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Foreword
Bernhard Schobinger is a Wild Man. He has worked on being
so for a long time and has lived up to this reputation to the
present day. Whereas others tend to have mellowed by his age,
Bernhard Schobinger has remained adamant in his works.
He knows how to keep things separate: his life comes close to
Zen Buddhist ideals whereas his work is still shaped by the
‘Zurich is burning’ youth and student revolt.
Non-conformism and self-determination are his distinguishing
character traits.
He is not making his life any easier that way but it does give
him scope, probably also breathing space – and above all the
freedom to do things the way he sees them. He is adamant
about that, especially since he takes time to question things and
expose them in all their savagery.
The ring is just the thing for him; the ring, more than any other
object, is a prime vehicle for semantic diversity. And thus
Bernhard Schobinger has concentrated thematically on the ring
ever since he decided to leave the conventional paths to making
jewellery.
As early as 1978, at his first major museum exhibition, at the
Museum Bellerive in Zurich, Bernhard Schobinger put it as
follows: ‘Jewellery as an object directly related to the body
exacts of its wearer a high degree of identification. That is why I
see the jewellery object as the most efficient medium for
encountering the human individual, making them aware of the
transvaluation of values.’
That is precisely what constitutes the quality of Bernhard
Schobinger’s work. He subverts assumed values, he eschews
agreeableness and he exacts of the man or woman wearing
jewellery of his a commitment to the statement made by his
work.
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Ambitious because decisive, making a statement instead
of being harmlessly ingratiating. And with this attitude Bernhard
Schobinger really is a Wild Man in a society that is becoming
increasingly dumbed down. An important task for art that is
firmly anchored in society.

Professor Dr Florian Hufnagl
Director general
Die Neue Sammlung – The International Design Museum Munich
(State Museum for Applied Art)
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Dear Florian,
I gratefully acknowledge your text, although perforce shortened
into a foreword, and it represents a welcome pretext for me to
add some personal comments to it for the purpose of revision.
Basically speaking, complex things cannot be represented
without the loss of essential aspects, which is why I should like
to go into some points more deeply.
You call me a Wild Man and I have nothing against that
because, in a statement I made in a 1986 catalogue, I related
myself to that, but not just that; there is also a researcher in me
who is tracking down the Wild Man, hence setting off a problem, namely that of the simultaneity of subject and object,
observer and observed united in one and the same person.
Quotation: ‘His life comes close to Zen Buddhist ideals
whereas his work is still shaped by the “Zurich is burning” youth
and student revolt.’ Rebuttal: In the reality of my life, life and
work have never been worlds apart but rather a unit; everything
lived through and experienced has a close connection with
work. So if my life ‘comes close to Zen Buddhist ideals’, as you
write (what, in your opinion, are those ideals?), they would of
necessity also have to be expressed in the work, here in particular through the philosophy and aesthetic of wabi and sabi and
also through Koan writings, which in turn reveal astonishing
parallels with Dada as well as Arte Povera, traditions with which
I have always been on very familiar terms. In the West, Zen has
already declined into the lifestyle product of a decadent upper
class, far from its quintessence: zazen, concentration without
thinking, seated lingering in emptiness and anchored in the
Heart Sūtra, in Japanese Hannya-Shin-gyō. ‘In emptiness there
is no knowledge and no attainment since there is nothing to be
attained.’
A well-known concomitant phenomenon of Zen Buddhism
is lack of respect for authority and conventional notions of value,
as has been handed down through the centuries in countless
anecdotes by patriarchs and monks and which can be traced
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back to the last exhortation uttered by Buddha kyamuni: ‘You
are the light; do not rely on others, rely only on yourself’, and at
this juncture, too, there would be the beginning of a rapprochement with what you, in my opinion, mistakenly, called a ‘youth
and student revolt’: an anti-authoritarian reflex and the questioning of claims to power.
What is subsumed under the heading ‘Zurich is burning’ and
is called a ‘youth and student revolt’ is a cliché for the contemptuous way the bourgeois press wrote about the Zurich youth
unrest. In reality, it was a protracted and exhausting culture war,
the revolt of the ‘culture corpses’ against a sclerotic Establishment, triggered off by the so-called Opera House rioting, which
was the final straw and spread from Zurich to other cities in
Switzerland, Germany and as far as Britain. Those events had
nothing to do with a student rebellion; confusion with 1968 is
obvious. On the contrary, elite academic circles out of touch
with the real world distanced themselves from it except for the
ethnologists, whose professor was fired from the university
because of his solidarity. The whole thing called itself ‘moving’
(movement) and Züri brännt [Zurich is Burning] is the title of a
cult film produced by the movement (Video Shop) on their own
initiative, an absolutely essential document and memorable work
of art. http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XheVEQENJ9I 
The opinion that my work ‘is still shaped’ by the above events
is in principle not right, nor are the works of Fischli-Weiss,
Pippilotti Rist, Martin Disler and other Zurich artists shaped by
them: it was not the artists who were shaped by the rebellion but
the rebellion that was shaped by the artists.
You go on to write: ‘And thus Bernhard Schobinger has
concentrated thematically on the ring ever since he decided to
leave the conventional paths to making jewellery.’ It would be
interesting to know where Prof. Hufnagl would put the exact
moment that set in. The question is answered by the chronology
of objects in the present book in so far as only the genuine
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works, beginning with the first independently made ring (1967),
are included in it. Finishing my apprenticeship and embarking on
self-employment in October 1968 already marked the end of the
conventional way. As far as the break with Constructivist art is
concerned, on the other hand, this was, with all due respect,
instead an attempt to break out of a space that felt more and
more claustrophobic. What triggered off that ‘apostasy’ was,
among other things, contact with Franz Eggenschwiler, an artist
who was a friend of mine, and the social and aesthetic paradigm
shift brought about by punk music since 1976.
The works that were produced within the space of two years
as if in a fit of sheer recklessness, which were shown for the first
time at the above-mentioned 1978 exhibition at Museum
Bellerive and at that time were exposed to the most vociferous
hostility from all sides because they infringed taboos, have
ultimately turned out to have shaped styles for subsequent
generations down to the present day, which is easy to recognise
over the course of history.
Despite my close ties with the city of Zurich, to the Applied Arts
School, to the birthplace of both Dada and Concrete art, and
considering my far-flung personal network of relationships, the
impression that my horizons are confined to Zurich would be
false. In fact I commuted in the early 1980s between Zurich,
London, New York and Berlin, the focal points of a new awareness and its new forms of expression. From each of those cities
I brought home suitcases bursting with ‘trophies’ and my head
and heart full of adventure from which many objects have
emerged, such as Shards from Moritzplatz, from shards of Coca
Cola bottles and shattered television tubes, now in the Museum

10

of Fine Arts in Houston, Texas, USA. At that time I was living
with a friend at 20 Maybachufer, not far from the Kottbus Gate
and Moritzplatz, a dreary, run-down dead end in Kreuzberg
located right at the Berlin Wall, and not far from the legendary
SO36.
But why am I going on about all that? Anyone who has
experienced it knows this.

Most sincerely yours,
Bernhard
Zurich, 11 ⁄  2013
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Lord of Misrule
Glenn Adamson

In ancient Rome a week was set aside every year, about the
time when we celebrate Christmas, for a festival called the
Saturnalia. Though nominally a religious ritual dedicated to the
god Saturn (who was imagined reclaiming the celestial throne
from his son, Jupiter, for the duration of the event), its true
importance was both social and psychological. The event permitted the Roman populi to indulge in licentious activities that
were normally proscribed. It conformed to that dynamic of
emotional release that Mikhail Bakhtin famously described as
‘the carnivalesque’, a situation when all rules were suspended.
The world was, for a brief time, turned upside down. Slaves
were served dinner by their own masters. People of all classes
embarked on epic bouts of drinking, sex and gambling. As the
author Philo of Alexandria wrote, it was a time to enjoy ‘every
kind of pleasure appealing to every sense.’ And over the proceedings presided the Saturnalicius Princeps, or ‘lord of misrule’, temporarily elevated from the ranks of the lowly. This mock
king’s capricious, arbitrary decrees had to be obeyed – an inversion of normal rulership – because instead of commanding
his subjects to work, the Saturnalicius Princeps gave people
permission to do exactly what they most wanted, but dared not
do at any other time of the year.
If this tradition were to be revived today, and a lord of misrule
were appointed to lead us all into the heart of our own desires,
it would be hard to imagine a better man for the job than
Bernhard Schobinger. This is essentially the task he has set
himself over the past four decades of work as a jeweller. More
than any other artist working in this field, he stands for the
permissive and the pleasurable. And, as this publication surveying his astonishingly varied investigations attests, the person
who is granted the most freedom through Schobinger’s work
is Schobinger himself. He seems to permanently inhabit the
heightened and uninhibited state that the Saturnalia engendered.
As a result he and his creations have a very particular aura.
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If Schobinger is something like a holy man in reverse, a dark
sage of sensuality, then the things he makes are like – what?
Permission slips? Writs of indulgence? Or perhaps the ecclesiastical ornaments of an ancient sect, one that each of us may
join simply by slipping one of his rings on to a finger.

Killing Time
Schobinger’s misrulership is based not only in sexuality, immoderation and perversity, but also in violence. Like any true avantgardiste, he is involved in destroying his own art form, subverting
its traditional norms (in the case of jewellery, wearability, value
and decorativeness) and subjecting its basic formats to radical
rethinking. This ambition has overtones of the Oedipal – to introduce another psychologically inflected classical theme – and if
jewellery is the Father, then Schobinger spends a lot of his time
slaying it. What kind of death is he staging, though? Perhaps
better to say it in German, with one of my favourite words in that
language: umbringen. To my American ears, perhaps too ready
to hear a cognate, it sounds more sinister but also more textured
than any comparable English word. Literally it means ‘to kill’,
but to me it suggests much more than that: to bring up short, to
impose a final ending or in the reflexive sich umbringen (to commit
suicide) to confront one’s own finitude. It is in this rich and
multiple sense that we should understand Schobinger’s relationship with jewellery. One might expect that someone so thoroughly
possessed by a restless spirit of invention would have given
up on this little field of endeavour long ago. But over the years it
has become clear that Schobinger needs restrictive rules and
easy expectations to hover just outside his studio, so that he
has something to keep undoing.
But Schobinger’s work is more than just antagonistic, which
is the case with any worthwhile avant-garde endeavour and also
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with any real incarnation of the carnivalesque. The hierarchical
inversion of the Saturnalia, in which rich and poor traded places,
did not simply cancel out the existing values of Roman society,
nor did it even undermine its class structure in any fundamental
or lasting way. The transient experience of the festival was literally the exception that proved the rule: a pressure-release valve
that, ironically, may have ensured the ongoing stability of the
social order. In the same way, Schobinger’s love-hate relationship
with jewellery leads him to constantly assault its traditions
without ever quite abandoning them. This is the power of the
carnivalesque, which escapes the normative, giving normally
repressed aspects of life their moment of freedom but without
collapsing into actual anarchy. The rules are inverted, yes,
but they are still there – and all the more powerfully for being
contested so rapturously. So, for example, Bakhtin (in his study
of the writings of the medieval poet François Rabelais) discusses
the literary figure of the grotesque body. Unlike the etiquette
of polite society, which is fixated on cleanliness, the carnivalesque
acknowledges a body that is emphatically physical. It farts and
belches, bleeds and sweats and urinates. This body ‘gives
birth and is born, devours and is devoured, drinks, defecates,
is sick and dying.’ The purpose of all this is not simply to disgust,
however, but rather to make health, life and beauty all the more
tangibly real to us.
Schobinger is fascinated by the full range of bodily experiences, and he explores it in delightfully unembarrassed, ribald
and grotesque imagery, from the crude humour of his early genitalia-shaped rings (in one case, a pair that interpenetrate one
another) to more finely made ornaments that caress and frame
bony knuckles, ribs and collarbones. These near desecrations
of the body highlight real beauty more than any Cartier diamonds
could do. (To see this dynamic in a pure state, one could not
improve on the photographs that Schobinger’s wife Annelies
Štrba has taken of her gorgeous daughters, Linda and Sonja,
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wearing the jeweller’s work.) Equally carnivalesque in motivation
is his extensive use of shattered glass. There are many factors
involved in that choice of material, including Schobinger’s
attraction to the detritus of post-industrial culture, his insight that
a smashed fragment of bottle refracts light and colour somewhat like a precious stone, and his punk-inspired interest in cutting the body. Lacerated skin is the locus for a particular strain
of the grotesque, inscribed with the narrative of Christological
redemption. Schobinger is well aware of the long association
between physical pain and religious ecstasy and understands how
to render that in secular terms; it is the key rite within his antitranscendental unholiness. Broken glass is one of the clearest
material signals in his project Schmuck umbringen, destroying
jewellery in order to give it new life.

Ring around the Rose
Despite his interest in fragmentation, then, Schobinger’s jewellery
is anything but random. Each of his rings is freighted with a
degree of intention, invention and sheer willpower that makes it
feel almost heavy on the hand. In this combination of absolute
freedom and rigorous commitment, he resembles no one as
much as Marcel Duchamp – who is, along with his Dadaist colleagues, almost an inevitable point of reference when discussing
this jeweller. What Duchamp called ‘assisted ready-mades’,
in which a found object is extended or contextualised without
mitigating its autonomous status, is among Schobinger’s most
common methods of operation. The handmade and the readymade always keep close company in his work. Bits of glass
do take a preeminent place in his repertoire of reclaimed castaways, but the list seems endless. In his rings alone he has incorporated industrial pipe fittings, old keys (and keyholes), torn cloth,
bones, even a whole doorknob. Just as Duchamp’s objects
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(toilets, snow shovels, bottle racks and so on) always make a
crazy kind of sculptural sense when imported into an art gallery
space, Schobinger exhibits a connoisseur’s eye when undertaking these improbable appropriations. Once they are sitting on
the wrist, neck or finger, his miscellaneous materials feel as if
they’d always been destined to become jewellery.
Even when he is not appropriating objects, Schobinger has
a knack for preserving the ‘found’ physicality of metals, stones
and other substances in his finished pieces. When he’s done
with a material, it often seems rawer than when he started.
This brings us to another carnivalesque register, that of base
materiality – an idea rooted in the Surrealist conception of the
informe. It’s another of those words that plays suggestively
across multiple meanings in English: informal, unformed, formless, anti-form. For the Surrealist writer George Bataille, the
informe served a subversive purpose, disrupting the regimens of
orderly meaning that were associated with more ‘formal’ art (in
all senses of that term). As he put it, ‘To assert that the universe
does not resemble anything and is merely informe amounts to
saying that the universe is something like a spider, or spit.’
Schobinger’s unworked blobs, which are nearly as common as
the glass shards in his jewellery, are the metallurgical equivalent
to Bataille’s gob of spittle. Crawling over the hand or hanging
pendulously from a neck-chain, they speak of the mine from
which the metal was claimed. But at the same time, like the
Rorschach blots they somewhat resemble, they tickle the mind
of the wearer. They are, to use another Surrealist phrase,
‘disagreeable objects’ that invite reading in, precisely because
they are so illegible: another emblem of Schobinger’s uncontained, irrepressible will to disorder.
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Firestarter
A final story about rings, again taken from the annals of the
ancient world, might serve as a fitting conclusion to this essay.
It is a well-known legend that the titan Prometheus stole fire
from the gods and brought it to humankind (like Duchamp, his
greatest achievement was an act of theft). Most people also
know that he was punished by Zeus by being chained to a rock,
where an eagle pecked out his liver. It is another of the ingenious inversions of classical mythology. His ability to heal was a
curse, for the bird returned every day to inflict the wound again.
A less well-known variant of the story has Zeus eventually
relenting and deciding to release the unfortunate Prometheus
from bondage on one condition: he must wear a single link of
his chain, embedded with a chunk of the rock to which he
had been bound, to remind him of his subservience. According
to this version of the legend, it was in tribute to the fire-giving
Prometheus that people first wore rings set with stones.
For the Romantic poets of the early nineteenth century, Prometheus stood as an avatar of rebellious creativity – the template for the creative genius who reaches for the heavens and
suffers for the cause of art. The theme inspired Percy Bysshe
Shelley to compose his masterwork Prometheus Unbound,
which describes the relations between the divine and the mortal
as an ecstatic, eternal combat:
Man, oh, not men! A chain of linkèd thought, | Of love and
might to be divided not, | Compelling the elements with
adamantine stress – | As the Sun rules even with a tyrant’s
gaze, | The unquiet Republic of the maze | Of Planets,
struggling fierce towards Heaven’s free wilderness.
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Shelley imagines human striving in terms drawn equally from
metalsmithing and cosmology. Chained one to another through
the bonds of love and power, people subject the world around
them to ‘adamantine’ hardness and fix objects into place,
much as the sun holds the planets encircling it in their orbits.
It is through this image of rings within rings – the planet Saturn
traversing the solar system in its endless rounds – that I most
like to see Schobinger’s work. He is only a jeweller, after all,
and his work has a smallness conditioned by the body. Yet it
operates at a conceptual scale of astronomical proportions. Like
Prometheus, Schobinger is fettered, but to a rock of his own
choosing. The constraints of the body pain him: one can feel an
undercurrent of anguish running right through his work, which
deals so forthrightly with body’s materiality, its strength and its
weakness, its beauty and ugliness, the inevitability of its decline
and passage into a heap of remains. It is that final entropic
disorder that Bernhard Schobinger’s Saturnalian jewellery both
celebrates and turns upside down.

Glenn Adamson
Nanette L Laitman Director of the Museum of Arts and Design (MAD) in
New York City. PhD in art history (2001), Yale University. Previously Head of
the Research Department at the Victoria and Albert Museum, Londont.
Curator of numerous exhibitions at home and abroad. Teaching appointments in Great Britain and the USA. Author and editor of many publications
in cluding Thinking Through Craft (2008), The Craft Reader (2010), Postmodernism: Style and Subversion 1970 to 1990 (2011), and The Invention
of Craft (2013). Adamson is also co-editor of the triannual Journal of
Modern Craft.
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Preface
While I was writing this, which seemed to me more like struggling for and with words, doubts about the sense of an activity
of this kind began to set in. They grew every time I looked through
the text until I began to question in all seriousness whether
spending my time at the anvil with a hammer in my hand would
be more intelligent and make more sense than wasting it on a
computer keyboard. Actually there is nothing new to be said,
nothing that hasn’t already been said, and even that is just
another trite truism. Wracked as I was with such questions and
doubts about myself and what I was doing, all that was ultimately left for me was the delete key, and I made liberal use of
it. May I and my lack of skill be generously forgiven considering
that writing has never been my craft nor will it ever be.
‘He stands in the Sun but he turns his back on it’ (quotation
from my personal birth horoscope).
‘Everything is interconnected’. The man who said that is
no esotericist; he is Hans Peter Dürr, a celebrated physicist
(director of the Max Planck Institute until 1997 and colleague of
Werner Heisenberg and Edward Teller), in a lecture he gave
entitled ‘There is no matter.’
(http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rT6ekqvt42k)
Like the links of a chain, everything in the universe seems
in an unfathomable way to be interconnected. A golden thread
runs through the labyrinth of evolution all the way back to
the first living cell. It must have been a tremendous revelation
to Darwin, and the question arises of why the discovery of the
origin of species should have taken so long, because the
stratigraphy in mountains with fossils had been clearly visible to
researchers since time immemorial. If there had only been
interest or usefulness in doubting the dogma of Genesis. Why
should that have been so? Everything seems potentially to have
been there from the beginning, but it only shows up when the
right time for it has come. Epistemology and cultural history also
have an evolution of their own; that is a reason why inferences
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drawn, for instance, from modern-age Polynesian pile dwellings
cannot be applied retrospectively to Neolithic cultures, because
5,000 years of development lie between the two.
A central tenet of the Dharma, the Buddhist doctrine, is ‘The
Law of Dependent Arising’. Every event and every thing are the
consequence of something that has preceded them and so on
back to the Big Bang and beyond that to an ‘unmoved mover’.
Conversely, what will be in the future is determined by acts in
the here and now. The infallibility of the law of cause and effect
(Sanskrit: Karma) is plausible and independent of any specific
religion. Nonetheless, many lack insight into dependency. Lack
of knowledge is regarded as the cause of all evil and suffering.
Those who had comprehensive clarity of vision were given
mystic status as bodhisattvas and saints, enlightened ones and
wise men. No future without origins. As a crosser of borders, I
know about my past, tradition and roots.
An example has been handed down in Lao Tse’s Tao te
ching: ‘the effectiveness of negativity’.
Thirty spokes converge on a hub: the usefulness of a cart
rests on the nothingness about it (empty space).
Clay is formed and vessels are made of it: the usefulness of
a vessel rests on the nothingness about it.
A wall is pierced with doors and windows to create a house:
the usefulness of the house rests on the nothingness about it.
Therefore: Beingness provides for possession, non-beingness usefulness.
Applied to the ring, the following might be said: the usefulness of the ring rests on the nothingness about it (the hole).
One person whose texts have captivated me and never fail to
take my breath away with astonishment about the ability to follow
the paths of human destinies and their ramifications and entanglements is the writer W. G. Sebald. Endowed with the intuition
of a clairvoyant and the investigative skill of a criminologist,
he was able to clarify the most improbable and complicated
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interrelationships. He could see things no one else would have
noticed and describe them. This seems to be premised essentially on open-mindedness towards coincidences, and I believe I
know the enlightening events that occur unexpectedly and
fortuitously.
One of those fateful moments was when I decided, during a
bout of flu in the winter of 1996 or 1997, to read a book entitled
The Rings of Saturn. An English Pilgrimage, which for months
had lain unnoticed on a mountain of unread books. I was given
the book without commentary by someone who had evidently not
read it. The author was completely unknown to me; I had
never heard his name before nor did anyone in my immediate
surroundings know of him. The text begins with a story from a
hospital bed in Norwich, a provincial town in Suffolk, where
Sebald was hospitalised for an illness – the first of many coincidences! W. G. Sebald left my field of vision as unexpectedly as
he had entered it. I wanted to write to him, had prepared a
letter and was only waiting for his address, which a friend from
Dublin had promised to send, when the news of his death
reached me – a brief notice in the Neue Zürcher Zeitung just
days before Christmas 2001. It reported that a car crash had
killed him and left a passenger, his daughter, severely injured.
The title of the present book is a coincidence that I have
appropriated, like a bicycle ‘for use’, and I cannot think of
anything that would be closer to me, no matter how much I
might mull it over.
However, the title might also be viewed as an ultra-modest
tribute. Were Sebald still alive, I could have asked him, but if his
first book had not reached me, everything would have been
different.
The suggestion for a book on rings covering a limited number
of selected works came from a friend and colleague, the
gallerist Felix Flury, along with a proposal for bringing out a small
book to continue the series published by his gallery, S O,
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London/Solothurn. The ensuing debate about the project,
however, led inevitably, due to the quantity of material to be covered and the concomitant difficulty to be incurred in widening
the selection of works, to the idea of a complete catalogue of
rings. This ambitious project in turn soon proved to be illusory
since a search revealed that many of the objects had either
been lost or were for other reasons unavailable for documentation. Thus an aphorism coined by Georg Kohler turned out once
again to be apt: ‘The whole can never be had entirely’. The
projected ring compendium had of necessity to be limited to ‘a
selection of’ works, yet selection has also brought in its wake
some significant advantages, especially as far as design is
concerned. For example, a stringently observed chronological
sequence following art-historical criteria could be eschewed in
favour of triage according to typological viewpoints, which in
turn could still be temporally structured. This has made it
possible to show the work-group character, the genealogy and
affiliations, descent and origins of ring families far more clearly
and comprehensibly. Groups are formed, on the one hand, by
material and technique, on the other, typologically, leaving open
the possibility of overlapping and multiple designations – for
instance, an object of meteorite iron in the form of the recumbent eight can be assigned to both the Meteorite family and the
Recumbent 8 family. Everything is interconnected.
A family-tree table follows.
The sequence chosen should, however, not lead to the
fallacious assumption that the objects were conceived from the
start in terms of work groups. The sequence my objects follow
while being worked on is premised on conditions very different
to disciplined seriation deriving from assiduous conjugation
and declination of a theme in the form of complete work groups
of the kind usually associated with art academies and which
still represent a tried and tested recipe for success in so many
diploma projects and submissions to competitions.
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The progress of work carried out in the workshop is marred by
instability, a fragile state of mind constantly oscillating between
euphoria and resignation, acceptance and rejection. Love and
curiosity as well as anger and aggression can be the motivating
forces driving excursions into the last blank spaces on the map
of the aesthetic world, which may lead either to discoveries or
shipwreck.
Brainwaves are fortuitous and happen intuitively under
unforeseeable conditions yet in a peculiar continuity. By chance
something unthought-of and unintended suddenly becomes
reality. The thought that the unknown source might dry up is
linked with fear and seems life-threatening.
Euphoria and resignation, the one cannot be without the
other.
Enthusiasm for a new work is subject to a sort of half-life,
which is sometimes so brief that a work may even be abandoned before completion. During breaks taken from work or
overnight, doubts may arise that ultimately threaten to prevent
continuation of what has been begun. The only thing that
usually helps as a way out of that frustrating situation is the
prospect of experiencing a sense of achievement by beginning
on something entirely new, the outcome of which is again
fraught with uncertainty.
Something left unfinished then lies about somewhere with
other failures to attest to inability, and whenever I catch sight of
it, I am annoyed or depressed.
On the other hand, a change in viewpoint may also take
place after some time has elapsed, and a failed piece may later
appear particularly successful or be integrated in a new work.
Incidentally, from the standpoint of craftsmanship and
coordination, I think of myself as quite awkward and cackhanded. Routine and virtuosity are unknown entities to me,
which may be one reason for my failure to pass the entrance
examination for the goldsmithing class at the Applied Arts
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School. In works I engage in today, however, that lack of skill
turns out not to be just a drawback. On the contrary, in works
entailing forging, especially the archaic iron rings forged in fire,
the metal can find uncontrolled and unfettered expression of
its primal essence, its quality, entirely in the sense of the
wabi and sabi philosophy and aesthetic, whose basic tenets
are simplicity and modesty, naturalness and unintentionality.
Lacking business acumen and, commercially speaking,
largely unsuccessful as I have remained to this day, I have, despite
the presence of my work in major world museums, ‘amounted
to nothing’, and when I meet people who envy me, this is
embarrassing because they cannot see beneath the surface.
‘He stands in the Sun but turns his back on it’ – the statement
applies to my core state of being, in which the planet Saturn
plays a not inconsiderable role as an impediment and brake, as
the following diagrams show.
The style in keeping with the times is the non-style!

Bernhard Schobinger
Zurich, 11 ⁄  2013
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History

History
My mother showed me goldsmithing tools inherited by her grand
mother from her great-great-uncle, Bernhard Rudolf Perrola
(1829–1897), a goldsmith and dentist in Rapperswil, which I still
use and cherish.
At the age of perhaps nine or ten, I forged chains from electro
copper wires, which I beat flat with a hammer on the sandstone
floor flags.

Artist’s signature,
commonly signed ‘Draht’

Summer holidays, 1960 Scout camp in Sussex, England, daily
report with drawing, undersigned with simply ‘Draht’ [Wire], with
the ‘D’ ending in barbed wire and, what is more, the word is
spelt wrong: dyslexia. (Document log.)

Probably 1950, four
years old, as Red
Riding Hood at the
children’s carnival in
Will SG.

Probably 1951, five
years old, as a chimney
sweep at the children’s
carnival in Will SG.

Oct. 1958 When I was twelve, my father died of a heart attack
at the age of seventy-four on a Saturday afternoon while I was
on Scout orienteering. I still know the place and time precisely
where the disturbing thought entered my mind that my father had
died at that moment, which turned out to be true on my return
home and coincided with actual fact.
4 Nov. 1958 The twelve-year-old half-orphan wrote in a school
essay: ‘I have great delight in stones, which is why I should like
to become a goldsmith.’ (Feuer über Wasser, p. 5.)
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1962 Left Maria Hilf Schwyz College, a Catholic boarding
school, before finishing.
Now sixteen years old, admitted to the Zurich Applied Arts
School (KGSZ) and attended what was called the Johannes Itten
Preliminary Course, read Kandinsky’s writings, including Concerning the Spiritual in Art, with a foreword by Max Bill. First saw
pictures and sculpture by that Concrete artist at the Susanne
Bollag Gallery in Zurich, still own the exhibition brochure. (The
orig. exhib. prospectus.)
Realised the meaningfulness of work titles in Paul Klee: they are,
on the one hand, an integral part of the picture and, on the other,
independent linguistic poetic creations in the sense that they are
synaesthetic analogies.
1963 Max Fröhlich, teacher of the metals class, informed me I
had, unfortunately, failed the entrance examination to his class
and recommended to me that I learn gemstone setting or
engraving, which I felt was heavily sarcastic. Nineteen years later
on a chance encounter in London, Fröhlich admitted to me that
he had been wrong about me. Nor have I forgotten that Richard
Paul Lohse once described him to me as a ‘Byzantine’ and I had
no idea what he meant by that.
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Beginning of a four-year goldsmith’s apprenticeship at Kündig &
Co, a trinket-making firm, Uraniastrasse No. 9, Zurich. The
specialist teacher at the Applied Arts School was the esteemed
and revered Kurt Aeppli.

In the apprenticeship workshop
at Oettenbachgasse in Zurich; my
teacher and head of workshop,
Thomas Good, second from left.

1966 First formally stringent work: a ring, 18ct white gold with
grossularite granular sphere. Eschewed a stone setting. Realised
by moonshining during my apprenticeship. (Jewels Now!, p. 10.)

Workshop with a
gallery on the ground
floor, 1969

Oct. 1968 Opened my own goldsmithing workshop with a
gallery for contemporary art in Richterswil. (Poster, invitation
card, press cuttings.)
Beginning of independent work based on Constructivist-Concrete principles.
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Picture taken with Annelies’s 6 × 6 camera with self-timer. In the workshop of
their artist friend Jürgen Zumbrunnen, 1968.
From left to right: Bernhard Schobinger, Annelies Štrba, Martin Bruggmann,
and Jürgen Zumbrunnen with girlfriend.

Nov. 1968 Met Annelies Štrba at a jazz club in Richterswil; her
grandfather happened to stay in the house across from it and
while walking from Hungary through Switzerland made the
acquaintance of a Slovenian maid, who was the only person to
know the language. She would be his future wife.
Summer 1969 Trip to Ireland with Annelies, which ineluctably
led to marriage.
1970 Birth of daughter Sonja.
First variably combinable work as Multi-Ring in acrylic glass in
various colours and white gold as well as first kinetic object:
mercury in little PVC tubes realised as neck jewellery; a year later
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7 Feb. 1973 Kinetic Sphere Ring, design drawing in the work
log, with a technical drawing for cutting the stone dated 15 May
1973.
Later, publication of the ring in 1979 in a German magazine
would upset Franz Bette, a German jewellery designer, who
accused me of plagiarism to the editorial staff. Presenting my
documents, drawings, the gem-cutting invoice and the invoice
from the Arte Arena Gallery, which sold the ring to the art
collector Willy Gutmann on 21 Dec. 1973, proved that the
opposite was true.
Annelies Štrba, Bernhard
Schobinger. Portrait taken
with self-timer

awarded a grant for this by the Federal Office for Culture in Bern.
(Jewels Now!, pp. 22, 23; drawing and correspondence, press
1970.)
1971 The Lozenge Ring receives the International Diamonds
Award in New York. Max Bill was a member of the jury, who, on
his own admission, was committed to championing the work.
(Catalogue, press, corresp. 1971.) I designed a whole-page
advert for it.
Friday, 8 Dec. 1972 Introduction by Dr Fritz Billeter, then literary
editor of the Zurich Tagesanzeiger and an art critic, to the
exhibition at the Arte Arena Gallery, in which he addressed the
obsolescence of the terms ‘applied’ and ‘fine’ art. (Facsimile of
the manuscript with corrections in the author’s own hand.)
Gallery price list with work titles such as Famished Leech,
aluminium bangle Double Lipstick and Triangular Glitches.
(Rather unusual for Constructivist art.) (Various press articles.)
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June 1973 Concept I: ‘Girdling a finger’.
‘Join in the fun of girdling a finger!’
With a good kitchen knife/razor blade, make 2 parallel circular
cuts approx 1mm deep, small transverse cut and the strip of
skin can be effortlessly stripped off.
Concept II: ‘Diamond under the skin’.
Diamond as a capital investment placed under the skin by an
operation. (Work log.)
Nov. 1975 First exhibition at the gallery run by Josef MüllerBrockmann (1914–1996).
(Galerie Seestrasse, formerly Galerie58) in Rapperswil Old Town.
Max Bill appeared at the opening and bought Mutation from
Circle to Square with Volume Remaining Constant, a bangle;
Josef Müller also bought a ring for his wife, the Concrete painter
Shizuko Yoshikawa. At the vernissage I made the acquaintance
of one of the last women Bauhaus students, Lucia Moholy-Nagy,
who was often present in the gallery.
(Poster, price list, press 1975.)
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20 Oct. 1976 Document of an invoice relevant to the sale of a
Tension Ring to Harry Hotz as the earliest written testimonial to
the authorship of the model, although even earlier examples of
these works have been lost. The ring is also documented on an
insurance inventory list of the owner’s.

1976 Encounter with Franz Eggenschwiler (1930–2000), a
Bernese graphic artist, object artist and sculptor, who was
sixteen years my senior, marking the beginning of a productive
two-year collaboration. Inflated with enthusiasm, our meetings
for work and brainstorming sessions invariably ended, despite
the things we obviously had in common, in discussions and even
arguments due to differences of opinion on what was possible
and what was impossible, whereby I always made it a condition
that I would be free to decide execution and realisation myself.
Our collaboration came to an end with an exhibition at the
Museum Bellerive in Zurich that ran from 5 Dec. 1978 until
4 Feb. 1979. Together with earlier works, a total of 215 objects
were launched, all of which were made in my workshop. In the
accompanying catalogue, Sigrid Barten, head curator at the
museum, wrote among other things: ‘However one may feel
about this jewellery, work done jointly by Eggenschwiler and
Schobinger, whether one rejects it or is enthusiastic about it, it
inspires in any case thoughts beyond the narrow limits that are
traditionally set to jewellery and about the limitless possibilities
that this new perspective shown here still leaves open for
jewellery design.’ (Poster, catalogue, price list, press.)

Invoice from
20 Oct. 1976

Franz Eggenschwiler at my
home in Richterswil.
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1977 First attempts at casting natural substances, such as
grass, lime flowers, sandblasted wood, twigs and small
branches, grapevine tendrils, mushrooms, dried banana skins,
remains of apples, Emmenthal cheese, cherries, sweets, directcast plastic objects, dowels, sunglasses, cardboard and wax
models, and small sewing-thread reels.
Experiments with directly casting iron as well as various gold
alloys that were subsequently centrifuged into moulds by
centrifugal casting machines used in dental technology.
A paradigm shift through the Punk aesthetic, the new music, is
expressed analogously in work as well as a holistic design
impulse in life and everyday living.

1981 Self-publication of Eiszeit-Juwelentraum(a) with blackand-white photos I had made with Annelies of more recent
works; she copied the shots in her own photo lab. A special
edition (thirty copies) featured silvered edges and was fastened
with a gold clip.

Cover Eiszeit-Juwelentrauma, 1981

Received a page in Femina magazine as carte blanche, as a
manifestation of ‘Anything goes’ (Paul Feyerabend) towards the
unlimited extension of the material concept.

Bernhard with Linda
and Ashi the cat, 1980

Spring 1980 Design and montage of a series of ten display
cases made of bevelled sheet steel, glass and integrated neon
tubing that could be simply and quickly dismantled.
My own display cases were first used with my most recent works
at Exposition-Reflexion-Explosion, an exhibition with Swiss
artists curated by Fritz Billeter in Le Havre, France. Pictures by
Claudia Schifferle were hung above the display cases. (Catalogue.)

38

1983 Landscape with Diamonds published separately as a
brochure for the design of the Dow Chemical trade fair stall in
Düsseldorf at which jewellery objects made of plastic objets
trouvés combined with noble metals were presented.

Design of the Dow
Chemical trade fair
stall, 1983
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Manifesto, 1981

1985 Feb./Apr. solo show at the Peter Noser Gallery in Zurich
with sculpture made of a variety of materials and jewellery objects.

1987 Second solo show at the Peter Noser Gallery, Zurich,
with sculpture and jewellery objects.
2003 Retrospective Jewels Now! at the Museum Bellerive,
Zurich. A total of 286 works were shown on two floors.
The exhibition scenography was deconstructed by me in a
seemingly chaotic-looking arrangement of various types of
display cases.
At the same time, the monograph Jewels Now! was published
by Arnoldsche Art Publishers in Stuttgart.

Exhibition at Peter Noser Gallery, Zurich, 1985

1986 Devon-Carbon-Perm, sixty-four portrait photos in large
formats in duotone print. Daughter Sonja as the model for the
most recent jewellery objects.
First publication of a photographic work cycle by Annelies Štrba.
She enlarged the pictures in her own photo lab on Baryta paper
and, from 1990, also on photo linen paper of 100 × 140 cm.
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Works
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Drawings

Drawings

Idea sketch dated 9 Nov. 1991.
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Drawings

Page from the sketchbook, 1990.
Page from the sketchbook, 1990.
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Drawings

Page from the sketchbook dated 1 Mar. 1993.
Drawing from the sketchbook.
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Coat-Hanger

Coat-Hanger Ring, 1966,
white gold with grossularite (garnet).
Whereabouts unknown.
First work I carried out on my own as a third-year
apprentice in the form of ‘moonlighting’. The
restrictive and repressive nineteenth-century
working climate at Kündig & Co., Uraniastrasse
No. 9, had survived as if in a time capsule without
any modernisation at all. Located on the fourth
floor of the Observatory Tower in the Zurich old
town, the large workshop with eighteen places
for goldsmiths to work and four for polishers
was called ‘the lower room’ by the workers.
The ‘upper room’ on the fifth floor housed the
manufacture of wedding rings as well as a
workshop each for gem setters and engravers.
The Munifiesel, Swiss German for ‘bull’s penis’,
stood on the small, left-hand balcony behind a
parapet, well protected from curious glances
from the street. It was a narrow sack about 2 m
long of thick felt discoloured speckled grey and
hung up in a wooden cradle. Over the span
of a year, the contents of the filter in this archaic-
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Coat-Hanger

looking piece of equipment dried into a hard
crust. The apprentices’ chores included separating the unappetizing clumps, which were shot
through with strands of hair, from the felt with a
hammer and storing them in a cask before the
filter could be emptied. The filter was a chest with
a storage capacity of approximately 20 litres for
catching particles of noble metals that, among
other things, were lost when workers washed
their hands, and then it filled to overflowing and
had to be emptied when the sewerage water
no longer drained off. It took two to unscrew the
box and detach it from the sewer system, an
extremely dramatic moment because no sooner
was this done than loud curses could be heard in
the workshop. Dragging the heavy bucket through
the room past the places where people were at
work was like running the gauntlet because we
couldn’t avoid feeling we were responsible for the
appalling stench. Immediately the receptacle
arrived at the balcony, the door was locked and
bolted because all the slimy pestilence in the
vessel had to be tipped from an A-frame ladder
into the felt sack. From that moment on, the room
could not be aired by leaving the balcony door
open and this even in mid-summer; a whiff of the
sickening sewer smell we were so familiar with
pervaded the centre of the city while a thin trickle
collected at the lower end of the sack to ooze
across the balcony floor towards the roof gutter.
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The building at Uraniastrasse No. 9. The sewerage sack stood on
the centre balcony of the 5th floor to the left of the little turret.
In summer I often used to spend my lunch hour down below on
the bridge. My two grandchildren, Nyima and Enea, are pictured.
The merciless regime imposed by the authoritarian head of
the firm included ill treatment of all kinds, to make matters worse,
assaulting the apprentices. It was 24 December 1966 (for once
the shop closed by 5 o’clock), when suddenly the proprietor of
the firm, in a rage and uttering vile insults, hit me in the face
because he had spotted a ham sandwich with a bite taken out of
it on my worktop and I was caught out eating because I was
chewing.
After experiencing pure happiness in the modern, liberal world
of the Applied Arts School, with revered and beloved teachers
who trained us to think for ourselves and be free, and pleasant
and broad-minded female and male colleagues, the four years of
apprenticeship were like an endless nightmare in a Kafkaesque
parallel world, dominated by the sole thought of breaking out
whenever an opportunity arose.
Sometimes the workshop foreman had to work longer than
usual and that gave us a chance for a few minutes to be able to
make something for ourselves, which was forbidden. This took
place after the time sheet had been stamped by the time clock.

Coat-Hanger

In a first work stage I pulled the wire to the thickness I wanted;
in the next I bent the wire and soldered the ends together, then
forged it round and sawed it precisely through the solder joint
before bending it outwards by 90 degrees, rounding off one end
into a hemisphere, the other affixed with Araldite to the hemispherical grossularite, which was drilled at the centre.
The form is the outcome of the greatest possible simplicity in
function and construction; it is entirely transparent and stringent.

Pearl Ring, c. 1967,
18ct white gold, black and white cultured pearls. Whereabouts unknown.
One of the earliest examples of infringing symmetry. (Symmetries are trite and
mindless, without tension and boring.)

Workshop, Urania
strasse 9, Zurich, Fifth
floor.
Photo: Annelies Štrba
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Semicircle Theme, Drop Ring Family

Drop Ring Family

Drop Ring, 1979,
18ct gold, brilliant-cut diamond. Collection of the artist.
This is a variant formed from the cross section of a solid
semicircle; the diamond was ‘sunk’ in a drilled hole.

Drop Ring, 1968/90,
fine silver, cabochon diamond. Kunsthaus Zug,
Switzerland, gift of Sonja Graber.

Drop Ring, 1968,
silver, amethyst. Whereabouts unknown.
Since classical antiquity in the goldsmithing
tradition, the ring type consists of two basic
elements: the shank, the actual ring, as well as a
setting sitting on top of it, which holds a stone
(gem) in place. Although these two components
can be varied almost infinitely, this duality seemed
to me to be extremely conventional. Committed
as I was to aspiring to modern, new design, I took
the way of simplification with the aim of unity,
synchronicity, of ring and setting. A single element
with two functions, a theme that would also return
decades later in the snake rings.
In this 1968 ring, the two ends of a strip of
hollow silver wire cut in half join as a circle, which
forms the setting for a hemisphere of amethyst.
I exchanged the above ring for a work by
Jürgen Zumbrunnen, a painter and sculptor who
is a friend and colleague of many years from the
Zurich Applied Arts School.
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Ever since I began to work on my own, one question
has preyed on my mind. Down through the centuries,
domed forms known as ‘cabochons’ have been cut
from all the world’s stones, including very costly
ones, such as rubies, sapphires and emeralds, with
one exception: diamonds. Why have there never been
diamond cabochons in all the history of jewellery?
What might be the reason for this? Perhaps lack of
attractiveness? Diamond cutters whom I wanted to
commission to do the work gave me the answer that
cutting them was technically impossible. Although
the explanation did not completely convince me, I
buried the idea of diamond cabochons for a few years
until I had the idea of trying again with a sphere that
could be cut into two halves, and, lo and behold, a
firm in Idar-Oberstein astonished me by accepting
the commission. In the meantime, the laser technique
had been developed to such an extent that it could
sever a sphere precisely in half: those were the first
two diamond cabochons in jewellery history.
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Drop Ring Family
Drop Ring, 1970,
white gold, one of two. Collection of the
artist.

Solitaire Rings, since 1968,
white gold, brilliant-cut diamonds, round profile
1.5mm. Whereabouts unknown.
Setting and ring are one and the same. A limited
number (fewer than five) of these rings has been
executed in varying thicknesses with different
stones.

Drop Ring, 1970,
white gold, onyx, one-off. Collection of
the artist.
Ring with Five Pearls, 1968,
white gold, cultured pearls. Whereabouts
unknown.
This represents yet another suggested solution for
a constructive-functional unity of ring and setting.
The two round profiles, each measuring 1.2mm in
diameter, run parallel, converge to fork off in a
V-shape and pearls have been stuck on the four
ends, with an additional, fifth, pearl sitting on a
tenon.

Chisel Head Ring, 1977,
FE/BS, steel. Collection of the artist.
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Drop Ring Family

Intarsia Ring, 1978,
pale gold, boxwood. Collection of the artist.

Delayed Separation, 1978,
silver (cast in one piece), one-off.
Whereabouts unknown.

Tyre Ring, 1978,
gold, rubber ring. Collection of the artist.
Circular Ring Divided at the Centre Line,
1978,
outside: bronze, inside: cobalt, one-off.
Whereabouts unknown.
Tyre Ring, 1978,
pale gold, neoprene rubber.
Whereabouts unknown.
Here an extended material concept
was tried out on an ‘older’ motif.
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Two different semicircular circle rings touch
on the plane of the centre line. I used the
motif to conduct an experiment in casting
technique: the inner ring was cast in cobalt,
melting point approximately 1300 °C, by
means of a centrifugal casting machine;
then a contrasting metal with a lower
melting point, such as bronze, was cast
around the inner cobalt ring. The liquid
bronze contracted while cooling to form a
complete, utterly seamless bond between
the two metals. The method could be
applied to an entire range of contrasting
metals yet I let it go at that one work.
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Multi-Element Rings

Multi-Element Rings

Multi-Ring, 1970,
acrylic glass, white gold, handmade prototypes in
several colours and wide possibility of variation.
Collection of the artist.
My lack of business acumen explains why this model
was never serially produced. A colleague to whom
I handed the series at the time because he showed
interest in it promptly sold the idea as his own in a
simplified variation range – but without letting me in
on sharing the profits – to a Zurich department store,
where the rings were subsequently actually offered
for sale as Multi-Rings.
(Commentary in Jewels Now!, p. 23.)
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Möbius Strip
Infinite Loop, 1968,
18ct gold. Möbius Strip or Single-Sided Surface
(photo 1968). Whereabouts unknown.
Translated into gold, forged as a finger ring,
enthralled by Continuity, the Max Bill sculpture.
Continuity, a 1945 sculpture, a Möbius strip
executed in granite, was destroyed in an unfortunate
accident that occurred when it was being loaded for
transport and is now only preserved as a photographic document.
A specific application of the Möbius strip as a
finger ring in gold. The torsion is not uniform
throughout the length of the strip but instead runs
through the central third of it, making the outlining
contour describe an ovoid shape. Only a few
examples (6?) of this ring made, bi-coloured in white
gold and gold.

Infinite Loop in Two Tapering Wedged
Colours, 1970,
18ct white gold and gold as a wedding ring
for a friend who is a mathematician (one of
two). Private collection, Switzerland.
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Max Bill (*22 December 1908 in
Winterthur; † 9 December 1994 in Berlin)
was a Swiss architect, artist and designer,
an exponent of the Zurich Concrete
school.
In 1958 it was described, independently, by the Göttingen mathematician
and physicist Johann Benedict Listing
and the Leipzig mathematician and
astronomer August Ferdinand Möbius.
The Zurich Concrete school is both a
group of Swiss artists and an art
movement in painting, which is classified
as Concrete art. (Also see: Theo van
Doesburg, Wikipedia.) It started at the
Zurich Applied Arts School (later School
of Design, now Zurich University of the
Arts) in Zurich, Switzerland, in the 1930s
and spread from there worldwide.
Exponents of Concrete artists were given
important inspiration by Wassily Kandinsky and Paul Klee.
Max Bill extended the concept as
follows (quotation): concrete art is what
we call those artworks that have arisen
on the basis of means and laws specific
to them – without external borrowing from
natural phenomena or transforming them,
hence not through abstraction. concrete
art is discrete and independent. it is the
expression of the human intellect and
spirit, intended for the human intellect
and spirit, and it is of that acuity,
unequivocalness and perfection that are
to be expected of works by the human
intellect and spirit. concrete painting and
sculpture entail designing what is visually
perceptible. the design means specific to
them are colours, space, light and
movement [...] concrete art is ultimately
the pure expression of harmonious mass
and law. it orders systems and makes
those systems come alive with artistic
means [...] it aspires to universality yet
cultivates uniqueness. it represses what is
individualistic in favour of the individual.

Möbius Strip

Infinite Loop, 1969,
bi-colour variant in white and
yellow gold with a change in
colour from top to bottom and
left to right. Made for an artist
who is a friend. Private collection, Switzerland.
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Semicircular-Circular

Semicircul ar-Circul ar

Little Horns, 1968,
18ct gold, fewer than seven made. Whereabouts unknown.
The semicircular profile is united to form two circular surfaces.

Three Little Horns Ring, 1969,
18ct white gold, three brilliant-cut diamonds.
Whereabouts unknown.

Semicircular Profile Ring, 1977,
FE/BS, 18ct gold. Collection of the artist.
Little Horns with Diamonds, 1968,
18ct white gold, two brilliant-cut
diamonds, edition of twelve. Whereabouts unknown.
Between-the-Fingers Ring, 1977,
FE/BS, 18ct gold, nephrite. Collection
of the artist.

Little Snail Horns Ring, 1969,
white gold, chalcedony. Collection of
the artist.
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Semicircul ar-Circul ar

Lip Ring, 1978,
silver. Collection of the artist.

Lozenge Ring, 1969,
18ct gold, fewer than twelve made. Collection of the artist.
A mutation of the previous stage. The volume still corresponds
to a circle ring. The semicircular profile is again a closed circle,
and the intermediate space forms a lozenge shape. The
material drawn to the side on the left and right is missing
below, which leaves an opening.

Lip Ring, 1968,
18ct gold (first executed in silver, for Jürgen Zumbrunnen),
fewer than five made. Whereabouts unknown.
A ring consisting of two semicircular profiles is split into two
equal halves. An additional variant with a split into a yellow
and a white half would be interesting; that would have made
the derivation more clearly visible. Due to limited funds, I was
not able to make it, as has so often happened; I could not
afford to keep a store of gold and the target market was at
that time limited to just a handful of prospective buyers.
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Award, 1970,
18ct white gold, 350 full-cut brilliant diamonds, blue
enamel paint, one-off. Private collection, Switzerland.
The ring received the International Diamonds Award in
New York in 1971. One of the members of the jury at
that time was Max Bill, who ‘vehemently’ championed
this work of mine, as he explained to me later, and did
so without even knowing me. To me, meeting Bill’s high
standards, having earned his respect, meant an
invaluable affirmation. Sporadic invitations to his house
in Zumikon led to formative encounters with his work
and his encyclopaedic collection, with friends of Bill’s
and Bignia’s from their Bauhaus days (Roman
Clemens). I still have a rare cactus (Ripsalis theres) that
Bignia once gave me as a seedling to take home. The
initial spark that at one blow cleared the way for clearly
seeing ‘things’ came in the form of Kandinsky’s
Concerning the Spiritual in Art. That important piece of
writing, which happened to come into my possession
when I went to a book fair at the Zurich Applied Arts
School in 1962 at the age of sixteen, has an introduction written by Max Bill.
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Yellow-White

Yellow-White
Ring with a White and a Gold Half, 1970
(from 1968 on),
18ct white gold, gold, profile thickness of
rings varying from 2 mm to 5 mm diameter.
Annelies Štrba Collection, Switzerland.
Another variant of the ring in two halves is
achieved by division on the circular ring
plane, white-yellow. Magic could be
performed with this ring: either white or
yellow lay on top when the wearer’s hand
was open; through a sleight of hand the
ring could be reversed and change colour.
(Whereabouts of these rings unknown, no
photos available.)
Apart from the Constructivist-Concrete
theme informing this group of works, these
rings can also be read as symbols of
bipolarity (symbolon). What could be more
appropriate than proposing them as
friendship and wedding rings?

Platinum-Copper Halves, two rings, 1990,
950 platinum, fine copper, made as wedding
rings for Ewa & Stefan Rotzler, Gockhausen,
Switzerland.

V-Ring, 1971,
18ct white gold/gold, one-off. Collection of the
artist.
The surface curvature came about by accident and
was not planned. A strip made by soldering two
equally thick slabs of gold and white gold was
folded in such a way that the gold-coloured surface
was on the inside; in order to close the thick
layered package perfectly at the fold, I turned it
through a sheet-metal roller, which bent the two
sides outwards in a handsome radius. Repeating
the process further enhanced the effect; I tried
to explain this ‘phenomenon’ to myself and came
to the conclusion that it must have been caused by
the expansion coefficients being different in the
two gold alloys. Since the gold inside is softer, it
expanded more when rolled than the outside did,
which of necessity led to a curvature. I chose to
have the inside in gold for purely aesthetic
considerations; what would have happened if the
opposite had been the case must remain a moot
question since that variant fails to convince me.

The illustration documents the state of the two
rings in March 2011, that is, twenty-one years
after they were made and after having been
worn for just as many years. What is interesting
about this is the extreme variation in behaviour
of the two metals, platinum and copper. A
galvanic process seems to be responsible for
the pronounced breakdown (corrosion) of the
copper side, with the copper serving as an
anode and the finger as an electrolyte. However,
where the copper ions disappear to is a mystery
to me and I have no explanation for what
constitutes the cathode. Since platinum and
copper differ only slightly on the Mohs scale of
hardness, mechanical abrasion can be definitely
eliminated; the noble-base differential of the two
metals is very large, which in turn suggests a
redox process.
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Tension Rings

One of the principles to which I was committed at
that time was: ‘The greatest possible simplicity’. The
slogan is already exemplified by my first ring (1967).
However, radical simplicity was not just a formal
aesthetic postulate in the ivory tower; for me it
had equally practical reasons. Exploring uncharted
aesthetic territory was not just an adventure and
enjoyable; it also brought with it considerable time
saving. Concomitantly, a lot of stress and annoyance,
a ‘necessary evil’ associated with goldsmithing, could
be avoided: the setting of precious stones. Setting
stones used to be part of a goldsmith’s work, but with
the advance of industrial manufacture, gem setting
developed into a specialist trade with its own separate
course of training. Today all larger jewellery manufacturers have proprietary setting studios in which
gem setters – who in turn are specialists in setting
particular types of stones, to take one example,
in what are known in the trade as ‘white jewels’ – do
nothing but routinely set stones in jewellery, not just
as I see it an immensely tedious and soul-destroying
job, which with time leads to a sort of professional
deformation, as was patently obvious in those
concerned at the firm where I served my apprenticeship. The mood there was sometimes like a madhouse. I found the recommendation I should take up
that profession, uttered by Max Fröhlich, who at that
time taught the metals class at the Applied Arts
School, more than insulting, a recommendation
– made for want of better to say – after he had to tell
me the painful news that I had, unfortunately, not
passed the entrance examination for admittance to
his class. (There were twelve applicants for eight
places.) Of course, I was very disappointed but I
didn’t let Fröhlich’s advice affect me in any way and
found a place as a goldsmith’s apprentice in a
jewellery factory instead of the ‘protected’ workshop
at the Applied Arts School. ‘Advantage is disadvantage – disadvantage is advantage’.
From the above experience, it is easy to understand why from the outset I sought ways to get round
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Sliced Circle Ring,
the two ends
finished off with
diamonds, 1971/72,
18ct white gold, two
brilliant-cut diamonds.
Whereabouts
unknown.
A predecessor of the
‘tension setting’!

those conventional techniques of gem setting. Besides,
traditionally set stones were difficult, if not impossible, to
reconcile with stringently geometric concepts. A variety
of approaches to solutions have since been realised
(Lipstick Ring, etc.). After some rather unsatisfactory
trials with two-prong settings, a circular ring that had
been sliced into made for a new opportunity, provided
only that the stone wedged into the interstitial space did
not exceed in height the cross section of the ring. All
that was needed to keep the stone in place were two
fine grooves in the end surfaces. Nonetheless, I was still
sceptical about whether a stone – a diamond, for
instance – would be able to withstand the pressure
necessary for affixing it securely; after all, stones were
not cheap to experiment with. The first opportunity for
realising the setting came up when a friend, an architect,
brought me an heirloom diamond and liked my proposal.
The white gold ring, which was about 4mm in cross
section, was, by taste standards in those days, not only
showy but nothing less than blatant, so wearing the ring
required a good dose of self-confidence and even
courage. My works were generally ridiculed or rejected
as spaced-out and elitist: interest in them was confined
to a small circle of friends, artists, art collectors and
gallerists who were just as ‘elitist’. Ironically, I only very
rarely had a chance later of profiting from this new,
labour-saving method. My doubts about how well it
functioned as far as residual risk was concerned refused
to be entirely dispelled: What would be the outlook for
me if stones were lost or fractured when they accidentally hit something? A sword of Damocles hanging over
me, which I desperately feared for liability reasons.
Under the circumstances, I was very sceptical about
making a supply of those rings ahead, let alone even
considering patenting the method, so uncertain did it
seem that it would ever be marketable.
Worldwide sales throughout the jewellery industry
would later prove that I had hugely underestimated the
commercial potential of the idea. The only thing that
remains for me to say in my defence is that the
publication of three documents with certainty and
beyond doubt chronologically authenticate the Tension
Ring as a genuine work thanks to an invoice (with photo)
sent to the client and preserved by him dated 20
October 1976 as well as confirmation from Zurich
Insurance for said object.

Tension Rings
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Tension Ring, 1978,
brilliant-cut diamond, cobalt.
Kunsthaus Zug, Switzerland, gift of
Sonja Graber.
Burnished to a high gloss, the two
cut surfaces reflect the diamond,
amplify the reflection and contrast
with the crust on the extremely hard
cobalt metal that has oxidised to a
dark grey.
I have realised ebony bangles in
the same way with end surfaces of
brass and chromium steel.

Tension Rings, 1987,
copper (left) and fine gold (right), wrought and
with black diamonds. Private collections,
Switzerland.

Ceylon Ring, 1987,
fine gold, wrought, with Ceylon sapphire.
Forty stars for Annelies on her fortieth
birthday.
My Uncle Edy bought the sapphire in 1921
in what was then Ceylon when he stopped
there while on his way to Western
Australia by sea as an emigrant. Ceylon
sapphires are unique for their light but
luminous blue colour.
Tension Ring, 1970s, cobalt, yellow
diamond. Private collection, Switzerland.
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Tension Ring, 1986,
copper from a water pipe with brilliant-cut
diamond. Private collection, Switzerland.
The aggressive commercial exploitation and
marketing of the idea by the jewellery industry
challenged me to invent ever new variants, which
were so singular that they were not suited to
mass production.

Six-Edged Ring, 1997,
chromium-plated brass, ruby, tourmaline. Collection of the artist.
A teardrop-cut ruby is set opposite to a
broken green baguette tourmaline. The
tip of the teardrop touches the broken
edge of the tourmaline.
The stones are wedged into the conical
depression of a screw nut.

Screw Tension Ring, 1990,
bronze, aquamarine, malachite. Private collection,
Switzerland.

Screw Tension Ring, 2001,
bronze, aquamarine, malachite.
Private collection, Switzerland.

Tension Ring, 1996,
brass, aquamarine. Private
collection, Switzerland.

Screw Tension Ring, 2000,
bronze, peridot. Private collection,
Switzerland.
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Hover Rings

Hover Rings

‘The geometry becomes tight’ or the last ‘precision’ works.

1 : 2 = 2 : 3 Ring, 1975,
18ct gold, ebony, one-off. Collection
of the artist.

Chrysler Building Ring, 1975,
chromium steel, gold, one-off. Collection of the artist.
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Lipstick Ring, 1970,
pale gold, carnelian, fewer than six made. Kunsthaus
Zug, Switzerland, gift of Sonja Graber.

Bipol Ring, 1970,
silver, carnelian, chalcedony, one-off.
Whereabouts unknown.

Two-Cylinder Ring, 1970,
chromium steel, one-off. Whereabouts
unknown.
The upper surfaces leaning in opposing
directions form two ellipses.

S-Ring, 1970,
chromium-plated silver,
one-off. Collection of the artist.

122

Lipstick Rings

I had outsize carnelian cabochons cut in Idar-Oberstein
to my specifications.
Behind the ‘beautiful’ object with all its self-evident
obviousness as a lipstick lurk the dangers of the
polysemic, archetypally and subliminally camouflaged:
lipstick as a weapon of femininity, two ‘10mm magnum’
revolver cartridges as metaphors for masculinity; they
are aimed at the heart (which is visible in the detail
photo). The red of the two pieces of carnelian alludes
both to love, heart and blood and to the etymological
derivation of ‘carnelian’ from carneolus (‘flesh coloured’). The shape of the stones cut into a domed form
embodies both the breast and the penis.
In this early work, the sophisticated irrationality of a
form that in and of itself developed from the Concrete
was opened up to me as never before, and unintentionally. In addition, Max Bill demonstrated conclusively in a
lecture, The Irrational in Concrete Art, which he gave at
the yearly general assembly at the Josef Müller-Brockmann Gallery in Rapperswil in December 1973, that the
irrational cannot be eliminated even with a square.
New knowledge gained through brain research
would seem to confirm the thesis: feelings and reason
do not possess respectively specific receptors in the
brain, are not separate but coexist as constant
reciprocal interaction.
Not least, the titles also increasingly refer to
emotional content although, for want of something
better, they often emerged as stopgap substitutes for
simple geometric designation. Names of this type were
actually informal denotations, nicknames, which in the
beginning were only for my ‘private’ use and not
intended for publication, but they ultimately prevailed
because they were apposite.
While taking the Johannes Itten preliminary course at
the Applied Arts School, I first encountered the works of
Paul Klee and the naming of a kind previously unknown
to me, its fantastic congruity between picture and title
effecting an enormous reinforcement of expression. I
would not have expected that those titles had been
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Thorn Ring, 1986,
18ct gold, enamel. Private collection, the Netherlands.

Dentition Ring, 1986,
18ct gold, enamel. Private collection, the Netherlands.
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Fingernails in Wax, 1984,
bronze. Annelies Štrba Collection,
Switzerland.
Cast Rings, 1984,
grey cast iron. Kunsthaus Zug,
Switzerland, gift of Sonia Graber.
(Commentary Feuer über
Wasser, English version, p. 46.)
Fingernails in Wax, 1984,
silver. Kunsthaus Zug, Switzerland, gift
of Sonia Graber.

Fingernails in Wax, 1984,
alpaca. Kunsthaus Zug,
Switzerland, gift of Sonia
Graber.
Torsion Ring, 1980s,
copper, enamel. Collection of the
artist.

Salamander Ring, 1980,
gold alloy, enamel.
Kunsthaus Zug, Switzerland, gift of Sonja Graber.

Direct Cast Ring, 1997,
silver, rough diamonds. Alice
Hildbrand Collection, Bali,
Indonesia.
‘Direct casting’ was a laboursaving experiment in avoiding the
drudgery of setting stones, the
basic requirement for which is
that the stones have to be highly
heat-resistant so they can be
seamlessly enclosed in molten
metal while they are embedded in
the red-hot casting mould. For
both the first and second trials I
used rough diamonds because
their resistance to high heat is
well known.
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‘The closer we are to the point of disequilibrium,
the more creative we are. Creativity has something
to do with disequilibrium.’

Object Casts

Hans Peter Dürr
(German quantum physicist and pupil of Werner Heisenberg’s.)

Debris Ring, 2006,
silver, enamel. Collection of the artist.
In this work several different earlier cast objects
are united, including an earlier ring welded
together with various casts then deformed with a
large hammer, enamelled, worked over with the
hammer again so that the enamel flaked off in
places and, finally, heated to annealing temperature once more in a kiln.
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Gordian Knot Ring, 2000,
silver, enamel. Private collection, Switzerland.
See the famous ancient legend: http://en.wikipedia.
org/wiki/Gordian_Knot

Gordian Knot Ring, 2000,
sulphured silver. Private collection,
Switzerland.

Drop of Water at the End of a Washing
Line Ring, 2002,
18ct gold, brilliant-cut diamond set in white gold.
Hiko Mizuno College of Jewelry Collection, Tokyo.
A cut-off knot in a plastic washing line, found in the
garden soil. The gold cast has been deliberately
enamelled to look ‘dirty’, a brilliant-cut diamond is
suspended from the end in such a way that it is
movable.

Stupa Ring for a colleague who has died,
1998,
18ct gold, steel cable clamp, hard rubber tenon,
Akoya cultured pearls. Hiko Mizuno College of
Jewelry Collection, Tokyo.
The gold cone with the spiral coiling about it to
end at the tip is the cast of a spout which is
inserted into milk cartons and other such cartons
so the liquid can be poured out more accurately.
The actual spout, however, sits in a black rubber
tip with a rusty ‘Oetiker Bride’ (steel cable
coupling) and is, therefore, invisible. Pearls are
enclosed in the tower-like monument. They are a
farewell present from my Japanese colleague and
friend Kazuhiro Itoh, who put them into my hand
shortly before I flew from Tokyo in 1998. The
pearls became a farewell present in the most
literal sense of the word. Two months later he was
dead, dead of a cerebral haemorrhage caused by
a stroke he suffered on the way to work on the
train from Kamakura to Tokyo. The ring with the
pearls became a monument and is now in the
collection at the Hiko Mizuno College of Jewelry,
where Itoh worked as a head lecturer.
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Gold Mary’s Nightmare, 2012,
18ct gold, fine gold, malachite. Purchased by
Helen Drutt-Stern for The State Hermitage
Museum, St Petersburg, Russia.
Swan or Serpent Ring, 2005,
silver, enamel, various stones. Private
collection, Switzerland.

Five different bars of fine gold are stuck like
projectiles in marshy ground.

Sun Face Ring, 2005,
18ct gold, enamel, Akoya pearls, black
diamonds in white gold. Gallery S O,
London.

Soap-Bubble Ring, 2001,
18ct gold, enamel. Collection of the artist.
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Celestial Ring, 1995,
wash-basin plug of nickel-plated brass, lapis
lazuli pigment, turquoise set in gold, brilliantcut diamond set in platinum. Musée des Arts
décorat ifs collection, Palais du Louvre, Paris.
A leaky tap must have been the cause: the
constant drip of water eroded the nickelplated surface of the plug and, through a
slight deviation from the centre, a slim, silvery
crescent moon was left, what is popularly
known as a ‘three-day moon’. The planet
Venus is embodied by a brilliant-cut diamond.
At the centre of the substructure, a turquoise
forms the ‘axis mundi’: sitting on a thread, it
can be adjusted up and down to fit the
wearer’s finger perfectly.

Jar Ring, 1992.
Whereabouts unknown.

Saw Ring, for Walter Stürm, king of
jail breakers, 1989,
fragment of an iron saw, cobalt.
Collection of the artist.
(Feuer über Wasser, p. 67.)

Mounted

Translated from the German Wikipedia,
der freien Enzyklopädie:
Walter Stürm (*4 August 1942 in
Goldach, St. Gallen Canton; † 13
September 1999 in Frauenfeld,
Thurgau Canton) was from the 1970s
to the 1990s one of the most famous
men in Switzerland as the king of jail
breakers.
A hardened criminal, he not only
earned notoriety with eight successful
jail breaks between 1974 and 1995 but
also for impish activities, which ensured
his popularity with parts of the
population as a sort of Robin Hood.
The whole country laughed on one
occasion when Stürm broke out of
Regensdorf Prison on Easter Sunday
1981, leaving behind a note with the
words ‘Am on an Easter Egg hunt’
written on it.
The son of an industrialist from
eastern Switzerland, he committed his
first penal offence at the age of twenty
by dealing in stolen cars. Later he was
a serial perpetrator of burglaries, gang
robbery, thefts and bank hold-ups.
He served time in prisons in Switzerland, Italy, France and the island of La
Gomera in the Canary Islands.

The small jar was originally filled with ormolu.
The residue was preserved in the interior and
on the lid as a dried crust. But how did the
pearls get into the lid? Two circular holes,
which were cut from the metal and fitted on
the razor-sharp front faces with gold edging,
enabled the secret to become wearable.
The lid can be taken off.
(Feuer über Wasser, p. 57.)
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Sawn Piece, c.1990,
chromium-plated brass.
Collection of the artist.

Mounted

Three cuts of a saw
transformed a large, flat
six-sided screw nut into a
finger ring.
Hex Driver Ring, 1977,
FE/BS, silver, steel. Collection of the artist.
Instead of a ‘hexagon’ of steel, a tourmaline, aquamarine
or emerald would be conceivable, all of which have
regular hexagonal crystals with flat ends.

Crossbow Ring, 1980,
18ct gold, steel from zip teeth.
Collection of the artist.
The crossbow as a protected
trademark for Swiss quality was
popular and widespread from the
1950s to the 1970s; here as a
negative in the teeth of a zip, hence
also useable as seal ring.

G-Face Ring, 2000,
bronze, paint, two cultured pearls. On a round tin can as
packaging labelled, signed and dated. Galerie von Bartha
Collection, Basel, Switzerland.
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Mounted
Petty Bourgeois Ring (with hat), 1977,
FE/BS, 18ct gold, chromium steel
fastening. Collection of the artist.

Petty Bourgeois Ring
(without hat), 1977,
FE/BS, 18ct gold, steel.
Collection of the artist.

Brush Ring, 1977,
FE/BS, 18ct gold, marten hair.
Collection of the artist.

Secret Compartment Ring (open
and closed),
FE/BS, 18ct gold, chromium steel.
Collection of the artist.
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Mounted
Glass-Cutter Ring, 1998,
malachite pigment on wood, glass-cutter head
with diamond tip. Whereabouts unknown.

Silhouette Ring, 1981,
18ct gold, one of a series of different sheets
of gold cut freehand with metal scissors.
Kunsthaus Zug, Switzerland, gift of Sonja
Graber.

Magic Mirror Ring, 1977,
FE/BS, 22ct gold, chromium steel.
Collection of the artist.
Although consisting of matter, it still
seems insubstantial and selfless.

The traces of cuts left by the metal scissors
have been deliberately used in angles and
edges as design elements and can be
interpreted as evidence of a spontaneous
process that will be traceable even in
10,000 years.

Time Out, 2002,
ring consisting of a watch case, chromium
steel, enamel, a brilliant-cut diamond and
two spring bars. Series of six. Hiko Mizuno
College of Jewelry Collection, Tokyo.
The two spring bars burnished to a high
gloss contrast with the oxidised surface of
the watch case, which was calcined by
the enamelling process.
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Mounted

Ring among Stars, 2008,
thermoplastic, azurite pigment, 18ct
gold. Collection of the artist.
Four narrow struts cut from the side of
a piece of sheet gold link Heaven’s
tent with the ring.

Man in the Universe, 2006,
Japanese Akoya pearls, freshwater pearls, faceted diamond
polyhedron, gold, chromium steel, brass. Frei-Ehrensperger
Collection, Zurich.
The old-fashioned gilt clamp fasteners from tie clips were part
of the stock kept by a goldsmith, who was over ninety years
old. I was able to take over his workshop inventory, most of
which dated from the nineteenth century, to start my own
studio in 1968. These brass fasteners have always reminded
me of highly abstract human figures of the kind familiar to me
from Oskar Schlemmer’s representations. A figure of that kind
now stands at the centre of this ring composition. Man in the
Universe, translated from the German title of that famous
work by Teilhard de Chardin, Der Mensch im Kosmos, can
also be interpreted as both ‘man in the world order’ and ‘man
in jewellery’. Derived from ancient Greek kósmos, ‘world
order’ (the opposite of chaos) and ‘jewellery’. World order as
jewellery for gods and man.
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Hovering Stone Ring, 2000,
citrine, a rusty ring washer from La Gomera.
Schäfer collection, Germany.

Garnet Surrounded by Pearls and Diamonds, variable
composition, 2006,
garnet (almandine), Akoya pearls, diamonds, 18ct gold,
cobalt. Private collection, Switzerland.
Two diamonds and a pearl move freely on wires, which in turn
are mounted in such a way that they are moveable.

Beryl on Silver Strip Ring, 2006,
yellow beryl, silver. Private collection, Zurich
Who would have suspected that the German word
Brille (meaning ‘glasses’, or ‘spectacles’) derives
from beryl? It would seem that as far back as the
Middle Ages, the first lenses for spectacles were
being made, of cut beryl crystals, which led to
the German term. Italian brillare (‘to shine’, ‘to
gleam’, ‘to glitter’) also derives from post-classical
Latin beryllus; the participle brillante became the
German Brillant (‘diamond’) and Brillanz (‘brilliance’);
the English ‘brilliant’ becomes in German by
analogy brillieren, meaning ‘to excel’.
From the chemical standpoint, beryl is beryllium
aluminium cyclosilicate: Be3Al2[Si6O18]. Although I
had been familiar with the mineral for years, I was
unaware until recently of the terrible poison
concealed in this formula. Several days after I had
worked on the stone, I spotted large, itchy inflamed
red boils on my arms and legs and all over my
body, which I knew to be allergic reactions but
they were inexplicable because I had neither eaten
nor drunk anything I did not know. The boils were
so horrific to look at that I no longer dared go to
the public pool for a swim. The spots vanished
after a day or two but immediately reappeared in
other places. This dragged on, although with
diminishing severity, for more than a year before
the symptoms disappeared entirely. By a process
of elimination, I finally suspected a stone I had
worked on as the cause, whereby the water, even
a minimal amount, used in cutting it must have
got into my mouth from my fingers. Online research
led me directly to beryllium as a light metal and
ended with the disturbing realisation that I had
encountered a super-poison, ranked just below
plutonium on the toxicity scale. The lethal dose is
in the millionths of grams. What a grotesque
combination: poison and jewel!
Footnote: Links http://www.ipa.ruhr-uni-bochum.de/publik/
info0204/beryllium.php, http://www.google.com/search?ie=UTF8&oe=UTF-8&sourceid=navclient&gfns=1&q=Beryllium+Toxizit%C3
%A4t, www.toxcenter.de/stoff-infos/b/beryllium.pdf -, http://en.
wikipedia.org/wiki/Beryllium_poisoning
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Topaz Trigon, 2008,
precious topaz, 18ct gold, meteorite. Roswitha
Schild Collection, Solothurn, Switzerland.
Topaz crystals found in Namibia in secondary
deposits, such as riverbeds, are called
‘soapstones’ in mining vernacular: tumbled
and transported by scree, these stones have
been ground down and polished into rounded
shapes. The original faceted crystal form may
still be retained in some cases, including this
piece with its striking triangular, wheel-polished
surface, its mirroring quality contrasting with
the matt facets to give a glimpse as if through
a window into the interior of the stone.

Ascending Smoky Quartz with Pearl, 2006,
18ct gold, smoky quartz, Tahiti pearl, bronze
with diamond splinter, enamel. Private
collection, USA.
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Shishi Ring, 2006,
sapphire crystal, 18ct white gold, gold,
diamond, cinnabarite. FreiEhrensperger Collection, Zurich.
‘Shishi’ is the Japanese term for the
mythical guardian lions that are usually
placed in pairs to the right and left of
the entrance to Buddhist temples and
Shinto shrines, although they may also
be encountered in front of restaurants
as well. The front paw of these lions is
often resting on a sphere symbolising
the entire universe (in the present ring,
a faceted diamond sphere). One of the
two creatures has its maw open (ring)
while the other’s is closed, corresponding metaphorically to the
Sanskrit seed syllables AH (mouth
open) and OM (mouth closed): (Alpha
and Omega).
In October 2007, at my request, the
ring was given a ‘blessing’ by being
subjected to a purification ritual by a
Shinto priest commissioned expressly
for the purpose for this rite; thus the
object has been invested with a sacred
and sanctified status, removed from
worldly things and charged with an
arcane, immaterial value.
That wonderful place, in the midst of
ancient, sacred trees and springs, is
the starting point for pilgrims on their
way up to the peak shrine on Mount
Fuji; it belongs to the city of Fujiyoshida, situated at the foot of the
mountain, which is over 3,000 m high.
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Sunset Ring, 2013,
rock crystal, steel, silver, diamond,
cinnaber

Explosion Ring, 2009,
rutile quartz, forged Toluca meteorite. Fritz Schöllhorn
Collection, Zurich.
I carved the explosion blast myself on a gemstonecutting machine for hobbyists in a most awkward,
unprofessional way. For all its defects, however, that is
precisely why I like the work. Thus idea and realisation
have been kept in ‘the same hands’, without losing any
powers of expression, without the intervention of
anyone else and without my having to be dependent on
others, which I would have been had I commissioned
someone to do the work.
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Tamahagane Ring, 2009,
Tamahagane from the forge of Master Akira Kihara sensei
(ningen kokuho: Living National Treasure), Shimane, Japan.
Tamahagane is the sword steel produced in one of the last
forges protected by the Japanese state and UNESCO. It is
not sold on the market and is made solely as the basic
material for a small band of select swordsmiths, who also
enjoy ‘living national treasure’ status.
Forging is an extremely complex process based on the
reduction (not smelting!) of high-quality Japanese iron ores.
With a present ‘on the house’ given on the occasion of
a teaching assignment at the Hiko Mizuno College of
Jewelry in Tokyo, I succeeded in fulfilling a long cherished
wish: procuring a small amount of tamahagane, the much
sought-after ‘jewel metal’. It is protected by the Japanese
state just as the ironworks called Tatara that belong to
Master Akira Kihara sensei in Shimane have UNESCO
World Cultural Heritage status. Akira Kihara sensei is a
ningen kokuho, a Living National Treasure of Japan. The
steel made by Master Kihara is destined solely for a small
number of Japanese sword-makers who have ningen
kokuho status, and it is not available on the market. I am
indebted to the kindness and generosity of Master Yukihira
Miyairi sensei for ‘channelling off’ a batch for me. I am
indebted to my friend and fellow teacher Noboru Ando,
whose family has been close to Miyairi sensei’s family for
generations, for making this possible in the first place.
To date seven seamlessly forged rings have been made,
all of which were afterwards additionally hardened by being
tempered in tepid water. Processing and building up the
raw material followed Japanese instructions, although the
conditions prevailing in my workshop differed from those in
Japanese forges. A layered packet with eight slabs 3mm
thick each was forged over a charcoal fire. The bars thus
forged were then each swaged four times and folded
again, which resulted in 128 layers: a ring averaging 6mm
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in thickness would consist of layers that were each
0.05mm thick (puff pastry). Since more folding would result
in considerable loss of material through what is known as
surface ‘scaling’ (the formation of flaky black oxide:
oxidation), further folding was eschewed. Up to a point,
the more folds, the more homogeneous the material.
The success I had here is owed primarily to Martin
Steinhorst, of Hanau, Germany, a specialist in
damascened steel, without whose advice and hands-on
help this ambitious work project would have been
impossible. I was equally dependent on Martin’s invaluable
help when it came to the considerably more difficult
process of working a Toluca meteorite into iron so
malleable that it could be forged.

Punched Fine-Gold Ring, 2006,
999 fine gold. Private collection, Zurich.
Fear of emptiness is called ‘horror vacui’! The stones
have fallen out, been lost. All that remains is the
negative of where they once were. Private collection,
Switzerland.

Punched Fine-Gold Ring, 1992,
999 fine gold. Whereabouts unknown.
This ring made of fine gold cut from a 1kg gold bar, is
roughly wrought and punched with circle and triangle
forms. The negative forms of various pyramids and cones
represent emptiness. Nothingness instead of precious
stones.
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Lightning Rod Ring, 2009,
puddled iron seamlessly wrought. Gallery S O,
London.
Until the mid-nineteenth century – that is, until the
invention of the Bessemer converter (which was
pear-shaped) – puddling (‘to puddle’ = ‘to stir’) was
the only industrial process available for producing
malleable bar iron. This was done with relatively
small charges: the largest possible quantity was a
puddle ball weighing only 300kg. This explains why
even the Eiffel Tower had to be pieced together from
such small amounts of material. Even the lightning
rod, which I took down from the gable of a neighbouring house in the 1980s, is made of puddled iron
(not as rare as sponge iron from a bloomery but
nowadays quite difficult to find and much soughtafter by blacksmiths because it is so malleable). Bar
iron (puddled iron) has not been produced since the
early twentieth century and was replaced by mild or
low-carbon steel, which is scarcely suitable at all for
forging. Here, however, I was not so much interested in the material properties of iron as I was in
the function of iron as an apotropaic protector,
which conducts lightning with its destructive energy
from the sky to the earth. Invisible to the eye, an
immaterial property has accumulated in the iron.
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Puddling_(metallurgy)
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Meteor Iron Ring, 2009,
seamlessly forged Toluca meteorite. Collection of the artist.
Meteorite from Toluca, Mexico, one of the
longest known deposits of its kind in the
world, was made into tools by the indigenous
cultures in prehistoric times even though they
knew nothing about working iron then. Toluca
meteorites are well known and sought after
for their distinctive linear structure, called
Widmannstaetten patterns (or Thomson structures): nickel and iron lines of medium size
create an extraordinarily handsome pattern in
cross section when the meteorite is cut. Like
Tamahagane, a meteorite is prepared by
being damascened several times, leaving the
alternating sequence of nickel and iron lines
entirely as it was despite deformation so that
it even figures prominently on the surface in
places.
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Bog Iron Ring, 2010,
seamlessly forged bog iron. Punch patterns from
antique punches. Gallery S O, London.
Bog iron is iron ore that occurs in acid soil, where it is
transformed by bacteria. Northern Germany is one of
the places it is found.
I owe the good fortune of possessing this exclusive
iron to my friendship with Martin Steinhorst, a specialist
in damascening, to his enormous fund of experience
and knowledge and an invitation he extended to use an
experimental furnace and forge in Hanau. Iron that is
extracted as what is called ‘bloom’ or sponge iron
according to the Celtic method in a bloomery by means
of reduction through charcoal – that is, without smelting.
The sponge iron thus obtained is a porous mass full of
holes comparable to a sea sponge, which must first be
consolidated (shingled) at the forge in a wasteful process
into a bar that is malleable enough for further forging.
The effort expended on seeking and extracting the
ore through processing it in the bloomery specially built
for the purpose over the preparation of the crude iron to
the finished seamlessly forged ring is enormous and
difficult to assess in pecuniary terms. Besides, the whole
process is dogged by numerous risks of failure, let alone
burnt fingers, clothing singed full of holes from flying
sparks, mosquito and midge bites and a constant
struggle to stay away during the nocturnal process of
operating the bellows (without electricity) for twelve
hours at a stretch.
I have dedicated the bog iron to the flowers of the
field in the form of punched stamps as a sign of respect
for a metal which owes its existence to bacteria in the
soil.
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bog_iron
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The bloomery specially built in July 2011
in a glade near Hanau for the purpose of
extracting bog iron (the bellows has not
yet been installed). The tuyère on the
front allows slag to flow off. Centre right:
the yellow container with bog-iron ore.
Photo: unknown.

Tamahagane Ring, 2009,
Tamahagane, rose-cut diamond set in silver. Collection
of the artist.
The traces left by hammering this ring, which is also
seamlessly forged, are faceted like a gemstone, inspired
and derived from the Japanese term tama (‘precious
stone’).
The cut of the diamond sunk in a triangle is based on
the same form principle.

228

229

Wrought and Forged Rings

Rings from a Cannon Ball (a metallurgical
adventure), 2010,
native iron, 15th–18th century.

Cannon ball of native iron;
diameter: 92.5mm; weight 3,128g.
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In the early 1990s, when we were driving through
Belgium, I happened to spot a batch of cannon balls of
varying size at a dealer’s in Ghent. I bought the lot,
simply because of their spherical shape and their
massiveness rather than because of any interest in
military history.
Over twenty years later, while I was growing increasingly fascinated with iron, I suddenly remembered the
watchword ‘swords into ploughshares’ and, from it, an
idea for going one better: ‘cannon balls to art’, that is
to say jewellery – rings and bangles!
In the course of my research, I found out that
high-carbon cast iron with a low melting point was
used for cannon balls well into the nineteenth century.
Assuming that this was so, I imagined casting a series
of simple, identical rings from the smallest of my
cannon balls, marking them in the mould, numbering
them and documenting the whole concept by measuring, weighing, photographing and videoing them.
Already on the basis of the pictures, a flattening of
2.5 mm as a deviation from the diameter was showing
up, which supported the conjecture that the deformation might have been caused by the violent impact
of the projectile onto a solid material like stone. That
alone would have been a clear indication that the
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cannon ball could not possibly have been made of cast
iron because, due to its extreme brittleness, cast iron
would not have been dented but would have burst into a
thousand pieces. Another striking property was that the
surface, unlike that of cannon balls of larger calibre,
revealed very little corrosion, which also confirmed the
absence of carbon. Conclusive proof that this cannon
ball was not made of cast iron was furnished when I
handed it over to my colleague, Martin Steinhorst, for
testing: hammer blows left no cracks but rather
deformed the metal by producing noticeable dents.
Hence it had to be sponge iron (direct-reduced iron) –
and it was of superior quality – a material that, as it
turned out, could be modelled like butter.
We subsequently incandesced the cannon ball in an
improvised forge and, using a wedge and sledgehammer,
split it into two halves. Thus my project was perforce and
spontaneously redirected: instead of cast objects, from
then on only forged ones would be produced. At the
same time online research brought astonishing facts to
light: the weight of the object under discussion, 3,128 g,
was in the common calibre range usual from the fifteenth
to the eighteenth centuries. A core that did not appear
until the cannon ball was split but shows up on the
outside as a circle supports the assumption that this
particular projectile might have been recycled from bar
shot that had been split off from its bar. Bar shot was
two balls linked by a solid bar, which rotated in flight so
that the projectile could cause more damage on impact.
After a battle, shot projectiles were collected. Peasants
who found iron of this kind in the soil while ploughing
would sell it to blacksmiths at a high price.
The biggest surprise, however, came from the SEM
(scanning electron microscope) metallurgical analysis
arranged by Martin Steinhorst: iron that was chemically
of the greatest purity; cannon ball: FE 95.04 %, C 4.96 %;
core: FE 95.74 %, C 4.53 %
Martin wrote: iron, iron and nothing by iron, purest
iron. No one knows how that can be possible.
The purity of the iron explains the absence of rust on
the cannon ball: even the original trace left by a file has
been retained.
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In 1615 the city of Traunstein sold the premises of the
local hammer mill to Georg Stolzeisen, the burgrave of
Traunstein, who enlarged the hammer mill. A second
forging hammer and a smaller hammer for cracking ore
were built into the hammer-mill frame. In addition, a
bloomery was added to the works. That was a furnace
with a chimney open at the top, clad in clay and fitted
with pipes to admit air. The furnace was charged from
the top with iron ore and charcoal in alternating layers
and ignited. What remained was a lump of iron containing slag or particles of low-carbon steel, known as bloom
or sponge iron. The sponge iron was heated and forged,
and thus freed of slag residue, and rendered malleable for
working. A bloomery is a primitive form of blast furnace.
This way of extracting iron was known even to the Celts
in their day and was in common use among them.
Extracting crude iron, was, however, prohibited there
from 1618 because the monopoly for producing iron
within a seven-mile radius was held by the iron mill in
Eisenärzt.
In 1621 Duke Maximilian I, later prince elector, bought
the Traunstein hammer mill for 1,500 guilders. The facility
was then dedicated to meeting the need for iron and iron
tools at the Traunstein saltworks.
The Traunstein hammer mill was presumably also
converted into an armoury because of the Thirty Years’
War, hence the name Kugelhammer (in English ‘ball-pein
hammer’), which has survived to the present day. It is
safe to assume that forged iron cannon balls and artillery
munitions had been made at the works and delivered
from there since 1623.
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Flower Ring, 1994,
brass from an old tap, chased and set with
pieces of turquoise. Annelies Štrba Collection,
Switzerland.
The ring comprises a cut-out segment from a
bronze tap. The trace from the saw is visible in
the cross section. The life-giving element water,
which flowed through this pipe, reflects in form
and colour the stone turquoise, which simultaneously is interpreted as flowers. The remaining
surface is chased with an almost unbroken
pattern resembling a carpet of flowers. Through
the special type of setting, the turquoise is
integrated into the whole structure.
(Feuer über Wasser, p. 76.)

Section of a Tap, 1995,
chased brass, brilliant-cut diamond. Whereabouts unknown.
Traces of rough treatment from a pipe wrench
have been preserved on the edge of the ring;
they contrast with the chased surface.

Ring from a Water Pipe, 1994,
iron pipe, 18ct gold, amazonite, garnets, tourmalines(?)
Annelies Štrba Collection, Switzerland.
Various stones, bought years ago but unused. The blue
amazonites were cut from rough stones my Uncle Edy had sent
to me from South Africa in the 1960s. Reprocessing of
materials on a spontaneous whim. Symmetry is broken and
kept in tension by a corresponding choice of colours.

Sawn Piece Ring, 1996,
brass from an old tap. Collection of
the artist.
A fine fret saw made it possible to
saw a tendril ornament through the
wall, which is 3–7mm thick,
spontaneously without a preliminary sketch.
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PET Bottle Cap, 1999,
two rings in a wooden box with various objects;
bottle cap of silver, enamel; bottle thread of 18ct
gold, enamel. Kunsthaus Zug, Switzerland, gift
of Sonja Graber.

PET Bottle Cap, 2002,
two rings, bottle cap of
chromium steel, enamel; bottle
thread of 18ct gold. Private
collection, Switzerland.

Threadwight Ring, 1993,
iron, silver, black diamond, ruby. Wim van
Krimpen Collection, the Netherlands.
(Feuer über Wasser, p. 49.)

Threaded Head Ring, 1992,
iron water pipe thread, silver, diamond, two violet
sapphires from Kashmir. Koch Collection, Basel,
Switzerland.
(See Feuer über Wasser.)

Secret Alliance Ring in 3 Parts, 1998,
chromium-plated steel and brass, white gold,
brilliant-cut diamonds, closed and completely
taken apart. Collection of the artist.

Thread Ring, 2008,
aluminium, 18ct gold, topaz. Villars
Collection, Switzerland.
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Heaven and Earth Ring, 1992,
iron meteorite of unknown provenance, set in silver,
bones. Kunsthaus Zug, Switzerland, gift of Sonja
Graber.
The witnesses to past life lie in the soil. Messengers of
time past reach us from outer space. The band of the
ring consists of a tubular section of bone (marrow
bone), which I found while I was digging up the garden
in Melide (Ticino). Weather conditions have strongly
bleached it. An iron meteorite cut into a cabochon and
set in a silver collet has been embedded into the
natural hollowform of the bone. The domed surface of
the meteorite was etched and, as a result, reveals the
mesh-like lines of the metal crystal in what is known as
the Widmannstätten structure. Because of their
mysterious provenance from the depths of time and
space, meteorites have something quite monstrous
about them. Meteorites, like bones, represent
instability and transience as a universal principle, that
is, the emptiness of form. Katachi aru ... Be they living
beings or not, be they earthly or cosmic. The coming
into being of the ring is due to a concatenation of
coincidences. What Paul Feyerabend said referring to
a sudden flash of insight also applies to coincidence,
‘that it comes from somewhere’. How long was this
mortal relic of the Big Bang under way, until, caught up
in the earth’s gravitational field at some indeterminable
time in the past, it crashed in Death Valley (!), was
found, then discovered and bought by a dealer and
ultimately fitted exactly into the tubular cavity of the
bone. The ring is now in a collection by the name of
Graber (meaning ‘digger/graves’!).
(Feuer über Wasser, pp. 84.)
Drawing from the workshop log
dated 18 Nov. 1992.
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Mantra Ring, 1992,
Toluca meteorite, fine gold. Christian Graber
Collection, Switzerland.
This ring has been cut by hand with a fretsaw out
of a meteorite found in Mexico’s Valle de Toluca.
The inscription is damascened in fine gold that has
been hammered into holes drilled into the stone.
The convex surface has been given a mirror polish.
The two flat surfaces on the sides still show the
traces of sawing. The sky is reflected in the mirror
polish. The reflections undermine the solidity of the
material in an attempt to express the transcendental
content of the mantra below. It is a helpless attempt
to escape physical materiality through art.
Gate Gate Paragate
Parasamgate Bodhi Swaha
Gone, gone, gone beyond
gone altogether beyond,
O what an awakening, all hail!
Heart Sutra
(Feuer über Wasser, p. 98.)
.

Cosmic Crossing Ring, 1993,
Toluca meteorite, black diamond set in silver,
fine-gold damascening.
The material comes from the same meteorite as the
Mantra Ring and was found in Valle de Toluca,
Mexico. Due its rarity, the price of larger objects is
high. In order to keep the wastage as minimal as
possible, I use an appropriately thin saw blade.
Remnants from cutting, shavings from the saw and
file, are carefully collected and used for casting (see
the wedding rings for Sonja and Olivier). Yet even
more so it is the reverence of its origin that prompts
me to deal with it in this manner. On the top side of
the oval surface, the orbits of a two-part star
intersect. A black diamond set in black oxidised silver
corresponds to the hollow of the finger.
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Based on its pure state, cultural-historically the iron
from meteors appears to have belonged to the very first
metals, which served the manufacture of tools. One is
indeed familiar with findings from weapons made from
meteoric iron from Egypt and Mesopotamia. In the British
Museum in London, a 5,000 year-old dagger from the
tomb of Tutankhamen (c.1350 bc) is preserved. Moreover
from Malaysia, daggers (krises) made of meteoric iron are
well known. The iron from Thunda in Queensland is
venerated by the Australian Aborigines. In northern
Greenland, meteorites weighing tonnes delivered the raw
material for tools over centuries to the Inuits. In the
cultural sphere of Tibetan Buddhism and Lamaism, which
stretches from the Himalayas to Mongolia, certain cultic
objects, such as vajrahs (diamond sceptres), phurpus
(ritual daggers) and certain sculptures like, for example,
vajrapani deities, made of alloys with pretty much large
amounts of meteoric iron are supposed to exist. Clearly
matter from the beyond was ascribed magical characteristics. But how could its origin be identified – aside from
the observation of shooting stars? To this very day,
scientific proof cannot be found in meteoric iron content
in wrought and cast objects, which only increases their
appeal.
Meteorites are remnants from the formation of the
solar system and not, as previously assumed, fragments
of a single large planet. According to current knowledge,
for the most part they come from the asteroid belt
between the orbits of Mars and Jupiter. Their age is
calculated to four and a half million years. It is therefore
the oldest matter ever that has remained unchanged.
Space probes are not able to substitute the direct
geochemical analysis of rocks. Meteorites contain one
of the few keys to the reconstruction of the creation
of our solar system. As bearer of this mysterious message
they are automatically reminiscent of the Rosetta Stone.
Only through its discovery in 1799 and the subsequent
venturesome deciphering by the Frenchman Jean-François
Champollion was the secret of Egyptian hieroglyphics
revealed. The stone contained the same text in hieroglyphic and demotic script as that in a Greek translation.
(See Rolf W. Bühler, Meteorite: Urmaterie aus dem
interplanetaren Raum, Basel, 1988.)
(Feuer über Wasser, p. 82.)
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Meteor-Iron Ring, 1993,
Toluca meteorite, cast, copper, brilliant-cut diamonds.
Whereabouts unknown.

Meteor-Iron Ring, 1993,
precious topaz from Pakistan, forged meteorite, silver, brilliant-cut
diamond. Schäfer Collection, Germany.

Circle-Triangle-Square Ring, 1993,
Toluca meteorite, cast and glazed. Private
collection, Switzerland.

A piece of crystalline meteoric iron was forged into a sheet and
finally into a tube. The resulting form was completely left with its
raw, original structure and surface. On top, both ends were covered
by a silver setting in the shape of a ‘9’ and held together; this in
turn held a raw crystal from a topaz from Pakistan. A colourless
glaze was fused onto the inside of the ring’s band, to avoid a
reaction on the skin from the iron. As a counterpoint to the pinkyellow topaz is a white diamond in a silver setting.
(Feuer über Wasser, p. 88.)

Circle-Triangle-Square Ring, 1993,
Toluca meteorite, cast. Private collection, Germany.

Meteorite from Toluca, 2009,
seamlessly forged. Collection of the artist.

Meteorite from Toluca, 2009,
seamlessly forged. Collection of the artist.
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Night Sky, 1993,
Toluca meteorite, cast, 18ct gold. Private
collection, Switzerland.
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Forged Meteorite Ring, 1994,
Toluca meteorite, glazed on the inside, seven
black brilliant-cut diamonds set in silver. Private
collection, Switzerland.
(Feuer über Wasser, p. 87.)

See-Saw Ring, 2010,
fine gold, Toluca meteorite.
Collection of the artist.

Meteorite Rings

A roughly wrought bar of fine
gold is suspended in equilibrium and movable in the ends
of the meteorite ring, which is
also forged.

Elephant Ring, 1993–1996,
Toluca meteorite, cabochon diamond set in gold.
Whereabouts unknown.
As far as I know this is the first use of a diamond
cabochon in the cultural history of jewellery to this day.
The idea to cut a diamond as a semicircular cabochon
as opposed to the brilliant-cut form goes back three
years. To my disappointment no gem-cutter could fulfil
my wish; my intention was always held back by the
argument that it was technically impossible.
To what extent the former reasoning corresponded
to fact, or whether it was an excuse to get rid of
unprofitable work, is beyond my knowledge. Finally, just
as I had long given up hope, I found a company. I would
get what I came for here. In 1994 I received a first lot
of diamond cabochons but decided not to use them until
two years later for the Elephant Ring. The name comes
from the shape, which depicts a small-size elephant. As
in a saddle, the semicircular diamond set in gold sits on
its back. The black surface of the meteor iron comprises
a layer of oxide achieved by heavy annealing.

Wedding rings for daughter Sonja, 1993,
iron meteorite, gold.
These wedding rings for Sonja and Olivier are the first attempt to cast
meteoric iron. Whether this would be possible under the technical
stipulations given to me was completely uncertain. On the extremely
small curved surface of the ring, a starry sky is depicted, in which a
shooting star is falling to earth. On the insides of the rings is a film of
gold plating. Two stars under one sky.
(Feuer über Wasser, p. 83.)
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Snake Ring, 2008,
18ct gold, diamond, malachite pigment,
cinnabarite pigment, cultured pearl from
Iseshima, Japan. Private collection, England.
Since I, unfortunately, possess neither the
equipment to cut diamonds nor the
experience to do so, I could not avoid
commissioning a diamond-cutter for working
the large raw diamond. My idea was to
exploit as far as possible the pronounced
properties of reflection specific to the stone.
I accordingly had its surface roughly
subdivided into over 100 small and large
facets, which suddenly and unexpectedly
flare up in the light, additionally animating
the stone without extinguishing its raw
character. Since my wish evidently represented just one more infringement of
convention and would have disrupted the
smooth daily routine of the industry, it took
two refusals, by which time I had become
virtually resigned to the state of affairs,
before a third try, when I weighed in as
heavily as I could with my own reputation,
such as it was, before I actually succeeded
in getting down to specifics in a conversation with a diamond-cutter. My impression
was that he, too, was reluctant to accept the
commission from me, let alone able to
muster up any enthusiasm for it, and refused
to commit himself definitely. Still I was glad
to have found anyone at all, even under one
condition: cost was not to be a consideration.
My concept in turn called for the
upgraded stone to be linked via the gold
body of the serpent with the finger itself to
form a union of ring and setting. The serpent
as the protector of natural resources is
guarding an egg, a pearl I had selected in
Wagu-Iseshima, Japan, from a family of
pearl farmers in 2008.
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Copper, uncut diamond; leather box, lined
with blue velvet, decorated with paint, ink,
and found objects including cloth nametag
with artist’s name. Photo Museum of Fine
Arts, Boston, USA.

Snake Ring, 1995,
copper, polycrystalline rough diamond. Museum of Fine Arts,
Boston, USA, Daphne Farago Collection.
A rough diamond lies slightly mobile yet set securely in the coils
of a serpent’s body. With its hard play of prismatic colour and
characteristic brilliance, the stone shows the typical surface of a
diamond left rough in its natural state (cf. the light-drilled
diamonds of 1991 and 1992). The crystal form (habit) is an
exceptionally fine formation of several interpenetrating rhombic
dodecahedra (so-called polycrystalline habit). I succeeded in
acquiring this rare specimen from a minerals collection in
Idar-Oberstein, Germany. According to the gemmologist, the
stone was recovered from a secondary deposit in Zimbabwe.
Unlike stones recovered from primary deposits in the tubes of
extinct volcanoes, this piece had long travels behind it: from the
decay of volcanic mountains all the way down to the alluvial
detrital deposit (sediment) of a river, where it was found. The
serpent, wrought of pure copper, forms the ring and setting in
one. In my mind’s eye, it is alive and is really coiling about a
boulder. The scaly texture of its skin is chiselled and the surface
patinated. After coiling several times about the stone and the
wearer’s finger, the serpent devours itself. An allusion to a familiar
Buddhist symbol of the eternal cycle of being and becoming,
waxing and waning. As Tibetan mythology has it, natural
resources are guarded by serpents. The attributes of Vajrapani,
the mightiest of the wrathful divinities of Vajrayana Buddhism,
include serpents coiling about his body and limbs as well as the
Vajra (diamond sceptre) from which his name derives, which
he holds in his uplifted right hand as a symbol of the void and the
absolute. Unfortunately, it is impossible to go into their iconographic significance in more depth here nor is it possible to
discuss the negative connotations of the serpent in WesternChristian culture.
(Feuer über Wasser, p. 95.)
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Snake Ring, 1985,
platinum, thirteen brilliant-cut diamonds.
Collection of the artist.
A tapering strip was cut from a 3mm thick
sheet of platinum with a heavy-duty metal
scissors and an additional, approximately
10mm long, cut strip was attached to the
wider end to form the maw of the snake.
The effect of the cutting process is that the
narrow strip coils of its own accord. The
character of the traces left by cutting is
desired as a design element attesting to a
process. Brilliant-cut diamonds in connection
with the rough look of the form, which is
reminiscent of industrial waste, make for an
oddly ambiguous impression.
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Bichrome Kinetic Sphere, 1973,
white gold, grossularite, carnelian. Collection of the artist.
Note 1
The inspiration for my first kinetic ring came from an
object by Paul Talmann, the Zurich Concrete artist, which
I had noticed in a Zurich gallery in the 1960s. It is one of
the very first ‘Multiples’ (the term ‘Multiple’ was then a
neologism of very recent coinage), published by Edition
MAT.
In a square field measuring 40 x 40 cm a regular grid
of holes is overlaid in which ping-pong balls are set so
that they can rotate freely. Half of each naturally white ball
has been stained black so that running your hand over
the spheres produces an infinitely variable black-andwhite pattern.
In the late 1970s, this kinetic ring suddenly became a
bone of contention. A German designer, who had spotted
my work in a publication, claimed it plagiarised models of
his that had already been patented and were also
represented in the Pforzheim Jewellery Museum collection. He threatened me with a lawsuit. In the ensuing
correspondence, I laid the facts from my archives on the
table and was able to prove on the basis of documents,
including a precisely dated invoice for the stones
commissioned from Idar-Oberstein, that the exact
opposite was the case. Nonetheless, I left judging the
facts up to the then director of the Jewellery Museum, Dr
Falk, who pronounced a judgement ‘worthy of Solomon
himself’ that the possibility of synchronous and not
reciprocally influenced authorship, as in the case before
him, could not be eliminated a priori.
The phenomenon of synchronicity is also confirmed by
numerous historical examples, such as the discovery of
infinitesimal calculus by both Newton and Leibnitz.
In more recent times, terms such as ‘morphogenetic
field’ and ‘morphic resonance’, coined by Rupert
Sheldrake in his interdisciplinary studies dealing with the
subject, have become well known.
(Jewels Now!, p. 20.)
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Kinetic Sphere, 1973,
white gold, onyx, white agate. Collection of the artist.
It would make little sense to make a monochrome sphere movable,
so I eliminated this possibility from the outset.

Kinetic object, Edition MAT, 1964,
40 × 40 cm. Paul Talmann, Zurich (1932–1987).
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Glass-Cutter Ring, 1977,
FE/BS, 18ct gold, carbide metal. Whereabouts
unknown.

Anti-Windmill Ring, 1977,
FE/BS, 18ct gold, tin-plated sheet steel. Whereabouts
unknown.

M/F Genitals Pair of Rings, 1977,
spring steel, coral, silver. Collection of the
artist.

Windmill Ring, 1977,
FE/BS, 18ct gold, tin-plated
sheet steel, rust. Bosshard
Collection, Rapperswil,
Switzerland.

Both rings move on springs and can be
worn separately or together.

Turbine Ring, 1978,
FE/BS, gold, steel (chip). Collection of the artist.
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Fold-Out Ring, 1977,
opened out closed, 18ct gold. Bosshard Collection,
Rapperswil, Switzerland.

Foundling Ring, 2013,
rock crystal, 18ct gold. Collection of
the artist.
The ring shank has been cut out of the
hard-tempered gold sheet with a sharp
chisel rather than sawn. The movable
ends rest in two cut indentations.
A stone with a ring rather than a
ring with a stone.

Ball Bearing Ring, 1977,
FE/BS, 18ct gold, steel
balls. Bosshard Collection,
Rapperswil, Switzerland.

Cardan Joint Ring, 2013,
three steel drills of varying thickness and size, precious
topaz. Collection of the artist.
The ring is constructed in such a way that it can be
easily disassembled.

Bubble Level Ring, 1977,
FE/BS, chromium-plated nickel steel,
acrylic glass, silicone oil. Bosshard
Collection, Rapperswil, Switzerland.
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Tube Clamp, 1970s,
Inox steel, for Hiko Mizuno, Tokyo.
This pressed piece is patented by Oetiker,
a Swiss firm, and, according to the
company prospectus, is used among
other things to keep tubes in place in the
aerospace industry.
The stunning simplicity of pure function
is accompanied by an iconographic quality
as aesthetic surplus value.

Cockerel Head Ring, 1978,
FE/BS, iron, chromium steel, movable.
Whereabouts unknown.

Numbers Ring, 1968,
aluminium. Collection of the artist.
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Found Object Ring, 1995,
chromium steel, glass. Collection
of the artist.
This thing, function unknown,
serves as a mnemonic device for
potential future works.
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Die-Cut Blank Ring, 1968,
18ct white gold, bought as a
semi-finished product,
stamped, signed, numbered
1/20. Whereabouts unknown.
Ready-made!

Find Ring, 1978,
FE/BS, brass. Collection of the artist.

Rivet Ring, 2005,
brass, sailcloth. Collection of the artist.
The cut-off edge of an old, torn jib. Sewn
in zigzag lines and cut.

Knotted Rope Piece,
from a mattress, undated. Collection
of the artist.

Button Ready-Made Ring,
undated but c.1980, mother-of-pearl, string.
Collection of the artist.
I found the object in my mother’s sewing box; these
are the finest little mother-of-pearl buttons I have
ever seen.
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sof t rings

Pearls on Brocade Ring, 1995,
gold brocade ribbon, cultured pearls on
chromium-steel wire.
Wires stuck into the rolled-up ribbon stiffen
and stabilise its form and, like hat and tie
pins, are finished off with pearls at the ends.

Patchwork Ring, 1980,
18ct gold, rubber. Collection of the artist.
A ruptured piece of garden hose is held together
with gold clamps, striped in red and black, the
colours of anarchy.

Name-Tape Ring, 1950s,
cotton. Collection of the artist.
When I was admitted to Maria Hilf College in
Schwyz, a large Catholic boarding school, I
was just thirteen years old and my father had
died only the year before. All articles of clothing
– shirts, socks, underpants, ties, etc. – had to
be labelled with the ‘boarder’s’ name and
number. My number, which I am hardly likely to
forget, was 364, tallying with the number of
days in the year minus 1. My mother was busy
for days, hours at a time, sewing on the name
tapes, and when clothes were worn out, she
would unpick the name tapes for reuse on new
clothing. Even in advanced old age she
continued to give me shirts and pyjamas she
had made herself, which I, wretched good-fornothing that I was, to my everlasting shame did
not properly appreciate, behaviour that today is
still a sore point with me. A few of those name
tapes have survived to the present day; for me
they have assumed the significance of sacred
relics.

Ring for the Blind, 1980,
brilliant-cut diamonds,
gold, rubber. Collection of
the artist.
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Cyber Johnny, 1999,
sculpture with integrated ring in a wooden box,
plastic, rubber, cultured pearl, cobalt, simulated
stones. Collection of the artist.

Key Ring-Rubber Ring,
April 1978,
FE/BS, 18ct red gold,
neoprene rubber. Bosshard
Collection, Rapperswil,
Switzerland.
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The ring proper is confined to the central part,
a chromium-steel ring coated in black latex with
knife gashes and stones and pearls set into
them.
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Shard Ring, 1980,
glass, 18ct white gold, engraved diamond.
Collection of the artist.
Pieces of bottlenecks as trophies and
testimonials to legendary concerts, collected
at cult venues, such as AJZ, Volkshaus, Rote
Fabrik in Zurich, The Music Machine in
Camden and the Hammersmith Palais in
London, SO 36 Berlin and the Lower East
Side, NYC …
From my viewpoint, as finger rings and jewellery they represent what was perhaps the
most significant change in social values to
have taken place in the latter half of the
twentieth century, perhaps even since the
Romanesque?

Shard Ring, 1980,
glass, 18ct white gold. Collection
of the artist.
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Zurich Bahnhofstrasse, 1980,
bullet-proof glass, 18ct gold. Bosshard Collection,
Rapperswil, Switzerland.
The ring is part of a set comprising earrings, a hairpin,
a brooch and a necklace; the individual shards can
be fitted together like pieces of a puzzle.
The product of destruction is reconstructed again.

Glass Fly Ring, 2009,
glass, cultured pearls.
Collection of the artist.

Shard Ring, 2009,
Jugendstil monogrammed ring, 18ct
gold, glass from a Jugendstil vase,
Japanese urushi gold lacquer.
Collection of the artist.

Glass Splinter, 2007,
chromium-plated glass, turquoise,
malachite. Gallery S O, London.

Disco Ring, 1996,
glass, bone, fluorescent pigment.
Collection of the artist.
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‘Ever tried. Ever failed. No matter.
Try again. Fail again. Fail better.’

Botched Rings

Samuel Beckett

Crossed Saws, 2013,
steel, paint, rough diamond. Jorunn
Veiteberg Collection, Denmark.
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Appendix

Monographs

Works in public collections

Eiszeit – Juwelentraum(a) 1981, self-published,
500 printed, of which 50 copies gold-ties and
coloured. Out of print.

Stedelijk Museum, Amsterdam/Netherlands

Landscape with Diamonds 1983, selfpublished, 300 copies printed. Out of print.
Devon-Karbon-Perm, 62 ausgewählte Objekte
1984-87. Photographed by Annelies Štrba,
Worn by Daughter Sonja, 1988. Self-published,
500 copies printed. Out of print.
Objekte Photographed by Annelies Štrba,
1993. Verlag Galerie Urs Meile, Luzern,
1200 copies printed.
Feuer über Wasser 1997, Verlag Museum
Baviera, Zürich, 1000 copies printed. Out of
print.
Jewels Now! 2003, ARNOLDSCHE Art
Publishers, Stuttgart.

Museum of Fine Arts, Boston/USA
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