s I stated, “I like working with materials that are going to last … I like 

the idea of making jewellery and tableware that will be used for generations.” (MAD 

ethos 1996, np). This was when I was almost exclusively using sterling silver with the 

rare piece of work augmented with gold, titanium or a gem stone. The idea that 
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something I made would be looked after and past on accumulating people’s stories 

along the way appealed. The materials I was using were very likely to last. My 

experience of repairing sterling silver ‘people bracelets’ (figure: 7) from my production 

range has clearly demonstrated that constant use can greatly reduce the potential life 

expectancy as the moving components in jewellery are abraded by repeated rubbing. 

But it can also inspire the owner to pay attention to the maintenance of the piece. 

 

Many of the things I am finding and using in my work, are made from durable materials, 

and could reasonably be expected to last a long time, though even in their unbroken 

state they were unlikely to be kept for long. The future for most manufactured goods is 

to be discarded, either due to inbuilt obsolescence, technologically driven 

obsolescence, fashion led obsolescence, or simply being replaced by a newer cleaner 

version. That is despite being made from materials that are potentially more resistant to 

wear than the sterling silver I am mending them with.  

 

When I find them, they are diverted from their path of use, incomplete, broken, unable 

to do what they were originally designed to do, but still likely to last for generations. 

Like the pins I found while mudlarking on the Thames (figure: 29) which could “date 

from medieval times to the industrial revolution” (Lara Maiklem 2016, n.p.). As the first 

of these pins was retrieved from the Thames mud, Brooker spoke of the quantities of 

pins he correctly predicted we would then find, and how historically they were a 

signifier of wealth and class. Effectively the more pins a lady had to hold her clothes, 

hair and accoutrements together the greater her, or more commonly her husband’s 

wealth. It took a long time to dress and pins were also easily lost. A large number of pins 

are revealed each day by the Thames mud and most that we found were where Brooker 

predicted, on the banks near the demolished Palace of Placentia. These small seemingly 

insignificant pins were handmade on mass and they can read to tell so much about the 

culture of the time. 
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Foster identifies that “archival artists are drawn to historical information that is lost or 

suppressed, and they seek to make it physically present once more. To this end they 

elaborate on the devices of the found image, object, and text” (2015, 32). This idea of 

elaboration applies to how Bartley, Pond, Alexander and Castañón and I respond to the 

found materials we use. This applies also to many other jewellers who are also exploring 

the potential of found materials. We are collecting, and in our way conserving parts of 

material culture that due their humble nature could so very easily be overlooked, and as 

Miller (1998), Faris (2013), Knappett (2005) and Lemonnier (2012) suggest, that is a 

good reason to be focusing on them. This is more than a critique of preciousness.  

 

The found objects I am using as materials are physically incomplete, and in their 

reduced form, they invite elaboration and this is where ‘material fiction’ is born. Their 

broken state suggests potential to become the basis for a new work and I value this. 

Some things, like the ceramic parts of figurines, the idea for how I will build on or 

embellish them is always based on an idea of repair, an idea of rebuilding. I do not 

however attempt to recreate what is missing. I am interested in and my intention is to 

make something new.  

 

Repaired Figure (figure: 36) is a mythical beast, the gilding is wearing off its ceramic 

body. It started with a gilded ceramic handle that a former student had given me. Made 

after The Beast that Drives (figure: 24), it draws on some of the same elements, a silver 

skull of an imagined animal with an augmented jaw and doll’s hair. There are two more 

pieces in this series each with a different body, and a small silver skull of an imagined 

animal with an augmented jaw and doll’s hair necklace. 
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Figure 36: Elizabeth Shaw, Repaired Figure, recycled and reused sterling silver, 
found ceramic, doll’s hair, titanium, 2015. Photograph: Michelle Bowden. 

 

 

 

The found parts I am using are isolated from their origins. The skulls drawn from a 2010 

series of works I created in response to a residency at Bundanon are isolated from the 

context in which they were developed. The ceramic handle is isolated from its original 

vessel. In bringing these together I am directing the viewers’ attention. Stafford when 

analysing “early modern European collections of prints.”, addresses ideas that are 

relevant to my work methodology and that of Pond, Alexander, Bartley and Castañón:  

 

The system operates by detaching its constituent parts from 
more diffuse wholes and then integrating them into a new 
crystal-like arrangement. Isolating individual components from 
their customary background, or dislocating them from some 
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overall context serves to exclude other data. This focusing 
procedure highlights images that would otherwise slip by our 
attention or be absorbed unthinkingly. When plucked from a 
narrative flow, they become salient objects for reflection. This 
dual process of first prying apart and then patching together 
into a novel unit yields ill-sorted and fantastic objects 
demanding to be noticed and thought about.  

(2007, 45) 
 

 
 
The content of the prints that Stafford is discussing was designed to intentionally focus 

the viewers’ attention on the key parts of the graphic narrative. Each element was 

symbolic or emblematic. Pond, Alexander, Bartley and Castañón and I are working with 

materials that are symbolic or emblematic as a result of their once held commodity 

status. While Pond and Castañón work with their materials to isolate particular 

elements, Alexander, Bartley and I tend to be using materials that have already been 

isolated from their origin. It is how we patch them together with other elements that 

narratives of our works are enabled. 

 

For me, I respond to the look and especially the handling of a found object and what 

this prompts me to think about. I recognise that my associations may or may not be 

shared by others. It is my intention to make sense of the materials I work with and in 

doing so, draw attention to the unvalued and overlooked; the societal discards that we 

are all contributing to. I aim to repair them by giving them a new role and story. I do not 

intend to hide them or significantly alter them, so their original narrative remains. I 

ensure my methods of working with them are both obvious and reversible. So, should 

someone one day identify one of my found elements to be significant, they will be able 

to retrieve them.   
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Conclusion 
 

 
The objects we live with become extensions of ourselves, yet the frequency that objects 

are disposed of, and some of the methods of disposal suggest we value them less than 

previous generations did, and less than some other contemporary societies. The 

potential for objects to outlive their maker has been noted.  And yet we have a culture 

and an economy that supports a need to dispose of things in order to make room for 

new ones. As a maker of jewellery and objects, I am uncomfortably aware of this. 

 

Through regularly walking I have engaged with my locality and in particular the objects I 

find discarded. My observations at the ground level have contributed significantly to 

both my collection of found objects and my thinking about what the objects I find are 

saying about the society I live in. The symbolic and real loss of value that a discarded 

consumer object embodies has become a powerful driver for research in my studio. 

Each found broken object is a remnant of something, a physical connection to another 

life.  

 

Towards the end of this research, two international print publications were released, 

both addressing ideas that I have investigated in my research. Metalsmith Exhibition in 

Print 2017: Repair and Renewal curated by Stuart Kestenbaum was published by the 

Society of North American Metalsmiths. The ‘Exhibition in Print’ is an annual publication 

aimed at “capturing the cultural zeitgeist” (Ramljak 2017, 4). Narrative Jewelry – Tales 

from the Toolbox, by Mark Fenn was published by Schiffer, 2017. I was honoured to 

have images of my work included in both and view this as an indication of the timeliness 

of this research. 

 

Jewellery has a long and ancient lineage as an art form that operates at both a deep 

personal level and as social marker. It can hold meaning and convey information. This 

capacity to function at both a public and private level has ensured it endurance. The 

role we give it in our lives, is what defines its value. It is part of a tradition that has been 
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used to carry big ideas on a small scale and as such has helped to focus attention and 

carry stories. It has contributed to social movements such as the women’s suffrage 

brooches and as powerful expressions of love and loss, such as betrothal rings, convict 

love tokens and mourning jewellery.  

 

The praxis in the title of this exegesis has been demonstrated throughout where making 

and theory have merged in the community engagement and social conscience evident 

in the practices of contemporary jewellers. I have interrogated the relationship 

between consumerism and consumption, obsolescence and repair, the handmade and 

mass-produced, the local and the anonymous as way to understand the attraction of 

using discarded consumer objects as materials holds for me, and other contemporary 

jewellers. Necessarily this research has been very much focussed on the field of 

contemporary jewellers in terms of exemplars. Yet this concentration on the field, as 

with the focus on found consumer discards, has attempted to sharpen rather than 

dilute any insights or awareness of how objects signify and take on narrative 

significance in contemporary consumer-driven society. As I have demonstrated in this 

investigation, the vital broader issues of sustainability and resources are very much 

crystallised around the materials and use values associated with jewellery which has 

always operated at the intersection of the material and social worlds. 
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4. Nail head, Recycled and reused sterling silver, found nail. 2018.  
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11. Neck Brace, Ceramic fragment, found glass, recycled and reused sterling 
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15. Shell Repair 1, Recycled and reused sterling silver, shell.  2012.  
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23. Callipers, Recycled and reused sterling silver, bronze. 2015.  
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25. Ring for Mary Shelley, Recycled and reused sterling silver. 2016.  
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2017. 
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