
Past is Prologue:
Anvil & PAPer

by Carol-lynn Swol

I was raised anachronistically by parents who each had one foot squarely in the past. The habit 
of making objects — for practicalities, for play, and to adorn —was an expected part of life 
as I grew up. Because of this, I was encouraged from an early age to use tools and be a maker. 

The first jewelry I ever made was when I was under age 10. During family walks along the wooded 
railroad tracks, my sister and I would take home scavenged flatware that we would then cut, sand, and 
bend for bracelets and rings. I grew up listening to the rhythm of my father’s hammer pattern in his 
backyard blacksmith shop. I joined him there at this young age to make jewelry from my own hand-
forged rose head nail, which I then bent into a circle to wear as a ring.  

How I grew up and my affinity for learning about the past likely led to my study of anthropology and 
archeology in college, and I continue to read in these fields. There is an archaeologist, Colin Renfew, 
who wrote, “The humans make the artifacts, and then the world of the artifacts shapes the humans.”  
I take to heart this notion that what we make in turn makes us, and I find that statement to be true 
both on an individual level and as a society. As a designer, what I make is informed not only by what I 
have learned and by past influences but also by the tools and materials I am working with, whether that 
involves metal and a hammer or Tyvek and a computer.  

I first began creating jewelry with Tyvek in the early 2000s while in graduate school. My goal was 
to place what looked like paper on the body but with greater durability. I have recently returned to 
this medium because first and foremost, the ideas are so alive to me, and secondly because the process 
for cutting the various shapes for stacking has improved. In my graduate school experimentations, 
I learned that burning shapes out of a sheet of Tyvek was ideal because Tyvek dulls cutting blades 
quickly, which led me to using a process called thermal kiss-cutting. With that process in mind, I 
created a master form comprised of almost 200 slightly different shapes from which to make slight 
variations in my stacked forms. 

A side note about my source of material: After scavenging for Tyvek shipping envelopes around 
town and campus in graduate school, I decided to commit myself to this new direction, so I needed 
more material. I experimented with a variety of different Tyvek thicknesses and textures, and settled in 
the end on the smooth surface similar to that of the envelope I began my exploration with. I purchased 
a commercially available end roll of Tyvek that would have likely gone to a landfill. Years later, I am still 
using that same roll.  The idea of upcycling this end roll of Tyvek helps me conceptually balance the use 
of this non-biodegradable material in my work. 

My production process for cutting individual pages has evolved since my earlier work with Tyvek.  
I now rent access to a laser cutter at my local maker space, and as a result my process is cleaner and more 
controlled. The advent of the maker space movement and rental access to expensive-to-own equipment 
has facilitated my return to this medium: Now I make Tyvek jewelry with increased variation and 
complexity because I can directly go from an Adobe Illustrator file to laser-cutting. My design process 
is now more dynamic and responsive, affording me the opportunity to push my forms in scale and 
shape in my effort to create bold and contemporary jewelry. ➻
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As a jewelry designer I make work intended to adorn and celebrate the body. Making that human-to-
human connection through wearable form drives me in this work. The jewelry featured in this article is 
made from Tyvek that has been sewn-bound with silk thread and that uses a hand-formed stainless steel 
bracket to attach to a commercially available silicone cord. My work with Tyvek runs the gamut from this 
style to more elaborate styles using sterling silver. But the focal point is always stacked Tyvek.  

Traditional and modern processes and tools, interest in the past and human culture, and the raw 
materials I work with drive my desire to make and inform my designs. Looking back at my early life and 
the influences there, I see threads and parallels that started from those family walks where we found the 
flatware. I still find inspiration in my journeys, both abroad and as I walk down my street. I follow the 
“take only pictures, leave only footprints” rule, and I am always on the hunt for images that will inspire my 
abstracted forms. I photograph interesting stone formations, architectural details, museum artifacts, and 
edges — edges where differences come together, for example where the water meets the shore or where 
a stone wall meets a brick wall. As I walk, I am captured by an image, which I then capture in turn on 
my camera. As I design, I abstract an image that enthralls me into a form that I hope will enthrall others.

Carol-lynn Swol is a studio jeweler in Hyattsville, Maryland. She earned a BA in Anthropology from the University 
of Connecticut and an MFA in Metalsmithing and Jewelry Design from Indiana University, Bloomington. For 
more information, visit her website at clswol.com or follow her on Instagram (@carollynnswoljewelrydesign).
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