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Susueri: a necklace. The word is from an extinct 
language of Mer (Murray Island) in the Torres Strait 
islands. 

In this exhibition, Emily Beckley focuses on the 
tradition and innovation of susueri of her Meriam Mir 
culture, and of similar practice from her Kala Lagaw 
Ya culture. She belongs to the Meriam Mir and Kala 
Lagaw Ya language groups. 

An artist based on Horn Island in the Torres Strait 
islands, Beckley’s background is in painting. Her work 
is held in the collection of the National Gallery of 
Australia. Her art is often concerned with reviving and 
maintaining cultural practice from her Meriam Mer 
ancestry. She has drawn on her experiences, stories, 
and history of her culture from her parents from the 
Meriam – Samsep of Mer and Panai of Mabuiag – to 
create works in metal as a way to connect the past to 
the future. 

These works were created in two workshops held by 
the Indigenous Jewellery Project (IJP) in 2018 (one 
at Gab Titui Cultural Centre, Thursday Island, and 
the other at ANU School of Art Jewellery & Object 
Studio, Canberra). Subsequently, Beckley worked with 
goldsmith, jeweller and lapidary Phillip Lynch-Harlow 
in the Torres Strait and in her Horn Island studio. 

The IJP is a nationwide Indigenous Australian 
contemporary jewellery project that works with 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander jeweller artists 
and art centres across Australia. It was created 
to provide a platform for traditional Indigenous 
jewellers to maintain, develop and upskill their 
practice, and to improve the public perception about 
the significance of Aboriginal & Torres Strait Islander 
jewellery. As part of the IJP, Beckley has held three 
solo exhibitions: the first at Craft ACT, in November 
2018; the second at our gallery Everywhen Artspace, 
at Flinders, Victoria, in April 2019; and the third, this 
one at artisan. She has also participated in several 
group exhibitions, including the major survey show of 
Indigenous jewellery held at Aboriginal Bush Traders 
in Darwin, Bush Bling; Indigenous Design Now, 
Parliament House, Canberra, 2019; and, the Western 
Australian launch of The Indigenous Jewellery Project 
held at Council House, Perth, with Artitja Fine Art 
and the City of Perth Collection. Her debut at Radiant 
Pavilion 2019, the largest event of Contemporary 
Jewellery & Objects in the southern hemisphere, 
was held in the IJP survey exhibition in Melbourne in 
September 2019. 

The workshops

The day before Beckley and I worked together for 
the first time at the 2018 IJP workshop, her first 
grandchild was born. This event marked Beckley’s 

retirement as a mother raising her children, allowing 
her to finally begin her career as a professional artist 
with specific time to create art, undertake workshops 
and residencies, and to produce works for exhibitions. 

Beckley has undertaken two IJP workshops. The first, 
at the Gab Titui Cultural Centre on Thursday Island 
in April 2018, was run by contemporary jeweller 
and UNSW lecturer Melinda Young and me. It was 
the first contemporary jewellery lost-wax technique 
workshop held in the Torres Strait. The second was 
held at the ANU School of Art & Design Jewellery & 
Object Workshop (formerly Gold & Silversmithing) in 
November 2018, led by Melinda Young and me, with 
Beckley as the first Indigenous artist in residence 
at this prestigious metal school. This residency was 
also most likely the first of any Indigenous jeweller 
at any academic metal studio in Australia. Working 
in the professional jewellery and object studio at 
ANU enabled Beckley to learn new silversmithing 
techniques and produce more complex pieces than 
she had been able to previously. 

During the workshops, Beckley made pieces in metals 
and natural materials – a beautiful ring signifying 
her relationship with her newborn grandchild, small 
metal vessel objects, and then her susueri series of 
necklaces. Her Ailan Comb pendants reference the 
traditional combs made on the Islands (examples of 
which are also found in the Haddon Collection). She 
also made a series of Kuridh Hair (‘burnt’ or ‘black’ 
hair, a racist word reclaimed by Beckley) works, 
necklaces using the traditional Kulap seed bead and 
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other seed beads, woven silk in a Macassan fishnet 
design to honour her Macassan grandfather and then 
incorporating metal wire. 

Her first riveted, layered metal pieces were made at 
both workshops: a striking mixed-metal piece in brass 
and copper, and a homage to her grandfather Frank 
Mills, a traditional pearl shell carver, in silver and 
copper that incorporated her own modern take on his 
traditional design.

Beckley’s Susueri exhibition can thus be categorised 
into subjects: sabagorar (bridal pendants); kulap and 
other seed beads; pearl shell carving influences; ailan 
comb and other Islander hair/identity references; 
and for this exhibition, her Dugong totem has been 
introduced.

Sabagorar

Beckley made her first bridal pendants in lost wax 
to be cast in metals at the end of our first workshop. 
When Melinda and I arrived at the airport on Horn 
island to fly out, Beckley met us with a box of wax 
masters: with a large, strong piece, done in soft wax, 
the first of these bridal pendants. She had recreated 
it from drawings in Lindsay Wilson’s book Thathilgaw 
Emeret Lu: A Handbook of traditional Torres Strait 
Islands Material Culture, Department of Education, 
Queensland, 1988.  As soon as I saw her piece and the 
book, I knew it was something special – and powerful. 
When cast in metal, it gained even more power. The 
sabagorar pendants, originally carved as bride’s 

pendants from a turtle shell, formed part of the 
many items Alfred C Haddon collected in 1898 during 
The Recordings of the Cambridge Anthropological 
Expedition to Torres Straits. Held variously in 
the British Museum and Australian Museum, the 
largest collection of these pendants is in the Haddon 
Collection in Cambridge, UK. It has been about 
120 years since these pendants were taken from 
Mer (Murray Island), and decades since they have 
been part of ongoing cultural practice. This is due 
to the ongoing impact of colonisation on traditional 
jewellery making practices, and also because of the 
endangered status of the tortoise, from whose shell 
it was traditionally made. The designs reference 
fishhooks, reminding us of the central relationship to 
the Sea Country of the people of Mer. Beckley says 
the recreation of this pendant in the contemporary 
era links the past to the present, which is vitally 
important. It revitalises an art practice in metal 
jewellery, which brings life to the beauty of a hidden 
treasure of Torres Strait art. 

The significance of the Haddon Collection cannot 
be underestimated as a colonial repository for 
contemporary artists from the Straits to work with. 
Subsequent anthropologists and ethnographers 
created collections of Torres Strait Islander objects 
as a direct result of Haddon’s inspiration. One 
such ethnographer was Charles Hedley, who went 
to Murray Island in 1907 to collect items for the 
Australian Museum. A sabagorar he collected is now 
held in the Pitt Rivers Museum, University of Oxford, 
UK. Of it, Hedley said: 

…sabagorar fishhook ornaments could be worn on 
the front or the back, but only by married women. 
The hook was usually incised with geometric designs 
infilled with white and red ochre, and several may 
have been worn together. The triangular piece of 
white shell was often worn as a sign of engagement 
and later incorporated into the fishhook pendant upon 
marriage. 

On the Torres Strait, it was women who initiated 
courtship. A woman would express her interest in 
a young man by sending him a small gift – usually 
through his sister – and might wear a love charm 
hidden in her clothing in his presence so as to 
infatuate him. Should the boy be interested, the girl’s 
parents would eventually involve themselves in 
negotiations with the boy’s family about the exchange 
of goods. Presents and food were offered but the 
man’s family often provided more valuable gifts such 
as a canoe or shell ornaments. Upon the settlement 
of the exchange and a community celebration, the 
bride was simply brought to the camp of her new 
husband, where she would build a fire and begin the 
responsibilities of wifehood. I
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In November 2018, Beckley held her first solo 
exhibition of contemporary jewellery, at Craft ACT: 
Craft & Design Centre, Canberra. Strong interest in 
her work on the Haddon sabagorar led to her being 
interviewed by the ABC TV News who ran a feature 
on her work, wherein Beckley said that while the 
Torres Strait Islander art movement was famed for 
its warrior subject matter, her work was primarily 
concerned with showing a ‘softer, more romantic’ side 
of her culture. 

During her Canberra residency, Beckley and I visited 
the Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Studies to further research the Haddon 
Collection and Torres Strait Islander body adornment. 
The visit itself was revealing of the culture and people 
of the Straits. Before we even entered the large, 
modern building next to the National Museum of 
Australia, Emily spotted several of her cousins, who 
were there for a large curatorial meeting about the 
Cook Exploration exhibition. One of these cousins was 
Vic McGrath, who could in many ways be called the 
Godfather of the contemporary Torres Strait Islander 
art movement. That Beckley is continuing the work of 
McGrath and other artists and cultural leaders, but in 
the area of contemporary jewellery, is significant. 

In addition to this, through several interviews with 
Beckley while I was writing this essay, she tells 
me she asked her uncle about the word susueri. It 
comes from an old language – no longer used, most 
likely extinct. By working with us, not only is Beckley 
reviving an extinct artform, she is reviving a jewellery 
lexicon from a dead language. 

The natural world

For this exhibition, Beckley has also created a series 
of kulap seed bead susueri. A traditional Torres Strait 
Islander native seed, the kulap seed is used to make 
shakers for traditional dance. Beckley’s series of kulap 
seed susueri are woven with silk and other textiles, 
silver and brass wire. These necklaces reference 
Beckley’s practice as a traditional dancer and her 
culture; their handwoven fish net represents her 
people’s sea-based culture. Haddon Collection curator 
Anita Herle has noted that ‘the most inventive and 
visually striking objects tend to be associated with 
dance, as new events and items are incorporated into 
dramatic performative stories.’ II 

When combined with mixed media, the kulap seed 
beads can change. Beckley’s woven netted kulap seed 
pendants are a cultural practice from her Macassan 
grandfather. The netting, woven in silk, is Macassan fish 
net. By combining it with silver wire, Beckley creates 
a lightning bolt; symbolic, she says, of the kulap’s 
renowned strength. These seeds travel vast distances 
over oceans, are struck by lightning, and don’t break. 
Beckley creates her Lightning Bolt Kulap susueri to 
reference our own human resilience. She also makes 
another kind of kulap and wire susueri, often with linen 
thread wrapped around an elegantly arched silver or 
brass wire. She calls this kind of thread work a ‘blood 
knot’, symbolising different cultural aspects of her 
heritage that are fused together. 

With this exhibition, Beckley’s focus on susueri reveals 
yet another practice of Torres Strait Islander jewellery. 
The future will be greatly informed by our past, and the 
beauty of these susueri will live on.

Emily McCulloch Childs
Founding Curator, The Indigenous Jewellery Project
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