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Abstract 

This paper outlines studio research developed in response to the question: How can 

jewellery be used to detect and interrupt both personal and interpersonal body space? 

I aim to promote dynamic responses from both the viewer and the potential wearer. I 

have created objects that deliberately fall between the defining borders of jewellery 

and sculpture and jewellery and installation art. My research focuses on the 

relationship between jewellery and body space. By drawing on the connection 

between objects and wearers, I have created visible, touchable, measurable, and 

expressible circumstances of sensory experience to prove that the body and object 

interaction and mutual shaping, is a two-way record. At the beginning of this research 

I was particularly concerned about how the objects I make would trigger cross-

cultural understanding and awareness; however, it became apparent that cultural 

interest forms one part of a more extensive investigation of how the objects I make 

are activated by those who engage with their form and materials.
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Introduction 

Relationships Between Jewellery and Body 

Since ancient times, jewellery has been associated with or used by human beings 

wishing to ceremonially or informally self-decorate. Because of jewellery’s intimate 

relationship with the human body, it can be viewed as a code that records how humans 

ornament themselves and show social status. The concepts behind and the function of 

traditional jewellery have been challenged since the European Industrial Revolution in 

the eighteenth century. After the Second World War, the definition of jewellery 

broadened and the relationship between jewellery and body become a fertile ground 

for artistic exploration. Many contemporary jewellery artists regard jewellery as an 

artistic expression, a way of thinking, and a medium for both decorating the body and 

as a medium to trigger cognitive understanding. 

My research focuses on the relationship between jewellery and body space (personal 

space and interpersonal space). I regard the interactive relationships between 

jewellery and body space, as a dynamic ‘Yin Yang’ relationship which is not simple 

unidirectional but complicated bidirectional. On the one hand, jewellery created by 

human hands records and reflects human culture, beliefs, and attitudes of people 

towards the body. On the other hand, jewellery affects and reshapes the human body. 

Jewellery in Body Space 

This interactive Yin Yang relationship between the object and the personal space, has 

been vividly implied in many jewellery artists’ work, for example, Gijs Bakker’s 

Shadow Jewellery (1973), Peter Skubic’s Jewellery Under the Skin (implanted 1975, 

removed 1982), Gerd Rothmann’s Bracelet Zeigefinger (1992), Naomi Filmer’s 

Finger between pinch piece and ‘Toe-between’ pieces (1993), and Lauren Kalman’s 

Devices for Filling a Void (2013–2017). Contemporary jewellers have also created 

wearable objects that explore and express the relationship between jewellery and 
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interpersonal space, for example, Zoe Robertson created flockOmania (2015) for a 

group of people to wear, and Otto Künzli’s Ring for Two People (1980) focusses on 

the space between a couple. 

Art Work in Body Space 

Art jewellery has been developing in the context of contemporary art, and many 

contemporary jewellery artists, like me, have come from different fields, such as 

sculpture, painting, and design. In order to locate and explain the concept of art 

jewellery more accurately and clearly, I have analysed related contemporary art works 

from different fields such as sculpture, performance art, installation art, design, 

painting, and film, drawing on examples such as Erwin Wurm’s One Minute 

Sculptures; Ernesto Neto’s sculptures The Mill Stone; Oskar Schlemmer's painting, 

sculpture, and design; David Rosetzky’s film Gaps and Portrait of Cate Blanchett; 

ORLAN’s performance art mesuRAGE; Julie Rrap’s sculpture Vital Statistics; Gabriel 

Orozco’s sculpture My Hands Are My Heart; Giuseppe Penone’s To Enfold the Earth 

series; Joan Jonas’s performance art Mirror Check; Alexandra Murray-Leslie and 

Sæunn Kjartansdóttir’s fashion design work #SelfieDress; Sara Nuytemans’s industry 

design work Observatory of the Self 8.1 and 8.2; and Joan Jonas’s Mirror Piece II 

performance. 

Using Jewellery to Determine Body Space 

The principal question driving my studio research is as follows: How can jewellery be 

used to detect and interrupt both personal and interpersonal body space? I have used a 

wide range of materials such as clay, paper, metal, and mirrors, and I have created ten 

series of works, including Measurement-Relationship Measurement rings; 

Measurement-Distance Between Fingers rings; Hold the Etiquette I, II, III; Flowing 

Ink; Beyond Reach; Finger Dance Partner; Mirror Check Machine Series; and Mirror 

Check Necklace Series. By measuring the distance, shaping the form, sketching the 

outline, experiencing, and observing the interpersonal and personal space, I have 

examined how jewellery can be used to detect and interrupt the body space. This 
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practice-led research attempts to explore the possibility of making playful, decorative, 

and beautiful objects that also offer frustrating and insightful experiences that inform 

cross-cultural understanding. 

Methodology and Methods 

My strategic use of jewellery to explore personal and interpersonal space follows the 

now well-established practice-based methodology in the broad field of creative arts 

research.1 

 

 

 

                                                        
1 Descriptions of creative arts research vary including practice-led, practice-based, arts-based, studio-

based, and so on, although the methodology of explorative making and critical reflection is a 

common core strategy across the field. See for example:  

Robin Nelson, Practice as Research in the Arts: Principles, Protocols, Pedagogies, Resistances 

(New York: Houndmills; Basingstoke, Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013). 
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Chapter One: Relationships Between Jewellery and Body 

From Traditional Jewellery to Art Jewellery  

Jewellery, as a Code Records How Humans Ornament Themselves  

From the universal testimony of travellers it would appear that there is 

scarcely a people, in however early a stage of civilisation, with whom the 

desire for ornament is not a strong instinct. The desire is absent in none, 

and it grows and increases with all in the ratio of their progress in 

civilisation. 

—Owen Jones2 

According to BBC correspondent Paul Rincon, two pea-sized beads made from a 

marine mollusc found in Skhul Cave in Israel, have been dated to 100,000 years old. 

Scientists have called them the “oldest jewels” discovered so far.3 It has been difficult 

to accurately verify when humans began to ornament themselves with jewellery or 

where jewellery originated, but there is no doubt that since ancient times, jewellery 

has been an indispensable necessity for human beings wishing to ceremonially or 

informally self-decorate. Jewellery is often seen as a meaningful ‘code’ because of its 

intimate relationship with the human body. This code, behind the appearance, through 

time and space, presents the wearer’s experience and story to others and interpreting a 

piece of jewellery is a process of revealing a string of codes. It is also a process of 

uncovering a physical experience, listening to history, and witnessing cultural change. 

A traditional Chinese form of jewellery, the Long Fingernails Guards (Figure 1) worn 

by the aristocratic women of the Qing Dynasty not only demonstrates the complex 

relationship between jewellery and the body but also exemplifies the evolution of 

jewellery from ‘ornaments’ to ‘symbols of identity’. 

                                                        
2 Owen Jones, The Grammar of Ornament (New York: Van Nostrand Reinhold Co, 1972), 13. 

3 Paul Rincon, "Study Reveals 'Oldest Jewellery'," BBC News 22 June, 2006, 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/science/nature/5099104.stm. 
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Figure 1. Lin Jing, Long Fingernails Guards (detail of Empress Dowager Cixi 

detail), 1903–1904. Photograph. Collection of the Palace Museum. 

https://ocw.mit.edu/ans7870/21f/21f.027/empress_dowager/cx_essay02.html 

 

Zhishui Yang stated in her book Ancient Chinese Gold and Silver Jewellery that the 

Long Fingernail Guards of the Qing Dynasty were between five- to fourteen-

centimetres long and were often worn on the fingers rather than the thumb. They had 

a wide variety of styles, with hollow patterns and rich and popular decorative motifs, 

such as Wanzi, Fushou, Panchang, Gulu Qian, and Qiaolianhuan or floral prints such 

as Plum Blossom, Orchid, Bamboo, and Chrysanthemum. The Long Fingernail 

Guards did not originate from the Qing Dynasty but the earlier Northern and Southern 

Dynasties. The people at that time made and wore the delicate Long Fingernail 

Guards not to decorate the body, but as a musical tool to play a stringed instrument—

the Gu Zheng—a use that continued until the beginning of the Qing Dynasty. Because 

royal women of the Qing Dynasty popularised long nails, the Long Fingernail Guards 

became devices with which they protected and decorated themselves. However, the 

symbolic function, behind the use and decorative features, was the most important 

reason the fingernail guards became popular in that era. In the Qing Dynasty, women 

https://ocw.mit.edu/ans7870/21f/21f.027/empress_dowager/cx_essay02.html
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grew long fingernails to signify that their hands were incapable of doing physical 

work—to show that they, as nobles, were of a special status above ordinary citizens 

who were expected to perform manual labour. Wearing a long fingernail guard both 

conveyed this message and publicly demonstrated their high status. Thus Qing 

Dynasty nobles surpassed the ordinary manual worker identity to become an ‘idle 

person’ who needed special protection.  

The Qing dynasty's Long Fingernail Guards demonstrates the practical, decorative, 

and status signifying functions of Chinese Traditional Jewellery. These functions, 

however, also exist in Western traditional jewellery. The extreme weight of the British 

crown jewels is a good example. Speaking for the first time about her coronation 65 

years ago, Queen Elizabeth II, now 91 years old, has revealed how uncomfortable she 

was riding in her golden carriage to the ceremony.4 The Queen wore two crowns for 

her coronation: the 2.2-kilogram St Edward's Crown and the diamond-encrusted 

Imperial State Crown, which she still wears at formal occasions such as the opening 

of parliament when she delivers a speech outlining the government's legislative plans. 

The Queen remarks of wearing the Imperial State Crown: “You can't look down to 

read the speech, you have to take the speech up. Because if you did, your neck would 

break and it [the crown] would fall off . . . So there are some disadvantages to crowns, 

but otherwise they're quite important things”. There are similarities between Queen 

Elizabeth II of England’s reasons for and experiences of wearing jewellery and those 

of the royal women of the Qing Dynasty. They do not hesitate to sacrifice bodily 

comfort or change their behaviour to adapt to wearing jewellery which symbolises 

their rights, identity, and status. Jewellery with precious materials, novel designs, 

exquisite artisanship, and symbolism of noble status will entice high-status humans to 

put aside comfort in their willingness to wear it on their heads, necks, hands, and feet. 

Jewellery acts as a ‘magical shackle’, tempting humans to wear it and wearers will 

                                                        
4 ABC News, "Queen Elizabeth II Gives Candid Interview About Royal Crown Jewels and 

Coronation," 30 Jan, 2018, https://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-01-12/queens-candid-interview-

about-royal-jewels/9325808. 
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willingly engage with jewellery that restrains their body to suit a need to project 

‘importance’.  

An art historian based in the Amsterdam region, Liesbeth den Besten states that 

traditionally, in the Western world, jewellery was created by goldsmiths and is 

therefore observed as an applied art form. Jewellery is categorised within the realm of 

objects that beautify, decorate, signify, and have a practical function. She also points 

out that historically, clothing and jewellery were subject to many codes enabling 

people to tell which village or region someone came from and/or the social position of 

the wearer. These codes were not written down but were generally accepted and 

known to everyone.5 Therefore, Eastern traditional jewellery is seen as a code to 

interpret the identity of the wearer. According to den Besten: 

In the Netherlands, one of these codes was about pearls, a natural material 

that was restricted to certain social strata. Wearing a string of pearls was 

the female Dutch bourgeois adaptation of a court style that had never fully 

developed in the Republic of the Seven United Netherlands (founded 1588) 

and in the post-republican royal nineteenth-century society. The wives of 

the governors and the rich citizens in the towns wore pearls; it was their 

sign of respectability and social belonging. In the countryside, men and 

women had their own special ways of showing off: gold was widely 

accepted as jewellery, as well as diamonds, garnet and red coral. Poorer 

families used silver, wood, textiles and even pewter to express their sense 

of belonging to a community or a religion.6  

Traditionally in both Western and Eastern cultures, jewellery is regarded as a code 

that records how humans ornament themselves to show their identity and social status. 

However, the concept of traditional jewellery has been challenged as never before 

since the Industrial Revolution. A group of European jewellery practitioners born 

before and after World War II reinterpreted and repositioned the jewellery field. They 

aimed to create ‘new jewellery’ that distinguished it from the concepts of ‘traditional 

                                                        
5 Liesbeth den Besten and Wendy Brouwer, On Jewellery a Compendium of International 

Contemporary Art Jewellery (Stuttgart: Arnoldsche, 2012), 11–24. 

6 den Besten and Brouwer, On Jewellery, 24. 
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jewellery’ as well as from fashion and commercial jewellery. According to Peter 

Dormer and Ralph Turner in their book The New Jewelry Trends and Traditions:  

The early 1970s were an adventurous time. Two German artists Gerd 

Rothmann, Claus Bury and an Austrian artist Fritz Maierhofer, contributed to 

an important exhibition in 1971 at the Electrum Museum in London, which 

showed for the first time how acrylics could be used creatively. Since then 

acrylic has become popular with jeweler-designers for its many qualities. It is a 

rigid material, light, comfortable to wear and above all, rich in colour.7  

Dormer and Turner assert that: 

By the mid-1970s there was abundant evidence of new and exciting work in 

jewelry, as well as hundreds of art-school-trained professionals displaying 

considerable expertise-all very different from the situation twenty years earlier, 

when the number of innovative jewelers throughout Europe and America was 

small.8 

The Electrum Museum exhibition in the 1970s is considered one of the most 

important in the history of the development of contemporary jewellery. Since then, 

increasing numbers of European artists have begun to use non-traditional jewellery 

materials to challenge people's perceptions of ‘traditional jewellery’. By the mid-

1970s, art-school-trained jewellers were further challenging traditional jewellery 

concepts and according to Dormer and Turner, “West Germany . . . had an important 

influence on the development of jewelry”.9 During that time, many contemporary 

jewellers, such as Hermann Junger, Friedrich Becker, and Reinhold Reiling were 

important artists in West Germany, and their work and teaching laid the foundation for 

the development of the Contemporary Jewellery movement. More jewellery artists 

have followed their example and further challenged traditional jewellery concepts in 

terms of materials, artisanship, function, and expression. Since then, jewellery has 

entered a new era of diversification—the age of the Contemporary Jewellery 

movement (including the Arts and Crafts movement of the nineteenth century; the 

                                                        
7 Peter Dormer and Ralph Turner, The New Jewelry: Trends + Traditions (London: Thames and 

Hudson, 1986), 8. 

8 Dormer and Turner, The New Jewelry , 7. 

9 Dormer and Turner, The New Jewelry , 8. 
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Wearable Art movement of 1930–1960, and the New Jewellery movement of the 

1970s). 

However, den Besten, asserts there were problems establishing ‘new jewellery’:  

The new jewellery was created by a young generation of makers mostly born 

just before, during or just after World War II. They grew up in a period of 

reconstruction . . . The new jewellery had problems with its identity from 

outset. The difficulty was not only in the positioning of maker, away from old-

fashioned crafts notions such as the goldsmith, but also in the identification of 

the field or practice, in order to distinguish it from fine, precious, fashion, 

costume or commercial jewellery.10  

Western contemporary jewellery finds its origin in the critical practices of artisans at 

traditional jewellery workshops in Europe under the influences of Modernism and 

Postmodernism and has developed to transform the conventional craft education in art 

schools. In China, by contrast, contemporary jewellery has only existed for two 

decades. In the 1990s, Chinese contemporary jewellery started to develop, and the 

first group of artists who went abroad to learn metalwork returned to China and 

brought back the concept of contemporary jewellery from Europe and America.11 

China has been witnessing an increasing number of creators of jewellery who have 

returned from overseas study. Some of them have established their own studios to 

keep making jewellery, while others have entered Chinese universities to teach after 

returning from abroad. Among them, Teng Fei is recognised as one of the “trailblazers 

of China’s jewellery art”.12  

Chinese contemporary jewellery artist Teng Fei received her Bachelor of Arts degree 

from Central Academy of Fine Arts (CAFA) in 1987, majoring in woodcuts, before 

going on to work at the Beijing Institute of Fashion Technology. In 1990, she went to 

Germany and completed a Master of Fine Art at the art academy in Berlin in 1995. 

Her MFA studio research included installations, objects, and jewellery.13 In the same 

                                                        
10 den Besten and Brouwer, On Jewellery, 8–11. 

11 Xiao Liu, “Jewellery as a Blade”, 4th TRIPLE PARADE Biennale for Contemporary Jewellery, 148. 

12 Xiao Liu, Jewellery as a Blade, 148. 

13 Anja Eichler, "China: Contemporary Jewelry on the Rise, Part 2. A Portrait of Teng Fei (滕菲)," Art 
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year, she began to offer the first jewellery art courses at CAFA in Beijing. According 

to Anja Eichler, in the interview CHINA: CONTEMPORARY JEWELRY ON THE 

RISE, PART 2, A Portrait of Teng Fei, to Teng Fei, the Academy of Arts in Berlin was 

a place without boundaries. She was attracted to jewellery because of the handmade 

element of the process and the qualities of the materials. According to Xiao Liu: 

[Teng Fei] felt that contemporary jewelry was not part of the mainstream of art 

or design but something special. Planting this new idea in her home country 

seemed fascinating. And this is what Teng Fei set out to do when she returned 

to China.”14 She states that there are “calls for jewellery design with people at 

the center in “a new era” and tailored to the wearers’ emotional desires to make 

each jewellery piece an exclusive carrier of sentimental expression.15 

Teng Fei collected around thirty Chinese contemporary jewellers’ work in her book A 

Parable for Body Jewellery Design, published in 2006.  

Shannon Guo (Xin Guo) is another Chinese contemporary jeweller, who was in the 

first group of jewellery artists who went abroad to learn metalwork. She is the head of 

the jewellery and metals studio at the College of Fine Arts at Shanghai University and 

is also curator of the Two Cities Gallery in Shanghai. She has been trying to identify 

how Chinese contemporary jewellery differs from Western contemporary jewellery. In 

Guo’s interview with Eichler, she stated: 

In the beginning, I think all of us who started jewelry studios were influenced 

by Western contemporary jewelry. But now, it seems to me that we are trying to 

go back to our own traditions and see what we can learn from them. So, for 

example, I go to Guizhou or Yunnan to study the minority customs, cloths, and 

jewelry, or I go to the Chinese gardens in Suzhou and Hangzhou to look into 

traditional design patterns . . . For the past 15 years, I was influenced by the 

Western idea of what contemporary jewelry should look like. But now, I am 

trying to think about which aspects of my tradition I can bring into my work 

that tell something about my identity as Chinese.16 

                                                        
Jewelry Forum (AJF), 2014, https://artjewelryforum.org/node/5052. 

14 Eichler, "China: Contemporary Jewelry on the Rise, Part 2". 

15 Xiao Liu, Jewellery as a Blade, 148. 

16 Anja Eichler, "China: Contemporary Jewelry on the Rise, Part 1. In Conversation with Shannon Guo 

(郭新)," Art Jewelry Forum (AJF), 24 October, 2014, https://artjewelryforum.org/school-

articles/china-contemporary-jewelry-on-the-rise-part-1. 

http://www.twocitiesgallery.com/
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In 2017, the New Jewellery from China exhibition, in Gallery Funaki Melbourne, 

presented works by ten Chinese contemporary jewellery artists, including Shannon 

Guo. The exhibition explored the recent internationalisation of contemporary Chinese 

jewellery design and its development. According to the exhibition introduction: 

In China, contemporary jewellery is a recent phenomenon, having slowly 

filtered through European institutions and galleries in the last 10-20 years. 

It is a phenomenon experiencing a surge of popularity, with hundreds of 

universities offering specialist art and design courses, and galleries 

springing up in major cities. Many of the artists in this exhibition have 

completed their studies at institutions in Europe, the US and 

Australia. Their exposure to new cultures, different ways of thinking, very 

different traditions and other creative methodologies, have contributed to 

their current status as internationally aware and influential jewellers.17 

Many Chinese higher academic education institutions now offer courses in jewellery 

design and creation, and a significant number of universities have set up jewellery 

studios. Among these are Central Academy of Fine Arts, Shanghai Academy of Fine 

Art, Academy of Art & Design Tsinghua University, Guangzhou Academy of Fine 

Arts, and China Academy of Art. Through the establishment of professional 

organisations and systems, colleges teaching jewellery making are contributing to the 

development of Chinese contemporary jewellery. Contemporary jewellery remains a 

comparatively young field in China. The idea of ‘Contemporary Jewellery’ as a 

concept, is alien to most of the public, and to many contemporary artists in the field of 

visual art.18 I agree with Dan Cao, the Art Director for the 4th TRIPLE PARADE 

Biennale for Contemporary Jewellery, when he states:  

While education in this field is progressing by leaps and bounds, development 

in market, institutions and theoretical critiques lag far behind, leading to a very 

limited room for artists to grow, let alone interact with other disciplines and 

thereby foster more creativity in this field.19 

                                                        
17 New Jewellery from China exhibition, http://www.radiantpavilion.com.au/new-jewellery-from-

china.html 

18 Dan Cao, “A Perfect Time for Contemporary Jewellery”, 4th TRIPLE PARADE Biennale for 

Contemporary Jewellery, 9. https://klimt02.net/events/meetings/triple-parade-biennale-

contemporary-jewellery-4th-Edition-how-art-museum.  

19 Cao, “A Perfect Time for Contemporary Jewellery”, 13. 

https://klimt02.net/events/meetings/triple-parade-biennale-contemporary-jewellery-4th-Edition-how-art-museum
https://klimt02.net/events/meetings/triple-parade-biennale-contemporary-jewellery-4th-Edition-how-art-museum
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To date, in both Eastern and Western countries, the positioning of contemporary 

jewellery is still a matter of debate among contemporary jewellery artists who 

question what we understand jewellery to be and what the definition and function of 

jewellery is. In her book On Jewellery: A Compendium of International 

Contemporary Art Jewellery, den Besten identifies six different names for types of 

jewellery: Contemporary Jewellery, Studio jewellery, Art Jewellery, Research 

Jewellery, Design Jewellery, and Author Jewellery. She also lists six functions of 

jewellery: Social and Religious, Economic, Ornamental, Sentimental and Memorial, 

Magical, and Symbolic. Den Besten has systematically combined the definition and 

function of jewellery from different perspectives.20 

Jewellery, as an Artistic Expression and a Way of Thinking 

Instead of traditional jewellery, I prefer to refer to what I create as art jewellery. To 

locate and explain my work more accurately and clearly, it is necessary to briefly 

introduce the development of contemporary jewellery and distinguish three concepts: 

Traditional Jewellery, Contemporary Jewellery, and Art Jewellery. 

To understand the relationship between these three concepts is vital. First, I do not 

think it is easy to distinguish the concepts of ‘contemporary jewellery’ and ‘traditional 

jewellery’ in terms of time. I agree with den Besten's analysis of the concept of 

contemporary jewellery when she states: “Contemporary jewellery indicates that is 

made now and that it is ‘our time’, whereas it actually covers a period of time that 

spans at least forty-five years and that has seen big shifts; therefore, it is not very 

precise”.21  

Many contemporary jewellers are still keen to make traditional jewellery. In fact, 

contemporary jewellery has a variety of expressions, covering a wide range of 

categories that include traditional jewellery and art jewellery. 

                                                        
20 den Besten and Brouwer, On Jewellery, 9–12. 

21 den Besten and Brouwer, On Jewellery, 9. 
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Second, I feel that traditional jewellery is evidence that the maker ‘familiarises’ the 

wearer, and art jewellery is evidence that the maker ‘communicates’ with the wearer. 

Traditional jewellery often used precious materials such as gold, silver, and precious 

stones, which are exquisite ‘ornaments’ for the wearer to display their wealth and 

social status; while in art jewellery, concepts, forms and materials are more diverse, 

used to create an ‘artwork’ that expresses the producer’s point of view. However, the 

core difference between the two jewellery definitions is the difference in the 

relationship between ‘jewellery’, ‘maker’ and ‘wearer’. In traditional jewellery, the 

wearer is dominant. This dominance not only determines the core function of 

traditional jewellery as decorative, but also determines traditional jewellery from the 

selection of materials to the theme, and then to the expressions signified by its 

decorative features. However, in art jewellery, the maker is the leader, the wearer is 

the invited participant, and the jewellery is the topic and bridge between the two. In 

some art jewellery, the wearer is even regarded as an indispensable part—together 

with the jewellery they complete the creative intention of the maker. Therefore, 

usually, the wearer needs to know the artist’s creative background and intention to 

accurately understand the jewellery. 

What is Art Jewellery? Den Besten suggests: “Art jewellery indicates that either art 

and jewellery are similar or that jewellery is an art form”.22 Susan Grant Lewin states 

“[Art Jewellery’s] . . . most salient feature is its involvement with the ideas of art: 

vision, intellect, and concept. In fact, it is more about art than about jewelry”.23 Cindi 

Strauss thinks jewellery is art and that it is “another art form”.24 In Oppi Untracht’s 

view: 

acceptance of jewellery making as a valid medium for creative expression 

on a par with other visual activities. This viewpoint declares that the jewel 

                                                        
22 den Besten and Brouwer, On Jewellery, 9. 

23 Susan Grant Lewin, One of a Kind: American Art Jewelry Today (New York: H.N. Abrams, 1994), 

13. 

24 Cindi Strauss, Ornament as Art: Avant-Garde Jewelry from the Helen Williams Drutt Collection 

(Stuttgart, Germany: Arnoldsche Art Publishers in association with the Museum of Fine Arts, 

Houston, 2007), 13. 
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is an art form capable of achieving the status of what is ‘a work of art’. For 

those whose definition of a work of art includes the implication that the 

object created must have no practical function, the ability of jewelry to 

make this simplified because jewels are, in essence, non-functional 

objects.25  

From my point of view, art jewellery is not only an artistic expression, but also a way 

of thinking, for the maker, the wearer, and the viewer. In his book Thinking Through 

Craft, curator and historian Glenn Adamson suggests that “Craft only exists in 

motion. It is a way of doing things, not a classification of objects, institutions, or 

people”.26 Adamson has employed ‘craft’ rather loosely, as a word, an idea, and a 

category. I am inspired by his idea of conceiving craft as a ‘process’. In reviewing my 

handcraft experiences, I realise that they have become a unique process for me to 

discover the world between body and objects, body and mind, and between self and 

others. Jewellery making as a process has proved that the body and object interaction 

and mutual shaping, is a two-way record. 

Jewellery making allows me to think and learn about myself and the world as 

experienced through my body. First, material and form are two keys for me to see the 

relationship between my body and object. By balancing the relationship between 

material and my hands, from controlling to negotiation to following, I learn to 

understand the properties of materials, discover their potential, and respect their 

limits. For example, by holding and gently squeezing a lump of clay, I feel how my 

pressure works on the clay and how it reflects the negative form of my hands. By 

holding and following the direction the clay wants to flow, uncertain forms grow from 

my hands. Instead of control, I prefer to find out what form the material wants to take. 

I expect to discover the ongoing uncertain form during the making process. 

Meanwhile, to keep the soft object in shape, I have to maintain the hand gesture for a 

while until the clay is dry and strong enough to stand, thereby my hands are shaped by 

the object temporarily in return. 

                                                        
25 Oppi Untracht, Jewelry Concepts and Technology (London; New York: Hale; Doubleday, 1982), xxi. 

26 Glenn Adamson, Thinking through Craft (Oxford; New York: Berg Publishers, 2007), 4. 
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Learning from skill development and technical command of materials is the second 

important aspect of self or bodily understanding. According to den Besten: 

Individual artists now support this reappreciation of ‘traditional’ materials 

and goldsmith’s techniques in contemporary jewellery. Their goal is not to 

become hyper-skilled, but they do need their skills to make expressive 

work. Knowledge of materials and techniques can result in work that 

combines both materiality and craftsmanship with an intriguing 

conceptuality and temporality27 

Making with different skills not only enables me to create expressive work but also 

allows me to become aware of the possibility and limitation of my body in the craft 

process. I perceive the power of my body through controlling the rhythm and strength 

while beating copper wire with hammers. Tools with different functions become part 

of my body as changeable extension of my arms and hands. I attempt conscious 

control of my body to more effectively meet the requirements of different skillsets. 

For example, for the metal forging processes, I find the best gesture and right strength 

to control the hammer and for soldering, I must balance the distance between the 

flame, the torch and the object and my eyes. My mind and body have been trained and 

shaped in the craft process.  

The third key to body awareness is to learn by expression. The body is full of 

meaning according to the French philosopher Maurice Merleau-Ponty. He asserts that 

the “lived body” is the body as one experiences it—not only the body that you have, 

but also the body that you are.28 Each body is formed by the different experience of 

that body’s senses and will learn, communicate, and express relationships with objects 

in its own way. A body will build unique relationships with an object, and it seems an 

imposition for me to use one object to deliver a certain idea for a different ‘lived 

body’. Therefore, I choose to respect both the object and the lived body and expect 

them to build their own relationship.  

                                                        
27 den Besten and Brouwer, On Jewellery, 204. 

28 Xiaofeng Ji, “From Experience of Consciousness to Body’s Experience: The Research of Merleau-

Ponty’s Phenomenology of Perception,” East China Normal University 10269: 45. 
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By creating specific circumstances for sensory experience and social significance, 

many artists revitalise the relationship between the human body and objects and 

implicate the viewer who becomes an integral part of their work. Zoe Robertson, a 

jewellery artist from Birmingham, challenged the traditional concept and display of 

jewellery in her 2015 solo exhibition flockOmania. According to the introduction of 

exhibition What is flockOmania?, flockOmania (Figure 2) was originally “conceived 

as a solo exhibition” but “has grown beyond the original concept evolving into many 

different forms, as an exhibition, an installation, mobile performance interventions, 

performance lab workshops”.29  

 

 

Figure 2. Zoe Robertson, flockOmania 2, 2015. 

https://zoeirobertson.files.wordpress.com/2015/03/flockomania-

created-by-zoe-robertson-photograph-by-christian-kipp-5-klimt.jpg 

 

The works in flockOmania can be seen as wearable sculptures on the body and move 

beyond jewellery into the fields of performance, sound, film, dance, and photography. 

Working across art forms, the artist creates an atmospheric, dynamic environment 

within which the dancers, Dr Natalie Garrett Brown and Amy Voris, explore the ever-

changing relationships between object, body, and space. According to the article What 

                                                        
29 Zoe Robertson, “What is flockOmania?”, floskOmania, accessed date 16 August, 2018, 

https://flockomania.com/what-2/. 

https://zoeirobertson.files.wordpress.com/2015/03/flockomania-created-by-zoe-robertson-photograph-by-christian-kipp-5-klimt.jpg
https://zoeirobertson.files.wordpress.com/2015/03/flockomania-created-by-zoe-robertson-photograph-by-christian-kipp-5-klimt.jpg
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is flockOmania?,30 by inviting the audience to interact and participate with the 

objects, Robertson creates an experiential environment, and this is what I also try to 

achieve. Further comparing my practice to Robertson’s work, I also deliberately try to 

fall between the defining borders of jewellery and sculpture and create new 

relationships between the body, jewellery, and personal space by implicating the 

viewer as an integral part of the work. 

Austrian artist Erwin Wurm is a sculptor who has interpreted similar concepts by 

inviting audiences to interact with his work. He said in his book The Artist Who 

Swallowed the World:  

my work speaks about the whole entity of a human being: the physical, the 

spiritual, the psychological and the political. . . . I am interested in the everyday 

life. All the materials that surrounded me could be useful, as well as the objects, 

topics involved in contemporary society”.31  

 

 

Figure 3. Erwin Wurm, Deep Snow (installation 

view), 2017. Mixed media. Lehmann 

Maupin Gallery, New York. Photographer: 

Eva Wurdinger. 

https://www.erwinwurm.at/artworks/one-

minute-sculptures.html 

 

 

Figure 4. Erwin Wurm, Deep Snow (detail), 

2017. Mixed media. Lehmann Maupin 

Gallery, New York. Photographer: Eva 

Wurdinger. 

https://www.erwinwurm.at/artworks/one-

minute-sculptures.html 

Instead of creating a static object following the traditions of sculpture, the concept of 

Wurm’s on-going One Minute Sculptures (Figure 3–Figure 4) is more like a 

                                                        
30 Robertson, “What is flockOmania?”.  

31 “Erwin Wurm’s One Minute Sculptures Are Refreshing,”, last modified 2011, 

http://publicdelivery.org/erwin-wurm-one-minute-sculptures/. 
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dynamic act. Wurm has built surreal spatial experiences for both participators and 

viewers through creating unique relationships between everyday objects (such as a 

chair, suitcase, and table) and body, anywhere, anytime—on the street, at home, in a 

hotel. Through the high contrast between the everyday objects he uses and the 

counter-conventional and unrealistic expressive form, the concepts of real and unreal 

often overlap in his work. In Wurm’s works, bodies become parts of the object when 

viewers decide to pose and assume the gestures required to meet Wurm’s instructions, 

which explain his unique method of using everyday objects.  

 

 

Figure 5. Ernesto Neto, The Mill Stone. 

http://masdearte.com/ernesto-neto-y-la-

temperatura-de-las-cosas/ 

 

 

Figure 6. Ernesto Neto, The Mill Stone. 

https://www.pinterest.com.au/pin/54

4724517420783941/  

Ernesto Neto (Brazil) is another sculptor who has a peculiar approach to space and the 

body and invites audiences to interact with his astonishing sculptures and 

installations―ranging from gargantuan pendulous forms to membranous caves. 

According to Niki van den Heuvel in the article “Soft Sculpture”, “Neto’s 

manipulation of utilitarian materials including lycra, pantyhose, spices, sand, rice, 

styrofoam and lead balls, transforms the commonplace. The artist explores aesthetics 

and science, the body and its substances, the laws of weights and measures, and the 

concept of art as a living organism”.32 

                                                        
32 Niki van den Heuvel, “Ernesto Neto”, Soft Sculpture, access 30 January, 2018, 

https://nga.gov.au/Exhibition/softsculpture/Default.cfm?IRN=186183&BioArtistIRN=34526&MnuI

D=3&GalID=7&ViewID=2.  

https://www.pinterest.com.au/pin/544724517420783941/
https://www.pinterest.com.au/pin/544724517420783941/
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Some of his objects invite the viewer to hug them, rest their head, or insert their arms 

into body like cavities. Some objects are expected to be felt through small openings in 

the surface or even worn. Neto’s The Mill Stone sculptures (Figure 5–Figure 6) are 

wearable soft objects, made from white lycra, stuffed with styrofoam pellets, designed 

perfectly for covering and protecting the human body. These objects entice viewers to 

complete the form; however, after entering into a soft Mill Stone sculpture, the body 

has bargained away its freedom for comfort. In my view, the soft sculpture becomes a 

comfortable tempting ‘cage’—a paradoxical object because it can act as both a prison 

and a place of safety, it can harm and protect, and this is significant in relation to 

similar concepts I try to interpret in my latest projects. 

In both One Minute Sculptures and The Mill Stone, the body has been set as the other 

half, temporarily cooperating with the object, to complete the sculpture, thereby 

creating a unique theatrical and dynamic action environment. Meanwhile, the position 

of viewers and objects has been transferred. Comparing my approach with Wurm’s 

sculptures, most of my works do not have a preparatory expressive form or right 

gestures for participator to follow or achieve. I expect participators to negotiate and 

discover their own relationships with the object. 

Jewellery, as a Medium for the Body Cognition 

Jewellery, while decorating the body and showing the identity of the wearer, also 

records the different attitudes of people from different periods and different cultural 

backgrounds. Whether it is the Long Fingernails Guards (Figure 1) of the Qing 

Dynasty nobles in China or the Brass Collar of the Long-Neck tribe of Thailand, the 

attitude of the wearer to the body is recorded as evidence of how people treat their 

body. Long Fingernail Guards, which are about five- to fourteen-centimetres long, 

demonstrate how the women of the Qing Dynasty used jewellery to shape themselves 

to the ‘ideal body’. Aristocratic women at that time considered long thin nails 

beautiful and took pride in idle hands. Highly decorated Long Fingernail Guards 

helped them complete the ‘noble degradation’ of the body. In addition, growing nails 

gradually extended the body space of the Qing Dynasty noblewomen. The exquisite 
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Long Fingernail Guards not only protected the extended body space but also 

consolidated and extended the wearer’s area of control.  

In addition to the Chinese Qing women, Long-Necked tribe women in Thailand who 

also use jewellery to shape the ‘ideal body’. The shiny solid Brass Collars they wear 

record the fact that Long-Necked tribe women are still transforming their body in an 

almost-cruel manner, for the ideal long neck. Long-Necked tribe girls begin to wear 

brass necklaces around the age of five. After that, the laps of their necklaces increase 

year by year by up to twenty-five bands weighing about five kilograms. The heavy 

collar depresses the wearer's collarbones, making her neck seem longer. It is said that 

the necks of the Long-Necked tribe women can reach a maximum of seventy 

centimetres. They only have three chances to take off their necklace in their lifetime: 

marriage, childbirth, and death. Wearing heavy jewellery and destructively 

transforming the body was originally designed to meet the unique aesthetics of the 

Long-Necked tribe, but now it is mainly to draw tourists from all over the world.33 

The record of ‘physical attitude’ mentioned here is not intended for traditional 

jewellery producers, but attitudes towards the body in various forms is an important 

research topic for contemporary art jewellery makers. According to Australian 

jeweller Sabine Pagan: 

The body occupies a significant place in both contemporary jewellery and 

architectural practice. The wearable object is made for the body and, 

therefore, invites the presence of a wearer, even if only metaphorically. . . . 

In contemporary jewellery practice, the body primarily functions as a 

physical platform from which a range of themes, including but not limited 

to social, cultural, historical and political issues can be addressed through 

the wearable object. . . . [The] body in contemporary jewellery is also used 

as the basis for exploring new conceptual lines of enquiry, as a way of 

testing ‘thresholds of wear ability’, including, for example, concepts of 

embodiment from the viewpoint of both the maker and wearer.34 

                                                        
33 https://baike.baidu.com/item/%E9%95%BF%E9%A2%88%E6%97%8F; 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kayan_people_(Myanmar). 

34 Sabine Pagan, “Crafting New Spatial and Sensorial Relationships in Contemporary Jewellery”. 
Craft + Design Enquiry 6, no. 6 (2014): 117. 

https://baike.baidu.com/item/%E9%95%BF%E9%A2%88%E6%97%8F
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Many contemporary art jewellers have attempted to reintroduce the body by 

reconstructing relationships between jewellery and the human body, which includes 

jewellery and the maker, jewellery and the wearer, and jewellery and the viewer, and 

their artistic expression is increasingly diverse. Den Besten states: 

During the last forty to fifty years, jewellery has evolved into an artistic and 

reflexive practice. As in the visual arts, the applied arts and design, boundaries 

are blurred, and artists (makers, creators, designers) borrow freely. 

Contemporary jewellery not only involves the baubles, bangles and beads, but 

also photography, installation, performance, video and so on.35  

 

 

Figure 7. Gijs Bakker, Shadow Jewellery / 

Schaduwsieraad, 1973. 

http://www.gijsbakker.com/media/studio

/jewellery/Conceptual_jewellery_113_M

odelArm.jpg 

 

 

Figure 8. Gijs Bakker, Shadow Jewellery / 

Schaduwsieraad, 1973. 

https://78.media.tumblr.com/140bb04

960f82e576b3756eccfeba1f7/tumblr_

nqq938MzET1rd3iqno2_250.jpg  

In 1973, Dutch jeweller and industrial-designer, Gijs Bakker used his work Shadow 

Jewellery (Schaduwsieraad) (Figure 7–Figure 8) to challenge the concept of 

traditional jewellery and evoke new insights into the relationship between jewellery 

and the body. The artist first put a gold arm ring tightly on the wearer's arm, causing 

the metal ring to sink into the skin. Bakker then removed the arm ring which resulted 

in Shadow Jewellery, a “mark of depression on the arm”. In this work, Bakker was not 

concerned with the jewellery itself, but with the influence of the jewellery on the 

body, and the change in the body of the wearer. Since then, many jewellery artists 

have tried to redefine the relationship between jewellery and the body. Some artists 

                                                        
35 den Besten and Brouwer, On Jewellery, 15. 

https://78.media.tumblr.com/140bb04960f82e576b3756eccfeba1f7/tumblr_nqq938MzET1rd3iqno2_250.jpg
https://78.media.tumblr.com/140bb04960f82e576b3756eccfeba1f7/tumblr_nqq938MzET1rd3iqno2_250.jpg
https://78.media.tumblr.com/140bb04960f82e576b3756eccfeba1f7/tumblr_nqq938MzET1rd3iqno2_250.jpg
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even destructively transform their bodies into carriers of jewellery. In 1975 Austrian 

artist Peter Skubic implanted a piece of steel under the skin of his left forearm and 

called it Jewellery Under the Skin. This piece of jewellery with the meaning of 

‘amulet’ was hidden in his body for seven years. In 1999, German artist Katinka 

Kaskeline implanted seven pearls under the skin of her arm under local anaesthesia. 

Skubic and Kaskeline have investigated the relationship between body and jewellery 

in a radical way. It is definitely not the creative goal of these jewellery artists to 

decorate the body with jewellery to highlight the identity and social status of the 

wearer. Instead, they see the wearer as a carrier of jewellery and see the body as a 

material for expressing their artistic views. 

Chinese jewellery art researchers have also shown a new interest in the relationship 

between jewellery and the body. In her article “Go Back to the Human Body: Use 

Body as a Medium to Study the Research Jewellery”,36 Junjin Wu analysed the 

relationship between jewellery and human bodies. Her analysis is based on three 

different positions, which have driven my interpretation and approach in relation to 

my research. First, she analysed how contemporary jewellery artists use their work to 

examine the human body as a material. Second, she researched how the changing of 

the physical body becomes an element in research jewellery. The changes could be the 

transformation of the skin, and it also could be the movement of the body. The third 

method is expressing the relationship between the body and external things. Through 

revisiting and reconsidering the human body, Wu Junjin questioned and challenged 

the traditional values and functions of contemporary jewellery. 

The body is not only the carrier of jewellery, the material for expressing artistic views 

but also the condition for the work to ‘live’. Different bodies bring different spaces, 

different stories, and different ways of interacting with the work. My hands create the 

work, and work continues on the wearer's body. The participation of the wearer keeps 

                                                        
36 Junjin Wu, “Go Back to The Human Body: Use Body as a Medium to Study the Research 

Jewellery”, China Academic Journals Full-text Database 22, no. 2 (2008): 16–20, 

https://doi.org/11010802020460. 
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the work current; the wearer’s ongoing wearing experiences not only distinguish my 

jewellery from the unchanging exhibits under the glass cover but also bring the work 

to ‘life’. 

Jewellery in Body Space 

In his book Phenomenology of Perception, philosopher Maurice Merleau-Ponty 

describes the “spatiality of the body” as follows: “We must avoid saying that our body 

is in space, or in time. It inhabits space and time”.37 I will analyse the relationship 

between jewellery and body space by introducing the inseparable relationship 

between the body and space—both mutually shaped and mutually causal. 

On one hand, we humans never stopped exploring and transforming our space. The 

body is the standard by which we define and shape any space. As Merleau-Ponty 

asserts, “The outline of my body is a frontier which ordinary spatial relations do not 

cross. This is because its parts are inter-related in a peculiar way: they are not spread 

out side by side, but enveloped in each other”.38 This characteristic of body space 

determines that the body is not only the basis of our perception of space, it is also the 

unit of measurement for us to recognise, define, and transform space. From a chair to 

a building, from a garden to a piece of land, any space in which humans have 

participated is branded with body marks. The definition and division of space based 

on the body not only exists in the relationship between people and things, but also the 

relationships between people. In his book Body, Space and Postmodernity, Anmin 

Wang pointed out that the history of the world is the history of the continuous 

reconfiguration of space—the history of the body reorganising space. This kind of 

space reorganisation technology is diverse. However, all the reorganisation techniques 

lie in the warring relationship and the contest of the strength of the body.39 To meet 

                                                        
37 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1962), 

161. 

38 Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, 112. 

39 Anmin Wang, Body, Space and Postmodernity, (China: Jiang Su People's Publishing, 2015), 207. 
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the requirements of their respective physical spaces, people begin to confront each 

other until the boundaries of their respective physical spaces are established and 

achieve a temporary balance; however, the variability and mobility of the body 

continue to break this balance. Cycling between ‘confrontation’ and ‘balance’ and 

back again, the human body's redefinition of the body space will never stop. 

On the other hand, space reshapes our bodies. To adapt to different environments, 

human beings constantly adjust their bodies. Biologists refer to this ‘adaptation’ as 

evolution. In the process of evolution, our body not only needs to adapt to the space of 

nature but also needs to adapt to the new space created by human beings. The early 

arthropods lifted their bodies upright so that their hands could reach the high fruits. 

Today we curl our napes and adapt ourselves to the small space in the cockpit. Anmin 

Wang states that people are forged in a specific space. Space can be used intentionally 

to forge people, disciplines, rulers, and to produce a new body according to its 

purpose. I agree with this. In fact, since ancient times, humans have been creating 

different spaces to rebuild our bodies. These spaces include classrooms, theatres, 

churches, hospitals, and prisons. Humans must adjust the body space and physical 

state to adapt to different spaces. 

Artists, architects, artisans, and designers have often followed an urge to scale their 

creations, objects, and rooms to a bodily scale, and everything from architecture to 

small utensils have been designed to such anthropometric40 measures. This concept 

appears in the full body of Oskar Schlemmer's work. 

Schlemmer was a German sculptor, painter, and stage designer known for his abstract 

yet precise paintings of the human form and body space. “My themes – the human 

                                                        
40 Lu Del Prado, and Jinky Leilanie, “Anthropometric Measurement of Filipino Manufacturing 

Workers”, International Journal of Industrial Ergonomics 37, no. 6 (2007): 497–503. 

“Anthropometry is the science of measurement and the art of application that establishes the 

physical geometry, mass properties, and strength capabilities of the human body. It involves the 

systematic measurement of the physical properties of the human body, primarily dimensional 

descriptors of body size and shape. The knowledge of body dimensions is essential for designers of 

equipment and work places. The anthropometric measurements are essential for the correct design of 

the work areas. Anthropometric data of female agricultural workers are also important for the 

rationalization of the design of agricultural hand tools and equipment.” 

https://www.omicsonline.org/searchresult.php?keyword=Human+body
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figure in space, its moving and stationary functions, sitting, lying, walking, standing – 

are as simple as they are universally valid,” he said of his work, “they are 

inexhaustible”.41 Many of Schlemmer’s works have intrigued with the possibilities of 

figures and their relationship to the space around them, for example, Triadic Ballet  

(Figure 9) and Egocentric Space-Delineation (Figure 10).  

 

 

Figure 9. Oskar Schlemmer, Triadic Ballet, 

1926. 

https://www.facinghistory.org/sites/def

ault/files/Ch04_image06_large.jpg  

 

 

Figure 10. Oskar Schlemmer, Egocentric 

Space-Delineation, 1924. 

http://www.artvalue.com/image.aspx?PH

OTO_ID=2201276 

According to Johannes Birringer42 in his article “Bauhaus, Constructivism, 

Performance”: 

The horizontal, vertical and diagonal lines in Figure and Space-Delineation 

position the human figure in the center of an imaginary space or volume, and 

one senses that Schlemmer wants to “delineate” the space perception felt by the 

performer, the perception of volume and the interconnectedness to the 

surrounding space. . . . Triadic Ballet, Schlemmer here views the dancer 

involved in a strictly mathematical and geometrical space, in which precise 

“mechanical” movements can be performed. But in Egocentric Space-

Delineation, the dancer moves in the center of attention producing a net of 

radial motion, perhaps as an effect of more organic movement within a 

pulsating environment that lacks a depth dimension.43 

                                                        
41 “Oscar Schlemmer”, Art Icons, http://www.articons.co.uk/schlemmer.htm. 

42 Johannes Birringer is a contributing editor to PAJ and director of the Design and Performance Lab at 

Brunel University, London. The DAP-Lab’s latest dance work, for the time being, an homage to the 

futurist opera Victory over the Sun (1913), premiered in London in 2012 

43 Johannes Birringer, “Bauhaus, Constructivism, Performance”, PAJ: A Journal of Performance and 

Art, no. 104 (2013): 39. 

https://www.facinghistory.org/sites/default/files/Ch04_image06_large.jpg
https://www.facinghistory.org/sites/default/files/Ch04_image06_large.jpg
http://www.artvalue.com/image.aspx?PHOTO_ID=2201276
http://www.artvalue.com/image.aspx?PHOTO_ID=2201276
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By applying the anthropometric measure to his paintings, sculptures, and 

performances, Schlemmer extends and reshapes the body space to varying degrees 

and shows transformations of the body space in movement. 

Jewellery as a wearable object created for the body accurately outlines the wearer's 

body space. These wearable objects attached to our skin not only record but also 

affect the body space, physical behaviour, physical attitude, and body culture. My 

research focuses on analysing the relationship between jewellery and body space, and 

I aim to explore how to determine personal and interpersonal space with 

contemporary jewellery. I do not follow the proposition that there is a normative or 

natural body shape.  

Jewellery in Personal Space 

The interactive relationship between the object and the personal space has been 

vividly implied in Lauren Kalman’s jewellery work.  

 

 

Figure 11. Lauren Kalman, Devices for Filling 

a Void, 2013–2017. Gold-plated 

electroformed copper and ceramic. 

http://www.laurenkalman.com/images/

kalman_device_3.jpg?crc=3791983510  

 

 

Figure 12. Lauren Kalman, Devices for Filling a 

Void, 2013–2017. Gold-plated 

electroformed copper and ceramic. 

http://www.laurenkalman.com/images/kal

man_device_3_object.jpg?crc=383551691

5  

Kalman is a contemporary American visual artist who uses photography, sculpture, 

craft objects, performance, and installation. She builds objects and environments that 

interact with the body, and for the majority of her work, she uses her own body as the 

http://www.laurenkalman.com/images/kalman_device_3.jpg?crc=3791983510
http://www.laurenkalman.com/images/kalman_device_3.jpg?crc=3791983510
http://www.laurenkalman.com/images/kalman_device_3_object.jpg?crc=3835516915
http://www.laurenkalman.com/images/kalman_device_3_object.jpg?crc=3835516915
http://www.laurenkalman.com/images/kalman_device_3_object.jpg?crc=3835516915


  Chapter 1 

27 

 

site for these interactions.44 In her work Devices for Filling a Void (Figure 11–Figure 

12), she created wearable objects that fit into her mouth.  

The object not only shows the space in the mouth but also defines how the wearable 

object shapes and impacts the body space. According to Kalman, as her work deals 

largely with the female body, it calls upon historical associations with craft and the 

feminine. She chooses to work within the craft traditions building on their association 

with the body, the senses, the feminine, the erotic, decadence, ritual, wealth, and 

power in ways that challenge the status quo. Kalman asserts: 

Fabricated objects that reflect sculptural ornamentation and adornment are 

combined with the body and design objects to produce photographs. These 

juxtapositions point to historical, political, and social contexts relating to sex, 

gender, power, pleasure, and beauty. 45 

As a cross-disciplinary jewellery artist, Nuala Clooney, who works at Birmingham 

City University, studies her own body and draws the audience’s attention to it. 

Clooney’s research practice examines the boundaries between body and world, 

interior and exterior spaces, personal and public, and the place where the physical and 

psychological meet. She frequently uses the mouth as a site of exploration, and she 

chooses materials for their symbolism and relationship to the body. In the 

documentary video of her work Currently Untitled, Clooney puts liquid rubber in the 

mouth, waits for it to solidify, and then takes it out to show the shape of the space 

inside her mouth.46 She then casts the shape in metal, transforming the shape of the 

space inside her mouth from ‘Yin’ (negative form; feminine elements) to ‘Yang’ 

(positive form; masculine elements).47 She states that it is the connections between 

                                                        
44 http://www.laurenkalman.com/about.html 

45 http://www.laurenkalman.com/about.html 

46 https://vimeo.com/181379945 

47 Zhu Xi, Yi King, 朱熹《周易》Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company, 2009, 29–42; Haitao Xu, 

“Aesthetics in the Symbols and Numbers of Zhouyi,” Wuhan University (2016): 10486: 14. 

In Chinese philosophy, Yin and Yang (阴阳 ‘dark-bright’, ‘negative-positive’) describe how 

seemingly opposite or contrary forces may be complementary, interconnected, and interdependent in 

the natural world, and how they may give rise to each other as they interrelate to one another. Yin 

and Yang can be thought of as complementary (rather than opposing) forces that interact to form a 

dynamic system in which the whole is greater than the assembled parts. Everything has both Yin and 

Yang aspects (for instance, shadow cannot exist without light). The Yin Yang (i.e. Tai Ji symbol) 
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internal spaces and the outside, the spaces between things that can be seen as places of 

uncertainty that interest her, going on to say: 

 The mouth is the place between body and the world and is where as children 

we begin to experience the material world – grasping through the senses the 

meaning. I consider that many of our emotions begin and are expressed orally. 

By bringing the inside of the mouth into something tangible, I am able to make 

the inside, the internalized, accessible and open to the viewer.48 

Clooney externalises and visualises the invisible space inside her body. Her work 

Currently Untitled expresses the Yin-Yang relationship between the space of the 

artist’s mouth and the object.  

Similarly, Gerd Rothmann explores the relationship between jewellery and the human 

body through the concept of duplication and reflection. He reinterprets traditional 

jewellery forms in a playful, intellectual approach to jewellery. He states: 

Through the artist’s mediation, a specific body makes an absolutely individual 

imprint on the material. The aspect that must be highlighted with Rothmann’s 

work is, indeed, the relationship with the commissioner of the piece, with 

whom he not only establishes a relationship (order – artist – artwork): in this 

case the commissioner is often ‘physically’ involved in the production of the 

work.49  

Embedding the skin texture and body space of the wearer or creator into a metal 

object is the constant element around which his work revolves. According to Gio 

Carbone: 

The peculiarity of the skin, a physical reality but also the final frontier of our 

being, the delimitation of our ego with respect to the world, a surface that 

records the most profound states of our being like a mirror, is the key element 

in Gerd Rothmann’s research”.50  

                                                        
shows a balance between two opposites with a portion of the opposite element in each section. In 

Taoist metaphysics, distinctions between good and bad, along with other dichotomous moral 

judgments, are perceptual, not real; so, the duality of Yin and Yang is an indivisible whole. 

48 http://nuala-clooney.squarespace.com/breathless 

49 Gio Carbone, The Human Body in Jewelry, Nov 26, 2015, Education, The Lux Report, Founder of 

“Le Arti Orafe” Jewellery Academy in Florence, Ital, http://farlang.com/gijs-bakker-becker-

rothmann-martinazzi 

50 Carbone, The Human Body in Jewelry. 

http://nuala-clooney.squarespace.com/breathless
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In 1992, Rothmann used his hand as a physical signature in the Bracelet Zeigefinger 

(Figure 13). The body space, Yang (positive) form of the artist, becomes the Yin 

(negative) form for his jewellery work. 

 

 

Figure 13. Gerd Rothmann, Bracelet 

Zeigefinger, 1992. Silver, 7 x 7 

cm. http://farlang.com/wp-

content/uploads/2015/11/gerd-

rothmann-bracelet-zeigefinger.jpg   

Gerd Rothmann, Gijs Bakker, Peter Skubic, and Katinka Kaskeline also created a Yin 

Yang spatial relationship between jewellery and the wearer. Bakker's Shadow 

Jewellery can be seen as a temporary negative personal space on the wearer's body as 

Yin; the golden armband used to make the negative pace, ShadowJewellery, is Yang. 

The body, when wearing the golden armband, can be regarded as the complete body 

of the Yin Yang combination. With Rothman’s work, the dents left in the metal ring 

by the maskers hand explain the lack of the body. The Yin Yang space, created by 

Skubic and Kaskeline for the body, exists in the wearer's body. The new space, under 

the skin that is propped up by the filler, is Yin, while the steel sheet or pearl, as the 

filler, is Yang.  

Like these six artists, I try to use jewellery as a medium to determine the personal 

space, but the difference is that I do not make a destructive transformation of the 

wearer's body. Similar to Zoe Robertson’s idea, I try to invite viewers to participate in 

and interact with my wearable objects to perceive their personal space. 

Jewellery in Interpersonal Space 

Otto Künzli is searching for a different relationship between jewellery and the human 

body. Künzli is Munich-based goldsmith and university teacher at Academy of Fine 

http://farlang.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/gerd-rothmann-bracelet-zeigefinger.jpg
http://farlang.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/gerd-rothmann-bracelet-zeigefinger.jpg
http://farlang.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/gerd-rothmann-bracelet-zeigefinger.jpg
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Arts, Munich. According to Press Kit Lausanne, in the article “Otto Künzli. The 

Exhibition Jewellery 1967-2012”:  

Otto Künzli revolutionised the art of contemporary jewellery. While respecting 

its primary function as bodily adornment, Künzli throughout his 45-year career 

as a creator has consistently broken down its codes, questioned its materials 

and subverted its symbols. Behind the role of mentor so respected by his pupils 

lies a mischievous spirit with the audacity to push the boundaries.51 

 

 

Figure 14. Otto Künzli, Ring for Two People, 1980. 

Stainless steel, 2.1 x 12.5 x 0.25 cm. 

https://galleryfunaki.com.au/wp-

content/uploads/2014/04/AP-OK13.jpg  

  

I am inspired by his 1980 work Ring for Two People (Figure 14). Künzli has used 

jewellery to create a different relationship between the bodes by linking and 

distancing the two hands at the same time, which both builds and interrupts 

interpersonal body space. According to Künzli: 

I was looking for a new direction, and in 1976 I decided to do something 

different. Equipped with a box filled with string, tape, stickers, wire and paper 

cutouts, I began to frequent a photo booth in Munich, the one in the central 

station. I was looking for new ideas about form, searching for a different 

relationship between the human body and the points, lines and surfaces that are 

attributed to it. I wanted to distance myself from the idea we have of the brooch 

as a miniature, a postage-stamp-sized reproduction of reality, a representation 

                                                        
51 PRESS KIT Lausanne, OTTO KÜNZLI. THE EXHIBITION JEWELLERY 1967-2012, 2 July–5 

October 2014, 3. 

https://galleryfunaki.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2014/04/AP-OK13.jpg
https://galleryfunaki.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2014/04/AP-OK13.jpg
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of imaginary, invented worlds. I was looking to create a performance, a new 

reality, with the body.52 

 

 

Figure 15. Zoe Robertson, flockOmania 2. 

https://flockomania.files.wordpress.co

m/2017/01/flockomania-4-the-cass-

edition-created-by-zoe-robertson-with-

natalie-garrett-brown-amy-voris-

sellotape-cinema-image-by-christian-

kipp-50.jpg    

 

 

Figure 16. Zoe Robertson, flockOmania 2, 

2015. 

https://flockomania.files.wordpress.com/

2017/01/flockomania-4-the-cass-edition-

created-by-zoe-robertson-with-natalie-

garrett-brown-amy-voris-sellotape-

cinema-image-by-christian-kipp-44.jpg  

Much of the jewellery work in Zoe Robertson’s flockOmania is designed to be worn 

by a group of people. In the various iterations of flockOmania, participants have been 

asked not only to try different gestures and movements to negotiate the objects but are 

also required to find their personal space to balance the distance between others. The 

large wearable jewellery creates an opportunity for people to share their body 

experiences and build new relationships, because, for example, the big necklace can 

be worn by a group of people at the same time (Figure 15–Figure 16). For this reason, 

these wearers, who are gathered together by the jewellery, become a temporary social 

community with little personal body space between them. Robertson, Künzli, and I 

are trying to create a specific ‘object’ for a group of people, thereby building a 

temporary environment or opportunity for wearers to communicate, negotiate, or 

experience the interpersonal space. 

                                                        
52 PRESS KIT Lausanne, OTTO KÜNZLI. 

https://flockomania.files.wordpress.com/2017/01/flockomania-4-the-cass-edition-created-by-zoe-robertson-with-natalie-garrett-brown-amy-voris-sellotape-cinema-image-by-christian-kipp-50.jpg
https://flockomania.files.wordpress.com/2017/01/flockomania-4-the-cass-edition-created-by-zoe-robertson-with-natalie-garrett-brown-amy-voris-sellotape-cinema-image-by-christian-kipp-50.jpg
https://flockomania.files.wordpress.com/2017/01/flockomania-4-the-cass-edition-created-by-zoe-robertson-with-natalie-garrett-brown-amy-voris-sellotape-cinema-image-by-christian-kipp-50.jpg
https://flockomania.files.wordpress.com/2017/01/flockomania-4-the-cass-edition-created-by-zoe-robertson-with-natalie-garrett-brown-amy-voris-sellotape-cinema-image-by-christian-kipp-50.jpg
https://flockomania.files.wordpress.com/2017/01/flockomania-4-the-cass-edition-created-by-zoe-robertson-with-natalie-garrett-brown-amy-voris-sellotape-cinema-image-by-christian-kipp-50.jpg
https://flockomania.files.wordpress.com/2017/01/flockomania-4-the-cass-edition-created-by-zoe-robertson-with-natalie-garrett-brown-amy-voris-sellotape-cinema-image-by-christian-kipp-50.jpg
https://flockomania.files.wordpress.com/2017/01/flockomania-4-the-cass-edition-created-by-zoe-robertson-with-natalie-garrett-brown-amy-voris-sellotape-cinema-image-by-christian-kipp-44.jpg
https://flockomania.files.wordpress.com/2017/01/flockomania-4-the-cass-edition-created-by-zoe-robertson-with-natalie-garrett-brown-amy-voris-sellotape-cinema-image-by-christian-kipp-44.jpg
https://flockomania.files.wordpress.com/2017/01/flockomania-4-the-cass-edition-created-by-zoe-robertson-with-natalie-garrett-brown-amy-voris-sellotape-cinema-image-by-christian-kipp-44.jpg
https://flockomania.files.wordpress.com/2017/01/flockomania-4-the-cass-edition-created-by-zoe-robertson-with-natalie-garrett-brown-amy-voris-sellotape-cinema-image-by-christian-kipp-44.jpg
https://flockomania.files.wordpress.com/2017/01/flockomania-4-the-cass-edition-created-by-zoe-robertson-with-natalie-garrett-brown-amy-voris-sellotape-cinema-image-by-christian-kipp-44.jpg
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“We all have gaps”, said David Rosetzky, an Australian artist who works 

predominantly in video and photographic formats. In 2014, his 35:07-minute high 

definition video Gaps (Figure 17) was shown in Sutton Gallery in Melbourne. 

Rosetzky states: 

[My interest is] in drawing from a range of different moving image genres, 

including documentary and fiction to destabilize the idea of character and the 

conventions used to establish a performer’s identity on screen . . . In Gaps I 

was also keen to explore issues of racial difference and the low-level everyday 

racism that is inherent in Australian culture today.53 

 

 

Figure 17. David Rosetzky, Gaps, 2014. https://2015.acmi.net.au/acmi-

channel/2014/artist-interview-with-david-rosetzky/  

Rosetzky’s Gaps, embodies the artist’s exploration of personal identity and the 

relationship or “gaps in experience” between self and other, through slipping back and 

forth between spoken word and gestured choreographed movement, performed by 

four Australian dancers from different racial backgrounds. 

One thing I drew from Rosetzky's video was how the body experiences were 

transferred by passing on invisible intimate space surrounding the body, from one 

dancer to another. Another thing I observed was how the artist exposed interpersonal 

body space through his video; I notice that ‘gaps’ show up in the ‘transition’ when 

performers address movement as a means for communication and misunderstanding. 

                                                        
53 “Gaps,” ACMI, accessed 30 January, 2018. https://2015.acmi.net.au/exhibitions/past-

exhibitions/2014/david-rosetzky-gaps/. 

https://2015.acmi.net.au/acmi-channel/2014/artist-interview-with-david-rosetzky/
https://2015.acmi.net.au/acmi-channel/2014/artist-interview-with-david-rosetzky/
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In addition, I noticed the interconversion between meaningful and meaningless. In 

observing over the course of Gaps that the choreographed gestures morph into a kind 

of sign language—meaningful and yet at the same time, meaningless—it drew my 

attention to the concept of ‘non-utilitarian’ as a common theme throughout all my 

works. 

 

 

Figure 18. Binbin Hu, Royal College of Art MA Fashion Show, 2017. 

https://www.rca.ac.uk/news-and-events/press-releases/royal-college-art-

fashion-show-2017/   

Another significant idea in my research is how human bodies negotiate social 

relationships: an idea that is also explored in the works of Binbin Hu a recent graduate 

from the Royal College of Art. Hu’s graduation works (Figure 18) dealt with social 

relationships, offering new perspectives about the purpose of clothing by using it 

to investigate interpersonal body space. In the exhibition, performers who were 

smoking cigarettes had to share their personal body space, because each garment was 

designed for a pair or a group of wearers. They negotiated the personal space to 

balance their movements by pulling the white and grey corsetry, made of stretchy 

fabric, within a limited area.  

  

https://www.rca.ac.uk/news-and-events/press-releases/royal-college-art-fashion-show-2017/
https://www.rca.ac.uk/news-and-events/press-releases/royal-college-art-fashion-show-2017/
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Chapter Two: Determine Body Space with Jewellery 

 

 

‘Space’ is an abstract term for a complex set of ideas. People of different cultures 

differ in how they divide up their world, assign values to its parts, and measure 

them. Ways of dividing up space vary enormously in intricacy and sophistication, 

as do techniques of judging size and distance. Nonetheless certain cross-cultural 

similarities exist, and they rest ultimately on the fact that man is the measure of all 

things. This is to say, if we look for fundamental principles of spatial organization 

we find them in two kinds of facts: the posture and structure of the human body, 

and the relations (whether close or distant) between human beings. Man, out of 

his intimate experience with his body and with other people, organizes space so 

that it conforms with and caters to his biological needs and social relations. 

—Yi-Fu Tuan54 

 

 

 

My studio research focuses on analysing the relationship between jewellery and body 

space, and I aim to explore how to interrogate body space with contemporary jewellery. In 

this chapter, I investigate how to use jewellery to detect and interrupt the body space by 

measuring the distance, shaping the form, sketching the outline, experiencing, and 

observing the interpersonal and personal space. The main discussion in this section 

addresses the research question: How can jewellery be used to detect and interrupt both 

personal and interpersonal body space? The interruption of the spatial distance between 

bodies can mean estrangement, difference, or even conflict between bodies. By making 

jewellery with different materials and intended for different forms of wearing, I aim to 

detect and interrupt the personal and interpersonal spatiality around bodies in ways that 

explore and moderate physical and cultural body perceptions.  

 

                                                        
54 Yi-Fu Tuan, Space and Place: The Perspective of Experience (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 

Press, 1979): 34. 
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Measuring the Distance of Body Space (Studio Research 1&2) 

Measuring Interpersonal Space (Studio Research 1) 

 

Relationship Measurement Rings 

My work Measurement-Relationship Measurement (Figure 19–Figure 20) comprises rings 

that resemble a ‘windlass’, with rope or cable winding around a cylinder, used for lifting 

heavy weights; however, for each measurement ring, the rope or cable is replaced by paper 

tape measure. The wearer can control the length of the tape by rolling it in or out, 

corresponding to their distance from their companion of choice. In addition, the rings’ 

resemblance to a windlass indicates that they are intended to lift something heavy. With the 

Measurement-Relationship Measurement rings, the heavy ‘weight’ hanging on the end of 

the breakable paper tape measure, can be interpreted as an interpersonal and social 

relationship such as those found in a marriage, a partnership, or the relationship one has 

with a ‘frenemy’. 

 

 

Figure 19. Xiaohui Yang, Measurement-Relationship Measurement, 2015. Silver and paper, 5 × 7 × 9 

cm. Photographer: Lisa Brown.  



  Chapter Two 

 

36 

 

 

Figure 20. Xiaohui Yang, Measurement-Relationship Measurement, 2015. Silver and paper, 5 × 7 × 9 

cm. Photographer: Lisa Brown. 

 

Aim & Description  

With Measurement-Relationship Measurement the rings act as a tape measure; anchored to 

the wearer, the rings quantify the distance separating them from their companion. I hope to 

use these rings to consider the social mores surrounding interpersonal space and physical 

interaction in a humorous way. This tape measure element has also been adopted by UK 

jewellery artist and designer, Lin Cheung. Cheung aims to design and question the 

established and authorised uses and meanings of jewellery and objects. Her necklace 

Friend or Foe? (Figure 21), made of PVC and silver, looks like a commercial product, but 

it adds names to all the significant relationships from friend and lover to enemy. Her work 

is a personal response to everyday experiences and observations. 
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Figure 21. Lin Cheung, Friend or Foe?, 1998. Necklace, PVC, silver. 

https://payload492.cargocollective.com/1/9/293372/12155421/Lin-

Cheung-Friend-or-Foe-necklace-tape-measure_1206.jpg   

Studio Experience 

To me, a paper tape measure seems an ideal material to reflect fragile human relationships. 

Through wearing the ring, I found out that the paper tape measure is easily broken or 

damaged, despite my wearing it with great care. For example, the paper tape could be 

destroyed if it gets wet, and it could easily tear when I put my hand into my handbag. This 

ring asked me to maintain keen vigilance all the time to protect the measurement of the 

relationship distance. Furthermore, I observed the relationship from passiveness to 

activeness, through wearing one single ring with other people and negotiating the distance 

between each other by pulling out or rolling up the tape measure. The ring interrupts and 

rebuilds the wearer’s body space, movement, and behaviour. 

Conceptual Motivation 

The paper tape measure has one scale in centimetres and another in inches. At first, I did 

not bother about converting inches to centimetres because I only considered the scale on 

the tape measure as a symbol of the length, distance, or gap. However, I started to question 

https://payload492.cargocollective.com/1/9/293372/12155421/Lin-Cheung-Friend-or-Foe-necklace-tape-measure_1206.jpg
https://payload492.cargocollective.com/1/9/293372/12155421/Lin-Cheung-Friend-or-Foe-necklace-tape-measure_1206.jpg
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‘what is the measure criterion’ after I was inspired by a famous body art work mesuRAGE 

(Figure 22) performed by a French artist ORLAN. 

 

 

Figure 22. ORLAN, mesuRAGE (performance at the M HKA), 

2012. http://www.orlan.eu/portfolio/mesurage-m-ukha-

anvers-2012/  

 

ORLAN is well known as one of the first artists to use her own body as a medium with 

which to make art. She used her body as a standard to measure the Guggenheim (New 

York), the Centre Pompidou (Paris), the Saint-Pierre Museum (Lyon), the Andy Warhol 

Museum (Pittsburgh), and the Museum van Hedendaagse Kunst (M HKA), Antwerp. She 

measured each space with her body-length used as a unit marked with a chalk line on the 

floor from head to toes. In an interview, asked the reason for her performing this art work, 

she described it as “fighting the institution, as a way of measuring up to these institutions, 

because ultimately, they ought to be there to support the arts and artists. But often artists do 

not receive the place they should in these institutions. So, the idea was to appropriate these 

institutions like an animal would do”.55 

                                                        
55 “ORLAN: MesuRAGEs,” last modified 5 December, 2012, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3F77c6sk95E. 

http://www.orlan.eu/portfolio/mesurage-m-ukha-anvers-2012/
http://www.orlan.eu/portfolio/mesurage-m-ukha-anvers-2012/
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Measuring Personal Space: (Studio Research 2)  

Measurement-Distance Between Fingers 

Aim & Description 

In Measurement-Distance Between Fingers (Figure 23), the rings resemble another of my 

works, Beyond Reach I and II (Figure 48–Figure 49), as both series have elements that 

look like cages. A cage is a paradoxical object because it can act as both a prison and a 

place of safety and can both harm and protect. Here I have tested how jewellery influences 

the function of the body. By caging your finger in the ring, the finger is ‘protected’—

resembling the Chinese Long Fingernails Guards (Figure 1) in the Qing dynasty. 

 

 

Figure 23. Xiaohui Yang, Measurement-Distance Between Fingers, 2017. Silver, paper, 15 × 3 × 5 

cm each. Photographer: Lisa Brown. 

 

Studio Experience & Conceptual Motivation  

I can measure the distance and show the negative space (Yin) between my fingers with the 

paper tape measures on the rings that perfectly cover and protect my fingernails. However, 

my hands are impeded from doing any routine work while my fingers are caged in these 

rings. It leaves me no choice but to remain idle, another similarity to the Qing dynasty 
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Long Fingernail Guards. The noble Chinese women protected and decorated their fingers 

to proclaim their social status. While wearing the ring, I become an ‘idler’, just like the 

noblewomen who enjoy the experience of being ‘useless’ and ‘impotent’. 

In 2001, Danish jewellery artist Carolina Vallejo used her work Seven Deadly Sins ‘Sloth’ 

(Figure 24–Figure 25) to express the feeling of the body through wearing her jewellery to 

exaggerate the movement and gestures. Seven Deadly Sins ‘Sloth’ looks like long glove 

fingers dragging on the ground. This work embodies an empty and unhappy feeling in the 

body. Vallejo believes that the slothful achieve nothing and that the sloth becomes sinful 

because it brings indifference in its wake. She also states that the mentally lazy person is 

like a parasite on life itself. 

 

Figure 24. Carolina Vallejo, Seven Deadly Sins 

‘Sloth’, 2001.56  

 

 

Figure 25. Carolina Vallejo, Seven Deadly Sins 

‘Sloth’ (detail), 2001. 

In contrast with Vallejo’s work, my work Measurement-Distance Between Fingers offers 

non-utilitarian experiences instead of expressing the idea that sloth becomes sinful. I found 

Vallejo’s work helpful because she has researched jewellery as a medium between physical 

body and mind to uncover the feelings hiding in us and this also helps me to understand 

how the traditional concepts and functions of jewellery have been challenged since the 

                                                        
56 [see: Teng, F. (2006). The Fable of Human Body. China: Fujian.] 
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1960s. Seven Deadly Sins ‘Sloth’ relates to the much earlier work created by German visual 

artist Rebecca Horn: Finger Gloves (Figure 26). Horn has described how wearing these 

gloves altered her relationship with her surroundings so that distant objects came within 

her reach: 

the finger gloves are light. I can move them without any effort. Feel, touch, grasp 

anything, but keeping a certain distance from the objects. The lever-action of the 

lengthened fingers intensifies the various sense-data of the hand; . . . I feel me 

touching, I see me grasping, I control the distance between me and the objects.57  

 

 

Figure 26. Rebecca Horn, Finger Gloves, 1972. 

http://www.marthagarzon.com/contemporary_art/2012/07/rebecca-

horn-body-art-performance-installations/  

 

By distancing the objects from her fingers, Rebecca Horn’s Finger Gloves create a unique, 

intimate communicative possibility between our own body and those of others. Horn’s 

wearing experience is just the opposite of my ‘useless’ and ‘idler’ experience of wearing 

my Measurement-Distance Between Fingers rings. Horn observed that the experience of 

touching makes possible an intimacy between our own body and those of others. I will 

                                                        
57 “Rebecca Horn: Body Art, Performance & Installations,” Contemporary Art Installation, accessed 30 

January, 2018. http://www.marthagarzon.com/contemporary_art/2012/07/rebecca-horn-body-art-

performance-installations/. 

http://www.marthagarzon.com/contemporary_art/2012/07/rebecca-horn-body-art-performance-installations/
http://www.marthagarzon.com/contemporary_art/2012/07/rebecca-horn-body-art-performance-installations/
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invite viewers to join the experience of ‘useless’ and feel the protection and the gaps 

between objects and fingers, by wearing Measurement-Distance Between Fingers rings.  

 

 

Figure 27. Julie Rrap, Vital Statistics, 1997. Fibreglass, rubber, synthetic 

polymer paint, chromed metal, and Cibachrome photographs, 242.5 × 

374.0 × 193.0 cm (variable). National Gallery of Australia, 

https://www.ngv.vic.gov.au/explore/collection/work/77724/ 

 

For over twenty-five years Australian contemporary artist Julie Rrap has used her own 

body in various postures through shadow play, masquerade, mirror, and mime. Her works 

have often invited viewers to imagine themselves in such a role. She states: 

I see myself as talking from the third person, not as a self-portrait . . . I use my self-

image in a more disembodied way. I am having a conversation with the female 

body: I am in two positions at once as model and author. The use of the self is 

almost like a ruse.58  

This assertion is evident in Rrap’s sculptural installations Vital Statistics (Figure 27). By 

casting the negative space between her legs, Rrap measures the difference between men 

and women or the difference between ‘being’ and ‘having’ the phallus. Men are positioned 

                                                        
58 “Julie Rrap: Body Double.” MCA, last modified 26 January, 2008. 

https://www.mca.com.au/collection/exhibition/439-julie-rrap-body-double/. 

https://www.ngv.vic.gov.au/explore/collection/work/77724/
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as men because they have the phallus, and women, who are lacking, are theorised to be the 

phallus (according to the Museum of Contemporary Art Australia).59 

What I drew from ORLAN’s performance mesuRAGE (Figure 22) and Rrap’s Vital 

Statistics (Figure 27) is how they have used their own bodies as a physical unit of measure. 

People perceive and acknowledge their personal and interpersonal body space. The 

difference in perception and experience are mainly caused by the differences between their 

bodies.  

I have investigated how to determine body space with contemporary jewellery by creating 

different measure criterion and mirroring the different standards coming from individual 

bodies. I put my thumb fingerprint on the paper tape measure to compare with the 

centimetres and inches, and I used the width of my thumb as a standard to measure the 

relationship distance. I encourage the experiencer to make their own paper tape measure by 

marking the length from any part of their body as their own standard on the ring. For 

example, they can mark the length or width of their palms, thumbs, or foot as their 

standard to measure the distance; thereby, they are able to acknowledge the relationship 

distance through their own body.  

Shaping Body Space (Studio Research 3, 4, 5) 

Shaping Interpersonal Space: (Studio Research 3) 

Hold the Etiquette I 

Aim & Description  

The Hold the Etiquette series (Figure 28) comprises a group of diminutive ceramic 

sculptures, with abstracted animal forms, designed to be held in the hands. These clay 

objects not only shape and outline the dynamics of the body but also intervene in the body 

space. The object and hand snuggly fit with each in a complementary way becoming the 

form of Yin (negative form; feminine elements) and Yang (positive form; masculine 

                                                        
59 “Julie Rrap: Body Double”. 
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elements).60 The position of the object and hand can exist in harmony and can transmute 

each other from Yin to Yang, from body and object, from container and content and vice 

versa. 

 

Figure 28. Xiaohui Yang, Hold the Etiquette I, 2015. Clay, 17 × 12 × 9 cm each. Photographer: 

Bing Wang. 

 

Figure 29. Xiaohui Yang, Hold the Etiquette I, 2015. Clay, 17 × 12 × 9 cm each. Photographer: 

Bing Wang. 

 

 

                                                        
60 Zhu Xi, Yi King (Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company, 2009), 29–42; Haitao Xu, “Aesthetics in the Symbols 

and Numbers of Zhouyi,” Wuhan University (2016): 10486: 14. 
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The idea of transformation of body space from the negative form to the positive from (Yin 

to Yang) can be found in much of Naomi Filmer’s jewellery work. 

 

 

Figure 30. Naomi Filmer, Finger between pinch 

piece, 1993. 

https://vads.ac.uk/images/RCAROSW/larg

e/RCA_ROSW_GSMJ_1990s_0041.jpg  

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 31. Naomi Filmer, ‘Toe-between’ pieces, 

1993. 

https://vads.ac.uk/images/RCAROSW/larg

e/RCA_ROSW_GSMJ_1990s_0041.jpg 

 

Filmer is a contemporary British jewellery designer who investigates the boundaries of the 

human body and the limits of her chosen materials. She describes her work as “wearable 

objects about the body” rather than jewellery.61 Her works Finger between pinch piece and 

‘Toe-between’ pieces (Figure 30–Figure 31) are not just adornments for the body but make 

the invisible personal space around the body visible. 

Studio Experience 

With the Hold the Etiquette series (Figure 28), I found clay was the ideal material, with a 

strong and rich plasticity of expression for me to acknowledge and explore space and time 

and express the concept of Yin-Yang in terms of the body space and objects. What I tried to 

do is find out what the material—clay—wants to do. I did not employ traditional wheel or 

coil building techniques. Instead, holding a lump of clay in hand, I gently squeezed and 

shaped it into a form that filled the negative space between fingers allowing me to feel the 

invisible negative space (Yin) as it transformed into a real, three-dimensional structure 

(Yang). This action makes the personal body space visible and touchable. Time seems 

                                                        
61 http://showstudio.com/contributor/naomi_filmer 

https://vads.ac.uk/images/RCAROSW/large/RCA_ROSW_GSMJ_1990s_0041.jpg
https://vads.ac.uk/images/RCAROSW/large/RCA_ROSW_GSMJ_1990s_0041.jpg
https://vads.ac.uk/images/RCAROSW/large/RCA_ROSW_GSMJ_1990s_0041.jpg
https://vads.ac.uk/images/RCAROSW/large/RCA_ROSW_GSMJ_1990s_0041.jpg
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frozen as the hand and object lock into each other, and I find myself incapable of judging 

between body and object, between container and content, and between Yin and Yang.  

 

 

Figure 32. Gabriel Orozco, My Hands Are My 

Heart, 1991. Two-part Cibachrome, 23.18 

x 31.75 cm each (edition of 5). 

Courtesy the artist and Marian Goodman 

Gallery, New York.  

 

 

Figure 33. Gabriel Orozco, My Hands Are My 

Heart, 1991. Two-part Cibachrome, 

23.18 x 31.75 cm each (edition of 5). 

Courtesy the artist and Marian Goodman 

Gallery, New York. 

Mexican artist Gabriel Orozco successfully demonstrates that clay can be an ideal medium 

to build the intimate relationship between hands and heart, body and mind. Orozco’s work 

My Hands Are My Heart (Figure 32–Figure 33) evocatively demonstrates the connection 

between hands and heart. In the first image, Orozco holds a lump of clay in his hands that 

he gently squeezes into the shape of a heart. In the second image, Orozco opens his hands 

to show his heart to the public. After being fired in a kiln, the clay heart become a hardened 

relic. The movement of the fingers expresses the relationship between hands and heart and 

these gestures are both revelatory and generous. The whole process of making the clay 

heart delivers the message of the body experience from hands and the heart. In the second 

image, the hands and heart unite as a Yin-Yang form and become the one.  
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Figure 34. Giuseppe Penone, Avvolgere la terra 

(To Enfold the Earth), 2014. Aluminium 

and terracotta, 44.9 x 59.8 x 9.9 cm. 

http://www.artnet.com/artists/giuseppe-

penone/avvolgere-la-terra-to-enfold-the-

earth-a-KZHbqEuI_gh8IUdB2_NniA2  

  

 

Figure 35. Giuseppe Penone, Avvolgere la terra (To 

Enfold the Earth) (installation view), 2014. 

Aluminium and terracotta, 44.9 x 59.8 x 9.9 

cm each. 

https://brooklynrail.org/2015/04/artseen/gius

eppe-penone-indistinti-confini-indistinct-

boundaries 

 

For contemporary Italian artist Giuseppe Penone, “the first gesture of a sculptor” occurs 

when “you press a piece of clay with your hand”.62 In Penone’s To Enfold the Earth series 

(Figure 34–Figure 35), the terracotta shape originates from a simple gesture of the artist’s 

hands: “the action of unfolding earth with the hands, containing it”.63 This gesture 

underlines the intimate, complex connection between humans and nature, between Yin and 

Yang. The series is an installation of ten terracotta sculptures formed by squeezing clay 

through a hand making a fist. Each form was then wrapped in aluminium foil and is 

displayed against the unwrapped foil creased and indented by it. As the clay is formed by 

hands and the metal is formed by the clay, through wrapping and unwrapping the 

aluminium foil, the negative form of the clay is shown. This process upsets two boundaries 

in the process—the form of the negative space (Yin) in the artist’s hands transforms from 

Yin to Yang and back into Yin again.  

 

                                                        
62 Adele Tutter, “Giuseppe Penone Indistinti confini / Indistinct Boundaries,” The Brooklyn Rail, 25 April, 

2015. https://brooklynrail.org/2015/04/artseen/giuseppe-penone-indistinti-confini-indistinct-boundaries. 

63 Exhibition | Giuseppe Penone at Marian Goodman’s London and Paris Galleries. 

https://cfileonline.org/giuseppe-penone-marian-goodman-contemporary-ceramic-art-cfile/.  

http://www.artnet.com/artists/giuseppe-penone/avvolgere-la-terra-to-enfold-the-earth-a-KZHbqEuI_gh8IUdB2_NniA2
http://www.artnet.com/artists/giuseppe-penone/avvolgere-la-terra-to-enfold-the-earth-a-KZHbqEuI_gh8IUdB2_NniA2
http://www.artnet.com/artists/giuseppe-penone/avvolgere-la-terra-to-enfold-the-earth-a-KZHbqEuI_gh8IUdB2_NniA2
https://brooklynrail.org/2015/04/artseen/giuseppe-penone-indistinti-confini-indistinct-boundaries
https://brooklynrail.org/2015/04/artseen/giuseppe-penone-indistinti-confini-indistinct-boundaries
https://brooklynrail.org/2015/04/artseen/giuseppe-penone-indistinti-confini-indistinct-boundaries
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Conceptual Motivation 

The primary motivation of my studio research practice is broadly concerned with exploring 

culturally informed differences and similarities in human interaction. Making the first six 

pieces of Hold the Etiquette I series was for me much like designing objects to regulate 

hands into established symbolic gestures. In my original training as an interior designer, I 

was always asked to use the body as a scale to create objects to suit the anthropometric 

measure and make objects to perfectly suit the body, and this training has informed my 

thought pattern. For instance, I hope participators wear my works using the ‘right 

gestures’, exactly as I designed them, in order to evoke my research regarding the 

‘handshake’: a distinctly Western greeting that is now dominant internationally and 

increasingly prevalent within China specifically.  

Jincang Chang’s article ‘Hand Gesture Language and Primitive Etiquette’,64 informed my 

understanding of the relationship between hand gestures and Chinese culture as a part of 

the background of my research. Chang states that both the Chinese character and the 

concept of traditional Chinese deeds (behaviours) are influenced by hand-gesture language. 

He also believes that ancient Chinese etiquette and music and dance are adaptations of the 

hand-gesture language. According to Chang, there are two stages of Chinese etiquette in 

the ancient rites system. The first is called primitive etiquette, and the other is from the age 

of civilisation. Etiquette is not only expressed through a physical movement of the human 

body, but it is also a cultural phenomenon shaped by many different cultures. Typically, 

cultural phenomena are unsigned, therefore, after several generations, people do not know 

the origin of the etiquette. The ancient Chinese rites system is a substantive characteristic 

of Chinese culture compared with other cultures: especially Western culture. Chang points 

out that the hand gesture in Chinese traditional etiquette is a key to unlocking Chinese 

culture. 

 

                                                        
64 Chang Jincang, “Hand gesture language and primitive etiquette,” Journal of Shaanxi Normal University 

25 (Social Science): 26. 
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Shaping Personal Space: (Studio Research 4 & 5)     

Hold the Etiquette II & III                      

A production accident helped me escape the thought pattern established by my design 

education. This ‘failure’ allowed me to learn to exploit uncertainty and offered me an 

intriguing glimpse of non-utilitarian aesthetics. One of my ceramic pieces shrank to the 

wrong size because the kiln temperature was incorrectly set for firing. As a result, it was 

impossible for it to fit the ‘right’ hand gesture. Unexpectedly, as I discovered this new 

relationship between the object and my hand, I was attracted to negotiating with this 

uncertain ‘failed work’. I feel this object became more interesting when I realised that the 

uncertain object required more patience and respect to communicate with it. This 

experience allowed me to think afresh about my body through negotiating the unsuccessful 

ceramic object, and I began to experiment increasingly with other uncertain forms created 

by my hands. As I mentioned, my educational background is in Interior Design. I was 

trained both as a jeweller and as a designer. This studio experience inspired me to question 

myself about how to balance the relationship between conceiving an idea, applying the 

right process, and improvising to materialise an object. According to Susan Cohn in her 

book Unexpected Pleasures the Art and Design of Contemporary Jewellery: 

The pleasure of making lies in playing with source materials to bring an idea to life. 

This involves between conceiving an idea, applying the right process and 

improvising to materialise an object. There is the potential in this for real headaches. 

You cannot always rely on your knowledge or past experiences alone. Thinking will 

often need to be undone as a way to discover different approaches, and here lies the 

pleasure.65 

I agree with Cohn’s viewpoint about ‘making’; I design before making an object in my 

practice, but I also expect ‘accidents’ or ‘surprises’. I have learnt to respect the different 

features of materials by negotiating with different materials. I start thinking through 

making. So, I try not to pre-design my ceramic works or to do anything consciously before 

                                                        
65 Susan Cohn, and Sudjic Deyan. Unexpected Pleasures the Art and Design of Contemporary Jewellery, 

(New York: Rizzoli International Publications, 2012), 37. 



  Chapter Two 

 

50 

 

making, and clay as a perfect material allows me to build an unplanned hand-made form 

(Figure 36–Figure 38).  

 

 

Figure 36. Xiaohui Yang, Hold the Etiquette II, 2015. Clay, 17 × 12 × 9 cm. Photographer: Bing 

Wang.  

 

 

Figure 37. Xiaohui Yang, Hold the Etiquette II, 2015. Clay, 17 × 12 × 9 cm each. Photographer: 

Bing Wang. 
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Figure 38. Xiaohui Yang, Hold the Etiquette III, 2017. Clay, 17 × 12 × 9 cm each. Photographer: 

Bing Wang.  

I explored how to determine personal space in how the Hold the Etiquette II and III series 

interact with the body. I positioned these objects on a table and encouraged viewers to sit 

down in front of the table and pick up these works to ponder over the ways for conversing 

with these objects. Through discovering how the hand fits snuggly with each uncertain 

ceramic form, I aimed to create a staging environment allowing the viewers to discover the 

relationship with the objects, and thereby communicate with their own body space in the 

immediate situation or surroundings. 

Sketching the Outline of Personal Body Space: (Studio Research 6) 

Flowing Ink 

Aim & Description 

The Flowing Ink works (Figure 39–Figure 41) encourage people to discover an unstable 

relationship between the body space and objects. The forms of Flowing Ink are not created 

to suit the body perfectly. They are smaller than a necklace and bigger than a bracelet. The 

body is challenged to find a state of comfort with them, thereby building an unstable 

relationship between objects and body. I have used copper wire to draw out the line of 

negative space between the fingers. These lines not only suggest rhythm, movement, and 

gestures but also show the existence of intimate space between parts of the art piece and 
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parts of the human body. These oxidised copper wires, which look like flowing black ink, 

from two-dimension line-drawing in Chinese painting, wave towards the tridimensional 

outside world of the human—to sketch the form of space surrounding the body.  

 

Figure 39. Xiaohui Yang, The Flowing Ink III, 2017. Oxidised copper, 13 × 25 × 3 cm. 

Photographer: Lisa Brown. 
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Figure 40. Xiaohui Yang, The Flowing Ink I, 2017. Oxidised copper, 15 × 25 × 5 cm. Photographer: 

Lisa Brown.  
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Figure 41. Xiaohui Yang, The Flowing Ink II, 2017. Oxidised copper, 13 × 25 × 6 cm. 

Photographer: Lisa Brown. 

Conceptual Motivation  

I was taught to use metal forging processes to make a traditional necklace in Gerhard 

Herbst’s Masterclass, Hybrid Forging Advanced Metalsmithing Techniques. According to 

the course requirement, I completed a necklace, with two hooks in the ends of the copper 

wire, to make it wearable. However, these hooks stopped the wire flowing smoothly, and I 

was bothered by the disconnected form. Therefore, I decided to cut off the hooks and 
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solder the two endpoints together, which meant that I had given up the wearable function 

to satisfy my aesthetic prerequisite. I obtained an endless flowing circle—a ‘useless 

object’—with the size smaller than a necklace and larger than a bracelet. I continued to 

negotiate with this unstable object by resting my hands on it in different ways, allowing me 

to see different shapes of the intimate space surrounded my fingers formed by this object. 

Once I stopped predesigning objects to suit the body, I began to enjoy feeling the natural 

extension of the metal wire through hammering and the expectation of seeing the 

unpredictable form. I decided to take these unpredictable objects with ambiguous functions 

to the body and let the body discover its relationship with them. 

 

Figure 42. Xiaohui Yang in the studio 2017.  

Studio Experience 

My studio experience inspired me to ask questions such as ‘How can people learn about 

body space through responses to objects on the body?’ and ‘How can objects help heighten 

awareness of the personal body?’ The experience of hammering copper wires with the 

metal forging processes allows me to experience different feelings about time and space. 

The copper expands as it is beaten time after time, and I feel the copper wire grow through 

my fingers slowly: like the flow of water. There is a sense that time slows down and the 

eternal moment is captured in the wire when I stopped hammering. The flowing wire can 
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be led in any direction I want. My hands can control the time and the shape of my personal 

space as long as I am beating the copper wire (Figure 42). 

 

 

Figure 43. Jennifer Crupi, Ornamental Hands: 

Figure One (Shown Worn), 2010. 

Sterling silver, acrylic, inkjet print on 

vellum, 38.1 x 21.6 x 14.0 cm.  

 

 

Figure 44. Jennifer Crupi, Ornamental Hands: Figure 

One, 2010. Sterling silver, acrylic, inkjet print 

on vellum, 38.1 x 21.6 x 14.0 cm.  

 

 

Figure 45. Jennifer Crupi, 

Guarded Gestures, #2 

(shown worn). Sterling 

silver, foam, 38 x 17.8 

x 10.16 cm.  

 

Figure 46. Jennifer Crupi, 

Unguarded Gestures, #1 

(shown worn). Aluminium, 

painted wood, acrylic, 71 x 

45.7 x 25.4 cm.  

 

Figure 47. Jennifer Crupi, 

Unguarded Gestures, #1. 

Aluminium, painted 

wood, acrylic, 71 x 45.7 

x 25.4 cm.66  

Jennifer Crupi is an American contemporary artist and metalsmith who is interested in the 

relationship between subjects and the body expressed through dealing with different ways 

of wearing jewellery. Her jewellery acts more like a machine communicating with the 

                                                        
66 All images sourced from Jennifer Crupi’s website: https://www.jennifercrupi.com/work/#/work-

ornamenthands1a/ 



  Chapter Two 

 

57 

 

body, especially with the hands. Most of Crupi’s works are inspired by body language and 

nonverbal communication. One of her works, Ornamental Hand (Figure 43–Figure 44), 

was collected by the Renwick Gallery of the Smithsonian American Art Museum.On 

Crupi’s website she states:  

Ornamental Hands is the first of a series that reinforces long held standards of 

beauty by recreating the elegant hand positions seen in artworks throughout the 

centuries. Each work consists of attachments for the fingers that are suspended by 

chains and braced on the wrist, positioning the hand marionette-style. A play on 

precious jewelry, the real decorative ornament is the gestures these bracelets 

encourage the wearer to assume. The splint-like aesthetic of the works also plays 

with the idea of training the hand to rest in this graceful manner. Like corsets and 

other restrictive beauty aids, Ornament Hands is yet another extreme tool for beauty. 

When not worn, the pieces mount onto displays depicting details from the historic 

paintings that inspired them.67 

Crupi has explored this theme in two series. One is the Guarded Gesture series (Figure 45) 

and the other is the Unguarded Gestures series (Figure 46–Figure 47). Guarded Gestures 

loops around the wearer’s neck and two supports can be used to cross the participant’s 

arms protectively over the chest. Unguarded Gestures is designed to show an open and 

friendly gesture through mobilising the hands in front of the body. Crupi’s art work not 

only examines the relationship between subjects and hand gestures but also shows the 

geometric forms enhancing the beauty and individual features of the body. By using dots to 

map the outline of the performing gesture, the concept underlying the artwork Unguarded 

Gestures is still conveyed without the physical presence of the user.  

Crupi’s artwork reminds me of the dialogue between the object as jewellery and the object 

as sculpture. In her installation, she limits and focuses the physical possibilities of 

interacting with the object by didactically featuring it against a human outline, and the 

style and format of the illustration backgrounding the object functions as an instructional 

diagram. In my own work, I seek to create a more harmonious, fluid synergy between the 

object as perceived visually and the object as interacted with physically. Arguably the 

aesthetic of Crupi’s work reads as more clinical, evidenced through the metal and the 

                                                        
67 https://www.jennifercrupi.com/work/#/work-ornamenthands1a/ 
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prescriptive, rigid, and formal gesture it imposes. It appears the wearer is being corrected 

or disciplined and this concept is similar to Wurm’s One Minute Sculptures which have 

preparatory expressive or right gestures for participator viewers to achieve. As a 

counterpoint, unlike Crupi and Wurm’s work, I aim to create works which invite a 

multiplicity of engagement that is a more playful and exploratory means with which to 

discover the personal space. 

Experiencing the Body Space: (Studio Research 7) 

Beyond Reach 

Aim & Description 

In Beyond Reach I and II (Figure 48–Figure 49) the objects are intended to create an 

opportunity for the body to physically experience struggling towards a goal. These 

artworks, are rings that resemble cages or lanterns—the cage that hangs off the wearer’s 

finger is empty, and the lantern does not provide any light. Holding the ring evokes the 

‘Myth of Sisyphus’ where Sisyphus rolls a stone up a hill only for it to roll back down 

again in an endless cycle. The object does not surprise the user—they can see it is 

impossible to grasp before placing the ring on the finger. In this sense, the object becomes 

something like a ‘sight gag’, similar to when a director of a play deliberately leaves a 

banana peel on stage. I leave the choices to the audience, and they will decide if they want 

to join this ‘chasing game’ or not. My artworks are intended for public view, and I want to 

observe reactions from participants; I compare my process to dropping an object into water 

and observing the ripple expansion across the surface. The complexity of the cage is a 

paradoxical object (it has competing or contrasting meanings and interpretations). It can 

act as both a prison and a place of safety. It can harm and protect. It is for objects/beings 

that are either dangerous, rare, or beautiful. The ring and cage also have connotations of 

being trapped in a marriage or relationship. The cage or lantern hangs off the wearer’s 

finger extending outward away from the body by a straight silver rod. The wearer’s finger 

suspends the cage perpetually beyond reach in the personal space. The weight and sway of 
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the cage are felt by the wearer. This inability to grasp the cage may act as a metaphor for 

the goals we chase but never achieve.  

 

Figure 48. Xiaohui Yang, Beyond Reach I, 2017. Silver, 15 × 5 × 7 cm each. Photographer: Lisa 

Brown. 

 

Figure 49. Xiaohui Yang, Beyond Reach II, 2017. Silver, 15 × 5 × 7 cm each. Photographer: Lisa 

Brown. 
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Conceptual Motivation 

At first, I had tried to put different objects inside the cage to symbolise my goals but could 

not find the ‘right one’. I realised that I could not make the decision because I kept 

switching my perspective and goal from one to another: from a teacher to a student, from a 

daughter to a mother, from being comfortable to unstable, from an experience of cultural 

collision to cross-cultural fusion, from individual to world view. As a result, I started to ask 

myself ‘Where do these goals and perspectives come from?’, ‘Why do these matter to me?’ 

and ‘What if I take a pointless or non-utilitarian attitude?’. It was then that I decided to 

leave the cage empty.  

Studio Experiences 

I discovered that these rings require awkward or uncomfortable hand gestures. The longer 

they are worn, the heavier they feel. The tense hand muscles caused by maintaining the 

gesture remind me that I am in the position of unremittingly chasing my goals. Our 

perceptions of the individual parts of the body may be overlooked under normal 

circumstances when the body is unadorned or unencumbered; for instance, ears are usually 

hardly felt or sensed until we put glasses or earrings on them. As soon as I put the ring on 

my finger, I become aware of the texture of my skin and the size and shape of my knuckles 

changes. This long-time handcraft experience is what makes jewellery a unique medium 

for people to accurately and directly perceive and understand the body, to sense organs, 

and personal space.  

Jewellery habits have reflected and influenced our conscious and unconscious behaviours. 

Susan Cohn states that playing with jewellery can make the wearers more conscious about 

how they use their bodies to communicate.68 Wearing habits can also be unconscious 

allowing worn objects to infiltrate our body image over time. Maurice Merleau-Ponty, in 

his book The Phenomenology of Perception, observes that without calculation a woman 

may feel where a feather in her hand ends and keep a safe distance from things that might 

break it off. In the same way, wearing a ring can become so deeply ingrained that removing 

                                                        
68 Cohn and Deyan, Unexpected Pleasures, 34–35. 
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it will induce a phantom memory—an experience that resonates out through the body 

leaving you feeling mildly unstable according to Merleau-Ponty.69 

Unlike some of my earlier works, Beyond Reach I and II may elicit a sense of absurdity 

before the user physically interacts with the object. The object may conjure an anticipated 

or expected gesture within the user’s mind that is more immediate. Should the user decide 

to wear the ring, they will become a spectacle within the gallery. The cage/lantern rings 

also feature an unlocked opening, as if the door is ajar that conceptually suggests a duality 

of time (past/present). Either something is lost or being searched for, or something is 

expected to return. The open cage further carries narrative connotations, implying an 

escape or hunt. The notion of searching or waiting may be physically manifested and 

translated through the user’s body if the ring is worn for extended periods. Here, the 

seemingly light cage becomes a heavy burden, and the simple gesture is transformed into 

an act of hopeless endurance. 

Observing the Body Space: (Studio Research 8, 9, 10, 11) 

Wearable Mirror Check Machines 

The main discussion in the project Wearable Mirror Check Machines is ‘How can 

jewellery help us observe personal and interpersonal space?’. By making jewellery with 

mirrors and intended for different forms of wearing to reflect the wearer’s body 

experiences, I aim to detect and interrupt this overlapped personal and interpersonal space. 

There are three aluminium objects in this series, three necklaces: Selfie, Side Mirror, Self-

Portrait Machine; and a bracelet Finger Dance Partner. These works can be regarded as 

both ‘wearable installations’ and ‘props’. By interacting with these moveable and 

adjustable machines with different postures and movements from different perspectives, 

people can not only view their bodies from different angles but also communicate with 

their own reflections in a primitive way. As props, these works bridge the body and mind, 

                                                        
69 Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, Translated by Colin Smith. (London: Taylor and Francis e-

Library, 2005). 165. (ISBN 0-203-99461-2 Master e-book ISBN). 
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self and others reflecting a true and illusionary world. When the viewer is wearing and 

playing with these objects, they become performers. The movement of their bodies will be 

reflected in the mirror to create a surreal and dramatic stage. 

Why the Mirror? 

Among multiple methods of identifying oneself, mirroring the body is one of the most 

primitive and obvious ways. According to Jacques Lacan in “The Mirror Stage as 

Formative of the Function of the I as Revealed in Psychoanalytic Experience”: 

The child can recognize as such his own image in a mirror, form the age 6 months to 

18 months . . . they have an almost jubilant activity when they saw the mirror.; 

and . . . the mirror stage enables the child to establish a relation between the 

organism and its reality, between the inner world and the outer world.70 

Ian Burn observes: “a mirror produces not only an event or a piece of self-conscious 

theatre, but also deflects visual attention away from the object itself”.71 The use of mirrors 

for artistic creation is not new in Western contemporary art. Mirror surfaces reflect both the 

environment and the viewer, “like a visual pun on representation”, Burn stated. Indexing 

the instability of perception, mirrors invite viewers to participate in the purported endgame 

of late modernism.72 “In the 1960s, artists across a spectrum of international movement-

including pop, kinetic, minimal, and conceptual art – began to use mirrors in their work”.73 

According to Ann Stephen, in her book Mirror Mirror: Then and Now: 

 

Mirror is the surface par excellence of late modernism. Its paradoxes confound the 

illusion of transparency—indexing the instabilities of perception, while offering the 

possibility of reflexivity. . . . Mirrors have long haunted Western art. Throughout the 

history of painting—in works by those such as Jan van Eyck, Parmigianino, Diego 

Velázquez, Edouard Manet, and Réne Magritte—mirrors have been used to reflect 

                                                        
70 Lacan, Jacques, “The Mirror Stage as Formative of the Function of the I as Revealed in Psychoanalytic 

Experience”, The Norton Anthology of Theory and Criticism, ed. Vincent B. Leitch et al. (New York: W. 

W. Norton & Company, 2001), 1285–90. 

71 Ian Burn, “Glimpses: On Peripheral Vision”, in Dialogue: Writings in Art History (Sydney: Allen & 

Unwin, 1991), 191. 

72 Ann Stephen, Mirror Mirror: Then and Now, (Brisbane: Institute of Modern Art, 2010), 5. 

73 Stephen, Mirror Mirror, 2. 
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upon representation, puzzling out the intersecting roles of artist, spectator, and 

voyeur.74 However, it was only in the late twentieth century that mirrors began to 

figure as a ubiquitous material in art. They first surfaced in the laboratories of the 

1920s avant-garde in experiments that pursued a new type of spectatorship, 

particularly in cinema and photography.75  

In Chinese traditional culture, the mirror is not only an article for daily use but also the 

physical carrier of the spirit of human beings. In the introduction to the book The History 

of Chinese Bronze Mirror Aesthetics Chinese historian and researcher of Shanxi Provincial 

Institute of Archaeology, Zhiqi Zhang, points out that the bronze mirror is a tool for seeing 

and appreciating the ancients in daily life, and belongs to a class of more common cultural 

relics.76 Archaeological findings show that China has a long history of using bronze 

mirrors starting from the Qi Jia Culture in the late New Age continuing through the Ming 

and Qing Dynasties, with a history of nearly four thousand years of development and 

evolution.77 In the dissertation “Mirror in the Traditional Culture of China”, Yi Liu 

comprehensively analyses the important role of the mirror in Chinese traditional culture 

from the aspects of folklore, religion, and medical treatment. Liu observed that with its 

frontal use and back ornamentation, the Ming period mirror formed a cultural system based 

on the mirror and subsequently this mirror culture and other cultures have infiltrated each 

other building a larger mirror culture system. 

The ancient Chinese believed that the mirror could reveal things that the human eye could 

not see such as the soul or a demon. They expected that the mirror could drive away 

darkness and evil and bring good luck to them.78 Therefore, during major events and 

ceremonies (like birth, marriage, funeral, healing, divination, and sacrifice), the ancient 

                                                        
74 See Svetlana Alpers, The Art of Describing: Dutch Art in the Seventeenth Century (Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 1983), which compares the different roles of mirrors in Italian and Dutch traditions. See 

also the classic account of Las Meniñas in Michel Foucault, The Order of Things (New York: Random 

House, Vintage Books, 1973), 3–16. 

75 Stephen, Mirror Mirror, 5. 

76 Zhiqi Chang, The History of Chinese Bronze Mirror Aesthetics, (Shanxi Normal University Publishing, 

2000), 1. 

77 Chang, The History of Chinese Bronze Mirror Aesthetics, 1. 

78 Yi Lui, “Mirror in the Traditional Culture of China,” (PhD diss., China National Knowledge Infrastructure 

(CNKI), 2002): 66. 
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Chinese always used mirrors to ward off evil and pray for blessings.79 For them, a mirror 

with special symbolic meaning is a ritual vessel and an amulet. The custom of using the 

mirror to ward off evil and praying has been passed down to the present day and has 

become one of the folk cultural beliefs in China.80 

Among the various customs related to the mirror, the use of mirrors in Chinese traditional 

funerals has the longest history. According to Yi Liu, most of the ancient mirrors in China 

have been found in tombs.81 The location of the mirrors in ancient tombs was different 

from other common burial objects, which were usually placed in certain corners outside the 

coffins. The mirror was traditionally placed on the body of the deceased (on the head, 

chest, waist, or feet) or hung on the top of the tomb.82 

A wealth of ancient Chinese classic texts record the magical legends and uses of mirrors in 

Chinese folk culture. This literature proves that the mirror was widely used in divination 

and wedding ceremonies. For instance, more than 800 years ago, Yuanzhang Chen in the 

Song Dynasty recorded how to listen to the mirror (use mirror divination) in his book Sui 

Shi Guang Ji. He stated that after praying to the Kitchen God at midnight, put a mirror into 

your coat against your chest, and then listen carefully to the first sentence spoken by 

anyone around you. You will find the future you want to know from this sentence.83 In 

Qing Dynasty, Qiuyi Xu mentioned, in his book Wen Jian Yi Ci, that the mirror placed into 

a wedding sedan chair will drive away evil and bring good luck to the bride.84 His 

description reflects the common use of the mirror in the Qing Dynasty wedding. In his 

book Miscellaneous Collection, Xun Lu recorded the custom of using mirrors in Chinese 

wedding and funeral ceremonies before the founding of the People's Republic.85 

                                                        
79 Liu, “Mirror”: 64. 

80 Liu, “Mirror”: 1. 

81 Liu, “Mirror”: 32. 

82 Liu, “Mirror”: 28. 

83 “Notes on the Novels”, Serial Magazine 20, no. 4, (Taiwan Xin Xing Publishing House, 1978): 2259. 

84 Notes on the Novels: 1907. 

85 Xun Lu, Miscellaneous Collection, (Henan People's Publishing House, 1995), 64. 
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Chinese ancients had a variety of ways to use mirrors. In addition to hanging it on the top 

of a tomb, putting it into a wedding sedan, or hiding it into a coat an important ancient 

Chinese use of a mirror was wearing it as an amulet or ornament (usually hung around 

their neck or waist).86 According to Yi Liu, 3000 years ago (both before and during the 

Zhou Dynasty) mirrors were generally in smaller size and designed for wearing.87 A large 

number of unearthed smaller size mirrors provides evidence of this custom of wearing 

mirror in ancient China. For example, a 4.3-centimetre-diameter mirror was found in a 

tomb of the Han Dynasty, in Hu Chai Dian, Teng County, in Shandong Province;88 a 3.3-

centimetre-diameter mirror and a 3.5-centimetre-diameter mirror, were unearthed in the 

tomb of No. 7 and No. 10 of Southern Dynasties in Changsha;89 in 1979, a bronze mirror 

called Qi Jiao Wen Xing Mirror (七角星纹镜) (Figure 50) was found on the side of the 

tomb of No. 25, Ga Ma Tai, Guinan County, Qinghai, China.90 The Qi Jiao Wen Xing 

Mirror (8.9-centimetre diameter, 0.3-centimetre thick, and weighs 109 grams) is one of the 

oldest mirrors unearthed in China.91  

 

                                                        
86 Liu, “Mirror”: 58. 

87 Liu, “Mirror”: 57–62. 

88 “Shandong, Teng Country, Hu Cha Dian, Han Dynasty Tomb”, Archaeology, the Institute of Archaeology, 

Chinese Academy of Sciences, no. 8 (1963). 

89 “Changsha Excavation Report, No. 7, No.10 Tomb”, The Institute of Archaeology, Chinese Academy of 

Sciences, no, 8 (1957). 

90 Qinghai Cultural Relics Management Office Archaeological Team "Thirty Years of Cultural Relics and 

Archaeology in Qinghai Province" Photo Gallery: 4 

See Xu Xinguo, Thirty Years of Cultural Relics and Archaeology, (Cultural Relics Publishing House, 

1979); You Xuehua, "Chinese Early Bronze Mirror Materials", Archaeology and Cultural Relics, No. 3 

(1982); Li Huhou, “Non-destructive Identification of Bronze Mirrors of Qijia Culture”, Archaeology, No. 

4 (1980): 365. 

91 The First Chinese Mirror- Qi Jiao Xing Mirror 中国第一镜—七角星纹

镜.http://www.tianmuseum.com/bbs/dispbbs.asp?boardid=2&Id=105. 
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Figure 50. Qi Jiao Wen Xing Mirror(七角星纹镜), 

http://www.tianmuseum.com/bbs/UploadFile/2011-

6/2011687123591739.jpg 

  

Regarding this mirror, Zhimin An states in On the Early Chinese Copperware that, there 

are two holes in the mirror edge, which are placed on the chest of the deceased, therefore, 

this is likely a mirror for wearing.92 According to Yi Liu, in ancient China, people 

generally formed a custom of wearing mirrors in social life. In this custom, there are no 

gender and status restrictions, and everyone can wear bronze mirrors.93 Archaeological 

findings show that using mirrors, and the custom of wearing a mirror as a decoration, was 

an ancient practice in China. My research has uncovered that this practice continues in 

Sinkiang, Sitsang, and other regions in China, to this day.94 Although the custom of 

wearing mirrors is no longer popular, the mirrors used for wearing are still available in the 

Chinese market. Many online stores sell brass and glass mirrors in smaller size for wearing 

(Figure 51–Figure 52). 

                                                        
92 “Archaeology”, The Institute of Archaeology, Chinese Academy of Sciences 12, (1993). 

93 Liu, “Mirror”: 55. 

94 Liu, “Mirror”: 58. 

http://www.tianmuseum.com/bbs/UploadFile/2011-6/2011687123591739.jpg
http://www.tianmuseum.com/bbs/UploadFile/2011-6/2011687123591739.jpg
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Figure 51. Amulet Mirror (辟邪镜), 2018. Brass, 

3.5 × 3.5 × 0.6 cm. Photographer: Xiaohui 

Yang.  

 

 

Figure 52. Amulet Mirror (辟邪镜), 2018. Brass, 

3.5 × 3.5 × 0.6 cm. Photographer: Xiaohui 

Yang. 

 

Observing the Body Space: (Studio Research 8) 

Finger Dance Partner  

The function of Finger Dance Partner (Figure 53–Figure 54) is to observe how the body 

communicates with itself in the personal space by determining the symmetrical body 

structure: two arms, two hands. One hand controls the mirror along the sliding channel on 

the bracelet to carefully observe across fingers to the reflections. This first hand creates an 

opportunity for the other to perform with its most faithful dancing partner, the reflection in 

the mirror. By playing with the object, the body involves and experiences multiple 

identities at the same time: researcher and subject, performer and audience (Figure 53–

Figure 54). 
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Figure 53. Xiaohui Yang, Finger Dance Partner, 2018. Aluminium, brass, 17 × 9 × 6 cm. 

Photographer: Lisa Brown. 

 

 

Figure 54. Xiaohui Yang, Finger Dance Partner, 2018. Aluminium, brass, 17 × 9 × 6 cm. 

Photographer: Lisa Brown. 
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Symmetrical body structure makes it convenient for the individual to discover and 

communicate with their own body. In David Rosetzky’s video work Portrait of Cate 

Blanchett (Figure 55–Figure 56), Blanchett used one of her hands to control the other to 

study her body through repeating a circular sequence of isolations—turning the wrist 

downward, opening the palm slightly, curling the fingers, opening the palm. 

 

 

Figure 55. David Rosetzky, Portrait of Cate Blanchett, 

2008. 

https://www.portrait.gov.au/magazines/48/the-

transparent-mask 

 

 

Figure 56. David Rosetzky, Portrait of Cate 

Blanchett, 2008. 

https://www.portrait.gov.au/magazines/48/

the-transparent-mask. 

 

 

Figure 57. Joan Jonas, 

Mirror Check, 1970. 

  

 

 

Figure 58. Joan Jonas, 

Mirror Check, 1970.  

 

 

Figure 59. Joan Jonas, Mirror Check, 1970.  

Joan Jonas, Mirror Check, 1970. Re-performed for Kaldor Public Art Project 27: ‘13 Rooms’, curated by 

Klaus Biesenbach, and Hans Ulrich Obrist, at Pier 2/3 in Sydney, April 11–21, 2013. Photographer: 

Jamie North/Kaldor Public Art Projects. 

 

 

The series of manipulated body movements allows us to observe how the body is 

transformed between different identities. American visual artist and a pioneer of video and 

https://www.portrait.gov.au/magazines/48/the-transparent-mask
https://www.portrait.gov.au/magazines/48/the-transparent-mask
https://www.portrait.gov.au/magazines/48/the-transparent-mask
https://www.portrait.gov.au/magazines/48/the-transparent-mask
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performance art, Joan Jonas uses mirrors, masks, and the body in many of her works. In 

her work Mirror Check (Figure 57–Figure 59), people watch as a woman observes and 

examines her own naked body in a small, round, hand-held mirror. Carefully and 

thoughtfully observing reflections across her entire body, she explores each different angle 

and perspective. In both Rosetzky and Jonas’s artwork, different identities between a 

researcher and a subject, a performer and an audience overlap on the body at the same 

time.  

Observing the Personal Body Space: (Studio Research 9, 10, 11) 

Mirror Check Machine Series 

Aims & Description 

The Mirror Check Machine Series comprises three necklaces: Selfie Machine (Figure 61), 

Self-Portrait Machine (Figure 65), and Side Mirror (Figure 67). Unlike traditional 

jewellery, the primary function of these mirror machines is to study the body and discover 

the personal space surrounding the body by reflecting the wearer’s body experiences. 

These wearable machines with rounded convex mirrors installed on them resemble medical 

instruments or scientific apparatuses. The wearer can adjust the distance, direction, and 

angle, between the mirror and their eyes by moving the mirror along different sliding 

channels on the machine to observe what they want to see from different viewpoints. By 

interacting with these moveable and adjustable machines with different postures and 

movements from different perspectives, people can not only view their bodies from 

different angles but also communicate with their own reflections in a primitive way. These 

Wearable Mirror Check Machines can also be regarded as ‘props’, bridging the body and 

mind, self and others, and reflecting both a true and illusionary world. When the viewer is 

wearing and playing with these objects, they become performers. The movement of their 

bodies will be reflected in the mirror to create a surreal and dramatic stage. With these 

playable objects on the human body, I try to explore how contemporary jewellery reflects 

the wearer’s behaviour. 
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Selfie Machine 

In the digital world, a smartphone can be regarded as a ‘magic mirror’ reflecting the body 

and the personal space. By airbrushing selfies and posting them on social media sites like 

Facebook, people behind the screen can control the reflection of the body or even create an 

‘ideal’ body image and then show their ideal self to the public and themselves. How do 

people identify the self with different mirrors in the virtual network and the real world? 

According to David J. Gunkel, in his article “The Real Problem: Avatars, Metaphysics and 

Online Social Interaction”: 

Avatars, for instance, are presumed to be the virtual proxy and delegate of a real 

person (Apter, 2008; Little, 1999) who sits behind the screen and controls the 

apparent action. ‘While the more fundamental personality of the real person is still 

driving in the background,’ Boellstorff (2008: 132) writes, ‘it’s filtered through a 

different surface persona.’ The real thing, therefore, is thought to be the actual 

person who exists outside the virtual environment and substantiates the apparent 

vicissitudes of identity that are represented by different avatar configurations. At the 

same time, however, this apparently fundamental and substantial thing, if we are 

absolutely strict in our understanding of the situation and its proper epistemological 

restrictions, turns out to be entirely virtual. That is, the presumed ‘real person’ is, as 

Žižek argues, a retroactively reconstructed virtuality that is fashioned out of what 

was thought to be derivative and subsequent appearances. Understood in this way, 

the avatars that are encountered within the virtual world are not the representatives 

and delegates of some independent and pre-existing real thing. The order of 

precedence must be reversed. ‘The multiple perspectival inconsistencies between 

phenomena’, as Žižek (2008a: xxix–xxx) puts it, ‘are not an effect of the impact of 

the transcendental Thing – on the contrary, the Thing is nothing but the 

ontologization of the inconsistency between phenomena.95 

With the magic mirror in the virtual environment, people may be able to see the ideal self 

in their consciousness by discovering their airbrushed constant image—like selfies or 

avatars.  

                                                        
95 David J. Gunkel, "The Real Problem: Avatars, Metaphysics and Online Social Interaction," New Media & 

Society 12, no. 1 (2010). https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444809341443. 
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Figure 60. Alexandra Murray-Leslie and Sæunn Kjartansdóttir, #SelfieDress, 

2017. https://ashadedviewonfashion.com/2017/03/06/ecocyborg-

selfiedress-by-saeun-kjartansdottir-alex-murray-leslie/ 

 

#SelfieDress (Figure 60), created by Australian artist Alex Murray-Leslie and her partner 

Sæunn Kjartansdóttir, is powered by thirty mobile phones, capable of taking 360-degree 

selfies simultaneously that are shared instantly to social media channels. According to 

Diane Pernet in the “ECOcyborg #SelfieDress by Sæunn Kjartansdóttir & Alex Murray-

Leslie”: 

#SelfieDress is critical fashion tech, informed by the narcissism that exists today in 

social media for the mass dissemination of the self”.96 It reflects contemporary 

commentaries about our need to put ourselves out there on the internet in order to 

feel a sense of validation, to verify we exist and to contribute to contemporary 

culture. The cage symbolises a sense of being trapped in one’s own image world, 

chased by the overlooking eye of social media. #SelfieDress is a reminder of how 

technology has helped humans to evolve but reminds us that we need to be careful 

not to spend too much time looking into the black mirror”.97  

The smartphone can be seen as the ‘black mirror’ in ‘#SelfieDress’ reflecting us and 

                                                        
96 Diane Pernet. “Ecocyborg #SelfieDress bySaeun Kjartansdottir and Alex Murray-Leslie,” A Shaded View 

of Fashion (6 March, 2017). https://ashadedviewonfashion.com/2017/03/06/ecocyborg-selfiedress-by-

saeun-kjartansdottir-alex-murray-leslie/. 

97 Pernet. “Ecocyborg”.  

https://ashadedviewonfashion.com/2017/03/06/ecocyborg-selfiedress-by-saeun-kjartansdottir-alex-murray-leslie/
https://ashadedviewonfashion.com/2017/03/06/ecocyborg-selfiedress-by-saeun-kjartansdottir-alex-murray-leslie/
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bridging the personal and public space. However, the reflection of the body in a piece of 

mirror is not fixed or static because the body is changing all the time.  

 

 

Figure 61. Xiaohui Yang, Selfie Machine, 2018. Aluminium, brass, 37 × 17 × 7 cm. 

Photographer: Lisa Brown. 
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Therefore, instead of discussing the genuineness of the body in the virtual world by 

analysing the constant avatars, I am interested in building a dynamic opportunity in the 

physical environment for participants to see the changing body in a primitive way, through 

wearing, travelling, and interacting with the mirror on a daily basis. This project #Selfie 

Machine (Figure 61) propped on the wearer’s neck with a rounded convex mirror installed 

on the arched aluminium strip hung up in front of the face, can be considered as a wearable 

‘selfie stick’. By adjusting the mirror, people can interact with #Selfie Machine to check 

their face. This action can be regarded as a scene simulation action to show the movements 

that people make when using a smartphone to take selfies. Compared to the smartphone, 

which can store and show portraits from the past, this memoryless machine only shows the 

wearer’s current selfie which is ever-changing. This work is intended as a circumstantial 

experience for participants to see their changing body and identify themselves in time. 

Observing the body through the mirror is like seeing the reflections of a flowing river 

shown on riverside glass buildings—over time, permanence is impossible in the case of the 

changing body. 

Japanese jeweller Akiko Shinzato poses the same question ‘How do people identify the self 

in the virtual network and real world?’ in her work Another Skin: Head Piece series (Figure 

62–Figure 64).  

In her artist’s statement, Shinzato states:  

This collection is about people’s obsession with their appearances. We perform 

appearance managements for the sake of beauty, from dieting to exercise, makeup to 

cosmetic surgeries and so on. Facebook and other social networking services are 

used to broadcast certain images of self and “make up” an identity. We treat our 

appearances according to how we want to be seen by others and put this alternative 

veil of identity on the faces. In other words, our appearances can be modified and 

manipulated as we wish. In addition, appearance managements are enacted so as to 

keep self-esteem. In fact, physical attractiveness affects a person’s mind; the more 

you feel that you are attractive, the more you get confident.98 

                                                        
98 “Another Skin,” Akiko Shinzato, last modified 2014. http://www.akikoshinzato.com/another-skin.  

http://www.akikoshinzato.com/another-skin
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In Shinzato’s jewellery practice, she thinks about how a piece of jewellery can influence 

and interact with a person or people. Her jewellery is not complete until it is on the body. 

 

 

Figure 62. Akiko Shinzato, 

Head Piece: Putting on 

Someone’s Identity - eyes, 

2015. Gold-plated brass 

and vegetable-tanned 

leather, Photographer: 

Runa Azai. 

https://www.akikoshinzat

o.com/another-skin   

 

 

Figure 63. Akiko Shinzato, 

Head Piece: Putting 

on Someone’s Identity 

- ears, 2015. Gold-

plated brass and 

vegetable-tanned 

leather, Photographer: 

Runa Azai. 

https://www.akikoshin

zato.com/another-skin 

 

 

Figure 64. Akiko Shinzato, Head 

Piece: Putting on Someone’s 

Identity - lips, 2015. Gold-

plated brass, vegetable-

tanned leather and black 

pearl, Photographer: Runa 

Azai. 

https://www.akikoshinzato.c

om/another-skin  

Self-Portrait Machine 

People play different social roles in the socialisation process. The body reflects these roles 

by presenting varying appearances and behaviours—like the chameleon’s skin which 

replicates the patterns of its surroundings. The purpose of creating the Self-Portrait 

Machine (Figure 65), is to provide the wearer with the opportunity to observe, to learn, to 

record, and to express themselves in their own body space by drawing themselves. 

My work Self-Portrait Machine creates a real-time operational opportunity for wearers to 

temporarily step back from their bodies, to observe the transformation in their behaviour 

reflected their bodies, and to examine their spontaneous reactions. When people carefully 

review and are absorbed in depicting the graceful beauty of their bodies, they transform 

https://www.akikoshinzato.com/another-skin
https://www.akikoshinzato.com/another-skin
https://www.akikoshinzato.com/another-skin
https://www.akikoshinzato.com/another-skin
https://www.akikoshinzato.com/another-skin
https://www.akikoshinzato.com/another-skin
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from a wearer to an observer. Through observing, studying, and performing their own 

bodies in different environments, wearers are invited to experience ‘identity tourism’ 

between the reality and the illusion, the inner world, and the outer world, and between 

being and nothingness. 

 

Figure 65. Xiaohui Yang, Self-Portrait Machine, 2018. Aluminium, brass, paper, 37 × 30 × 9 cm. 

Photographer: Lisa Brown. 

Sara Nuytemans is an industrial and digital designer from Belgium who often structures 

her work with kinetic or interactive elements. Both Nuytemans and I try to observe how 

people discover their personal space and interact with themselves by creating wearable 

objects to mirror the face. Her wearable object Observatory of the Self 8.1 is a performance 

of a maximum of twenty participants and Observatory of the Self 8.2 is accompanied by an 

audio recording of hypnotic nature sound and a voice giving the wearer instructions 

(Figure 66). According to the artist:  

With this work you can discover a world deep in your own eyes, while you are 

carried along with an instructing voice . . . OBSERVATORIES OF THE SELF is a 

continuous series of interactive kinetic installations that provide space for physical-

meditative reflection. The artworks are worlds in themselves, worlds without 
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(prejudices) judgments. The hypnotic effect of the revolving artworks result in an 

alienation of daily life and encourage a renewed focus, both on their own (inner) 

world and on the universe. They are observatories in which you are taken to other 

levels of consciousness.99 

 

 

Figure 66. Sara Nuytemans, Observatory of the Self 8.1 and 8.2, 2014 

and 2016. 

http://saranuytemans.net/index.php/portfolio/observatory-of-

the-self-8-1-and-8-2-2014-and-2016/ 

 

Side Mirror 

By wearing and checking reflections on the Side Mirror machine (Figure 67), the wearer 

can simultaneously observe different views from the front and the back of the body. 

Travelling with the side mirrors extending from of the wearer’s shoulder is like driving a 

car. In this situation, the body can be construed as a ‘vehicle’ controlled by the mind. It is 

an opportunity for the wearer to perceive and experience movements in time and space 

from different perspectives. Images in front of the body become reflections behind the 

wearer showed in side mirrors, and then they disappear into the past. The wearing 

experience reminds me of that of a traveller—the body always moves unidirectionally from 

the past to the future. 

                                                        
99 “Observatory of the Self 8.1 and 8.2 (2014 and 2016),” Sara Nuytemans, last modified 2019. 

http://saranuytemans.net/index.php/portfolio/observatory-of-the-self-8-1-and-8-2-2014-and-2016/. 

http://saranuytemans.net/index.php/portfolio/observatory-of-the-self-8-1-and-8-2-2014-and-2016/
http://saranuytemans.net/index.php/portfolio/observatory-of-the-self-8-1-and-8-2-2014-and-2016/
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Figure 67. Xiaohui Yang, Side Mirror, 2018. Aluminium, brass, 27 × 17 × 7 cm. 

Photographer: Lisa Brown. 
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Nuytemans’s Observatory of the Self 2.1 (Figure 68–Figure 69) is a wearable device, 

formed like a solar system, made up of eleven reflective surfaces in a stainless construction 

with gears and an electric motor for mobility. According to the artist, “At Observatory of 

the Self 2.1 you are the center of a universe, like a sun in the solar system, where the 

planets and the moons revolve around you and reflect you”.100 The wearer is positioned at 

the centre, which circular mirrors (planets and moons) rotate around, reflecting the body 

(the sun). She created a physical environment, in the personal space, helping the wearer 

focus more on the inner consciousness. 

 

Figure 68. Sara Nuytemans, Observatory of the 

Self 2.1, 2011–2013. Stainless steel, glass, 

6v motor, gears, battery, 85 x 85 x 40 cm. 

http://saranuytemans.net/index.php/portfol

io/observatory-of-the-self-2-1-2011-2013/  

   

 

Figure 69. Sara Nuytemans, Observatory of the 

Self 2.1, 2011–2013. Stainless steel, glass, 

6v motor, gears, battery, 85 x 85 x 40 cm. 

http://saranuytemans.net/index.php/portfol

io/observatory-of-the-self-2-1-2011-2013/ 

Both Nuytemans’s Observatory of the Self 2.1 (2011–2013) and my Side Mirror machine 

enable the wearer to determine the changing personal space for the body in motion.  

Observing the Interpersonal Body Space: (Studio Research 9, 10, 11) 

Mirror Check Necklace Series 

When Wearable Mirror Check Machines are readjusted with the mirrors hanging against 

the wearer’s chest towards the outside, they become ornamentations. The Mirror Check 

Necklaces (Figure 70–Figure 72) decorate the wearer by overlapping reflections of their 

immediate surroundings (interpersonal space) over their personal body space. Here the 

                                                        
100 “Observatory of the Self 8.1 and 8.2. 

http://saranuytemans.net/index.php/portfolio/observatory-of-the-self-2-1-2011-2013/
http://saranuytemans.net/index.php/portfolio/observatory-of-the-self-2-1-2011-2013/
http://saranuytemans.net/index.php/portfolio/observatory-of-the-self-2-1-2011-2013/
http://saranuytemans.net/index.php/portfolio/observatory-of-the-self-2-1-2011-2013/
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wearer becomes a performer, and the body becomes a moveable real-time stage showing 

the changes happening in their personal space.  

 

 

Figure 70. Xiaohui Yang, Mirror Check Necklace - Side Mirror, 2018. Aluminium, brass, 27 × 17 

× 7 cm. Photographer: Lisa Brown. 
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Figure 71. Xiaohui Yang, Mirror Check Necklace - Self-Portrait Machine, 2018. Aluminium, brass, 

37 × 30 × 9 cm. Photographer: Lisa Brown. 
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Figure 72. Xiaohui Yang, Mirror Check Necklace - Selfie, 2018. Aluminium, brass, 37 × 17 × 7 

cm. Photographer: Lisa Brown. 
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Many artists have employed mirrors and glass as props to tactfully engage the viewers in 

their artwork. American visual artist, Joan Jonas used multiple strategies including mirrors 

to complicate her audience’s relationship to her staged activities. In her performance work 

Mirror Piece II (Figure 73–Figure 74), performers carrying oblong mirrors in slowly 

choreographed movements in front of the audience, alternately reflecting their own bodies 

and the surroundings and offering the audience a flattened view of itself as an image within 

the performance. In the article “Discover the work that established Joan Jonas as a 

pioneering figure in performance”, the introduction of the BMW Tate Live Exhibition: 

Mirror Piece II, Jonas said: “I was interested in how an audience might feel uneasy as they 

were caught looking at themselves in the performance. In a way, narcissism is the nature of 

the medium”.101 

 

Figure 73. Joan Jonas, Mirror Piece II 

(performance), 1970. 

https://www.spikeartmagazine.com/

sites/default/files/styles/full_width_f

ix/public/users/shared/articles/image

s/jonas_press_26.jpg?itok=pDcbpM

Dz 

 

Figure 74. Joan Jonas, Mirror Piece II (performance), 

1970. Photographer: Seraphina Neville©Tate 

photography. 

https://mediapool.bmwgroup.com/cache/P9/201803/

P90296730/P90296730-bmw-tate-live-exhibition-

2018-ten-days-six-nights-joan-jonas-photo--tate-

seraphina-neville-bmw-03-18-2320px.jpg. 

I share Jonas’s view that “narcissism is the nature of medium” and it is also the reason for 

me to have confidence that Mirror Check Necklace could be a social tool for the wearer to 

discover personal space and build dialogues with others in interpersonal engagement. Here 

                                                        
101 “Discover the work that established Joan Jonas as a pioneering figure in performance”. 

https://www.tate.org.uk/whats-on/tate-modern/exhibition/bmw-tate-live-exhibition-ten-days-six-

nights/mirror-piece-ii. 

https://mediapool.bmwgroup.com/cache/P9/201803/P90296730/P90296730-bmw-tate-live-exhibition-2018-ten-days-six-nights-joan-jonas-photo--tate-seraphina-neville-bmw-03-18-2320px.jpg
https://mediapool.bmwgroup.com/cache/P9/201803/P90296730/P90296730-bmw-tate-live-exhibition-2018-ten-days-six-nights-joan-jonas-photo--tate-seraphina-neville-bmw-03-18-2320px.jpg
https://mediapool.bmwgroup.com/cache/P9/201803/P90296730/P90296730-bmw-tate-live-exhibition-2018-ten-days-six-nights-joan-jonas-photo--tate-seraphina-neville-bmw-03-18-2320px.jpg
https://mediapool.bmwgroup.com/cache/P9/201803/P90296730/P90296730-bmw-tate-live-exhibition-2018-ten-days-six-nights-joan-jonas-photo--tate-seraphina-neville-bmw-03-18-2320px.jpg
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the wearable object with the mirror can be attractive ornamentations for both the wearer 

and the viewer as long as they can observe themselves in it.  

Mirrors have been explored by contemporary jewellers as an element in their wearable 

objects to enable communication between the body and the object, and between the wearer 

and the viewer. A good example is provided by Gijs Bakker’s Double Chin Necklace (171) 

Laminated Necklaces series (Figure 75) in which he used mirrored foil and PVC to form 

the necklace, which when worn reflects the wearer’s body. The body not only becomes a 

moveable stage reflecting the images around the wearer in the personal space, but also is 

used as an object to express the relationship between the body and the object. According to 

den Besten in the article “The Jewelry of Gijs Bakker”:  

He rebelled against the traditions of the craft and wanted to free jewellery from its 

historical ballast. The materials he used were industrial ones: aluminum, stainless 

steel and plastics. By means of minimal modifications to the material (cutting, 

folding and bending) sober pieces were created, in no respect reminiscent of the 

traditional craft of the jewellery.102 

 

Figure 75. Gijs Bakker, Double Chin Necklace 

(171), Laminated Necklaces series, 1985. 

mirror foil, PVC, Photographer: Solve 

Sundsbo. 

http://gijsbakker.com/media/news/elm100

117cover-012-1506454038%20kopie.png 

 

Figure 76. Tua Marika, Fragment, 2017. 

https://collectionof.work/fragment/ 

 

                                                        
102 Liesbeth den Besten, “The Jewelry of Gijs Bakker,” Metalsmith Magazine (Winter 1987). 

https://www.ganoksin.com/article/jewelry-gijs-bakker/. 

http://gijsbakker.com/media/news/elm100117cover-012-1506454038%20kopie.png
http://gijsbakker.com/media/news/elm100117cover-012-1506454038%20kopie.png
https://collectionof.work/fragment/
http://www.snagmetalsmith.org/metalsmith-magazine/about-metalsmith/
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For Fragment (Figure 76) Swedish artist Tua Marika also used reflective materials to 

similar effect. By wearing either Bakker or Marika’s jewellery, the wearer becomes a 

performer, and the body becomes a moveable real-time stage reflecting the changes 

happening in the personal space. The jewellery reflects and witnesses the overlapped 

personal space between the wearer and the viewer. 
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Conclusion 

People do not hesitate to sacrifice their physical comfort, change their behaviour, or 

even destructively adapt their bodies in order to wear jewellery. As a close partner of 

the human body, jewellery accurately records the wearer's body space and their 

attitude towards the body. Queen Elizabeth II’s 2.2-kilogram St Edward's Crown, the 

Long Fingernail Guards of the Qing Dynasty, Brass Collar of the Long-Necked tribe 

women, and Peter Skubic’s Jewellery Under the Skin, all vividly illustrate that 

humans embrace how jewellery can restrict or even reshape their bodies. 

The relationship between the body and art jewellery is close and complicated—one 

might even say intimate. Art jewellery has crossed the boundaries of design, 

ornamentation, and fashion. It interacts closely with the body and becomes a unique 

form of artistic expression in the body space. For the wearers and viewers, art 

jewellery is the medium of perception, expression, and communication. For artists, 

jewellery is a way of thinking and a carrier of their artistic expression. Art jewellers 

regard the body as part of their work and create possibilities for wearers to perceive 

and experience their body space from different angles. Therefore, many pieces of art 

jewellery can only be accurately interpreted in a specific body space, for example, 

Gijs Bakker’s Shadow Jewellery and Lauren Kalman, Devices for Filling a Void.  

At the beginning of my research I was particularly concerned about how the objects I 

make would trigger cross-cultural understanding and awareness; however, this 

evolved to broader investigation on the use of jewellery to detect and interrupt both 

personal and interpersonal body space. My original cultural interest forms one part of 

this larger investigation of how the objects I make are activated by those who engage 

with their form and materials. I regard my jewellery as a medium for interrogating 

both personal and interpersonal space. By drawing on the connection between objects 

and wearers, I have created visible, touchable, measurable, and expressible 
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circumstances of sensory experience to prove that the body and object interaction and 

mutual shaping, is a two-way record.  
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