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Introduction  

 

This research interrogates the value of Spanish traditional craftsmanship and heritage in the 

contemporary jewellery practice. It also sets to question the introduction of sustainable and 

ethical materials and processes in the jewellery sector. Finally it explores the jewellery design 

language in order to generate a reflection upon the viewer about ethics. 

 

The last years have seen a revival of the craft. This trend is probably a reaction to an 

increasingly overwhelming technological society. The value of craftsmanship is increasing in 

diverse areas; fashion, art and design are looking back into handcrafted work and reinventing 

it with new languages. This has been accompanied with a higher demand for limited editions 

and bespoke design made by well-skilled artisans.  

 

At this point in time, some of this most elaborated manual work is still possible due to the shift 

in production centres, from West to East, and the notably cheaper cost of production. But 

there is always a counter-balance. Some producers have been neglecting the human capital, 

resources or environment of those areas, only for the best deals. Nowadays we can say that 

things are changing and that the new trend of the “Green is the New Black” is setting the path 

on ethical products.  

 

The jewellery industry is undergoing the same changes. New initiatives, that produce ethical 

materials for the jewellery industry, are coming to life. New organizations are also trying to 

regulate all the production chain, from mining to retail, like the Council for Responsible 

Jewellery Practices. There is a necessity to bring more clarity in the supply chain of materials 

used in jewellery, like precious metals and gemstones. They go through many hands and 

there is a great need to assure their ethical origin. 

 

Based on this context of revival of craftsmanship and ethicality trends, the key points will be 

defined. What is the significance of the use of craftsmanship in a contemporary jewellery 

practice? Is it possible to make precious jewellery using sustainable processes and ethical 

materials? And, if so, how is the design work going to translate these ethical choices? 

 

The chapter “Spanish woman: superstitions, lustre and metal” will look at the possibility of 

using Spanish craftsmanship, traditions and symbolism as a way to communicate and share 

an evocative atmosphere between the wearer and the spectator. It will look at traditional 

jewellery from La Alberca, which groups these different qualities in its pieces; filigree work 

and contemporary expressions of it. To understand the way Spanish sensibility could be 

brought into contemporary jewellery, a study of the use of personal iconography and 

symbolism will be used. 

 



 6 

The chapter “ethical uncertainty” will talk about the ambiguity on ethical choices. Future 

scenarios are to be constructed on a series of case studies; a study of Gold, Diamond and 

Tanzanite will give an insight into the situation of ethical supply today. Due to the fast 

changes that are taking place in the ethical jewellery market, these future scenarios will help 

define a direction for future initiatives. This direction will also inform the different approaches 

to ethical aesthetics. 

 

This research aims to contextualize the relevance of using Spanish craftsmanship, personal 

iconography and sustainable processes and materials in the contemporary jewellery practice.  
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Background information 

 

The revival of craftsmanship   

 

A craftsman, also called an artisan is a skilled manual worker who uses tools and machinery 

in a particular craft, in this case in the jewellery craft.  

 

Traditional jewellery techniques and jewels produced used to define regional and national 

cultural identities. Craftsmanship would be learnt from father to son and artisans working in 

the same region would commonly use the same forms and techniques1.  

 

Artisans were the main makers of products before the Industrial Revolution, after which many 

of the old techniques disappeared or became very hard to find; and production of objects 

became standardized. 

 

Now, it seems there is a revival of traditional craftsmanship and the aesthetics that they 

represented. “Uber Luxury” and “Connoisseurship” were two of the top trends for the year 

20072, both of them are defined by bespoke designs that display perfect craftsmanship and 

are produced in very limited editions. A recent conversation between fashion designer 

Alexander McQueen and jewellery designer Shaun Leane, they defined craftsmanship as the 

new direction in jewellery and fashion.3  

Another example of the growing interest in craftsmanship is the coming exhibition at the 

Victoria and Albert Museum entitled “Out of the ordinary, 21st Century Craft”. It will run from 

15 November 2007 until 13 February 2008 and will display work of different artists who use 

crafts and craftsmanship in a new and experimental way. 

“Out of the Ordinary will bring together a group of international artists who place craft at the heart of their 

practice, transforming everyday subjects and materials into works that are truly extraordinary”. […] “The 

exhibition will showcase on a grand scale astonishing examples of meticulous making and attention to 

detail. Challenging conventional ideas about craft, the artists in the exhibition skilfully use tradition to 

achieve unexpected outcomes” 4 

This path is similar to the one taken by artist Dai Rees, whose work explores the role of 

craftsmanship in the 21st century.  He makes elaborated stitched leather objects that bring the 

viewer to think about raw hanging flesh. 

 

                                                 
1 Perry.J, Bernal, L.  Life event research.  Appendix B. p.13, p.17 
2 TJF magazine, < http://www.tjfgroup.com/news_details.asp?nID=299> Accessed 3 December 2006. 
3 McQueen..A (2006) Interview.TJF magazine, Nu 2, p. 48. 
4 V&A museum.<http://www.vam.ac.uk/exhibitions/future_exhibs/index.html> Accessed 4 April 2007. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Industrial_Revolution
http://www.tjfgroup.com/news_details.asp?nID=299
http://www.vam.ac.uk/exhibitions/future_exhibs/index.html
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“ In an attempt to explore the contemporary role of craftsmanship, he set himself  the task of learning a 

historical skill- and then planned to see how this craft might be applied in a new and different form. “ I have 

always been curious about how we look at historical artifacts” 5 

 

Maybe the recent appeal of craftsmanship and individuality and away from just price points of 

a product is a response for higher-end luxury products. The exclusiveness of the luxury term 

has declined (but not the sales) due to the democratisation of the luxury market by the rised 

of standards of living. Now, luxury houses keep on expanding but are also looking for new 

ways of recovering its old status. 

  

Neo-nostalgia 

 

The contemporary design scene is full of forms that mentally transport the viewer to the 

complicated nature-representing patterns of the last century, and in textiles and embroidery 

work. With the development of laser cutting and similar techniques new language are been 

created in many design arenas, or reinventing the old ones.  

 

A new sense for technological delicacy is taking place. There 

is some kind of “neo-nostalgia” for the old forms, as she calls 

it, in Susan Bradley work, and in Tord Boontje’s work.  

Neo-nostalgia of flowers and other motifs that confirm their 

'retour en force' at different trade shows like 100% Design in 

London or Ambiente in Frankfurt.  

 

  

                                                                    

                                                                                                            

 

The development of new languages and techniques has also 

taken place in jewellery design. It has been helped not only by 

laser processes, like scans and cut outs , but also by 3-D 

prototyping techniques which allow designers and makers to 

create very intrinsic pieces. Like Frank Tjepkema, and David 

Goodwin.                                                                                        

                                                                                                                

 

Taking these techniques as the context, it shows the recent interest into using bespoke 

designs that are influenced by old forms and the heritage of craftsmanship. These pieces 

combine new approaches with old languages and therefore communicate at different levels 

                                                 
5 Field, M. (2007). “In The Teeth Of Your Skin” Crafts magazine, No 204, p. 19. 

Fig 4.1.  Susan Bradly. Outdoor 
Wall paper 

 

Fig 1.2.  David Goodwin rapid 
prototyping ring 
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by carrying diverse narratives. Not is this only happening in the designer-maker sphere but 

also at trade-shows and street level. 

 

New sustainable practices 

 

But what happened to the traditional artisan? 

 

Some artisans are still active but are becoming harder to find in Western Countries. At this 

point in time, some of most elaborated manual work is still possible due to the displacement 

of production centres to Asian countries. This situation has helped in the creation of jobs but 

sometimes communities in need have been abused by the power of cheap production; and 

human capital, resources or environment have been damaged. 

 

“Capitalism, as practiced, is a financially profitable, nonsustainable aberration in human development. 

What might be called “industrial capitalism” does not fully conform to its own accounting principles. It 

liquidates its capital and calls it income. It neglects to assign any value to the largest stocks of capital it 

employs-the natural resources and living systems, as well as the social and cultural systems that are the 

basis of human capital.”6 

 

In respond to the demands of consumers, now more and more retailers and their global 

suppliers are implementing a series of sector specific standards.  Food, clothes, furniture and 

others products are undertaking very important changes in the way they are being produced. 

The aim is to ensure integrity, transparency and harmonisation of global consumer goods 

production, respecting worker’s health, safety and welfare, environmental and animal welfare 

issues.  

 

“Green is the New Black” is the new trend on ethical products. Big campaigns like Levi’s new 

ecological cotton line, and product RED (new global brand, that gives a share of profits to 

fight Aids in Africa), show new ways of approaching products and production, which are 

responsible with nature and do help communities in need.  

 

After half a century of extreme production many eyes see the turning point and even some 

talk about “nu-abstention”7 a situation where consumers do stop buying and choose for a 

“more-in-tune-with-nature-stop-consuming” life.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
6 Hawken.P., Lovins.A, Hunter Lovins.L (2000) Natural Capitalism. The next Industrial revolution, Earthscan 
Publications, London. p. 5 
7 David R.Shan (2007). Abstaining from luxury. Textile View. Nu 75, p.12. 



 10 

Gold and Diamonds  

 

Ethicality is also a reality in the jewellery sector. Articles in the international press have called 

for attention on the subject, especially regarding Conflict Diamonds and the Gold mining 

process, and Mintel’s last report on precious jewellery articles makes note of the following. 

 

An ideological and ethical consumer is beginning to emerge who is in a small way an activist.8  

 

There are many references to the Diamond ethical problems in both, the high culture and the 

popular culture. The photographers Teo van Voeten and Kadir van Lohuizen have 

approached diamonds, from mine to retail, and made very interesting reportages. James 

Bond movies commented on the Blood Diamond situation in the film “Die another day” and 

the Hollywood film about the Sierra Leona’s genocide “Blood Diamond”, also gave its views 

on the problem. Another 

example of the popular culture 

reference comes in the 

Playstation 2 game “Grand 

Theft Auto. San Andreas”, 

where the overhead speaker in 

the gun shop ‘Ammunation’ 

states that you can purchase 

goods with conflict diamonds.  

 

Global Witnesses and Amnesty International have been very important figures exposing the 

role of diamonds in funding conflict.  

 

 ‘In many African countries, including Angola, Sierra Leone and the Democratic Republic of the Congo 

(DRC) diamonds have been, and continue to be linked to terrible human rights abuses either by insurgent 

groups to fuel conflict and carry out atrocities against innocent civilians or by unscrupulous governments 

who are equally brutal. Illicit diamonds make fabulous profits for terrorists and corporations alike. The trade 

illustrates with the hard clarity of the gem itself that no matter where human rights violations occur; the 

world ignores them at its peril’.9 

 

To regulate this situation, in 2000, the major diamond trading and producing countries, 

representatives of the diamond industry, and NGOs came together at Kimberly, South Africa, 

to set an international governmental certification scheme to prevent the trade of illegal 

diamonds. After 3 years of negotiations the Kimberly process was established and 

implemented.   

 

                                                 
8 Precious Metal Jewellery (2006). Mintel report. 
9 Amnsty International. <http://www.amnestyusa.org/diamonds/index.do> Accessed, 5 November 2005. 

Fig 1.3.  Image form the James Bond film” Die another day” 

http://www.amnestyusa.org/diamonds/index.do
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“The Kimberley Process is an international certification scheme that regulates the trade in rough diamonds. 

Its aim is to prevent the trade in conflict diamonds, while helping to protect the legitimate trade in rough 

diamonds”10  

 

While some parties feel that the Kimberly Process have fixed all problems regarding conflict 

diamonds, Global Witnesses calls in a report, made by independent third-party, that the 

Kimberly Process, is also failing delivering results. 

 

“Although there is much to praise about the inaugural phase, the scheme has not yet evolved into a fully 

credible check on the international movement of diamonds. Foremost are gaps in oversight, specifically of 

internal control systems in individual countries and of the peer review monitoring system (PRMS) 

overall.” ”If Kimberly I to be fully credible, Participants will need to squarely address the issue of 

conformance without jettisoning widespread participation on which the scheme depends”11 

 

While the conflict diamond situation calls for a solution on the level of social security and 

wealth (“diamonds fund conflict”), the Gold mining process problem calls for a solution on the 

environmental damage it creates. 

 

“After richer ores are exhausted, skilled mining companies can now level and grind up whole mountains of 

poore-quality ores to extract the metals desired. But while technology keeps ahead of depletion, providing 

what appear to be ever-cheaper metals, they only appear cheap, because the stripped rainforest and the 

mountain of toxic tailings spilling into rivers, the impoverished villages and eroded indigenous cultures-all 

the consequences they leave in their wake- are not factored into the cost of production”12  

 

The process of Gold mining affects directly ecosystems and vast extension of land. Due to 

their use of Cyanide, it is one of the most dangerous mining. While different publications have 

called for attention on the subject13, not much has been changed.  

 

Several organizations are having active campaigns fighting against this kind of mining 

processes. The “No Dirty Gold” campaign is supported by Earthworks and Oxfam America, 

both working with local organizations and communities around the world on issues related to 

mining, human rights, and the environment. “No Dirty Gold” has very strong campaigns 

regarding class rings (graduation ring) and wedding bands which is affecting extensively the 

North American community. 

 

“The production of one gold ring generates 20 tons of wastes”14  

 

                                                 
10 Kimberly Porcess.< http://www.kimberleyprocess.com/> Accessed, 10 April 2006. 
11 Global Witness. (2006). An Independent Commissioned Review Evaluating the Effectiveness of the Kimberly 
Process. GremioABC, Partnership Africa Canada .p5 
12 Hawken.P., Lovins.A, Hunter Lovins.L (2000) Natural Capitalism. The next Industrial revolution, Earthscan 
Publications, London.  p.3 
13 Perlez ,J and Johnson,K.(27, October ,2005) The ecological price of Gold and Oil. The New York Times for the 
Daily Telegraph. 
14 No Dirty Gold.<http://www.nodirtygold.org> Accessed 16 January 2007 

http://www.earthworksaction.org/
http://www.oxfamamerica.org/
http://www.kimberleyprocess.com/
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Considering that Gold and Diamonds are widely used materials, it is an issue which needs 

more attention. This might have been the reason that moved The World Jewellery 

Confederation and 13 other members to start two years ago the Council for Responsible 

Practices (CRJP). This Council aims to cover ethical, social and environmental issues across 

every step of the precious stones and gold jewellery supply chain. Their Code of Practice 

released at the beginning of 2007 is a helpful text to understand the changes that should 

occur to achieve responsible, ethical, social and environmental business. At present there are 

60 members and things seem to be moving forward.15 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
15 Council for Responsible Jewellery Practices. < http://www.responsiblejewellery.com/about.htm> Accessed 15 June 
2006. Life Event research. Appendix B, p.5 

http://www.responsiblejewellery.com/about.htm


 13 

New territory: sustainable craftsmanship with ethical materials 

Considering the revival of craftsmanship as a contemporary reality, the next chapter will look 

at how Spanish traditional techniques and symbolism can integrate in the contemporary 

jewellery context.  

Craftsmanship and traditional techniques are part of the human capital of a country. In 

understanding craftsmanship, not only the use of skills of a certain craft needs to be looked at, 

but also the heritage in the form and the use of objects according to tradition, in this case the 

Spanish tradition. By using and reinventing techniques we are not keeping only 

generational/evolutional knowledge alive, but also giving it a place in the modern context and 

pass it to future generations. 

 

Based on the ethical scenario there is clear need for change in the jewellery sector regarding 

ethics. Whether the intention is to do things more sustainable or to sell more by branding the 

product as “green”, there should be common agreements on the ethical choices; which 

materials and processes are sustainable and ethical. 

 

Due to the lack of transparency in the jewellery production chain, most agreements are based 

on word-trust, and the traceability of materials becomes almost impossible. This makes 

ethical conversations very difficult because almost all explanations and ideas are based on 

assumptions.  

 

“…the industry is extremely complex, involving many thousands of business involved at different stages. In 

general, processing and manufacturing tends to be fragmented, although there are many small companies 

bound together in intricate trading relationships.” 

 “there are close links between the various processing centres, held together by traders, in often-

impenetrable networks bound by secrecy”16  

 

As a consequence, would it be relevant to bring this secrecy and duality in some way into the 

design work to make a bespoke piece of jewellery? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
16 Natural Resources Institute. (2003)Towards an ethical jewellery business <http://www.nri.org/> Accessed 2 May 
2007 

http://www.nri.org/
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Spanish woman: superstitions, lustre and metal  

 

La Alberca 

 

There is a particularly area in Spain, La Alberca, that drowns the attention of many because if 

of its traditional popular culture, its strong rituals, its customs and its jewellery. This jewellery 

was made with many different symbolic components which talked about the different beliefs 

that the last century woman had, exhibiting also an exquisite work of filigree, a traditional 

jewellery technique.  

 

La Alberca is located in the North West of the Spanish peninsula and not far from the 

Portuguese border. There are, among others, two persons who studied the big heritage that 

this little town owns. The first is the Spanish photographer José Ortiz Echagüe (Guadalajara 

1886 - Madrid 1980) and the second is the American Ruth Matilda Anderson (1893-1983). 

 

For many years, José Ortiz Echagüe, travelled around Spain with a camera in hand, 

collecting visions of a country that was due to change. The result is a huge amount of visual 

work, which shows a very personal view of Spain in the first half of the XX century.  

 

The relevance of his work for this research relies on the different series of images he took 

from this area in particular for the published work 

“España, tipos y trajes”. Through his 

photographs one can understand the different 

rituals, celebrations, and the elements that where 

part of the daily life in La Alberca, together with 

the local garments and jewellery. In his pictures 

women were intensively covered with adornment. 

Their clothes where composed by many different 

layers of cloth and the jewellery was an 

accumulation of inherit value that would reflect 

their “accumulative” economic capacity - women 

would wear all the jewellery they owned. At the 

beginning of the XX century, this dress, “el traje 

de Vistas” was mainly used for the wedding day 

or other special rituals, for example “la fiesta del 

pan”. 

 

 

 

 

Fig 5.1. Jose Ortiz Echague. Garments from La 
Alberca 
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Rituals and Iconography 

 

Life in La Alberca was full of rituals all the year round. “El rito del Orégano” was a ritual where 

women, during the night of the festivity of San Lorenzo, would go to pick up oregano and 

bring it home before the sunrise to protect their house from being burned; “el montón de 

cantos”, involved pilgrims walking to the Eremite throwing stones on a certain spot, 

constructing little by little a mountain of stone (a Christian ritual but with a prehistoric 

background of stone rituals); “pata-heno” a ritual connected directly with carnival and 

bullfighting; and a final example of a ritual in which young boys on horses would pull out the 

heads of cocks hanging from ropes - there were many Spanish rituals connected to the death 

of animals, the most famous one is probably “Los Toros” (bullfighting), which is still being 

practised today. Some of these rituals from La Alberca are still in practice and some of them 

are lost17. 

 

Understanding these rituals constructs an understanding of the use of symbolism of the 

jewellery that they used. 

 

The second person who studied the subject, Ruth Matilda Anderson, did an exhaustive field 

work on the typology of jewellery from La Alberca. She travelled around Spain and South 

America and published different manuscripts 

with her notes and images with the Hispanic 

Society of America. Because of her precise 

photographs and comments on them, it is easy 

to identify the different elements that composed 

the necklaces and identify the iconography and 

meaning that they carried. 

 

The iconography used in them was religious but 

also popular. Necklaces were full of meaningful 

components and amulets, made out of metal, 

stones and other materials. The most notorious 

ones are the elements called “reliquias” (relics) 

and the representation of different Virgins and 

Saints. 

The relics would usually carry little messages 

like texts, objects, or even bones of death saints 

- or animals - inside them.  

                                                 
17 Puerto, J.L. Revista de Folklore. Caja España. Fundación Joaquín Díaz. 
<http://www.funjdiaz.net/folklore/07ficha.cfm?id=674>. Accessed 15 April 2007. 

Fig 2.2.  Ruth Matilda Anderson. Detail of      
jewellery from “el traje de vistas” 

 

 

http://www.funjdiaz.net/folklore/07ficha.cfm?id=674
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Other symbols can also been found. Articulated fishes, in representation of fertility; hearts; 

chestnuts, to prevent the “usagre”, a skin sickness, and used against rheumatism and 

haemorrhoids; “garra de tejon” with curative properties, also similar to the “open hand” with 

references in the Arabic culture, as a symbol of protective qualities; stones with dented edges, 

which prevent against thunders and storms; the “higa”, an amulet used intensively in the 

Spanish culture. “Hacer la higa” is the intention of creating evil to another human being; if this 

person would carry the Higa amulet, it would remove the spell; horns, teeth, and bones also 

reject the evil; “cuenta de leche” stones carved in the form of rosary beads have the property 

of filling up the breast of the women who will carry them.  

 

The jewellery from La Alberca is made with different techniques but the most used is the 

filigree technique.  

 

The art of twisting wire: “Oribes” and Filigree 

 

The origin of filigree goes back to the Egyptians who used already a kind of wiring systems for 

their adornments, and it reached perfection with the work of Greeks and Etruscans. Filigree 

work was developed strongly during the middle ages by the Moors in Spain. The nineteenth 

century saw the revival of filigree in Europe – the use of traditional jewellery as a fashionable 

trend – which helped to keep alive this traditional technique. Each country had its own 

characteristic forms and identity18, but jewellery was moved from one country to another due 

to presents and tourist purchases. 

 

Filigree work, and jewels for La Alberca were mostly 

made by “Oribes”, name that is given to the 

silversmiths in the area, but some extra pieces were 

also made by artisans from other areas and then 

added to these large necklaces. These other 

craftsmen were living and working in the 

surrounding areas, like Ciudad Rodrigo and Béjar -

even closer to the Portuguese territory, therefore 

accentuating even more the influence of Portuguese 

Filigree work in Spanish jewellery- Other pieces that 

were coming from Galicia (North-West) and 

Cordoba (South-East) due to the common 

exchange of products by the “arrieros” in the XVIII 

century, who would travel around the peninsula 

selling products from one area to the other. 19 

                                                 
18 Jane Perry (2007) V&A visit. Life event research. Appendix B, p.17 
19 Herradon Figueroa, M.A (2005). La Alberca Joyas. Madrid. Ministerio de Cultura. p.67 

     Fig 2.3.  Gold jewellery from La Alberca 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Moors
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Spain


 17 

Techniques and forms where extremely similar in Portugal and Spain. For example, “hearts” 

are mainly found in Portugal but also in some areas in northern Spain.  

Now the only few remaining Spanish filigree workshops are in the area close to the border 

with Portugal and the artists are usually descendents of Portuguese artisans. 

 

The father of Jose Luis, a filigree artisan in Ciudad Rodrigo was Portuguese. He learned at 

home, at a very early age how to make silver spirals to fill in the forms that his father would 

prepare for him.20 Similar is the case of the filigree artisan Lorenzo, whose grandfather was 

also Portuguese and who instead of becoming a priest, decided to learn from his father the 

filigree technique. Many of his friends became soldiers, other priests, and others both.21  

 

Jose Luis and Lorenzo live 200 Km from each other. The 

forms that they use are similar but with differences, 

because they both add their own interpretations of 

traditional forms. For example Jose Luis uses inside 

“armazon” made of spirals and Lorenzo has the 

tendency to divide spaces with only arcs, but they both 

know what type of earrings belong to which area or town. 

They own a huge traditional heritage that will soon be 

lost. They didn’t have children that would want to follow 

their paths and learn the technique, and there are not 

many filigree workshops left in Spain. 

 

New expressions in filigree 

 

At present, there is a revival of Filigree taking place in Povoa de Lanhoso, Portugal. The 

International design Competition “Reviving the Filigree” 

together with a Congress with the same name, are 

taking place in June 07. This competition intends to give 

continuity to the goal of the International project 

“Lightness: reviving the Filigree”. It aims to promote the 

use of filigree technique in the contemporary jewellery 

practice. An examples of contemporary Portuguese work 

is Liliana Guerreiro  

 

There is one Spanish fashion label that recovers this Moor’s tradition in its jewellery: Vitorio & 

Lucchino. Their creations are based on a spirit which comes from three different cultures and 

religions put together. They live, create and get influenced by Andalucia, south of Spain, 

                                                 
20 Nieves, J.L (2006). Life event research. Appendix B, p.11 
21 Bernal, L (2006). Life event research. Appendix B, p.13 

Fig 2.5. Liliana Guerreiro. Filigree 
brooche 

Fig 2.4 .Lorenzo Bernal. Filigree cross 
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where Christians, Judaists, and Moors lived in harmony until history pulled them apart. New 

lines, freshness in the forms, together with tradition and crafts, is what defines the collection 

spring summer 07.22  

 

They design jewellery which is inspired by filigree technique 

but is sadly mass produced. It is loosing its delicacy and 

refined work, signature of filigree craftsmanship. In any case, it 

is interesting how they have achieved to make jewellery 

accessories for the contemporary woman, that still carry a 

message of heritage and skilled work. 

 

Lustre and pride 

 

Another symbolic element in Spanish jewellery is the Pearl. Historically, pearls have been one 

of the most valuable materials, and have been intensively used in the peninsula and other 

Mediterranean countries. Now, due to its extensive production, its value has decreased 

considerably but its symbolism seems to be still alive. 

 

In some traditional filigree pieces - still used as the adornment 

for special occasions - the use of pearl work can still be found. 

The filigree is used as a based structure where pearls are 

sewed on top, as a setting.  

 

Pearls are also full of symbolism and have been shared in use 

by other Mediterranean territories.  

 

The Spanish used of pearls comes from before the sixteenth 

century. Pearls used to come from Asia but when Europeans 

arrived in America, it became one of the principal pillars of the 

Indies trade, specially from the warm waters in Central America.  

 

Back then, pearls were very valuable items. Women from the aristocracy used to wear them 

not only as jewellery but also sewed onto their garments and set on exquisite little objects, 

like snuff boxes23. This display of value and craftsmanship would inform others about their 

status. 

“…the gown opens in the front that fastens from collar to waist. Small gems surrounded by pearls decorate 

the entire bodice giving it a stunning appearance” 24 

 

                                                 
22 Victorio &Lucchino (2007). Berta Legido. Press release. Marketing department Victorio&Lucchino. 
23 Gilbert Collection. Life event research. Appendix B, p.16 
24 De Segna, A.(2007) Spanish Mourning Gown. 
<http://www.dragonslaire.org/Articles/Spanish_Mourning_Gown.htm> Accessed 12 April 2007. 

Fig 2.7. Filigree work with setting 
of pearls on top. 

 

Fig 2.6.  Victorio & Lucchino. Ring from 
Collection ‘07 

http://www.dragonslaire.org/Articles/Spanish_Mourning_Gown.htm
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During last century the extraction and cultivation of pearls changed drastically. First Japan 

and then China learnt the way to farm and produce them in large amounts. The time of 

breeding has shortened considerably since the introducing of natural nuclei, which will help 

the size and form of the future pearl. Pearls are not anymore a luxurious item. 

 

But there will always be something extravagant about them, something decadent and 

burlesque. Since the end of last century pearls have always been connected to the old 

fashioned and the kitsch. They act as an artifice as they are not any more what they used to 

be. They have become a representation of themselves. And this quality attributes them a 

feeling of decadence.  

 

Many fashion houses have been using pearls in their last collection, Chanel being an obvious 

example. They emphasize this chic-decadence even more by using large imitation pearls in 

many of their accessories.  

 

The legacy of the jewellery from La Alberca, the filigree technique, and the symbolism of 

pearls, represent the value of jewellery which can communicate at different levels with the 

wearer and the spectator, and carry personal messages. 

 

Cultural references and personal iconography 

 

Jewellery, as well as other objects, can represent 

emotions and beliefs of those who use them, or own 

them; as well as their personal perception of life. 

One example of this emotional communication with 

the spectator through his objects is the artist and 

potter Grayson Perry.  

 

He uses meaningful and personal iconography on 

the surface of his vases and submerges the viewer 

into his own world of his fantasy and fetish.  

 

“Fragmented and disjointed, directionless and in-the-round, how is one to know where the narrative begins 

and ends?...who is taking responsibility for our putting together this compilation of fragments…?”25 

 

There is a clear cross-boundary between his personal life and his work, emphasized by his 

use of performative arts creating a representation of himself as Claire, his alter-ego. 

 

                                                 
25 Jardine, L.(2007) About  Grayson Perry and his Art. <http://www.saatchi-
gallery.co.uk/artists/grayson_perry_about.htm> Accessed 10 May 2006 

           Fig 2.8 Grayson Perry. Vase 
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His work generates questions about the position that these pots have in a modern context, 

between the so called fine arts and crafts. He is positioning himself as an outsider artist but 

probably being very aware of the power that this position might also have in the art world.  

 

The work of artist Tracy Emin shares a similar approach. Most of her work is based on a 

willingness to expose her private life to the viewer. These personal details have become her 

trademarks. These objects, words or moments become like symbols which have a meaning 

and it is up to us to compose the total narrative from the 

fragmented pieces. 

 

The work of the Spanish fashion designer David Delfín, shows 

references to Spanish cultural heritage. The 2002 collection was 

a mixed of personal anxieties and surrealist references from the 

work of Spanish film maker Luis Buñuel. 

 

 

Individualism in contemporary jewellery 

 

As discussed in the jewellery from La Alberca, jewels can be part of a society by representing 

its values and can communicate a fragment of the Spanish culture. 

 

Considering that symbols where representing values from that moment in time, the next 

question would be what kind of symbols would be relevant to use in the contemporary context? 

 

Our society is much more fragmented than before, and values and ideas belong to individuals 

rather than being shared by the general public. Already since the 1990’s, studio jewellery is 

characterized by a concern for individuality. The work might be made in a wide range of 

materials, forms and might communicate different ideas, but the individual is a common 

concern. 

 

In same way that Greyson Perry, Tracy Emin and David Delfin create a world of their one, full 

of icons, there would be a place for jewellery which carries cultural references, symbolic 

meanings and individual’s points of view. Therefore, making the self and the personal beliefs, 

anxieties and fantasies part of the final work; as fragments of life that the spectator will use to 

create their own narrative. 

 

Filigree technique has the quality of being a very visual technique.  Because it is based on 

wires, these can function as the line of a pencil, which create forms by twisting and soldering. 

This quality gives it endless possibilities for new meanings, when used in an innovative way.  

Fig 2.9. David Delfín.  

Collection 2002 



 21 

Also the use of this recognizable traditional Spanish technique would add a layer of evocative 

atmosphere that evokes the past, the value of craftsmanship and the heritage of the arts. An 

example of a differing argument is the following: 

 

“Filigree as an expression of the plastic arts, too subdued by the traditional iconography, inspires a spirit of 

belonging that no longer gets the supporters of before. It is about a spirit that no longer belongs to this time 

and is at risk of losing the connection to this place. To promote its recovery on behalf of the culture is to 

create the conditions for its use”26 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
26 Providência, F (2004). Reviving the Filigree. Escola Superior de Artes e Design Matosinhos. 
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Ethical uncertainty  

 

It’s never easy to walk into a jewellery shop and ask for the origin of the materials from a ring. 

It would be like asking the butcher where the chicken comes from; he just wouldn’t know. If 

one then happens to raise the controversial issue of ethicality, one usually gets defensive 

reactions: the denial argument “Oh no! This doesn’t happen any more. If you did your 

homework you would know…” or the fatalist argument “You sell your soul to the devil when 

you get into this business” 27  

 

These different situations happen due to the lack of clarity about the real situation. There is a 

need to clarify which processes and materials are ethical and which are not but as it will be 

shown, this is extremely difficult. The following are a few examples of role models, like Oro 

Verde; conflictive cases, like Anglo Gold Ashanti and the intermediates like the Tanzanite 

stone and Diamonds from Rio Tinto. 

 

When ideas get in conflict with actions 

 

So far, the “Council for responsible jewellery practices” have helped to raise awareness and 

initiate change. The problem arises when the aims of the Council get into conflict with the 

private interests from the participants. For example, the mining company Anglo Gold Ashanti, 

yet being part of the Council and accepting their code of ethics, chooses to practice mining 

using toxic products in the process and mining in virgin areas, with the real danger of 

damaging the environment.  

 

“ The South African mining company AngloGold Ashanti owns the Iduapriem gold mine near Teberebie 

village in Ghana. Iduapriem has not been a good neighbor. Mine waste has blocked access to farms, and 

AngloGold Ashanti has not adequately compensated farmers for their lost land. Farmers now must walk 

long distances in search of new farmlands. And the mine's impact on nearby streams has left the people of 

Teberebie without easy access to clean water for drinking and washing”28  

 

As a result of this situation, one starts questioning the value of being part of such a Council. 

But never the less: First come the thoughts, then the actions.  

 

A lot of thoughts and ideas about ethicality were born during the “Carry the can” Symposium, 

June 2006, organized by the Association for Contemporary Jewellery, in London. At that time, 

participants decided, motivated by the organization “Ethical Goldsmiths” 29  to accept a 

resolution in support of responsible mining. Another strong idea that came out from the 

workshops was recycling old gold. In practice it’s not as easy. Getting the right carats and 

casters to accept it, is almost impossible. But for jewellers who work manually in their 

                                                 
27 Giorgio Jewellery (2007). Life event research. Appendix B, p.19  
28 Earthworks.< http://www.earthworksaction.org/> Accessed 21April 2007. 
29 Ethical Goldsmiths. Life Event research. Appendix B, p.4 

http://www.earthworksaction.org/
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benches it becomes a very good option. Green karat is an example of a jewellery brand that 

only uses gold from recycled sources30.  

 

Oro Verde 

 

Newly created associations are developing traditional mining strategies where gold is mined 

without cyanide, and are allowing the tracking back of their products by keeping special 

agreements with refineries and intermediates. One of these initiatives is Oro Verde, Green 

Gold Corporation, in Colombia. They contribute to the wellbeing of the communities of the 

Biogeographic regions of Choco, where they mine, through research and training processes, 

the promotion of alliances and productive systems and the sustainable use of natural 

resources”31 32  

“Green Gold ® is the brand name of the first environmentally certified and socially responsible gold and 

platinum in the world. By purchasing our products you contribute to enhance life quality in one of the 

poorest regions of Colombia and the conservation and restoration of in a globally strategic environmental 

hotspot”33.  

Oro verde is also supporting other communities to develop this mining approach in other 

countries in South America. And it is exclusively used by Cred Jewellery, in the UK, a 

jewellery brand that only produces ethical jewellery. 

 

Mining tanzanite 

 

Pros 

 

The tanzanite gemstone was brought to the market at the end of 1968. Launched as “the 

most beautiful blue stone discovered in over 2000 years” it made its ways to the shops. But 

after 11 September 2001, the Wall Street Journal linked the blue stone to Al-Qaida, and to 

funding terrorism, causing a big fall in the sales. 

 

Governmental figures, tanzanite stakeholders and different jewellery association met in 

Tucson. in 2002 and agreed on the need to establish protocols to protect the trade from the 

mines to the point of first export, and to develop a system of warranties to assure that all 

tanzanite, throughout the supply chain, came from legitimated sources. 

 

After intelligence reports, the false allegations were repudiated and Tanzanite gemstone was 

given a “clean bill of health” (free of any sort of irregularity) by the US State Department. 

 

                                                 
30 Green Karat. <http://www.greenkarat.com/> Access 10 April 2006 
31 Oro Verde. <http://www.greengold-oroverde.org/ingles/cov_ing.html> Accessed 14 April 2007 
32 Oro Verde. Life Event research. Appendix B, p.18 
33 Oro verde <http://www.greengold-oroverde.org/ingles/pro_ov_mp_ing.htm> Accessed 17 April 2007 

http://www.greenkarat.com/
http://www.greengold-oroverde.org/ingles/cov_ing.html
http://www.greengold-oroverde.org/ingles/pro_ov_mp_ing.htm
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The Tanzanite Foundation is a non-profit organization, created after the protocols, to support 

and develop the Tanzanite industry. It has also initiated social programs to help the Masai 

community, such a school, a clinic and a community centre.34 

 

This Foundation has also developed a quality grading system which includes: Colour, Clarity, 

Cut, Carat Weight and “confidence”. The first four are normal quality grades in the Diamond 

industry but the new “confidence” aims to grade and assure the stone ethical route to market 

via Tanzanite Foundation Members.  

 

They have also developed and implanted The Mark of Rarity, a microscopically inscribed Icon 

which is synonymous with absolute assurance of the source and ethical provenance of 

Tanzanite. This is only used by Tanzanite Foundation Dealers and manufacturer members 

 

Contras 

 

The only Tanzanite mine in Tanzania is 5km long. While 70% is mined by the company 

named Tanzanite One, the 30% is own by locals and the Government. The monopoly of 

Tanzanite One ensures best mining practices by giving their workers training, higher salaries, 

and good safety conditions. It is also one of the main companies founding the Tanzanite 

Foundation. 

 

But not all Tanzanite is mined by Tanzanite Foundation Members. 

 

This is the opinion from Suleman, a man from Tanzania, living in Mombassa, Kenya whose 

relatives work in the Tanzanite mines in Tanzania. He is a tour operator and does voluntary 

work in the community. These are the answers to some questions from an interview, done 

through email (not edited). 

 

What are the conditions of the people working in the mines? 

The condition of the people who work at the mining is very bad.  This means their health is very bad.  And 

the children and women who work there. 

 

Are this people trained for the job? 

Not!  They only take people who are not trained.  They normally take cheap labour so that they can get 

more profit in what they mine. 

 

What kind of security do they have? 

For now I don’t know.  But one year ago the security was not very good.  Some of the labour they can 

mange to steal some minings out the area and they go and sell them.  But the Government was trying to 

manage and put a good security and people to have a better health 

 

Is there, in the country, illegal mining? 

                                                 
34 Tanzanite Foundation. Life Event research. Appendix B, p.8 
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No! Because the government is following up such things like that. 

 

Is the Tanzanite foundation helping the mining process? 

For sure I don’t know.  Because I have never heard about that organization.  So may be it is helping in 

other way.  But not so sure. 

 

Does the benefit from the stone stay in the country or does it go elsewhere? 

Almost 90% goes elsewhere and small percent remain in the country.  All of this is caused by corruption. 

That all this happen. 

 

Could you please give me some insights? 

It is very good to have the Tanzania stone.  For me it does not benefit.  The people from the government 

are the one who benefit and still the people are the when who get hurt.  So for myself I can’t be proud of it.  

The bad thing is the minings are controlled by forgiveness mostly from South Africa.  Little percent is 

Tanzanian.  The government should look at it and at least to make some new changes 

 

While Tanzanite One and the Tanzanite Foundation aim to improve their social and 

environmental standards for the mining and production of Tanzanite stone, it also might 

create the risk of a bigger social fissure between the different parts of the mine and social 

disconformities. 

 

Rio Tinto: Diamonds 

 

Rio Tinto is a global mining corporation which mines Diamonds as well as many other metals 

and minerals. The diamonds from Rio Tinto come from three different mines: the Diavik 

Diamond Mine in Canada, the Argyle Diamond Mine in Australia and the Murowa Diamond 

Mine in Zimbabwe. 

 

Their mining policy is based on “making a positive contribution towards sustainable 

development” and “commits to provide a legacy of stronger, healthier and environmentally 

secure communities” 35  

Differently than other big diamond companies, Rio Tinto does not buy extra rough material 

from other mines and this situation assures that all diamonds come from their own controlled 

and regulated mines.36 But, some of them have better condition than the others. While the 

Argyle Diamond Mine in East Kimberley, Western Australia, is an area of significant economic 

and social disadvantage, the Diavik mine in Canada has one of the higher profiles in terms of 

ethicality. Their relations with Aboriginal groups in the area are excellent and the 

environmental effects on wild life and natural resources are minimal. 

When the aim is using Diamonds that are ethically mined, knowing the mine of origin helps 

the choice. But because diamonds sales are done by stockholders, who get different parcels 

                                                 
35 Rio Tinto, <http://82.109.179.11/about/default.asp>. Accessed 8 May 2007-05-29 
36 Dix, D. Life Event Research. Appendix B, p.15 

http://82.109.179.11/about/default.asp
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of rough materials from different mining companies, the knowledge of mine of origin might get 

lost in the process of cutting the stones –parcels are put together and it is impossible to know 

“what” comes from “where”-. And even if the mine of origin is known, we encounter the 

problem that depending on the size, colour or quality, we cannot choose the mine; for 

example, small size diamonds do not usually come from Diavik Mine in Canada.37 

Future scenario  

 

There are other new ways for mining processes but mining companies do not have yet the 

pressure, neither the obligation to apply them. The are two possibilities still in an early stage 

but which show there are true alternative options: vapour deposition, a process through which 

under vacuum conditions, all materials, including metal, evaporate and condensate on the 

surface of the vacuum tower in order of its melting or condensing temperature; and Gold 

phytomining, a process based on the plants properties to accumulate metals and 

nanotechnology.38  

 

New visions on entrepreneurship have a more social approach to business and are directed 

to social change. They not only measure their performance on profit and return but on the 

impact they have on society, the impact for change.39  

 

A new adventure on ethical and sustainable jewellery must be based on developing 

partnerships with suppliers based on good working conditions, fair trade relations and a long-

term mutual commitment. Therefore aiming and provoking change. 

“Diamonds for humanity” is an interesting initiative that shares this approach. It is born with 

the idea to use the revenues from jewellery sales and reinvesting it into social programs for 

areas in need that suffered from conflict-diamond wars. But so far, this initiative is still in the 

developing stage and has only produced some sample pieces.40 

It is important to be aware of assumptions. It would be natural to think that establishing 

contacts with small scale mines would help development but the reality is the opposite.    

“… there are rapidly increasing number of people seeking ASM9 small-scale mines) livelihoods in rural 

areas of the developing world, which is putting pressure on the available environmental and social 

resources, compounded by increasing gender inequality and child labor as well as poor health and safety 

and environmental practices in ASM”   

 

                                                 
37  De beers and Purely natural diamonds. Life event research. Appendix B, p.1, p.15 
38 Gold phytomining, Vapour deposition. Appendix A 
39 Said Business school, Oxford.< http://www.sbs.ox.ac.uk/> Accessed 21 April 2007 
40 Diamonds for Humanity, < http://www.diamondsforhumanity.com> Accessed 2November 2005 

http://www.diamondsforhumanity.com/
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 “the social impacts of ASM are both positive and negative and tend to relate to health, livelihoods, 

economics and structure. The most significant negative social impacts are indirect and consequence of 

environmental impacts and a lack of investment. The most significant positive impact is employments”41 

 

The aesthetics of ethicality 

 

Already since the 70’s, recycled materials have been used in jewellery. This type of creations 

was usually produced as a reaction to the material value of traditional jewellery objects 

(Objects trouvés), made by the new called artist-makers/designer-makers, but yet not as a 

conversation about the origin of these materials.       

 

As the environmental issues became known, jewellers 

became aware of the problems and started embedding these 

issues in the design language. The artist David Poston, 

protested against the poor working conditions and exploitation 

of the black miners in South Africa in his piece “Diamonds, 

gold and slavery are forever” (1975), in a forged-steel 

necklace, which had this words inlaid in silver. 

 

Today, we can find expression of this same kind. The 

designer-maker Mette Klarskov Larsen, showed at the 

Heirlooms exhibition in London (June 2006), a ring called 

“Rubbish” made with 2nd hand gold, which represented the 

sign of recycling.  

 

Commercial ethical jewellery, like Cred Jewellery and Diamonds of humanity, choose not to 

show the ethical choice in the design. This might be because there is a basic problem when 

presenting ethical jewellery in a commercial jewellery environment, like a shop. By displaying 

ethical jewellery next to “normal” jewellery, this latter immediately takes the opposite role, in 

this case as un-ethical. This situation provokes a big gap between them both by polarisation, 

creating a conflict for the shop and also for the consumer, who gets a feeling of guiltiness. 

This guilty feeling might inform the future consuming actions, but choice is made with a 

discomfort feeling instead of a pleasurable one42.  

 

It can also happen that when ethical issues are visual in the design, it creates a 

confrontational situation with itself. A gold and diamond ring that gives the message “gold and 

diamonds are bad”, it rejects the object it represents: it denies itself.  

                                                 
41 Natural Resources Institute. (2003)Towards an ethical jewellery business <http://www.nri.org/> Accessed 2 May 
2007 
42 Harrison,R, newholm,T. Shaw, D.(2005). The ethical consumer. London, Sage Publication. 

Fig 3.1.  Robert Ebendorf. Brooche 

http://www.nri.org/
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But, what would happen if the ethical choice is, in some way, hidden in the design? And what 

would happen if two objects presented are visually exactly the same but one made with 

ethical materials and the other one not? What kind of narrative would it generate?  

 

 

Fig 3.2. Arabel Lebrusan. Left earring unknown origin gold and diamonds. Right earring, Green Gold and Diamonds 
from Canada. 

 

Another direction would be how to achieve the “luxury look” by using recycled and ethical 

materials. 
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CONCLUSION  

The recent revival of craftsmanship has created a demand for bespoke designs that are 

influenced by antique forms and the heritage of craftsmanship. These pieces can combine 

new approaches with old languages and therefore communicate at different levels by carrying 

diverse narratives.  

 

In order for this to happen a new spirit needs to be defined. This connects the traditional 

craftsmanship to the present time and a new place. But this spirit can also be influenced by 

the cultural heritage from the place where it comes from. This heritage helps to give it a 

transformed identity and new individualism. 

The symbolism that Spanish jewellery had as seen in La Alberca jewellery, was directly 

connected to the beliefs and emotion of the maker and the wearer. In the contemporary 

context, where individuality plays in important role, this type of symbolism can be adapted to 

personal iconography, fantasies and anxieties. By doing so, jewellery is created by 

accumulation of fragments; as a large structure made out of small pieces of emotions. 

Filigree technique can function as a pencil that draws a line which communicates. This gives 

it endless possibilities. By combining it with other materials, like pearls, different meanings 

start layering a composed story: Spanish delicacy and the feeling of decadence of the pearls.  

The new narrative is influenced by the viewer’s personal experience and cultural heritage. 

And the result of the two is a combination of Individualisms, a new place in the contemporary 

context. 

More and more, society is becoming aware of the risks of an irresponsible production and 

consumption of material goods. This change is generating new and interesting approaches to 

the design process, enabling new narratives and personal experiences in an ethical approach 

to consumption. 

In the case of Jewellery design there has been a big ambiguity on the ethical choices. It is 

becoming the responsibility of the designer to understand the complexity of the situation to 

inform not only the material and processes, but also the design choices.  

The material and processes choice should always be based on developing partnerships with 

suppliers based on good working conditions, fair trade relations and a long-term mutual 

commitment. Therefore aiming to generate a positive change. 

The design choice has had two approaches towards the issues of ethicality: to show or not to 

show the ethical choice; but definitely future developments will bring new paths in between 

which combine these two. But in all these cases, ethics becomes an added value to jewellery. 
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To show; called the Activist, who will generate change by making visual references about the 

gravity of the problems, or provoking change through ethically related iconography (e.g. 

recycling). 

Not to show; and the commercial option, because being commercial does not necessarily 

mean being un-ethical. This option will anyway become some kind of activist as well. First by 

creating a polarisation in the market: ethical/non-ethical. And second, by reaching more 

consumers (marketing capacity) and making them aware of the issues.  The conversation 

about ethics becomes private. “Sophisticated fashion essentials that are incidentally 

environmental”43. 

 

There will be other coming strategies, probably based on new mining possibilities and the 

new narratives that this could generate. Like the Gold Phytomining, based on plants which 

accumulate gold. This might breed a new narrative where adornment, plants and precious 

metals interconnect. 

 

The combination of traditional Spanish craftsmanship using responsible processes fills up the 

necessity to explore both territories, in order to find a way forward to re-use cultural heritage 

respecting human and environmental capital. But would it be relevant to apply the same 

tandem “traditional craftsmanship-sustainable and ethical production” in different contexts? 

For example in countries with a big amount of natural resources and cultural heritage, and if it 

is, which direction should the design process take? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
43 Hamnett,K. <http://www.katharinehamnett.com/> Accessed 30 May 2007 
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