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Contemplating Contemporary Jewelry
Her, Boyoon _ Craft/Design Critic

Contemporary jewelry drifts between 'ornament’ and 'expression.’ Historically, regardless of
their culture, people adopted jewelry to display social class and wealth. Even today, most
commercial jewelry faithfully plays its traditional role in society as 'ornament.” However,
contemporary jewelry artists have been striving to escape from the traditional concept of
jewelry as ornament by abandoning the general norms that jewelry follows. They challenge

various aspects of jewelry such as size, material, technique, and metaphor, so provocatively



that jewelry often becomes an independent sculpture. Jewelry now contains an artist's
intention and conveys a personal 'expression, so subjects or elements of expression become
the essence of their creation. This symbolizes the liberation of artists who overcome the

limit of 'adornment,” in this aspect expression also extends the potential of jewelry.

Nevertheless, to become an independent artwork by abolishing all the rules of traditional
jewelry might as well be to reject or give up being jewelry. Jewelry separated from its
ornamental role is no longer jewelry. Being an ornament is what distinguishes this genre
from others, and it is on this premise that jewelry acquires its value and meaning.
Considering this fundamental principle, the concept of 'ornament’ should not be sacrificed

and is worth discussing further.

Ornamental objects are incomplete by themselves. They are destined to depend on other
objects or space. It is the context, the relationship with their setting, where ornamental
objects complete their existence in a distinctive way from other independent objects. The
context for jewelry is within its relationship with the human body. Therefore the
abandonment of being an ornament severs the relationship with the body which jewelry

has depended on.

Indeed the whole artificial world relates to the human body. Various objects are used by
and arranged around us, but the way that jewelry relates to the body is unique. Within
the context of 'adornment,’ jewelry has an intimate relationship with the body while other
objects relate through the rather conceptual context of ‘function.” Being ornamental, jewelry
is free from specific function compared to other craft fields and can adopt a wider
possibility of expression. The fact that jewelry is an ornament is not an obstacle but a
door to possibilities, and this applies equally to the wearers as well. By adorning with
jewelry, wearers express themselves. Traditionally jewelry was used to mark sodal class or
status, but today a much wider spectrum of identities is projected through jewelry. The
characteristic of jewelry that it can not exist apart from the body is setting limits but also

offering broader potential for expression.

Jewelry Conception is a group of six Korean jewelry artists that began as Jewelry
Suggestion in 2001, with the shared goal of suggesting new possibilities within
contemporary jewelry. By changing the name to Jewelry Conception in 2007, the matter of
expression was emphasized even more strongly by these six jewelry artists. However, the
significance achieved through the last four exhibitions was not through creative expression
itself; it was through the innovative ways that they exposed the essential nature of jewelry
as ornament. The artists’ diverse jewelry collections that address both 'ornament’ and
'expression’ were not what we would expect of avant—garde jewelry, but were the outcome

of exploration of fundamental ‘jewelryness'.



This jewelryness' can be found in the works by the international artists invited for the
exhibition, "Crossing the Border." Though their jewelry plays with narrative and a variety
of symbols and metaphors, these pieces highlight the intrinsic conditions of being jewelry
on a superior level. These jewelry pieces, with an intense perfection of concept and
craftsmanship, proudly present themselves as ornamental objects. They procdaim that jewelry

not only has an aesthetic as an object but also involves a meaningful interrelationship with

the body.

To viewers who expected to see work that is pushing the boundaries of jewelry, Jewelry
Conception will feel confined or restrained. This exhibition may seem to hold a
conservative stance compared to the view of contemporary fine art that regards the concept
of avant—garde as the highest form. However, those who understand the essential nature of
jewelry not just as a medium for expression, but also within its context, will have a deep

appreciation for the journey which led to this international exchange exhibition.
The twelve artists participating in"Crossing the Border" embody 'jewelryness' in their work
intentionally and subconsciously. It is for this reason that the meaning of these jewelry

pieces will fully shine the moment they are worn.

translated by Yoon, Dukno / Metalsmith



