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I
t is a sunny morning in Reiko Ishiyama’s spacious ninth

floor studio in New York City. There is traffic noise on the

busy streets below—Ishiyama’s studio is located in the

bustling garment district—but the horns and sidewalk din are

pleasantly muffled by the time they waft up to her wide,

panoramic windows. The studio is in an industrial building

and big by New York standards. There is a simple table with 

a few chairs, a sofa and low coffee table, a small kitchen and 

a jeweler’s workbench long enough to accommodate three or

four people working at once. The potted plants and artworks

carefully placed around the tidy room help give the studio 

an ambience of quiet serenity, a sunny aerie above the city.

Ishiyama, a jewelrymaker, gently removes brooches,

necklaces, earrings, and bracelets from boxes and drawers and

lays them out on the workbench, which is not being used

today. Since Ishiyama is spending much of the day preparing

for one of her annual visits back to Japan to visit her mother,

her three part-time employees have the day off.

Ishiyama pulls out a cuff bracelet that is a long coil of

silver cut from a thin sheet. If you hold it by one end the

bracelet bounces slightly like a spring. It is lightweight and

elegant but also playful, resembling a Slinky toy for grownups.

Ishiyama designed the bracelet about fifteen years ago. Next

comes a brooch about the size of a small teacup saucer. Like

the bracelet, it is a helix of cut silver that is flat when you lay 

it down, then seems to float into three dimensions when you

pick it up or attach it to your jacket. There are also some silver

spiral earrings that spin gently, spontaneously, like mobiles,

as they dangle on their hooks.

Other brooches, earrings and necklaces have been designed

by using bits of silver sheet like paper. The silver pieces,

many just an inch or two long by an inch or two wide—some

rectangular and some disc-shaped—have been folded, twisted

and bent. Sometimes the bits of silver take a final form that

resembles a short tube, like a piece of silver macaroni. At other

times Ishiyama shapes them into little Mobius strips that appear

to inhabit several planes of space at the same time. The “tube”

shapes may get strung together into a necklace. Some of the

small “discs” get pinched together into earrings or brooches.

But whatever final form Ishiyama’s jewelry takes, it all 

has a graceful, lighter-than-air quality that conjures images 

of origami made of paper-thin silver. The jewelry is abstract 

in design—she does not even attempt to give her pieces

metaphorical names—and also structurally spartan, as though

she has managed to breathe life into the barest of minimalistic

sketches. From the simplest two-dimensional material—sheet

metal—Ishiyama creates weightless volume and movement.

“Everyone says my jewelry is so light,” she states. “It looks

massive but when you lift it up, it is so light. But I think that 

if we do not have weight we can move more freely. I dislike

anything heavy and I want the metal to float. Maybe my life

itself is like something floating.”

49
O

R
N

A
M

EN
T 

32
.2

.2
00

8

REIKO

ISHIYAMA

FLOATING
IN SPACE

Robin Updike

Above: EMPTY CUBE NECKLACE of sterling silver; hammer textured, heated, constructed, and riveted, 4.0 x 19.0 x 19.0 centimeter s, 2008.
Opposite: WHITE BIRCH BROOCH of eighteen kar at gold, sterling silv er; hammer textured, heated and constr ucted, 3.5 x 9.0 x 4.5
centimeters, 2006. Inset: SECRET TALK BROOCH of sterling silver; hammer textured, heated and r iveted, 4.0 x 7.5 x 7.0 centimeter s, 2006.
Photographs by David Katz.
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dialect. But I made friends with some teachers and got a good

education.” Later in college she became interested in Japanese

art history. She made trips to Kyoto with her college classes

and ended up writing her thesis on sixteenth-century tea

bowls. “It was a very interesting period because there were

missionaries coming from Europe and Japanese crafts and

aesthetics were very much influenced by these outsiders,” she

states. She earned her undergraduate degree in art history

from Kwanseigakuin University in 1965.

The idea of spending her life writing and researching art,

however, was not appealing. “So I went to see a potter in

Kyoto. I thought I really want to work with my hands. He

invited me to join his studio but at the same time he himself

was trying to give up making traditional work. I thought it was

not for me, so I then considered metal. For me metal was

elastic and soft and I was fascinated by the process of working

it. I apprenticed with a metalsmith who made metalwork for

tea ceremonies. I was there for three or four years.”

Later she lived briefly in France, where she put her

metalworking skills to use in making large metal sculptures.

“I liked making sculpture because you worked with metal 

but technique was less important than the idea behind the

work,” she says. But then a hip injury made it impossible for

her to lift and move heavy metal pieces and though she was

only in her mid-thirties, her injury was so severe that she

needed a hip replacement. She got the hip replacement and at

about the same time she divorced her husband. “So I wanted

to start a new life, and I thought that the United States is

where people go to find a new life. I could not speak English

even. But I came here in 1985 and studied English for a while

at Columbia University. I was very interested in the street

scene in New York, the energy that was everywhere. And 

I started making jewelry because it was still metalwork but 

not heavy, like sculpture.”
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In remarks she prepared for a presentation in Boston in

2007, Ishiyama says that she tried to bring “floating” and

“flatness” to her jewelry. “I’m trying to let the layers of flatness

breathe or find space. Then flatness can stand up. It can 

move. I want to blow air between the sheets and lift them up

momentarily. It’s really momentary. That’s why floating is so

essential to my aesthetic.”

A modest, thoughtful woman who was a sculptor before

she started making jewelry some twenty years ago, Ishiyama

smiles as she explains her jewelrymaking process. “Everything

is based on the same idea. I have one idea. That is to take one

sheet of metal and open it. I don’t make hinges. Mostly I cut

and hammer. I like to hammer. I have always hammered. I do

some soldering, but I don’t think I’m very good at it. From the

beginning I developed my concept of making jewelry without

elaborate technique. Technique, yes, it is important. But we

can’t make a beautiful thing with just elaborate technique.”

Ishiyama comes by her honest, no-tricks-involved approach

to craft naturally. A native of Osaka, Japan, her parents moved

to Shikoku Island when she was still a baby. They thought it

was better to raise a child in a village rather than in a city 

still ravaged from World War II, and they settled in an island

village known for producing traditional crafts. She loved

growing up there. “I spent all day with coopers, stone masons,

papermakers, and silkmakers,” Ishiyama remembers.

“Unconsciously, I think being around them so much influenced

me. They were always working with their hands. I observed

them and later somehow I knew how to hold a hammer, how

to use tools. Also I remember the sounds of the tools.

I thought it was beautiful to hear the hammers clinking.”

But when Ishiyama was ten her parents decided to move

back to Osaka. They enrolled her in a private French Catholic

school where she says her country accent set her apart from

the others. “I was like a monkey, a country girl with a heavy

TEN PAPER BROOCH of eighteen karat gold, sterling silver;
hammer textured, heated, oxidized, and riveted, 5.0 x 7.5 x 4.0
centimeters, 2006.

GOLD SLASHED BRACELET of eighteen karat gold, sterling silver;
hammer textured, scratched, oxidized, and sha ped, 7.0 x 9.0 
x 4.0 centimeters, 2006.
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At about the same time Ishiyama took her first and—

aside from a few subsequent workshops—really her only

jewelrymaking class, which was at the Fashion Institute 

of Technology. She heard that students got access to studios

twenty-four hours a day, so she took a three-month class and

made enough jewelry to take it around to shops and dealers.

Robert Lee Morris was soon showing her work at his own art

jewelry boutique in SoHo and other dealers also started selling

her jewelry. “I thought this was very interesting, but I wanted

to make a living,” Ishiyama relates. “I was selling work but not

enough. So in the late 1980s or early 1990s I started going to

the American Craft Council shows.” Her work has been shown

at galleries and juried shows in Canada, Japan and England 

as well as the United States.

These days she has a production line and also makes 

one-of-a-kind pieces. “I don’t make many one-of-a-kind pieces

because it takes so much time,” she states. “But then again,

sometimes making one-of-a-kind jewelry gives me ideas for

my production work, which is more like democracy. I charge

the same amount of money for each of the production pieces,

so I have to think of the fairness of it. I don’t make all of it

myself, when it is production, but I do need my workers to

understand what is interesting in the piece.”

She also pays strict attention to how each piece fits on the

body. She personally wears every earring, brooch, necklace,

and bracelet for a while before she considers it ready to sell.

“For me the most important thing is that I think my work 

is only fully accomplished at the point when people put it on.

That is when it is finished. I don’t want to make things people

can’t wear. Even if it’s a beautiful object, it is only people who

give it life. So each person’s body is a little different, but 

still the pieces have to fit. I learned when I was making sixty 

or seventy pairs of earrings that if they stopped selling there

was something wrong. I would put them on and I learned that

maybe the post was one-quarter inch off.”

In general, Ishiyama starts with twenty-six- or twenty-

eight-gauge silver sheet metal that becomes thinner after her

hammering. She has sometimes used silver and gold together,

but eighty percent of her work is now silver only. In keeping

with her spare aesthetic, she does not use fancy finishes. Like 

a perfect tea bowl, her pieces are subtly beautiful. She prefers

metals in their near natural state. “I use only oxidation,

or maybe pickling, to add patina to the surface.” Of course her

hammering adds texture and visual shading, a little like the

cross-hatching on a black and white sketch.

Lately she has been intrigued by the idea of using paper

and fabric. Her belief that jewelry needs to fit the body 

makes her especially interested in the drape of fabric and the

malleability of paper. “Jewelry is metal, but it also has 

a connection to the contour of the body, so I’m interested in

how textiles drape over the contours of the body. I don’t 

want to use fabric as an alternative to metal. Fabric has its

own vocabulary, so I want to talk to the fabric and to find 

out about it. It’s hard to break habits, and my thinking is

based on metals.”

For inspiration Ishiyama goes to museums. Not long ago

she saw a big Jasper Johns exhibition that touched her

artistically. “It gave me something; but in the end it all starts

from myself. When we are looking at the sun we can’t see 

the sun or anything else.” She is also inspired by architecture,

especially in its incomplete stages. “I really love the middle 

of construction, not necessarily the finished work—how the

shadow falls and the bones of the structure. I’m interested 

in lines and shadows and light. My work is like that, I think.

There are no narrative stories in my jewelry.”
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WHITE RAIN BROOCH of fourteen and eighteen karat gold, sterling silver; hammer textured, heated,
shaped, and pierced, 5.0 x 9.0 x 1.5 centimeters, 2007.
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