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Maki ng Sense

Thought | ong ago stopped assigning to art thesensible representation of
the divine. Hegel , Aesthetics

Years ago, when | first nmet the man who woul d | at er becone ny husband,

was conpelled to make hima gift. On our first neeting, |had been rendered
al nost paral yzed by the beauty of his feet, |ong and sinewyand sprouting
fromthe nost delicate ankles, and | inmagi ned those sandal ed feetin a near
bi blical context. Wthin a few weeks and wi thout hesitation, |began
fashioning a gol den shackle for ny lover's ankle, and he, in turn, denanded
it be made without a clasp, the final hinged |inks permanently
rivetedtogether as he lay prostrate on ny studio floor, foot propped up on
ny anvil asl hamrered it closed, quietly eager to feel the daily
constraint of this newencunbrance. After a brief period of wearing the

all -too-snug fitting gol dshackl e, he announced that it had broken while
runni ng, and deposited thedisjointed parts in ny studio for repair, where

they lay for nonths intoyears. It seemed that its nonent had passed,
along with the blush thathad pronpted its nmaking, and, one night, in a fit
of anger over this or that andwi thout renorse, | dunped it into a crucible

and reduced it to an anonynousfiery nass of nolten netal.

The history of man is a history that includes boththe creation and
destruction of potent objects and the cause and effect of such
activities.

I will forever |ove the way people | ove things, objects of all kinds, from
tel evisions to track shoes, autonpbiles toautoclaves, silver candl esticks
toseven hundred dollar sinks. W collect objects for many

reasons: sentinentality, beauty, functionality, pleasure, status, proof of

i ntell ectual prowess, investment potential. The objects we surround

oursel ves with beconei ndi cators of what we have achi eved and what we

val ue, collectively orindividually. They are the conponents of an

el aborate tabl eau, a self-perpetuatednythol ogy that signals who we are and
who we yearn to be. In the manner of thegreat Han Dynasty funerary

nodel s-- ceranic depictions of the domesticdwel lings of the deceased that
were buried with them-the objects beconme us. They are silent, yet wegive
them voice. W are essential participants in this dialog that we

havei nitiated, and which we generally refer to as interpretation. The
nature ofthis dialogue is often conplicated, as in the case of art

obj ects, because itcontains a sonetines contradictory pair : sensory
interpretation, which is bynature fragmented and phenonenol ogi cal
persisting as an end in itself but wholly contingent on the object,

andl anguage- r educi bl e content or neani ng, which may be appreciated
separate fronthe artwork, but which may render the object inpotent at the
nonent of itsdisclosure if not acconpanied by the first.

The val ue of non-linguistic, sensory interpretationas the currency between
an art object and its viewer has been all but |ost incontenporary

di scourse, and that |oss has been related to the denotion ofcertain art
forns that actively engage in its practice. Unfortunately, thesystematic
preservation and codification of artworks that has evol ved over thel ast



thousand years, culmnating in two hundred years of nuseum practice in
theWest and a policy of genteel stewardship and conscientious preservation
, hasleft little or no place for the possibility of artworks functioning
as agenui nely persuasive and i medi ate currency of social, spiritual and

i ntell ectual negotiation, except perhaps in the real mof performnce works
and participatoryinstallations, which are by nature short-lived and
experiential in nature, norealigned to performng arts than traditiona

vi sual arts. Qur contenporary cultural experiencehas been reduced to

i deol ogi cal symnbols, objects that act as stand-ins fordoctrine. As the
cultural institutions have flourished, charged with a m ssionto protect
and provi de neani ngful context for our venerated objects, contenporary

obj ects have increasingly and purposefully accommpdat ed t he needsof these
institutions. Not surprisingly, this has bred a sel f-sustainingconmunity
of theorists, critics, curators, patrons, and art practitioners. Their
conversati ons anongst thenselves dictate what kind of art wll

beval i dated, and how that art will be understood. As the distinguished
critic DaveH ckey put it so succinctly during a recent lecture here at the
UW artworksare validated because they service a clientele. Art-naking has
becorme a politicalactivity.

I amno |onger surprised when | visit a nmuseum of contenporary art and
notice that the mgjority of patrons are reading the texton the wall before
| ooking at the object. They assunme they will need toknow sonething to
informtheir experience, and in a mgjority of the cases theyare right. W
expect and demand that our interpretable objects be inmportant andthat
their profundity be judged by a process of distillation of neaning
thatreduces the object to the role of carrier of that which is already
avai |l abl e tous through | anguage. Wen artworks do support our current

noti ons of howt hey should behave, we, in turn, reward themwth a cool

whi te, tenperature-controll ed environment in which to be suspended
indefinitely. Sadly, theyoften beconme mere holl ow souvenirs-- remni nders of
a nenorabl e conversation butunable to unfold in theirdisjointed parts and
perpetually stuck in a kind of aesthetic and corporeallinbo. The are
neither alive or dead. They are preserved.

It is undeniable that it has become unpopul ar tospeak of interpretation as
aesthetic response-that is, the process by which anobject that is

ot herwi se silent becones supercharged and is able to act as anegoti ator
between the mind and the senses, and, by extension, the subline. Butthe
fundanmental necessity of the senses, both as a private and collective

t ool of perception, cannot be overestinmated. Wen one enters a hone on
Thanksgi vi ngday, and snells the overwhel ning sweet and familiar aroma of a
turkey beingroasted, it is a private experience that seens to exist for
our pleasure alone.Yet, indeed, others are capable of a sinmultaneous
experience, or their ownversion of it with its own individualized nenory,
and they are able to use thatconmmunal sensual experience as an unspoken
node of contact. Unfortunately, theinportance of the senses has been
greatly dimnished in nodern theol ogi cal ,aesthetic, scientific, and

epi stenol ogi cal inquiry. There is a deeply rootednoral suspicion of the
senses, at least partially attributable to their abilityto deliver

pl easure, and the association of pleasure to depravity. They areunderstood
primarily as trustworthy and irrefutable, but synptomatic-onlysignificant
as an effect of a cause that is nmore inportant. But what ifthat
"something nore inportant” is unknowabl e any other way, and thesenses
provide the only way in? What if the cause and effect inplicit in anobject



can only be known through the senses? Clive Dilnot nmakes a case for
econom cal ways of thinkingabout art objects:

But this nmeans that to nake and design something isto create sonething
whose end is not itself butis rather "in" the subject for whomthe object
is made (whether thatsubject is individualized, or is ourselves,
collectively, as a whole). Onthis argunment, then, the object is never

aut ononmous, never just "foritself".

M guel Tanen, in his brilliant essay "Friendsof |Interpretable Objects”,
makes a conpel ling argunent in which he tracesthe unfortunate effects of
the institutionalization of art back to the ultimtevictory of the Anti

-l conocl asts that ended both the destruction, andparadoxically, the
creation of powerful, potent religious icons. In hisfascinating account of
the di scourse that took place during the Early Christianyears and M ddl e
Ages, he outlines several of the argunents w th whichtheol ogi ans def ended
or disputed the inherent heresy of icon veneration, argunments that can be

t hought of as eventually cenenting the rel ationshi pbetween art objects and
doctrines about art. Paranount to thesedi scussions is the ever-nagging

i ssue of what to do with the senses, and how toreconcil e sensory cognition
wi th theol ogical (or, for our purposes, epistenological) truth.

In his discussion of these argunments, Tanmen investigatesa dial ectic between
econony (cause and effect co-existing on a sensorial level[4]) and
reduction ( the sensesallow ng for the perception of natural form and
hence for the acquistion of meaning and, dare | say, doctrinal certainty.
See Bonaventure.). In an attenptto provide the kind of argunent offered
for by those who exalted certain typesof religious i mages by reduction to
doctrine, he guotes an obscure passage fronrTheodor of Studion, fromthe
early ninth century, in which the thereconciliation can be seen as a kind
of tautol ogical brain teaser rem niscentof Aristotle s Categories of
Rel at ed Thi ngs:

The prototype and the image belong to the categoryof related things, |ike
the double and the half. For the prototype al waysinplies the i mage of
which it is the prototype, and the double always inpliesthe half in
relation to which it is called double. For there would not be aprototype
if there were no inmage; there would not even be any double, if sonehalf
were not understood. But since thesethings exist sinmultaneously, they are
under st ood and subsi st together. Therefore, since no tine intervenes

bet ween them one does not have a differentveneration fromthe other, but
bot h have one and the sane.

I find this passage, which was witten by a theol ogi an twel vehundred
years ago to defend the veneration of religious inmages,
particul arl ycurious because it suggests a synbiotic rel ationship between
the art object andits subject matter that disallows the possibilty of a
work of art transcendingits subject matter. | amrenmi nded, at once, of the
| mpressi oni st painters, andthe radicalismof the notion that the senses
provided a temporal truth, throughthe causality of |ight, that superceded
what was known by the mind. It’'s a notion that now seemsal nost quai nt and
naive in the context of what would come later in art, an
over-intellectualized post-nmobdernreturn to reductionismthat favored

i deol ogy over anbiguity, concept over “objectness”.

The apparent victory that led to the proliferation ofreligious inages
t hroughout the western world was, arguably, a victory ofideol ogy over
interpretation. Utimtely, what was deenmed dangerous aboutcertain kinds
of inmages was not inherent to the i nages thensel ves, but lay inthe effect


#_ftn4

those i mages had on the individuals who venerated t hem

Passi onat eveneration of the type that allowed the divine to enter the
viewer via aninmage, with the senses acting as conduit, the images were
granted a potency tonove the viewer in a powerful way that was to be
reserved for the contenplati onof the divine, in this case, Christ. So what
changed, and culnminated in thewitings of such great theol ogi ans as

Aqui nas and Bonaventure in the 12th Century, was the notion oficons as
didactic tools, stand-ins for the authentic religious experience, fully
reduci ble to doctrine. Their role would be primarilypropagandi stic, and
they continue to function quite well on that level all overthe world
today. But in many ways, the iconoclastic debates can be seen aspaving the
way for a distance between object and viewer that has continued
tocharacterize nmuch of the current art of the Western world in the sense
that artobjects have becone vehicles for the transni ssion of ideas. The

i dea has beconethe justification for the vehicle, which precludes the
possibility that thevehicle provides any service that is can not be
expressed as an idea.

| aminterested in the contenporary art jewelry andnetals field for

preci sely the reasons that have continued to define it as al esser art, and
because, in the context of the larger art world agenda, itrefuses to
behave. Contenporary art jewelry specifically, and skillful material-based
art objects in general, can provoke an efficient, authentic and
sensual | y-transmitted aestheticexperience that supersedes but doesn't

repl ace the object's reducibility tol anguage-based theory. Even within
the nore intellectualized clinmate ofcontenporary art jewelry and
nmet al work, the objects often inspire a venerationthat can only be
expl ai ned as an occasion with the sublime. The viewer is oftennoved to
conment "its so beautiful" over and over again, but intruth, words

di sappoi nt, because the experience is primarily sense-induced andi ntinate,
directly triggered by a mani pul ation of materials whose fl aw ess

mast eryprovides a direct link to the otherw se uncircunscribable through a
process ofvague simlitude and wel |l -defined causality. A shimering,

rhyt hm cpl ani shed surface on a piece of hand-w ought nmetal is like skin
but not skin itself - it is both fam liar and engagingl yotherworldly. Its
“obj ectness” is inseparable fromthe process which allowedfor it,
ie.skilled hammering, and it is never intended to have full autononyfrom
its maker, mmking, or viewer. In the best exanples, contenporary
artjewel ry manages to straddle two worlds: fulfilling its nore

cont enpor aryobl i gati ons as a didactic vehicle, yet providing the
opportunity for a"sensi ble econony” that is at once private and public.
These powerful hybrids nmay well represent sone of the nobst fascinating and
optimsticargunments for the future of art. It is, however, legitimate to
fear that, in anattenpt to be recognized by the greater art establishnment,
their singularcontribution may be anni hilated by their own apol ogetic

pr opagandi st s.

Implicit in the format of the jewelry object is anassociation with the
body that has al ways rendered it too nmessy and visceral tobe truly

reduci ble. The nost intellectually challenging works will still unfoldin
their disjointed parts and materiality as they are touched and
mani pul atedin the nost intimate manner. Often, contenporary art jewelry
obj ects areunconfortable to wear, or nearly unwearable, demanding a | eve
of submissionthat is painful to imagine. Even that, | confess, | find

i nvigorating. Jewel ryobjects that are a thousand years old and lie



silently in vitrines can stillprovoke a physical reaction. Rarely have |
seen a nodern day parishioner winceat the stylized unbl cody crucifix
hanging in their local reforned church in thesanme way that a four-pound
gol den nose ring fromthe 5th C BC m ght provoke such a response. | am
rem nded of the nowfanpbus "wedding ring chain" by the Swiss goldsnith Qto
Kunzli, inwhich he nethodically bought and coll ected, then |inked

toget her, discardedwedding rings fromthose willing to part with them

The resultant chai nhad a wei ght, both physical and synbolic, alnost

i mpossible to bear. Kunzlihinself confessed that viewers would often wash
their hands after touching it.

One of the unique characteristics of jewelry andbody adornnment is its
ability to function nercurially on a sensual |evel. Asobjects that are
both public and private, they are capable of continuousrenewal, and, once
associated with a wearer, their currency changes. Mnymakers of
contenporary jewel ry-including nmyself-refuse to acknow edge thisfact, and
it remains a clunsy issue to be reckoned with. It may be, indeed, oneof
the inherent problens of straddling the two worlds of sensua

i nterpretationand ideol ogical reducibility. How can an object be,

si mul taneously, both fullyautononous and fully interpretable? The answer
to this question may be rootedin a larger one in which jewelry
practitioners nmust decide if, indeed, theycare about the social obligation
of their chosen fornmat:

Adornnment creates a highly specific synthesis of thegreat convergent and
di vergent forces of the individual and society, nanely theel evation of the
ego through existing for others, and the el evation of existingfor others
through the enphasis and extension of the ego. This aesthetic formtself
stands above the contrasts between individual human strivings. They find,
in adornnent, not only the possibility of undisturbed

si mul t aneousexperience, but the possibility of a reciprocal organization
that, as anticipationand pl edge of their deeper netaphysical unity,
transcends the disharnony oftheir appearance. Georg Simmel, Adornnent,
1909

The definition and critique of the current |andscapeof art jewelry is that
it is fragnentary and diverse. There are reallyseveral quite divergent
fields that are being considered under this unbrella,and maki ng any
general i zed statenents about the whole would be even nore futilethan
trying to generalize about contenporary painting and scul pture. A
shortlist would include: those investigating the theater of body
adornment asan issue larger than the netalsnmithing tradition; jewelry
makers who seet hensel ves as nore aligned with industrial design; object
makers who slap a pinback on their otherwi se fully-realized small-scale
scul pture and call itjewelry but really don't necessarily deal with issues
of the body ; makers whoare fully entrenched in the historical and
political baggage of the field,including status, power, inperialism
gender, etc., and use jewelry objects asprops in a content-based event;
those investigating notions of beauty andornanent that choose the jewelry
format for its already convenient |ocationwithin the codified conversation
about craft objects; and, finally, thoseexploring the nature of solipsism
within a format that is inherently chargedwith a public/private dialectic.

This is why exhibitions of the present kind, whichattenpt to isolate
specific trends, are so inmportant to our conversation. However, there are a
few things we do know for sure, and all are apparent inthe works assenbl ed



at Wayne State. There is a continued interest inmateriality and masterly
craft-even when the objects are made of fiber, orrubber, or plastics-and
their materiality is essential to both their interpretabilityand their
content. The objects are nearly always poetic in a very specificsense of
the word. They construct non-verbal and non- reducible nmeaning fronsone
process of sensory stinulation. There is, also, a healthy suspicionof

buil ding content fromthe ashes of the historicized agenda, and by this
Imean that the field is thankfully beginning to question the dogma by
which itdefined itself for all too many years. Its raisond etre can no

| onger be its distinguished past, its noble materials and itsdifficult
processes. And, finally, and especially in this exhibition, there isa
phenomenol ogi cal aspect to much of the work that is so

refreshingl yanti-doctrinal as to be nothing short of poignant.

These objects are self-confidently anbi guous, andthey demand that we bring
nore than one tool of perception to the table. They are the artifacts of a
cul ture-in-process, and,as such, will not rel easetheir neaning quickly.
They enbrace the tension between the sensual and thetheoretical, and
provide inquiry into the rel evance of functionalismornanent and ador nnent
inafieldthat is clearly splintering. Wether ornot they are jewelry is
a debate that it may be too early to have

The works invite us to go on from here, sensing andthi nking

si mul t aneousl y.

This essay cane out of alecture given at the 2004 National Conference of
the Society of North AmericanGoldsmths, held in St Peterburg, Florida.
The writer also wishes to thank RodSl enmons for his hel pful and insightfu
editing, and David Norr, for a seriesof conversations that couldn’t

possi bly have transpired with anyone el se.



