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Abstract 

In recent years, there has been a growing movement within contemporary jewellery that engages 

notions of sustainability. Part of this movement has involved focusing on the ethical concerns 

surrounding jewellery manufacture and production, from precious metal mining and gemstone 

sourcing through to studio techniques, including recycling, chemical reduction, and energy use. 

While these issues are imperative because of their social and environmental impacts, many 

jewellers focus solely on the role of the designer in ethical jewellery making. By contrast, my 

research examines the role of the wearer in accepting responsibility for their consumption 

habits. This exegesis explores how maker and wearer can collaborate in various ways to create 

ongoing, sustainable relationships between the wearer and their jewellery.  
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INTRODUCTION 

In recent decades, there has been a growing movement within contemporary jewellery 

that engages with notions of sustainability, particularly environmental factors relating to 

the sourcing and production of jewellery. These issues are pertinent given the impacts of 

climate change, global environmental degradation, and social justice concerns. However, 

the focus of this movement is often concerned with the role of the maker and the outcomes 

of their sourcing, design, and studio practices. By contrast, my research examines the role 

of the wearer in accepting responsibility for their consumption habits and identifies ways 

they use their jewellery over time.  

 

This research has led to the question, how might a collaborative approach between maker and 

wearer yield sustainable ‘end-user’ relationships with jewellery? To answer this, I have 

developed a series of experimental studio investigations that explore various methods of 

engaging wearers with their jewellery. These methods have included direct collaborations with 

the wearer to design, repair, alter and remake their existing jewellery collections, thereby 

increasing engagement with what they already own. They have also included making work that 

promotes a continual and ongoing interaction with jewellery. This exegesis explores how 

maker and wearer can work together to create meaningful and sustainable relationships 

between the wearer and their jewellery. 

 

 

Methodology 

A sustainable jewellery practice may exist in a myriad of forms and permutations, with each 

applying its own version of ethical calculus to determine the ‘eco’ credentials. A practice may 

be considered environmentally sustainable because of the material choices and studio techniques 

used; for example, using recycled metal or choosing natural alternatives to some of the toxic 

chemicals and methods used in commercial jewellery manufacture.1 It may be considered 

socially sustainable if gemstones are selected with consideration for the working conditions of 

                                                        
1 Christine Dhein, Eco Jewellery Handbook (Brunswick, Maine: Brynmorgen Press, 2018). 
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those who mine and cut the raw product.2 My Honours research drew on the work of William 

McDonough and Michael Braungart, specifically their cradle-to-cradle design methodology that 

examines all stages of a piece’s life-cycle—from extraction and production through distribution, 

consumption, and finally its return to raw material, thereby creating a closed loop.3 While I 

completed my Honours in 2010, the cradle-to-cradle approach has continued to inform my 

studio practice and it remains core to my thinking. My current research builds on this 

methodology and focuses on the role of the end-user, rather than solely the designer, in 

addressing how a sustainable relationship can be formed with jewellery, particularly during the 

consumption and disposal stages of an object’s life-cycle.  

To establish a functional methodology, I have used approaches disseminated by sustainable 

fashion advocate Kate Fletcher in her craft of use theory as well as building on my earlier 

interpretation of McDonough and Braungart’s cradle-to-cradle design theory.4 Recognising the 

negative environmental and social impacts of the global fashion and textiles industry, craft of 

use promotes ‘usership’ over ‘ownership’. It explores how people use their clothing after 

purchase in ways that defy capitalist structures and grant agency to the consumer rather than 

corporate entities. Examples of different crafts or modes of use include repairing, adjusting, 

intensive use, shared ownership, among others. Some are based on our simple everyday 

interactions with clothing, such as the patina of use that develops when jeans are worn 

repetitively—the indigo dye fades in worn areas, and rips develop across the knees. Other 

examples require the direct intervention of the user, perhaps making additions such as beautiful 

yet utilitarian pockets or replacing the buttons on a cardigan to extend its life. In this way, the 

onus of responsibility for the use-life of the clothing lies not only with the designer but also with 

the consumer.  

These principles could be extended to other craft-based practices and are already evident in 

areas such as ceramics, such as the stapled pottery repair that occurred across Europe and the 

USA in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries or the traditional Japanese practice of Kintsugi, 

                                                        
2 Lynda Lawson, “Rice, Sapphires and Cattle in a Changing Climate: Artisanal and Small-Scale Mining 

of Sapphires in Madagascar, The Work Lives of Women Miners,” in Between the Pick and the 

Plough, ed. Kuntala Lahiri Dutt (ACT: Australian National University, 2017), 171–192, http://press-

files.anu.edu.au/downloads/press/n3952/html/contributors.xhtml?referer=&page=4#:.  
3 William McDonough and Michael Braungart, Cradle to Cradle: Remaking the Way We make Things, 

1st ed. (New York: North Point Press, 2002). 
4 Kate Fletcher, Craft of Use: Post-Growth Fashion (London; New York: Routledge, Taylor & Francis 

Group, 2016). 
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where cracked porcelain is repaired with gold.5 Today it is hard to imagine a world where we 

repair our broken items with twenty-four-carat gold, where society values a damaged and 

repaired object more highly than a brand new, pristine version. 

These practices can be translated to jewellery; for example, resizing a ring, or polishing a 

tarnished chain. However, these actions often lie beyond the knowledge of the everyday person, 

both in terms of the skills and the tools required. Fletcher’s craft of use succeeds with clothing 

because many people can access and use a needle and thread. With jewellery, a more direct 

involvement between maker and wearer is often necessary to facilitate these actions.  

In this exegesis, I examine the work of various jewellers, particularly those who connect with 

their audience in meaningful ways and step outside the gallery space of contemporary jewellery 

and into the domain of their wearers. I use methods evident in the history of the commissioning 

process in jewellery making, focusing on a collaborative approach to combine the skills of the 

maker with the desires and needs of the wearer. I draw particularly on Barbara Heath’s 

interpretation of this process to develop effective communication strategies with my 

collaborators so that alongside simple repair and maintenance practices, I can also create highly 

personal and sentimental works that will be valued by the wearer over an extended period.6 

Heath’s dialogical style of practice as ‘Jeweller to the Lost’ links to Fletcher’s notion of a 

‘perfect piece’—an item so intrinsically suited to that person, fit for purpose, and sentimental 

that it will not conform to the norms of a throw-away society. Heath uses the commissioning 

process to assist wearers to project, position and define themselves through a piece of jewellery, 

which, via a collaborative process, is made uniquely for them.7 

A combination of these three approaches forms the basis for my own methodology, which is 

also informed by my studio practice. 

 

 

                                                        
5 Guy Keulemans, "The Geo-Cultural Conditions of Kintsugi," The Journal of Modern Craft 9, no. 1 

(2016): 15–34.  
6 Barbara Heath, “BH 1991 Manifesto”, Viewer Site, https://viewersite.wordpress.com/about/barbara-

heath-1991-manifesto/. 
7 Amelia Gundelach, “Barbara Heath's Manifesto: The Language of Jewellery,” in Barbara Heath: 

Jeweller to the Lost, ex. cat., ed. Ian Were (Brisbane: Queensland Art Gallery, 2005), 8.  

https://viewersite.wordpress.com/about/barbara-heath-1991-manifesto/
https://viewersite.wordpress.com/about/barbara-heath-1991-manifesto/
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Significance 

Sustainable jewellery production has been widely researched in recent years, featuring in 

conference papers and symposiums and advocated for by groups such as Ethical Metalsmiths 

and the No Dirty Gold campaign.8 Interest in sustainable practice is increasing, and makers such 

as Ute Decker have gained recognition for their research into the field.9 That an ethical jewellery 

centre is currently being established in rural Scotland is another example of this strong trend 

towards environmentally and socially responsible contemporary jewellery.10 However, the focus 

of sustainable jewellery research is often on the role of the designer/crafter/artist and their 

sourcing and production techniques. Instead, I explore platforms that facilitate a stronger 

engagement between wearer and maker, investigating ways to encourage jewellery owners to 

find value and ongoing meaning in their existing jewellery collections. Collaborations between 

end-users and makers to create ethical outcomes is an emerging area of contemporary jewellery 

in which I seek to position my work.  

In my own practice as a jeweller, I am often approached by people requesting their jewellery 

pieces be repaired or remade because they do not have the skills or equipment necessary to do 

so themselves. Unlike textiles, where many people have some minor knowledge of how to mend 

clothing and access to basic equipment such as a needle and thread or sewing machine, 

jewellery requires more specialised equipment. Some make do with basic or temporary 

measures; for example, using a safety pin or staple to hold broken chain together or gluing a 

stone in place where a claw has worn away. However, many are put off by the cost to repair an 

item as it can often be cheaper and easier to purchase a new one. It is an interesting negotiation 

to encourage consumers to value both the time and labour of the craftsperson and the broken or 

unwanted object. Curator and craft writer Glenn Adamson argues that craft “only exists in 

motion”, meaning that how a piece of craftwork is made and the craftsperson’s labour is 

intrinsic to the value and outcome of the work.11 This concept resonates with me, and I believe 

                                                        
8 “Reducing Mining’s Footprint,” Earthworks, https://earthworks.org/campaigns/no-dirty-

gold/better_mining/.  

 “Mining Reform,” Ethical Metalsmiths, http://www.ethicalmetalsmiths.org/directory/ethical-

foundations/mining-reform/. 
9 Ute Decker, interview by Rose Adams, Tempus Magazine, 27 September 2018, 

https://tempusmagazine.co.uk/news/the-queen-of-green-how-artist-jeweller-ute-decker-is-

spearheading-the-fight-for-sustainable-jewellery. 
10 Rebecca Van Rooijen, “Eileen Gatt Opens Centre for Ethical Making and Design” Benchpeg, 12 

October 2018, https://benchpeg.com/news/eileen-gatt-transforms-former-black-isle-post-office-into-

ethical-jewellery-centre. 
11 Glenn Adamson, Thinking Through Craft (Oxford; New York: Berg, 2007), 4.  

https://earthworks.org/campaigns/no-dirty-gold/better_mining/
https://earthworks.org/campaigns/no-dirty-gold/better_mining/
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this “motion” extends to how an object is used and interacted with when it leaves the hands of 

the maker. Through my research, I have identified strategies to create a dialogue with the 

jewellery user that will lead to a more sustainable engagement with their jewellery both now and 

in the future.  

 

 

Framework 

Currently, Fletcher’s craft of use is focused on clothing and textiles with minimal reference to 

jewellery. As jewellery is a significant component of many societies’ everyday interaction with 

fashion and adornment, this theory could be usefully extended to a jewellery framework. It is 

important to understand from the outset that I have not approached this research from a fashion 

perspective and that the work I produce is not intended as fashion jewellery. I will use the terms 

fashion jewellery, junk jewellery, and trash jewellery interchangeably in this paper; these are all 

names for seasonal jewellery—usually constructed from cheap materials such as plastics and 

non-precious metals—designed to be worn for a short period and then thrown away. I have, 

however, applied sustainable fashion theory within a contemporary jewellery context to critique 

and inform my own work. Clothing and jewellery are analogous because of the craft-based 

background that textiles and metal share. Art historian and curator Damian Skinner broadly 

defines contemporary jewellery as “a self-reflexive studio craft practice that is oriented to the 

body”, which could just as easily apply to fashion and textiles.12 

My body of work critiques the capitalist consumption of fashion items, particularly jewellery, as 

a starting point for participatory and collaborative projects that investigate possibilities for 

sustainable relationships with jewellery. While a Marxist reading of this topic is possible,13 I 

believe investigating outcomes from within a contemporary jewellery framework is a more 

relevant approach because my own practice is firmly embedded in the history of craft tradition. 

It therefore has an inherent connection and relationship to many people and their interaction 

with objects in everyday life.  

                                                        
12 Damian Skinner, "What Is Contemporary Jewellery," in Contemporary Jewellery in Perspective, ed. 

Damian Skinner (Asheville, NC: Lark Crafts in association with Art Jewelry Forum, 2013), 7-17. 
13 Tansy Hoskins, Stitched Up: The Anti-Capitalist Book of Fashion (Winnipeg, Manitoba: Fernwood 

Publishing, 2014). 
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Craft theorist Kevin Murray proposes that we should move away from trying to find “purely 

technological solutions” to the impact of consumption on our society and rather investigate the 

“symbolic value of craft as an alternative way of being in the world”.14 This approach mirrors 

McDonough and Braungart’s assertion that “sustainability must become more than a foray into 

eco-efficiency” and extend to an understanding that the end-user’s agency in how they use and 

interact with their possessions has a far greater potential for sustainability.15  

By attaching emotional significance to their jewellery wearers are engaged with ownership as an 

ongoing process (usership), rather than conforming to a throw-away mentality.16 While this 

emotional attachment is evident in historical and sentimental jewellery, a high proportion of the 

jewellery produced today is mass-manufactured junk jewellery, designed to be worn for a short 

period only. Long-term sustainability is created through a process of usership whereby people 

attach value to their possessions demonstrated through the care they take with them and the 

longevity of the relationship they have with them. In this way, usership is a type of craft—a 

performative and action-based process for the end-user. Murray suggests that the use of craft 

techniques acts as a medium of intimacy and allows wearers to attach personal meaning and, 

therefore, value to their possessions—in this instance, jewellery.17 

Unlike other fine arts such as painting or sculpture, jewellery has always been a participatory art 

form that connects immediately, both physically and emotionally, with its audience: the wearer. 

Some voices in the current literature “seek to reframe the applied arts notion of ‘use’ into the 

contemporary art notion of ‘participation’”.18 It should be made clear that when I use the term 

participation, I refer not to Nicolas Bourriaud's relational aesthetics19 or Claire Bishop’s critique 

of socially engaged art,20 but to the participatory nature of jewellery which has evolved in 

contemporary practice to include collaborative, audience-focused, and often project-based work. 

Examples such as Renee Ugazio’s Labour Exchange (2016), Gitte Nygaard and Josephine 

                                                        
14 Kevin Murray, "Sustainability in Craft and Design," Craft & Design Enquiry, no. 3 (2011): 1–5.  
15 McDonough and Braungart, Cradle to Cradle. 
16 Fletcher, Craft of Use: Post-Growth Fashion. 
17 Kevin Murray, "The Party's Over, Time to Do the Dishes: Thinking Through Relational Craft," Exhibit 

47 no. 2 (2009): 226–227. 
18 Benjamin Lignel, "The Spaces of Contemporary Jewellery: Page, Bench, Plinth, Drawer, Street, Body, 

World," in Contemporary Jewellery in Perspective, ed. Damian Skinner (Asheville, NC: Lark Crafts 

in association with Art Jewelry Forum, 2013), 52. 
19 Nicolas Bourriaud, Relational Aesthetics (Dijon: Les Presses du reel, 2002). 
20 Claire Bishop, Participation, Documents of Contemporary Art (London; Cambridge, MA: 

Whitechapel; MIT Press, 2006); Claire Bishop, Artificial Hells: Participatory Art and the Politics of 

Spectatorship (London; New York: Verso, 2012). 
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Winther’s mobile workshop project Makers Move (est. 2012) and Bridget Kennedy’s ongoing 

installations of her iterative work Choice Mate (2015–2017) highlight the social turn in 

jewellery.21 While participatory jewellery work can be seen in the broader context of the fine 

arts, in my work, I choose to engage specifically with the medium of jewellery and its own 

history and practices. 

                                                        
21 Renee Ugazio, “Labour Exchange,” Radiant Pavilion, http://www.radiantpavilion.com.au/labour-

exchange.html; Louise Mazanti, “The Personal Precious”, Makers Move, 

http://makersmove.com/new-page/; Bridget Kennedy, “Choice Mate,” 

http://bridgetkennedy.com.au/exhibitionsbodies-of-work/choice-mate/. 

http://www.radiantpavilion.com.au/labour-exchange.html
http://www.radiantpavilion.com.au/labour-exchange.html
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STUDIO INVESTIGATIONS 

147 Grams, 3 Carats 

Through a series of studio investigations, I have explored methods to establish a sustainable 

connection between wearers and their jewellery. The first of these investigations, 147 grams, 3 

carats, was part of crosseXions, a group exhibition held at Metro Arts, Brisbane, from April to 

May 2016 and at Cross Arts Projects, Sydney, from July to August 2016. I invited my fellow 

exhibiting artists to collaborate with me in designing a piece of jewellery that they would wear 

for a single event, purpose, or time period, and then return it to me to be melted down and 

remade for the next participant. I used 144 grams of recycled silver, which was the sum of my 

scrap silver at the time; three grams of recycled nine carat gold from a broken necklace I 

received in exchange for a minor repair; and a selection of Queensland gemstones that were 

fossicked and cut locally by hobby gem-cutters who participated in a silversmithing class I 

taught in Cloncurry. I considered asking each participant to contribute a piece of unwanted 

precious metal jewellery to the source materials, but because I knew I would require the work 

for my Master’s assessment, I decided it made sense to supply the materials myself and keep the 

remnant material for future exhibition purposes. This investigation’s goal was to explore the 

possibilities of Fletcher’s concept of “shared use”22 as the ethically sourced materials23 for the 

project became a collective pool of resources that were used in each incarnation of the work.  

The share economy is often generalised as being a technology-based collaborative consumption 

system and as such is critiqued as the capitalist domain of tech giants such as Uber and 

Netflix.24 However, sharing need not be reliant on technology; it can come in the form of 

borrowed clothes, street libraries, and tool collectives, among others. These informal 

                                                        
22 Kate Fletcher, “Capabilities and Agency,” in Craft of Use: Post-Growth Fashion, 223–266. 
23 The term “ethically sourced” can be contentious, as individual jewellers will have differing viewpoints 

on what is ‘ethical’. The Jewellery Glossary Project is currently asking for feedback on their proposed 

definition of ‘ethically sourced’ to mean “Guided by principles that facilitate environmental and 

human well-being and avoid practices that do harm.” I have used the term ‘ethically sourced’ as the 

sourcing and production of the materials considers the environment and welfare of workers involved 

in its extraction and production. The precious metals can be considered ethically sourced as they were 

from a recycled source (my scrap metal, originally purchased as recycled mill products from AE 

Metal) rather than from a newly mined source. The stones were fossicked in a minimally invasive 

manner rather than from a large mining operation. They were cut in Australia by the lapidarists who 

sold me the stones rather than unknown overseas operations that have may have poor labour practices 

and working conditions. 
24 Rachel Botsman and Roo Rogers, What’s Mine Is Yours: The Rise of Collaborative Consumption 

(New York: Harper Collins, 2010). 
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neighbourhood models can be just as successful as the formal international models; indeed, in 

many ways, they may be even more successful because they build community and relationships 

between users. My own studio space, titled Bench, is a collective of emerging jewellers who 

share tools, equipment, and rental costs, with benefits for all. Another example is UK 

entrepreneur Kathleen Smith’s platform, The Jewellery Lending Library, that loans jewellery for 

up to one week to participants. The project “creates contemporary jewellery that can be shared, 

to promote the idea of borrowing good quality handmade jewellery, rather than purchasing 

cheap and disposable fashion jewellery”.25  

Through 147grams, 3 carats, I aimed to explore whether a sharing model could apply to the 

precious materials used in jewellery production in the same way that can be applied to books, 

tools, and other consumables. However, the studio investigation involved a distinctly different 

type of sharing, as the participants were not sharing a finished product but rather the base 

materials of an item. As I did not require the participants to provide any financial input, perhaps 

the exploration was flawed: were they really sharing or were they simply participating in short-

term jewellery use, much like the fast fashion I was trying to critique? 

Researching local share economies was a useful starting point for my investigations; however, 

the more valuable outcomes for my research arose from exploring collaborative practice in the 

field of contemporary jewellery. The methods of the traditional commissioning process in 

jewellery is evident in the collaborative nature of the pieces created for 147grams, 3 carats. 

During one-on-one meetings, the artists involved discussed aspects of their personal lives that 

they wished to be represented in the piece of jewellery, and we worked collaboratively to decide 

on its visual motifs, form, and function. Where possible, I met with the local collaborators in 

person, while the relationships I struck with interstate collaborators were initially more tentative, 

and required the use of standard communication methods such as text messages, emails, and 

phone calls. As the project progressed, I was able to develop a comfortable transfer of ideas with 

my collaborators. For example, Leena Reithmuller suggested using a moth as a visual metaphor 

for the period of transformation occurring in her life and in response I proposed creating an ear 

parure26 featuring an egg, cocoon, and emerging moth with spindly legs that grasped at Leena 

for support (Figure 1). Given the artists’ background, it was perhaps not surprising that they 

                                                        
25 Kathleen Smith, “About the Project,” The Jewellery Lending Library, 

http://thejewellerylendinglibrary.tumblr.com/about%20the%20project. 
26 A set of matching jewellery intended to be worn together. 
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were happy to allow me to interpret their ideas, and generally gave me agency beyond what 

might be expected in a commercial commissioning process. 

 

Figure 1. Clare Poppi, 147 grams, 3 carats (Leena), 2016. Recycled sterling silver. 

 

This method of deliberate engagement between maker and wearer is similar to Barbara Heath’s 

way of working through the commissioning process. Heath’s 1991 manifesto outlines her 

methods and ideas:  

Where is jewellery heading? Towards a closer relationship between the maker and the 

wearer – the commissioned jewel. It’s not the piece so much as the communion. . . . The 

commission starts with a dialogue, a meeting in which the client presents her view and I 

present mine. I negotiate the license to interpret on behalf of the client.  

 

My role is to stimulate the client to express themselves non-visually – to shift the focus 

of their description away from the end product, the jewel and the EXTERNAL – one 

step back to the interior, to the function and to the client’s own muses and symbols. Like 

walking the perimeter, we both throw ideas into the pool. If the jewel is a memento of an 

idea, the jeweller’s role is to enhance the evolution of the idea into a personal symbol.27 

                                                        
27 Barbara Heath, “BH 1991 Manifesto.” 
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While the methods of collaboration I used in 147 grams, 3 carats were similar to Heath’s, the 

outcomes were radically different because each participant’s jewellery was melted down and 

recycled after they wore it—a sometimes contentious and sometimes cathartic process. Where 

Heath’s works are intended to become heirlooms, the works in my project had an intentionally 

short lifespan; they were transient. In some instances, this increased their value to the recipient. 

My first collaborator, Camille, gave me drawings she had made of her pregnant body as 

reference material to work from. After a series of discussions, we decided to create a soft, 

rounded sterling silver pendant/teething toy which she could wear while it was sucked on by her 

infant son (Figure 2–Figure 3).  
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Figure 2. Clare Poppi, 147 grams, 3 carats (Camille), 2016. Recycled sterling silver. Instagram post. 

 

 

Figure 3. Clare Poppi, 147 grams, 3 carats (Camille), 2016. Recycled sterling silver. 

 

Camille became quite attached to the pendant and even asked if we could re-start the project so 

she could keep it. When the project continued and the pendant was remade into an intentionally 

tacky necklace for fellow exhibitor Lynden Stone’s ‘mystic healer’ persona, Angelica Leight, 

Camille was mortified that something she had felt such an emotional attachment to had been 

destroyed to make way for something she considered inferior (Figure 4–Figure 5). While this 

series has been a testing ground for exploring Fletcher’s notions of “shared use”, it has certainly 

investigated the pitfalls as well as the positives.28 

                                                        
28 Fletcher, “Capabilities and Agency,” Craft of Use: Post-Growth Fashion, 223–266. 
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Figure 4. Clare Poppi, 147 grams, 3 carats (Lynden – Being Worn), 2016. Instagram post. 

      

Figure 5. Clare Poppi, 147 grams, 3 carats (Lynden), 2016. Sterling silver and Queensland topaz. 
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Another difficulty I encountered with this project involved finding appropriate methods of 

documentation and dissemination, considering the loss of the work of art each time it was 

melted down. In the first exhibition of 147 grams, 3 carats at Metro Arts, I used a wax-injected 

replica of each jewellery item constructed from a silicone mould, a conventional jewellery 

technique used in mass production (Figure 6). At the time, I felt that this use of jewellery 

making techniques would act as an index or trace,29 referencing both the melted 

down/lost/destroyed jewellery pieces and jewellery as a medium. This approach proved to be far 

too subtle and narrow, and most of the audience (all non-jewellers) did not perceive the wax 

models as a trace or representation of the jewellery, but as the actual jewellery pieces 

themselves, thinking that I had used wax instead of silver as my recyclable medium.  

 

        

Figure 6. Clare Poppi, 147 grams, 3 carats, 2016. Installation at Metro Arts, Brisbane. 

 

                                                        
29 Margaret Iverson, “Index, Diagram, Graphic Trace: Involuntary Drawing,” Tate Papers, no. 18 (2012), 

https://www.tate.org.uk/research/publications/tate-papers/18/index-diagram-graphic-trace.  
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Based on this experience, I elected to use photographs to document the various jewellery pieces 

when the exhibition travelled to Sydney to show at Cross Arts Projects. Much like Susanna 

Heron, I was also “intentionally creating a situation in which photographs of . . . [the] jewellery 

in use had as much claim to the status of artwork as the jewelry itself”.30 The photographs were 

taken by the collaborators and myself, and were posted on an Instagram stream.31 The vertical 

selection of square images contained pictures of participants wearing and interacting with the 

jewellery as well as process shots of me making and destroying the work. I chose the format of 

Instagram to directly reference the heavily curated feeds created by corporate brands and 

fashion ‘influencers’ that promote the fast fashion industry. Instagram also allowed my 

collaborators to use low-tech and readily available equipment (their mobile phones) to document 

their experience and to control the way they represented their experience of the work to the 

world. My collaborators were able to directly influence the way the project was perceived by a 

broader audience, establishing a level of authorship and curatorial control.  

The images were printed on rag paper and displayed along with the final jewellery piece, the 

left-over metal and gems, and a digital link to find the full Instagram feed (Figure 7). This 

approach was much better received although Instagram was not without problems because the 

image-based application prioritised the image over added explanatory text to disseminate the 

project’s basis or goals. Upon reflection, it is likely that it was not the use of social media that 

improved the work’s reception but rather the low-tech, self-reflexive imagery. We are now 

adapted to scrolling through an Instagram feed and picking up visual cues, and this work 

capitalises on that visual language of story-telling.32  

                                                        
30 Adamson, Thinking Through Craft, 27. 

31 Clare Poppi, “147grams_3carats,” Instagram, https://www.instagram.com/147grams_3carats/?hl=en. 
32 Adam Suess and Kylie Budge, “Instagram Is Changing the Way We Experience Art, and That’s a 

Good Thing,” The Conversation, https://theconversation.com/instagram-is-changing-the-way-we-

experience-art-and-thats-a-good-thing-90232. 
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Figure 7. Clare Poppi, 147 grams, 3 carats, 2016. Installation at CrossArts Projects, Sydney. 
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These pictures are in stark contrast to the high-resolution photographs I had commissioned a 

professional photographer to take for academic documentation purposes (Figure 8). Seeing 

people wearing, interacting with, and melting down the jewellery tells the didactic story of the 

project. Without the intimacy of those images, all we are left with are high-quality images of 

unusual jewellery.  

 

 

Figure 8. Clare Poppi, 147 grams, 3 carats (Dana), 2016. Recycled Sterling Silver. 

147grams, 3 carats was a useful starting point for my research as it allowed me to explore the 

possibilities of precious metal recycling, share economies, and collaborative working methods. 

Most valuable was exploring the collaborative commissioning process, which involved learning 

how to work with others to gain an intimate understanding of their hopes and expectations for 

their jewellery, and recognising how I could satisfy these while maintaining a level of artistic 

authorship within each work. Despite these valuable insights, the ongoing destruction of each 

iteration led to many difficulties, not least the devaluing of my own labour in producing each 

work. The focus on methods of documentation also drew a large amount of focus away from the 

work’s purpose in identifying and highlighting ways we can maintain sustainable relationships 

with our jewellery collections. Additionally, while the work was attempting to exemplify how a 
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sharing model could be applied to contemporary jewellery, it was paradoxical in that while 

trying to comment on trash jewellery, I was making items that would only be worn once or for a 

short time. There were also implications for the use of resources (e.g. single-use silicone 

moulds, LPG gas to melt metal, investment powder and electricity used in lost-wax casting 

processes) that was not sustainable given the finite use of the object. In limiting the use-life of 

the piece of jewellery, the project amplified the frequency of the procedures and use of support 

materials. These factors, in combination with the emotional repercussions for collaborators 

when sentimental work is reclaimed for destruction, led me to abandon the project and set about 

testing other avenues. 

RJM 

My second studio investigation took place in December 2016 during the second Australian 

Radical Jewellery Makeover (RJM) held in Brisbane, which explored community awareness of 

precious metal mining and jewellery recycling, with a focus on public engagement. Initiated by 

advocacy group Ethical Metalsmiths nearly a decade ago, RJMs are periodically held in the 

USA and once previously in Australia. This project uses methods of recycling and 

transformation, taking existing unwanted jewellery and re-working them into new pieces.33 In 

2010 I was able to participate in the first Australian RJM, also held in Brisbane, as an 

undergraduate student. This experience was a major influencing factor in engaging my thinking 

about ethical jewellery making. Led by my supervisor Elizabeth Shaw, I was part of the research 

team that hosted the second Brisbane edition of the RJM. Using radio, digital, and print media, 

we asked the Brisbane community and beyond to donate unwanted or broken jewellery for the 

project. The donations were assessed, processed, and ‘mined’ for materials that a selected group 

of local jewellers turned into new desirable pieces.  

RJMs can be viewed in the context of other contemporary jewellery recycling projects of recent 

years. Initiated by Jivan Astfalck, Laura Bradshaw-Heap, and Rachel Darbourne in 2015, Junk: 

Rubbish to Gold is an ongoing series of public performances that follow similar principles to an 

RJM, but has a focus on trash jewellery (Figure 9).34 I use the term ‘trash jewellery’ because 

Junk: Rubbish to Gold uses throw-away jewellery donated by charity shops and this jewellery 

has reached the end of its useable life, following the cradle-to-grave linear life-cycle it was 

                                                        
33 Susie Ganch, interview by Vicki Mason, Art Jewelry Forum, 18 December 2018, 

https://artjewelryforum.org/susie-ganch. 
34 Jivan Astfalck, Laura Bradshaw-Heap and Rachel Darbourne, “Junk: Rubbish to Gold”, Junk: Rubbish 

to Gold, http://rubbishtogold.com/about/. 
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designed for. This is in contrast to the RJM approach of material sourcing, which asks the 

community to mine their jewellery boxes for unused items rather than purchasing jewellery 

made from newly mined metals. RJMs tend to have large amounts of precious metal and 

gemstone jewellery donated as people have held onto it in their jewellery boxes, not wearing it, 

but not throwing it away either. While both projects are successful as engagement tools to 

promote public awareness regarding the impact of jewellery consumption, the outcomes reflect 

the source materials. 

 

                        

Figure 9. Jivan Astfalck, Laura Bradshaw-Heap, and Rachel Darbourne. Junk: Rubbish to Gold, 2015. 

Time Lapse Video, 2:22 min. 

This can be seen in the 2010 Australian RJM, where large donations of costume jewellery were 

made rather than the predominantly precious metal donations of earlier editions in the USA 

(Figure 10). It is challenging to create items that will be cherished from materials that society 

places little to no value on, other than aesthetics or current fashion trends. There was also a 

significant quantity of unused material remaining after the completion of the 2010 RJM. While 

these unwanted items were saved and incorporated into the second Brisbane RJM and other 

projects, their presence highlights the abundance of throw-away jewellery items and the short-

term attachment that wearers feel towards fashion jewellery. Both the RJMs and Junk: Rubbish 

to Gold are forced to negotiate the loaded terrain between a socially engaged art project and 

practical solutions for waste materials.  
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Figure 10. Radical Jewellery Makeover (Donations), 2016. Donated materials. 

As one of the participating RJM jewellers, I was able to investigate the possibilities for working 

with existing jewellery rather than raw materials as was the case in my previous work 

147grams, 3 carats. While this had limitations in only being able to work with donated 

materials, these parameters piqued my interest, and I enjoyed the problem solving involved in 

working with non-precious materials. Instead of restricting myself to working with ethically 

sourced precious metals and gemstones, everything that had been donated could be considered 

an ethical material, from plastics to bi-metals to mass-produced beads. I was able to use cradle-

to-cradle methods—I mostly chose to work with recyclable materials such as sterling silver or 

biodegradable materials such as timber. When different materials were used such as plated base 

metals or plastics, the pieces were constructed in such a way as to allow for the easy dis-

assembly and recycling of components at the end of the piece’s life. Many of the pieces I made 

were simple, inexpensive, and wearable, and nearly all sold on the opening night (Figure 11–

Figure 14). Most of the work created during the show was sold and has a new life. Yet I 

worried: were these pieces still feeding into a desire for fashion jewellery that will be worn a 

few times and then discarded?  
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Figure 11. Clare Poppi, Untitled (Radical Jewellery Makeover), 2016. Recycled jewellery components. 
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Figure 12. Clare Poppi, Untitled (Radical Jewellery Makeover), 2016. Recycled jewellery components. 
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Figure 13. Clare Poppi, Untitled (Radical Jewellery Makeover), 2016. Recycled jewellery components. 

 

 



   
 

24 
 

 

Figure 14. Clare Poppi, Untitled (Radical Jewellery Makeover), 2016. Recycled jewellery components. 

 

In her review of RJMs, Beverly Sanders states that “The central aim of RJM, as set forth by its 

originators, Christina Miller, and Susie Ganch, both professors of metalsmithing, is to teach 

makers at all levels how to produce innovative jewelry from recycled sources and proudly place 

responsible jewelry in the hands of the consumer.”35 While the education of makers is vital, this 

statement also highlights how society  typically places the onus of responsibility for 

sustainability solely on the designer/maker. However, it is also necessary to instil some level of 

                                                        
35 Beverly Sanders, Review of Radical Jewellery Makeover IV, Penland School of Crafts, North 

Carolina, 21 June–3 July 2009, https://craftcouncil.org/post/radical-jewelry-makeover.  



   
 

25 
 

responsibility into the consumer. This idea focused my desire to work directly with wearers to 

investigate methods that establish a more sustainable relationship between them and their 

existing collections of jewellery. This desire led to my next body of work, the Jewellery Box 

Project. 

Jewellery Box Project 

Drawing heavily on the considerations of the RJM, I developed a new studio investigation, a 

project focused on three non-jeweller collaborators. I asked my collaborators to bring their 

entire jewellery collection to my studio for examination. I photographed the collections, and had 

in depth conversations with my collaborators based on their collection and their relationship to 

the contents. By viewing, classifying, and discussing the collections, I gained an understanding 

of the participant’s current relationship to their jewellery and how I could facilitate a more 

sustainable engagement with it. We discussed ways to make the wearers engage more with what 

they already owned (rather than buying new items) such as repairing broken chains, polishing 

tarnished jewellery, resizing ill-fitting rings and remaking seldomly worn jewellery into more 

desirable pieces. Across all the collaborators, noticeably similar themes and methods started to 

emerge: recycling/remaking, altering/resizing, maintenance/polishing, and repair.  

Clear parallels can be drawn between these methods and those outlined by Kate Fletcher in her 

craft of use theory.36 While focused on wearer interactions with clothing rather than jewellery, 

Fletcher’s focus on how to extend and enhance the wearer’s use of an item translates clearly to 

jewellery. The following three case studies details the collaborative process involved and how 

my collaborators and I used these methods to develop ongoing, sustainable relationships 

between the wearer and their jewellery. 

Renay 

I met Renay several years ago when I was selling some of my production work at a design 

market in Brisbane. She was interested in my use of recycled metal and has purchased several 

pieces from me over the years. She is also one of my few clients to have taken up my offer of a 

credit note in exchange for unused or broken precious metal jewellery. When she contacted me 

about wanting to remake some of her gold jewellery into a ring for her daughter, I invited her to 

broaden the project and become collaborators on the Jewellery Box Project.  

                                                        
36 Fletcher, Craft of Use: Post-Growth Fashion. 
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Renay had an extensive collection of precious material to work with. Much of it consisted of 

gifts that she had received for various birthdays, anniversaries, and special occasions. While 

some of it was sentimental, a significant portion was unused and unwanted, kept purely because 

of its material worth and a sense of obligation towards the giver. All these pieces were clearly 

from chain-store manufacturers, very traditional and conservative. We decided to melt them all 

down bar a few select, well-loved items. We had conversations about the sort of jewellery 

Renay could envision herself wearing, her personality, and when and how she usually wore 

jewellery. One barrier to our communication was my constant use of jewellery terminology and 

Renay’s lack of experience in this area. In the end, we used Pinterest to create a visual language 

where Renay could use pictures to explain the techniques I would need to use to construct the 

jewellery. Renay pinned images of the sort of jewellery she liked, and I could clearly see the 

connecting factors—brushed matte finish on gold, large simple shapes, mixed metals, flattened 

granules. Pictures could be used instead of words: “do you want a lined hammer texture like this 

picture, or a roller impressed texture like this one?” Once I had a feel for the type of work Renay 

wanted, she was delighted for me to create whatever I was inspired to make (Figure 15). It was 

liberating to create work that I thought was visually appealing, without needing to consider a 

deep level of sentimentality. Renay wanted work that she thought was beautiful and would help 

make her feel beautiful too. 

 

Figure 15. Clare Poppi, Re-made Collection (Renay), 2017. Recycled sterling silver, recycled mixed carat 

gold, recycled gemstones. 
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I feel confident that in five to ten years’ time, Renay and I will re-connect to go through her 

collection once more and will very likely melt down some of the pieces I made into new pieces 

more suitable for her future context. This revisiting can be likened to Jana Brevick’s 

Everchanging Ring.37 When Brevick sells one of these gold rings, it is accompanied by a 

contract that entitles the owner to five transformations (Figure 16). The ring will be melted 

down and re-cast into a new design, more suited to the wearer’s changing tastes or life 

situations. This fluid approach plays into the material properties of gold’s infinite recyclability 

while also giving the wearer agency in decisions about their ring and establishing a more 

sustainable relationship with their jewellery by minimising consumption practices. Renay’s 

static assortment of jewellery can now become a fluid collection, changing with her evolving 

tastes and desires while not requiring the addition of newly mined precious metal and gemstone 

resources. 

                              

Figure 16. Jana Brevick Everchanging Ring (selection of rings and album), 2015. 24 carat gold, view 

from This Infinity Fits in My Hand, Bellevue Arts Museum. 

 

Naiara 

My collaboration with Naiara began in late 2016 when I was invited to participate in Re: Out & 

On, a group show where jewellers were paired with poets and asked to make a piece of 

jewellery in response to a poem authored by their partner. I used this opportunity as a platform 

                                                        
37 Janet Koplos and Bruce Metcalf, Makers: A History of American Studio Craft (Chapel Hill, NC: The 

University of North Carolina Press, 2010), 460. 
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to experiment with Fletcher’s notion of a “perfect piece”—an item that is designed specifically 

for one particular person and that will hold great value because of its a) sentimentality and b) 

intrinsic suitability.38 My initial assumption was that we would collaborate on the piece and 

have in-depth discussions about the poem and Naiara’s intentions; however, she preferred a 

more hands-off approach. In one of her emails, she stated: 

I do think that the real beauty of poetry is that it's complete as it is, without the need for 

further words from the author. It's about feelings as emotions it can bring that can or not 

be empathised. About connection between the author and the reader, just as it is.39 

I set forth on my interpretation of the poem and created a pendant that comprised many secret, 

hidden, and untouchable layers. Each layer is enclosed by the next, like a tiny Russian doll, until 

the outer layer—permanently set around the rest—cannot be opened (Figure 17).  

 

 

 

Figure 17. Clare Poppi, Naiara, 2016. Sterling silver, copper, 9 carat gold. 

 

The noises of the internal shells tinkling against each other give the wearer a hint of the secrets 

inside, which they are unable to access. After the exhibition, I wondered what I would do with 

the pendant and was pleasantly surprised to be contacted by Naiara, who wanted to purchase the 

piece. I replied to her request: 

I'm really glad you connected with the work. . . . I was just looking at the necklace last 

week wondering what was going to become of it. . . . It's strange making something 

which is so explicitly personal to one person, it doesn't seem to have a context without 

you.40 

                                                        
38 Kate Fletcher, “Attentiveness, Materials and Their Use,” in Craft of Use, 137–180. 
39 Naiara Lagoeiro, Jewellery Box Project collaborator, email discussion with the author, 9 August 2016. 
40 Clare Poppi, email discussion with Naiara Logoeira, 1 November 2016. 
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This context and specific connection to Naiara meant that the work was deeply personal and a 

“perfect piece” for that single person.41 Or, was it? I was soon contacted by Naiara who had not 

realised that the pendant could not be opened; like her poem, she wanted to open it and touch 

“crevices, that place I have never been able to reach”.42 We discussed that I could ‘un-set’ the 

internal components from the exterior shell and remake the casing so that the pieces could be 

pulled apart and examined at leisure. I was starting my Jewellery Box Project and looking for 

appropriate collaborators and here seemed an opportunity too good to miss. We decided that not 

only would we re-work the pendant into a truly ‘perfect piece’ through an in-depth look at 

Naiara’s true wants/needs but also examine the entire contents of her collection. 

Naiara’s Mexican heritage was evident in her collection and flavoured its contents; in the 

majority, there were worry dolls, traditional Mexican silver, and family heirlooms. A few pieces 

that she had collected on her travels were so well worn that the silver bands had thinned 

substantially, while others had scratches and other marks of wear. She felt that many of these 

pieces were perfectly fine as they were and did not need to be changed. Naiara’s embrace the 

worn history of her items is reminiscent of Nellie Peoples’ work Untitled/Self Portrait (2016), 

which consists of minimalist rings that are intended to be worn regularly and for a long time to 

imbue them with the marks and scratches that designate a lifetime of wear and memories 

(Figure 18).  

 

                             

                                                        
41 Fletcher, “Attentiveness, Materials and Their Use,” in Craft of Use, 137–180. 
42 See Appendix A 
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Figure 18. Nellie Peoples, Untitled/Self-portrait, 2016. Sterling silver. 

This longevity correlates with Fletcher’s notion of a “patina of use”, demonstrating that rips, 

tears, dings, scratches, repair marks, and alteration lines can be the very elements that give life, 

history, and individuality to an object.43 Peoples’ earlier work focuses on materiality and 

inadvertently also links to one of Fletcher’s other designated crafts of use: material 

resourcefulness. In Re-form.ed, Peoples took collections of participants’ jewellery she melted 

down and remade them into her signature style of simple rings (Figure 19). Using what was 

already an available resource, participants then imbued their new pieces with their own “patina 

of use” through wear.44  

                 

Figure 19. Nellie Peoples, Reformed, 2013. Old alloys, silver alloys, copper. 

Naiara already felt an intimate connection to her collection, and she had very little trash 

jewellery, so perhaps she was not an ideal participant. Despite this, we were able to find many 

under-utilised pieces requiring simple fixes which allowed them to re-enter her cycle of use. I 

re-sized an overlarge ring, fixed broken chains, and replaced missing clasps. We converted some 

loose worry dolls into earrings so they could be worn instead of floating forlornly through her 

jewellery box. In a treasured collection like hers, it was repair that provided the most value.  

Perhaps if Naiara were living in Sydney, she would have come across the work of Bridget 

Kennedy, a contemporary Australian jeweller whose interest in environmentally conscious 

jewellery production has led her to help establish a Repair Café in Lane Cove.45 Connecting 

with Fletcher’s concept of “maintenance” as a craft of use, Kennedy assists the public to learn 

                                                        
43 Kate Fletcher, “Durability, Design and Enduring Use,” in Craft of Use: Post-Growth Fashion, 181–

222. 
44 Fletcher, “Durability, Design and Enduring Use,” 181–222. 
45 Bridget Kennedy, “Repair Café Sydney North,” Repar Café, https://repaircafesydneynorth.net/. 
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basic hand skills to repair and remake their jewellery collection.46 Repair Cafés were first 

developed in the Netherlands by Martine Postma in 2009 to encourage the public to engage with 

the idea of repair. The Repair Cafés are not intended to take work from commercial repair 

businesses; they state that “Organisers want to use Repair Cafés across the whole country to 

focus attention on the possibility of getting things repaired. Visitors are frequently advised to go 

to the few professionals still around.”47 

In Naiara’s case, her broken items had remained squirrelled away, partly because she was 

unable to repair them herself and partly because the financial cost of repair by a trade jeweller 

was more than the value of the silver pieces. While this raises questions about the value of my 

labour in repairing her items (I did not charge my collaborators for their involvement in the 

project, as I would with other clients), I feel that like the Repair Cafés, my work repairing items 

highlights this as a possibility to my collaborators. Hopefully, in the future, they will consider 

this as an option, rather than holding onto broken and unused items indefinitely. 

I have also struggled with connecting the practice of repair to an art practice, particularly as part 

of a Master of Visual Arts. I believe that Kennedy’s work facilitating a Repair Café is helpful in 

contextualising this idea because it challenges the definition of what contemporary jewellery can 

or should be. It demonstrates that the outcome of contemporary jewellery practice need not be 

an object but can instead be a form of social engagement. Craft author Susan Grant Lewin 

believes that “Jewellery is the source and—mostly, but not necessarily—the outcome” of some 

jewellers, demonstrating that a contemporary jewellery practice can move beyond the realm of 

object-making and into social engagement.48 This extension of Kennedy’s jewellery practice 

engages the public and is just as relevant as her recent work Ocean Jewels (2018), where she 

creates jewellery from found marine plastics (Figure 20). 

                                                        
46 Fletcher, “Capabilities and Agency,” Craft of Use: Post-Growth Fashion, 223–266. 
47 Repair Café, “About Repair Café”, Repair Café, https://repaircafe.org/en/about/. 
48 Liesbeth den Besten, On Jewellery (Stuttgart: H. N. Arnoldsche Art Publishers, 2012), 10.  



   
 

32 
 

                                              

Figure 20. Bridget Kennedy, Ocean Jewel – Bleached (Brooch), 2018. Recycled sterling silver, plastic 

marine debris (Raja Ampat, Indonesia), stainless steel. 

Beth 

Beth is an established arts worker and curator with whom I have worked several times—most 

recently when she curated crosseXions. She took part in 147grams, 3 carats where the piece I 

made for her was a web-like brooch with multiple small pins. Each pin represented a person 

close to her and could be worn in the web or elsewhere on her clothing to represent her 

emotional proximity to them at any given time (21).  
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Figure 21. Clare Poppi, 147 grams, 3 carats (Beth), 2016. Recycled sterling silver, 9 carat gold, 

Queensland zircon. 

 

We enjoyed collaborating during that time, and she was interested in making further work 

together, so I invited her to participate in the Jewellery Box Project. We examined her extensive 

jewellery collection and found that it housed a wide spectrum, from several valuable pieces of 

antique and contemporary jewellery to costume jewellery, beaded necklaces, and commercial 

silver pieces. 

One of the most enjoyable aspects of my collaboration with Beth was the freedom and license 

she gave me as an artist to create the work as I saw fit. Her background as a curator no doubt 

informed her enthusiasm to allow me authorship of the works. We would have informal 

meetings at my studio and discuss the direction of the work. She would share personal stories, 

recollections, and moments, and I would seek to capture those using the available materials. 

Sometimes, Beth would bring in additional items for me, such as a piece of rough garnet she had 

bought at a gem fair and her recently deceased partner’s spectacles. She told me the story she 

wanted her jewellery to tell, and I looked for ways to represent those stories. In this way, our 
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collaboration was similar to Barbara Heath’s negotiation with her clients as outlined in her 

manifesto: 

The brief is, then, the collection of notes, observations, cues and clues that are the marks 

from this encounter. Having the ‘license to interpret’ the brief the jeweller’s power is not 

diluted – her perception of the clients needs are enhanced and her role is to find the 

metaphor with which to mirror back the message. The end result, the jewel, is informed 

by two voices – it is a collaborative work – it is also uniquely the work of the jeweller, it 

is the next sentence in her monologue.49 

We looked for ways to make jewellery that Beth would treasure and have an ongoing 

relationship with. One highly sentimental project we worked on was a piece of mourning 

jewellery. We used the lenses of her partner Michael’s glasses to create a transparent vessel that 

held rosewood shavings from his woodworking practice (Figure 22). She had a container of 

these shavings which she would open and smell to remind her of him, but she worried the smell 

would eventually dissipate. We set the shavings and lenses in sterling silver to permanently 

capture the scent, although she could not open it to retrieve it. One side of the silver setting was 

buffed to a smooth high polish, and the other side was textured to a rough reticulated surface to 

represent the two aspects of her grief: acceptance and pain. 

 

                                                        
49 Barbara Heath, “BH 1991 Manifesto,” Barbara Heath 1991 Manifesto, 1991, 

https://viewersite.wordpress.com/about/barbara-heath-1991-manifesto/. 
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Figure 22. Clare Poppi, Mourning Necklace (Beth), 2018. Recycled sterling silver, salvaged sterling 

silver chain sections, spectacle lenses, rosewood shavings.  

 

Beth was also familiar with my Growing Jewellery Project, which I began during my Honours 

year in 2010 and she wanted one of the pieces I made for her to be a growing brooch. I took 

silver from a random assortment of unwanted earrings and rings and melted them down as the 

source material. I re-purposed the timber body of a mass-produced owl brooch and the stainless-

steel brooch finding from the same piece (Figure 23).  
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Figure 23. Clare Poppi, Growing Brooch (Beth), 2016. Recycled sterling silver, repurposed jewellery 

components, soil, plants. 

 

Making the work for Beth contributed to a separate area of my practice. The circular form that 

developed due to the shape of the timber owl began appearing in a series of work I created for 

other exhibition opportunities.These included Production Run, Artisan, Brisbane (2016); 

Collective Origins, Webb Gallery, Brisbane (2017); Contemporary Wearables Jewellery 

Biennial Award, Toowoomba Regional Art Gallery (2017); Mark Making, Craft ACT, Canberra 

(2018); and Inhabiting Space, Glasshouse, Port Macquarie (2018) (Figure 24–Figure 26).  
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Figure 24. Clare Poppi, Growing Jewellery, 2017. Sterling silver, soil, plant. 
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Figure 25. Clare Poppi, Growing Jewellery, 2017. Sterling silver, soil, plant. 
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Figure 26. Clare Poppi, Growing Jewellery, 2017. Sterling silver, soil, plant. 

Creating a piece of growing jewellery for Beth prompted a desire for me to continue exploring a 

different avenue of collaborative practice, one where the audience of the work became my 

collaborators through their use and interaction with the jewellery. As much as I enjoyed working 

on the Jewellery Box Project with Beth, Naiara, and Renay, the experience highlighted to me 

that while helping people repair, maintain, and re-work their collections of jewellery was an 

essential part of creating sustainable relationships, it could not form the entirety of my practice. 

I also needed to work independently of collaborators and have authorship over the creative 

process. I still wanted to experiment with collaboration, just not at the design phase but rather at 

the use phase of the jewellery. 
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Seed Jewels 

 

While continuing to work on my collaborative Jewellery Box Project, I also wanted to 

experiment with other methods of engaging an audience with sustainable jewellery practices. 

The Jewellery Box Project was yielding productive results, but I still wanted to explore a more 

conceptual side of my practice, one that felt less like the typical work of a trade jeweller—

repairs lack the creative engagement that drew me to making jewellery, and there are only so 

many repairs I can do before my interest wanes. I decided to explore the possibilities for 

creating positive throw-away jewellery that gives back and benefits the environment when 

disposed of. I also wanted to experiment with different materials and discover if I could make 

something transient and ephemeral, a move away from the durability of metal.  

 

An appropriate opportunity arose when I was selected for the exhibition Promise Object, curated 

by Kevin Murray as part of the 2017 Melbourne Contemporary Jewellery and Object Biennial, 

Radiant Pavilion. Exhibitors created items (wearable or small objects) that helped the audience 

to make a commitment or promise. I created a series of vessel pendants made from clay, hemp, 

paper, string, charcoal and other natural materials (Figure 27). Each necklace was filled with 

soil and native flower seeds that were local to the area in Melbourne where the necklaces were 

distributed. Recipients took a wearable piece home, with the promise that they would water, 

nurture and nourish the vessel until they were planted out in the wider world. The clay and 

natural materials break down when planted and watered, allowing the seedlings to take root and 

fend for themselves.  
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Figure 27. Clare Poppi, Seed Jewels, 2017. Clay, hemp, paper, string, charcoal, and natural materials. 

A relationship between the plant and the wearer is forged through daily care and attention. The 

need to carefully carry the necklace home to avoid spilling the seeds and soil means the wearer 

is very aware of wearing the jewellery. When the wearer takes on the responsibility of caring 

for the infant plant, a connection to the wider environment begins. Beyond the wearer 

themselves, the wearability of the piece allows for dialogue: when worn, the strange soil-filled 

vessels cultivate conversation. It is a visual public statement and a reminder of the need to care 

for our natural world, to nurture it and to tread lightly. 
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Other contemporary jewellers have also found ways to explore the idea of biodegradable 

jewellery. Rebecca Ward’s Bushcrafting series uses sticks found around her off-grid, solar-

powered studio within Stoney Edge Nature Refuge to create brooches, necklaces and other 

jewellery items (Figure 28). Her use of traditional jewellery-making techniques and materials is 

minimal in this work, as she utilises miniature mortise and tenon joins to connect the sticks and 

steel wire to create unobtrusive findings. Ward also engages the public in a direct way with her 

works, holding workshops at galleries and festivals, encouraging others to “consider the endless 

cycle of materials that we bend to our purposes as tools, consumables, symbols, adornments and 

lastly rubbish.” As I do in my own practice, Ward considers the disposal of what she makes 

and consciously engages with the likely final destination of her artworks. 

 

 

                                   

 

 

Figure 28. Rebecca Ward, Bushcraft Sketch Brooches, 2016. Sticks, sterling silver, fencing wire. 

 

Seed Bomb Necklaces 

 

Enjoying working with safely biodegradable natural materials, I wanted to further explore how I 

could involve the audience with using my jewellery in a meaningful way. When I was selected 

to participate in the group exhibition Use, curated by Lisa Bryan-Brown at Pop Gallery, 

Woolloongabba, 2018, I began to explore how the end-user can become an extension of the 
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artist, both in communicating the artist’s intention and by resolving an artwork through use. The 

first Seed Bomb Necklace consisted of a pendant necklace that is actually a two-part mould, with 

an internal cavity that can create an endless supply of seed bomb50 beads (Figure 29). The 

necklace comes with instructions explaining how to make the beads and the user can then create 

infinite seed bomb necklaces that can be used, thrown, traded or given away.  

 

 

Figure 29. Clare Poppi, Seed Bomb Necklace, 2017. Sterling silver, clay, compost, seeds, hemp cord. 

Here the user–maker relationship is still of key importance—the artist creates a tool with which 

the end-user can complete the artwork through use. The user becomes a device for the artist by 

disseminating the artwork to a wider audience through wear, use, and sharing. Jewellery, when 

displayed in a museum setting, is a static object to be viewed, considered, and appreciated. 

However, when removed from the gallery context, these items become engaged objects, 

intended to be worn and used. They become ‘alive’ and full of potential interaction.  

                                                        
50 Seeds bombs (sometimes called ‘green grenades’) are made from a mixture of clay, compost, seeds, 

and other natural materials that are mixed together, compressed into balls, and then dried. These can then 

be thrown into the environment, dispersing the seeds in a compact area. When weather and rain create 

the right conditions, the seeds germinate and create patches of plant growth. While the technique has 

historically been used as a way to spread seed in hard-to-reach areas, it has more recently become a 

playful type of guerrilla gardening.  
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The tool component of the Seed Bomb Necklace transfers the construction of the jewellery from 

the maker to the wearer, empowering the end-user by enabling the wearer to become the maker. 

The wearer is not reliant on the maker and is therefore free to create and re-create seed 

necklaces at their will. This parallels their autonomy in deciding when, where, and how the 

necklace is broken up and dispersed. It is the wearer who brings the static work to life; the 

necklace is intended to be used.  

 

In this work, I rely on the wearer to propagate my conceptual intent as much as they propagate 

the seeds the jewellery contains. This approach is not new to contemporary jewellery; 

practitioners such as Vicki Mason with her Broaching Change Project (2010) and Roseanne 

Bartley’s Seeding the Cloud (2010–ongoing) have exploited the wearer/participant as a device to 

promulgate their goals and ideas to a wider audience (Figure 30–Figure 31). Mason uses the 

transmission of her brooches between caretakers to disseminate her views on republicanism to a 

wider audience, but without their continuing adherence to the project’s goals and rules, the 

participatory nature of the work is defunct.51 Bartley activates public spaces such as bus-stops 

and park benches as temporary studios when asking her walking groups to turn found rubbish 

into colourful strands of threaded objects. She requires the public space and her participants’ 

involvement as devices to initiate conversation about society’s waste habits and plastic 

addiction.52 

 

                  
 

                                                        
51 Elisha Butler, Signs of Change, ex. cat. (Perth: FORM, 2010), 14–15. 
52 Roseanne Bartley, Interview by Craft Victoria, Culture Victoria, 13 May 2015, 

https://cv.vic.gov.au/blog/archive/craft-in-context-interview-with-roseanne-bartley/. 
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Figure 30. Vicki Mason, Broaching Change Project, 2010. Blog screenshot. 

 

 

 

                         
 

Figure 31. Roseanne Bartley, Seeding the Cloud: A Walking Work in Process, 2010–ongoing. 

Performance. 

As with Bartley and Mason, my intention for the Seed Bomb Necklace was much more about 

starting a dialogue with the public than an attempt to regenerate environments. Seed bombs are 

not the most effective of cultivation techniques, and they come with their own set of problems 

(think ‘weed bombs’ when inappropriate seed choices are made); however, they have the ability 

to start environmentally aware dialogues and to engage an audience through playful interaction. 

 

A second iteration of the Seed Bomb Necklace eventuated as part of the group exhibition Mark 

Making held at Craft ACT, Canberra, in 2018. Here, Andrew Lowrie, Nellie Peoples, Katie 

Stormonth, and myself, all members of Bench Studio, built on Tim Ingold’s views on mark 

making and each of us developed a series of work in response to them.53 When considering the 

marks we make as artists and jewellers, I explored both the literal marks that a sprouting and 

flowering seed bomb could leave on the environment and the intangible emotional mark left on 

wearers who use and disperse the jewellery. Rather than the local native seeds I used in Seed 

                                                        
53 Tim Ingold, Lines: A Brief History (London; New York: Routledge, 2007). 
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Jewels and the first iteration of the Seed Bomb Necklace, I looked instead to my suburban 

backyard for inspiration. I chose plants whose life-cycle was intimately connected to my daily 

life and regular use: chamomile, lemon myrtle, dahlias. I used electro-etching to decorate the 

925 silver components with hand-drawn images of these plants and coloured the clay with their 

finely ground petals and leaves. The necklaces were simpler than the two-part mould of the first 

Seed Bomb Necklace. Positive and negative spaces were used to allow easier removal of the 

seed bomb bead and clasps became piercing devices to make threading holes for the wider 

necklace cord. The result was far more colourful, whimsical and enticing than the first iteration 

of oxidized silver and natural brown clay (Figure 32–Figure 33).  
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Figure 32. Clare Poppi, Seed Bomb Necklace (Lemon Myrtle), 2018. Sterling silver, clay, calendula 

petals, seeds. 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 33. Clare Poppi, Seed Bomb Necklace (Calendula), 2018. Sterling silver, clay, chamomile petals, 

seeds. 
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Growing Jewellery 

 

A second series of work exhibited as part of the Mark Making exhibition was a return to my 

previous Growing Jewellery series developed during my Honours year. I wanted to revisit this 

series as the ideas I was exploring still hold currency and my research since had reengaged my 

interest in their potential. My skills and knowledge of plant varieties and growing conditions 

had also improved. I had started making some new growing work for Beth in the Jewellery Box 

Project, which led to a series of visually connected pieces using a circular form with contrasting 

reticulated and fused silver sheet and mirror finish. The fused silver sheet was a new way of 

experimenting with using my left-over metal scraps to create texture rather than simply pouring 

and rolling out ingots (Figure 34).  

 

For most of the Growing Jewellery Series I chose a bright burnished finish on the textured side 

and a highly polished finish on any smooth surfaces. This was to make it as easy as possible for 

the wearer to re-polish the surface with soapy water and a polishing cloth in between each 

planting. Sterling silver was my metal of choice as it is a material I can easily recycle myself by 

melting scraps and unwanted jewellery items in my own studio. It is also a precious metal and 

therefore more likely to be recycled at the end of its life due to its perceived financial value. I 

chose a fine but durable commercial sterling silver chain for the pendants. I originally used 

recycled sterling silver chain from metal supplier Hoover and Strong, however I found the chain 

to be unreliable and prone to breakage and so swapped to a non-recycled chain which I had used 

in the past with success. I chose a commercial chain rather than making a unique chain by hand 

as I wanted a chain that would be unobtrusive and allow the small plant and silver vessel to be 

the focus of the viewer. I also considered silk or cotton cord but found these materials to be 

problematic when exposed to regular watering of the plants. 
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Figure 34. Clare Poppi, Growing Brooch, 2017. Sterling silver, soil, plant. 

 

Demonstrating that I am not immune to the accumulation of unused jewellery, I re-purposed one 

of the growing necklaces from my Honours year, adjusting and re-working unsuccessful 

elements. I made matching oxidized earrings that highlighted the patterns in the fused silver 

sheet. These pieces were entered and accepted into Contemporary Wearables ’17, a biennial 

jewellery award (Figure 35–Figure 36). The jewellery grew wild and eventually withered and 

died over the course of the exhibition and visitors experienced different life-stages depending on 

the timing of their visit. 
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Figure 35. Clare Poppi, Growing Hoops, 2017. Oxidised sterling silver, 9 carat gold, soil, plant. 
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Figure 36. Clare Poppi, Growing Necklace, 2017. Oxidised sterling silver, 9 carat gold, soil, plant. 

 

All my growing works examine the role of the wearer and how they form relationships with the 

jewellery. The work requires daily interaction as the plants need to be watered and nurtured to 

be kept alive. The original aim of the Honours project was to make the growing plants a 

metaphor for the wider natural environment and to use the public wearing of the jewellery as a 

starting point for dialogue about the environmental implications of jewellery manufacture. 

When re-visiting the project, I wanted to explore how the regular care and nurture given to the 

plant could form a sustainable, ongoing relationship between the jewellery and wearer.  
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Interestingly, at the Mark Making opening, two separate audience members expressed a desire 

to take a piece home but were afraid of the commitment, the responsibility of keeping the 

jewellery alive. While it is possible they simply did not engage with the artwork, I think it 

suggests a level of anthropomorphising of the object, they did not want to form an attachment to 

the jewellery when they knew the plant it contained had a limited life-cycle. It also made me 

wonder “what level of responsibility do they feel towards the jewellery they already own?” If 

not willing to place a few drops of water onto the plant each day, would they be willing to spend 

10 minutes polishing a tarnished necklace or a day learning to re-thread a strand of pearls? I 

regret that I did not receive more in-depth feedback from these viewers, though even a short 

interaction exposed some of the problematic issues of engaging people with this type of work. 

 

Regardless of whether or not people choose to own and care for the Growing Jewellery, I feel 

that seeing the work displayed in a gallery setting is still attractive to the audience and creates 

thought, discussion, and dialogue. The minute scale of the plants and vessels (in comparison to a 

typical pot-plant) creates a sense of delight as viewers are drawn in to closely examine the work. 

Trudie Gardiner’s tiny crocheted vegetable brooches utilise scale in a similar way, drawing on 

the disbelief of the audience to engender surprise and enchantment at the detailed skill of 

working with such diminutive stitches (Figure 37).  

 

                                           

Figure 37. Trudie Gardiner, Turnip, 2017. Cotton, polyester stuffing, steel pin. 
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John Mack observes of miniatures that “the results at an ever reducing scale are increasingly 

satisfying”.54 This is evident in the joy created by the minute hanging gardens comprising the 

Growing Jewellery Series. The success of the Growing Jewellery Series lies within that sense of 

connection and pleasure, whether people view the work fleetingly in a gallery or continually 

hanging in a sunny window of their kitchen. 

 

 

  

                                                        
54 John Mack, The Art of Small Things (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2007), 19. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

The projects discussed in this exegesis have been a testing ground for my research, a platform to 

experiment with different techniques, ideas, and methods for establishing sustainable 

relationships between wearers and jewellery. 

 

I experimented with different levels and types of collaboration, from intimate collaborative 

scenarios such as the Jewellery Box Project, where I worked directly with the wearer to create 

outcomes, to projects such as the Seed Bomb Necklaces, where I focused more on the ‘usership’ 

of the wearer and how they would interact with the work once it left the maker’s hands. 

 

My research has become a platform for ongoing collaborative investigations that will inform my 

future practice. I have mapped a path for a collaborative practice that works one on one with the 

wearer to develop long-lasting and meaningful relationships to jewellery. My exhibition work 

allows me to experiment with conceptual approaches to building longevity and regular 

interaction between wearer and jewellery.  

 

Though still an important factor, my work has moved beyond focusing on how I, as the maker, 

can create sustainable jewellery through responsible sourcing decisions and studio techniques. 

While my work will always take this into consideration, I will also share this responsibility with 

the wearer and move towards a practice that considers the use of the jewellery as integral to its 

sustainability. 
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