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The golden standard of ‘Schmuckashau’ – Zimmerhof 01-06-2013 
Lecture by Liesbeth den Besten 
 
As you see I’ve changed the title of my lecture. When you have to find a title a 
long time before you start working on it, this is inevitable - unfortunately. 
My lecture has been shaped as an extended column; it’s more about forming 
an opinion, mine – and hopefully yours -, instead of just informing you. 
 
‘Schmuckashau’ – this is the word I encountered recently in a text by an 
Australian critic, reviewing Robert Baines’ last publication Fabulous Follies, 
Frauds and Fakes (2013) – here you see the cover of the book. In the review 
Schmuckashau stands for the highest in contemporary jewellery; it is treated 
as an utmost serious concept. According to the reviewer, and now I quote: 
‘the revered Schmuckashau has for five decades arbitrated taste in art 
jewelry’ (end of quote). The reviewer continues to tell that Australian Robert 
Baines is a celebrated Schmuckashau - attendee for many years, who even 
was awarded the prestigious Herbert Hoffman Prize this year.          
‘Schmuckashau’ the word the reviewer uses refers to the old name of the 
jewellery event in Munich, which was once addressed to as Schmuck Schau, 
which literally means: Jewellery Exhibition. Today it is simply called Schmuck. 
But in English the word schmuck, which is spelled the same way but without a 
capital S, has a rather questionable connotation; it is slang, used for penis, 
and for an obnoxious or contemptible person – so, a difficult word to use in 
English and very remote from jewellery.  
But Schmuckashau is a wonderful invention – it is contemporary jewellery 
language in its purest form, a mixture of German and Aussie-English, a 
phonetical monster that gains magical power because of a combination of 
incomprehensibility and the values it stands for.  
Schmuckashau, I love the word because it summarizes the many miles of 
distance and misunderstanding between the continents, between the 
presumed centre and the assumed periphery, between those who are initiated 
and those who are still longing for a rite the passage to Munich, the so called 
centre of the world of contemporary jewellery. 
Schmuckashau also points at a problematic tendency, especially when it is 
used as some kind of criterion for quality – as is the case in the Australian 
article I just referred to. If used in that sense it stands for the confusion of 
ideas that has led us to think that there is a kind of standard, some sort of 
idea about how contemporary jewellery is supposed to look like.  
I can summarize this standard easily:  
- in the first place it is abstract (or semi-abstract);  
- in the second place it is composed or assembled;  
- and in the third place it is wrapped, glued or bound together.  
Although the general feeling of a piece may be quite poor, there is a focus on 
the isolated aesthetic object, which is highlighted by the many blogs on the 
Internet such as this one.  
 
This year I saw a lot of Schmuckashau in Munich. Every year we can watch 
the numbers growing, there is more Schmuckashau now than there has ever 
been, it comes from every corner of the world, for the most part it is 
completely exchangeable which means that the work doesn’t give you any 
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clue as to where it originates from.  For the in crowd it is instantly 
recognisable as contemporary jewellery.  
A language has developed, a vocabulary based on recycling, copying and  
assembling. Today we all speak jewellery – a language that is established 
and confirmed at the yearly jewellery-Mekka in March, the big social jewellery 
community gathering, the network magnet, the exhibition machine. With more 
than 60 exhibitions this year - communicated through the same old lousy and 
unreadable program as it is done for ages - and with The Exhibition (Die 
Ausstellung) on top of it. Yes, we do speak jewellery indeed.  
  
But I am a little bit worried by this idiom, by people speaking jewellery that 
originates from Schmuckashau and I would like to impart my concerns with 
you. One of my main concerns is that contemporary jewellery has become a 
fait-a-complit, a matter of fact, a this-must-be-it-experience, and nobody is 
asking questions. Well, nobody accept one, Nanna Melland did ask questions 
this year. Her Swarm, consisting of hundreds of small airplanes in different 
sizes, was the first piece ever, in the decades long history of Schmuck, that 
was shown outside the showcase. People could actually buy a part of the 
installation during the show. This, my dear audience, is a brave deed of 
Nanna Melland, she had to work hard, even to fight a battle, to get permission 
to show her work outside the box and I very much appreciate her effort – but 
isn’t it crazy that a piece like hers, how much I love it, is observed as 
something outrageous within the context of Schmuckashau? As a matter of 
fact it tells more about the supposed ‘golden standard of Schmuckashau’ than 
about where contemporary jewellery has arrived today. 
 
With an event that programs The Exhibition / Die Ausstellung as the mother-
of-all-exhibitions, although there is probably some irony in the title, we should 
take care. The Exhibition is professor Otto Künzli’s overview of 45-odd years 
of working in the field of contemporary jewellery, compressed in about 80 
showcases.  
Otto Künzli is a main figure in the contemporary art world; as a smart as well 
as sensitive conceptual artist, AND as a teacher, his contribution to the field is 
invaluable. Künzli has been one of my jewellery heroes from the moment I 
became interested in jewellery – this was in the 1980s - and I have seen 
various exhibitions of his work, in galleries and museums, since then. The 
reason for my enthusiasm about his work is his way of looking at jewellery, 
perceiving it from completely different angles, exploring its limits and 
investigating its ethics, making unwearable jewellery and invisible jewellery 
such as the gold bullet for the armpit. Through his work he was able to stretch 
my ideas – and not only mine of course - about jewellery and the body, for 
instance through his jewellery that literally connected two people. His work 
was rich, complicated sometimes, by times humorous, often I was completely 
stricken with it, washed over by it. This for instance is my piece of paper that 
Otto sent me when I contacted him because I wanted to buy some of his 
Wallpaper brooches – they were among the first pieces of contemporary 
jewellery I acquired. After receiving the paper I could actually choose the 
shape of the brooch and the decorated wallpaper at home. It was as if I was 
ordering a new fabric for my sofa – I remember how excited I was. This Künzli 
project connected jewellery with commerce and trade, while the decorated 
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wallpaper was an incredible banal and daring attack on the good modernist 
taste in contemporary jewellery in those days.  
 
The Exhibition however, no matter the expectation and the promise of the title, 
appeared to be rather disappointing to me. I will try to explain why, because it 
has to do with my ideas about this so-called ‘standard’ in contemporary 
jewellery.  
The exhibition set-up was a typical Otto Künzli design, with a mass of 
showcases seemingly scattered through the room at random. People who 
visited the exhibition Des Wahnsinns fette Beute, about the Klasse Künzli, 
know what I mean. Also the numbering of the showcases followed no rational 
path, and we could watch again visitors nervously looking through the 
exhibition’s handout, turning it over again and again to find the number they 
were looking for – I had seen these scenes before (in Des Wahnsinns fette 
Beute, and in the new set-up of the Danner Rotunde in the Neue Sammlung), 
and it remains funny. This is Otto Kunzli’s vernacular, his very own exhibition 
idiom that follows its own rules, logic and humour.  
The scary New American Flag on one wall was good to see in reality finally – 
it is an impressive piece of cloth, merging three popular American symbols 
into one very powerful and aggressive image that determines the atmosphere 
in the room to a certain extend. For the average non-initiated visitor, this flag 
may be very confusing and controversial – what does it have to do with the 
exhibition, which is for the rest only about beautiful aesthetical objects in 
showcases: cuttingly sharp, shiny red, highly polished, and symbol like. But 
where is the connection with the flag, why was that flag hanging there, where 
is the story?  
The objects in the showcases – and I have to say that I am sorry that I didn’t 
take images of the showcases in the exhibition - must appear as puzzling as 
UFO’s in space to those visitors who are not acquainted with the work of Otto 
Künzli, not to mention with contemporary jewellery in general. The lack of 
documentation and information made this exhibition a true insider-event. What 
does the uninitiated visitor make of a box filled with a tiny brooch with two pins 
or of the golden bullet in a box - without having ever seen the photographs, I 
just showed you before? 
Insiders could rejoice to see in reality all those pieces they only know through 
images, and for some people this was like some sort of spiritual encounter. 
Hear what the New Zealanders wrote about it in their Overview magazine. 
Here starts a quote: “All those Ottos we know and love in one room; the red 
Dot, One Metre of Love, Oh Say, the postcards, the Ring for Two Persons, 
Gold Makes Blind, the Mirror Glasses, the Mickey Mouse heads, the 
importance of being there.” End of quote. Hmmm….’the importance of being 
there’ – maybe this sums up the meaning of The Exhibition the best way. By 
the way, New Zealanders, kiwi’s, are wonderful people, they have a great 
sense of humour, a lovely life style, and they are struggling with their isolated 
position somewhere halfway between Australia and Antarctica. I’ve been 
there twice by invitation and I was amazed by the eagerness of New Zealand 
jewellery people to know more and to become part of this global jewellery 
world. During the last big jewellery event in 2012, called JEMposium, some 
jewellery artists introduced the Jewellers Guild of Greater Sandringham – a 
name with a wink – to a bigger audience. Sandringham is a rather 
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undeveloped multi-ethnic suburb of Auckland, not very well connected to the 
city centre by a rather poor public transportation system. So the name Guild of 
Greater Sandringham underlines isolation within isolation. This group of 
enthusiastic jewellers, started a Facebook group and produces a wonderful 
and very informing internet magazine every few months. Started as a need to 
connect and to keep each other updated in New Zealand it has become my 
lifeline with New Zealand all the same. My reasons for referring to them and 
introducing them here is that I appreciate the New Zealand view on 
contemporary jewellery a lot, exactly because it provides us with a peripheral 
view, the view from outside, and the view that is missed so much at 
Schmuckashau. 
 
Because there was no further documentation in the Otto Künzli exhibition, the 
objects were pulled back in their objecthood. Seen mostly from above, it was 
as if looking at the images in a book or on the Internet. They had lost all life, 
they became mere objects: cuttingly sharp, shiny red, highly polished, symbol 
like, but completely flat and even distracted from people, or the body. The 
famous chain, composed of 48 re-used wedding rings, missed this contextual 
information deeply; if you know the story of the necklace and the stories of the 
individual rings the piece becomes much more alive. What went wrong here is 
that all attention of the curators of the exhibition was focused on the objects. 
But Otto Künzli’s work is not a sum of objects at all. It is rather a continuation 
of projects, processes and concepts. The wedding ring chain was the 
outcome of a project and a process Kunzli went through: first there was the 
idea, then there was an advertisement ‘I collect wedding rings’ in a local 
newspaper, repeated 10 times in 1985, and then came the reactions. Künzli 
not only collected 48 used wedding rings but also the stories of the owners. 
By leaving them intact, not melting them down (such as normally happens 
after a marriage has ended) but only cutting them through in order to be able 
to connect them – Künzli connected the personal histories of many 
individuals. In the exhibition this chain, the outcome of a project, stripped of its 
stories and background, was reduced to merely an object. Only the very well 
informed viewer knows to appreciate this object.  
Unfortunately this is what the exhibition is like: a collection of objects that are 
ripped of their context, bypassing the projects, the processes and the artistic 
photographic research – while this is exactly what makes Otto Kunzli’s artistic 
career so singular and so important.  
Otto Künzli is famous for manipulating spaces, for changing space through a 
little intervention, and he is also famous for his photographic series – but there 
was no evidence of this, apart from a small series of photos from the Gallery 
of Beauty series. I cannot help to think that this focus on the aesthetical object 
is a very deliberate choice. But I have been racking my brains about why the 
exhibition was curated like this. The only reason I could find is this: The 
exhibition wanted to stress the perfection of Otto Künzli’s work, or as the 
introduction text to the exhibition reads, and now I quote: “Objects with a 
clear, minimalist appearance, captivatingly crafted to perfection, and highly 
visible – jewelry that adorns and at the same time possesses an autonomous 
aesthetic status of its own.” The presumption is thus: we don’t need to add 
more information as the work, this perfect work, speaks for itself. It is very 
interesting to find that even the museum’s communication department thinks 
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the work needs more, because part of the press images of the Otto Künzli 
exhibition show the work in situ - on the body where it is supposed to sit. 
But maybe it is true, maybe the work does speak for itself indeed, maybe it 
speaks jewellery but the language of jewellery is highly self-referential and 
outside the small circle of speakers nobody understands. 
 
In 1998 Portuguese Manuel Vilhena published a small booklet called DYSJ, or 
Do You Speak Jewellery? I consulted it when preparing this lecture – after all 
it is about language, like our symposium is, and an artist who is living in the 
periphery, in Portugal, put it together. I told you already that I am very 
interested in voices from outside the centre. Manuel Vilhena is a well-known 
Portuguese jewellery artist, born in 1967 in Lisbon. He started making 
jewellery when very young, having a traditional training as a pupil with master 
goldsmiths in Brazil and Italy. He completed his training as a goldsmith in 
1989, and then became a student of Peter Skubic in Cologne. In 1998 he 
completed a Masters degree under Professor David Watkins at the Royal 
College of Art in London. His curiosity into the phenomenon of contemporary 
jewellery led him to write the little alphabetical book Do You Speak Jewellery? 
Of course this little booklet is just an exercise by a jeweller, in trying to 
formulate ideas about jewellery; it is nothing more and nothing less. It is witty 
and smart, and by times contradictory. But it is a good read.  
He calls his publication ‘a manual for jewellery aficionados’. In his introduction 
he writes, here starts a quotation: ‘Neologisms and other literary artifices 
including grammatical mistakes, paradoxes and contradictions are intentional 
and necessary for the correct understanding of the work itself.’ Vilhena argues 
that there is a difference between big jay Jewellery and little jay jewellery. In 
his view it is the difference between jewellery pieces (little jay jewellery) and, 
this is a quote again: ‘the manifestation that occurs when pieces of jewellery 
are worn by human beings. (…) It does not live inside museum walls. It is an 
event that takes place for a particular period of time and in specific 
conditions.’ End of quotation. What Vilhena calls ‘big jay Jewellery’ is jewellery 
in motion, jewellery in interaction with people. Even pieces that are taken in 
the hand like you see here, or pieces that are photographed on a person have 
this ‘big Jay’ power. As a matter of fact this ‘big jay factor’ is exactly what 
makes jewellery jewellery, what distinguishes jewellery from art, namely its 
natural complicity with human beings.  
But there is more in Manuel Vilhena’s publication that is rewording to read. 
For instance when he writes that there is a difference between art and 
jewellery. In his view jewellery pieces shown in museums are art pieces, not 
jewellery – and he writes: “jewellery pieces that sit in museum vitrines loose 
their jewelleryness”. Maybe, I think, maybe that has happened in The 
Exhibition, The Otto Künzli one. The Exhibition showed me how objecthood 
excludes jewelleryness.  
 
Objecthood excluding jewelleryness - this is what happened everywhere in 
Smuckashau. Schmuckashau is a monoculture of beautiful - although not 
always – wearable – well, mostly - objects that are completely frigidly 
exhibited in well designed displays. It has developed into a correct language, 
highbrow, not for dyslectics, stutterers, and persons with a different language 
and background, not for the foreigners. I wonder if this could please change 
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in the future? I would like to make a plea for less coherence, for more 
distortion, for more confusion and more discussion, for less finished objects 
exhibited in wonderful places and for more open ended works, for less gallery-
imitating presentations and more happenings and events in the streets, 
subway stations, the fair, and shopping malls, and for more collaborations.  
Like the Borax group from Barcelona for instance tries to do. And while 
Schmuck was being held in Munich, on the other end of the globe Lisa Walker 
was busy preparing a ‘multimodalplosion’ in collaboration with the Chicks on 
Speed – a collaboration, by the way, that once started years ago in Munich 
where they all studied at the Akademie der Bildenden Künste. If contemporary 
jewellery wants to be taken serious, you have to stretch your ideas about 
jewellery, you have to explore the borders of your field also literally, you have 
to cross them, think broader and jump in the deep in order to be able to reflect 
on what’s happening in the centre.  
At Schmuckashau we have created our own bubble  where everyone knows 
each other and everyone likes each other but nobody else knows us. The city 
of Munich is completely blank about what’s going on - other people have no 
idea that about 2000 to 3000 people from all around the world get to getter in 
their own Munich comfort zone each year again in March.  
 
In the current New Zealand Overview magazine – and as I told you already it 
is a highly readable Internet magazine - I found an interesting and critical 
comment on this year’s Schmuck by Peter Deckers. By the way Peter 
Deckers, from Dutch decent, is living in New Zealand for more than 30 years, 
teaching jewellery, curating exhibitions, and organising other events. Lately he 
organised a mentoring project with young mentees from isolated New Zealand 
and tutors from all over the world. They were connected through Internet, 
skype and a blog. The project called Handshake, 12 contemporary jewellers 
connect with their heroes was presented at the fair, during Schmuck. 
Established artists such as Fabrizio Tridenti, Lucy Sarneel, Hanna Hedman, 
Estela Saez Villanova, Lisa Walker, Octavia Cook, Suska Mackert, Karl 
Fritsch, Andrea Wagner, Iris Eichenberg and Warwick Freeman contributed to 
this worldwide mentoring project. Well this Peter Deckers writes about the 
shows in the city: “The ones we saw did not overly excite. The shows were 
safe repeats from European makers or showed work with predictable and 
obvious influences of typical school styles. Is the Eurozone recession also 
creeping into the artist’s creativity?’ 
I find this an interesting and serious critique from a person who travelled more 
than 30 hours by plane, all the way from Wellington to Munich, to see what is 
happening in the world Olympics of contemporary jewellery. As a real 
Dutchman he is honest and expresses his deception straightforward.  
As a matter of fact the Handshake project, brainchild of Peter Deckers, was 
one of the very few innovative projects that participated in Munich. Innovative 
because of the collaboration between mentees and mentors, and also 
innovative because the final show involved some work that seemed not 
completely finished and ripened yet, and open ended work such as the open 
call by Sarah Read. Sarah Reads ‘Home from Home’ project invited visitors to 
step out of their usual routine and invite an artist – Sarah Read – into their 
home for a 3-day residency’. Earlier, in 2012 Sarah Read had an artist-in-
residency at The See Here, a window gallery in Wellington under the title 
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‘Look, no hands: a creative retreat’. She wanted to work there simply as an 
artist but without knowing where it goes. First she had to deal with the fact 
that she had to work under the public gaze. Then she had to occupy the 
windowspace, and finally she spent her time (I month) reading, thinking, 
working at her workbench, interacting with passers-by and receiving visitors. 
In response to the February 2011 devastating earthquake in Christchurch, she 
sewed simple and colourful ribbons with the text ‘this too shall pass’, a 
proverb that expresses the idea that all conditions, positive or negative, are 
temporary. They were made in collaboration with other women and sold for 10 
NZ$, as a support to The National, one of new Zealand vanguard jewellery 
galleries, which happened to be in the red-zone of Christchurch, the area that 
was most affected by the earthquake and had to be cleaned out during a few 
hours after the catastrophe. All of Read’s work has to do with jewellery or 
adornment but she prefers to collaborate with others in stead of the isolation 
of her studio. 
Jhana Millers who is interested in the value of money continued her project 
‘This Brooch cost me my creditcard’. Inviting people to donate their credit card 
in return for a brooch. It is interesting to see that refreshing ideas, ideas that 
make us think differently about issues such as value, studio, and uniqueness, 
now seem to come from far away, from the periphery and that the centre is 
stuck in the formal standards of Schmuckashau.  
 
One Schmuckashau phenomenon is left, that still needs to be dealt with here, 
is the ability to temporary present jewellery with very few materials and 
sometimes very little costs in places that are not really made for jewellery – 
jewellery out of the showcase. This year it was for instance a bowling alley, a 
church (the Swedish), an Orangerie, a restaurant and a foundry. Some 
exhibition sceneries were so well done and so beautiful that they were better 
than the work shown or better than the exhibition’s concept. The Lunatic 
Swing, Flora eats Fauna - some group exhibitions looked fabulous, I tell you 
this without any restraint. In Munich I encountered beautiful titles and beautiful 
sceneries - yet the reasons for bringing the work of different artists together in 
one exhibition were often completely unclear. Was it because they are good 
friends, was it because it is fun to see each other and to work together for a 
couple days, was it because they want to help each other, was it because 
they know this space and want to be present in Munich? Often I wondered: 
was there any reason to make this exhibition? I saw too many examples of 
bad curating, where good pieces of jewellery became props in a wonderful 
setting. And than even the best pieces of jewellery loose their control.  
 
Jewellery as props, objecthood without jewelleryness, isolation and exclusion 
– these are the tendencies in contemporary jewellery I see today. Although it 
is really nice in the bubble – I also like to stay there every now and than – I 
wonder how long it will last. Aren’t bubbles supposed to burst at a certain 
point? For how long have we been busy to explain what contemporary 
jewellery, or art jewellery, or jewellery art, or author jewellery is about, for how 
long do we have to go on? For this reason it is wonderful of course to be in 
the bubble, to speak jewellery to your companions, and to make presentations 
for the aficionados. And yes, I did see beautiful new work in Munich this year, 
such as this Maori inspired woven pendant by Gillian Deery from New 
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Zealand  - I just to show you some examples now (Alexander Blank), (Lousje 
Skala), (Mia Maljojoki) – but still my plea is to open up, to loosen up, to dare 
and step out of the comfort zone. I am the last person to claim that 
contemporary jewellery is of no importance, that it is over, or reaching its final 
state. On the contrary I do think it is a wonderful field where great seeds are 
sown and rich harvests are gathered. But I also think that we need a more 
critical attitude towards everything that is accepted and has become a 
standard. It’s time for a change.  
 
Therefore I would like to finish this talk with my manifest for contemporary 
jewellery: 
A forget about sceneries and props,  
B forget about objecthood and focus on jewelleryness,   
C forget the aficionados and target on the uninitiated, 
D focus on the reasoning, on the ‘why and how’ of jewellery, on the ‘what 
if’ of  jewellery, on the ‘where’ of jewellery, on people and jewellery, on 
jewellery  and place,  
E focus on questioning instead of answers,  
F focus on experiment instead of nice results,  
G focus on process and projects, 
H focus on inclusion of other media and strategies,  
I focus on sharing and collaborating,  
J  don’t be afraid to forget about unique one-offs for the gallery every now 
and  then, 
K take care of finding your own vernacular, use slang when necessary, 
L forget about Schmuckashau. 
 
 
Baie dankie, gracias! 
 
 
 
 
Blogs: Ohmyblue (Venice), Beautiful People live Art (Lausanne), Mar de color 
Rosa,   
 
 


