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To Stella, Agnes, Marina, Coco, Ivy, Celine and Jean –in anticipation of future jewellery enthusiasts.






INTRODUCTION


As I walk down any given street, I’m always struck by the fact that everyone I pass by is wearing an item of jewellery in some form. Be it a battered wedding ring, a woven wrist band or a small silver hoop in their ear, jewellery really is everywhere we look. As jewellery editor of British Vogue for decades and an author who’s written widely on the subject, I have often reflected on why this is, and when looking back over the history of jewellery, I can only conclude that it fulfils a primal urge to decorate ourselves.

Indeed, early humans were engaging in self-adornment long before they daubed ochre paintings on cave walls, making it one of humanity’s longest-running cultural traditions. Our ancestors used anything they could get their hands on – teeth, talons, feathers, shells, pebbles – to string together primitive necklaces, chokers, bracelets and head ornaments and, although humble, these acted as hugely sophisticated communicators, not only functioning as protective amulets for safety and well-being, but also as tribal signifiers. Jewellery then, as now, could set the wearer apart and yet simultaneously provide a vital link to the tribe to which a person belonged.

Clothes were worn for practicality, warmth and modesty, whereas body decoration told a far more subjective and personal tale of the wearer’s status within their community. From a tooth or claw pendant we could learn of an individual’s prowess as a hunter, whilst other jewels might speak of beloved family members or a god that was worshipped. Whilst excavating Viking graves, for example, archaeologists have found many pendants in the shape of a hammer, evidence of the cult surrounding Thor, the Norse god of thunder and storms, who wielded his Mjolnir hammer to deal deadly blows to his enemy. Similarly, we can tell who was Christian by the relics they wore and left behind. The most common design for cameo rings discovered in Britain from the Roman era feature the snake-haired Medusa, suggesting she was used as an apotropaic symbol to ward off evil, much like the modern-day belief in the protective powers of the ‘evil eye’. A sacred turtle was worn in China to communicate hope for a long life.

Whatever its form, jewellery invariably spoke to the lifeblood and spirit of a person, and its ability to express the essence of an individual without having to say a word continues to this day. Modern jewellery, just as that of our ancestors, functions as an outward sign of our core beliefs, our ethnicity, kinfolk, astrological signs, our homes and family. Within these small structures has always been found the loves, sorrows and philosophy of human existence. If you ever find yourself stuck for conversation, ask the other person about the jewellery they are wearing, as there will inevitably be a story. A chance comment I made at a party about a ring worn by Game of Thrones actress Laura Pradelska led to a long and emotional conversation about her Jewish family history during the Holocaust. Many of her family perished, but the stone in the ring survived to tell the tale of suffering, bravery and love. Nothing we wear defines us in quite the same way as jewellery and yet it links us all to a collective consciousness, one which is not divided by borders, religion, gender or language. Whilst specific signs and codes might vary from generation to generation, the essence of jewellery remains the same. It shines bright as an art form in all our lives as a way to identify, both ourselves and others, and communicate. Through our jewellery choices we can be noticed, seen and heard. You could call it the unique global connector, linking human beings across the world today as well as to our ancestors lost in the mists of time.

Every civilization has divulged its secrets through surviving ornaments, and from the beginning, precious stones and metal have been used as a ritual of style as well as a form of portable currency. We might wear jewellery as a symbolic glittering identity tag – items like wedding rings, tiaras and charm bracelets all have the capacity to express a small part of who we are and how we live now – or simply to add a splash of colour and sparkle to an outfit. As a jewellery editor for thirty years, I’ve written countless features for Vogue and Tatler about current trends whilst draping dazzlingly extravagant gems on supermodels. Yes, jewels can signal a certain type of lavishness and wealth, but even though the jewels I’m arranging for a photoshoot might be the latest diamond-encrusted collection, there’s also something deeply primal about the repetition of jewels worn in the same places on a body to deliver a message. It was ever thus.

I’m fascinated by the cyclical nature of jewellery and the fundamental basics that never alter. The world around us may change beyond recognition, but the motifs and symbolism in jewellery remain the same. If I walked out of London’s V&A Museum tomorrow wearing the Shannongrove gorget neckpiece, which looks as fresh as the day it was created, I know I’d be asked where I bought it or the name of the new designer who created it. That wouldn’t be possible with fashion or technology from the past, nor anything else that we use today.

Sometimes it’s more than the materials or decoration of a jewel that tells the story of the era. Recently, an exceptionally preserved deer tooth pendant from the Upper Palaeolithic period was unearthed in a Siberian cave, and from the DNA extracted from human skin cells and sweat molecules found on the piece, historians identified the wearer as a female of North Eurasian ancestry who lived 19,000–25,000 years ago. Most likely the pendant was a prized gift from one of the hunters in her group, a symbol of their prowess and ability to provide food, allowing archaeologists to build a picture of how society was run as well as the social connections that would have surrounded her at the time. Researchers believe that notches made in eagle claws found amongst Neanderthal remains in Croatia indicate that these claws were mounted into a bracelet or necklace 130,000 years ago, before Homo sapiens arrived in Europe. This goes to show that all species appreciated jewellery and, gradually, we can learn more about their lives from these artefacts.

As well as items of personal significance, humans have always clung to certain cherished motifs and designs for their jewellery, and they act as signifiers of how humans have lived and evolved through history. The first metallic shape used to attach two pieces of material together and the grandiose 152.35-carat sapphire panther pin worn by the Duchess of Windsor are both brooches, after all, and each one just as effectively expresses who the wearer was and how they lived at the time. Whether using organic material, metals or gemstones, every group of people, no matter what time, culture or civilization they belonged to, has relied on the same pieces of jewellery, and I find it thrilling to discover how they began, who wore them and what their cultural significance is, investigating their journey through the prism of different periods of lifestyle, fashion and artistic movements.

This is why I started my podcast in 2020, also called If Jewels Could Talk, in which I interview guests and experts about jewels ranging from Anne Boleyn’s ‘B’ necklace to the poignant jewelled flower never completed by Peter Carl Fabergé as war and revolution raged in Russia. These conversations only sparked greater interest in the evolution and background of our most-worn designs, so I decided to take my research further and write this book.

I’m a big believer that small objects tell great stories, and so, in order to consider the significance of jewellery in more detail, I’ve identified the seven jewels that I think narrate our global human history. Within the timeline of each jewel lies a wealth of information about individual lives as well as our collective experience. From hoops and rings to beads and charms, brooches and cuffs to intricate head ornaments, the human stories these pieces generate reveal how they were valued and why they endured, and in doing so, unravel the universal symbols that link us to our past, present and future.

Not everyone is convinced by jewellery’s important function in our lives; indeed, humans’ need for adornment does seem inexplicable on the face of it, but I believe that, fundamentally, we wear jewellery because we are human.

Over the millennia, geography has changed, society has altered, people shift and move around the world, and yet what hasn’t changed is the human aspiration for shelter, food, community, happiness and self-actualization. Given the state of the world over the past few years – with pandemics, climate change and political unrest – more and more people seem to be gravitating towards things that possess a deeper meaning. Jewellery has always fulfilled that role; from its genesis, it has conveyed feelings of comfort, peace and protection, as well as personally meaningful connections to loved ones. Increasingly, where we are born is not where we live, and jewels provide a tangible link with our memories of home and family. In our ever more frenetic society, there is an appealing quietness in the ritual of jewellery.

Whatever is occurring in the world, jewellery has always had a physical, emotional and spiritual hold over us. It’s something we innately understand, maybe partly inherited through stories and learnt behaviours, as well as residing in the two linked strands twisting round each other like a chain that forms our DNA. Jewellery plays a part in our elusive search to keep fear at bay and feel whole, and there’s no doubt we’re attracted to the sense of permanence in a jewel, which lasts long after we have departed. In that way, at least we leave a mark on the world and something of ourselves behind. Objects can relay our story long into the future.

The book is an attempt to define what jewellery is, why we wear it and the profound meaning that humans have always attached to adorning themselves. And why, like the eternal circle of the hoop or ring, our need for jewellery never ends.






CHAPTER ONE HOOPS
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I credit the humble hoop with being the world’s first fashion accessory. Indeed, I’m convinced that, in the Book of Genesis, when the son of Abraham gives his fiancée a shanf, a golden earring, it would have been a hoop.

To talk about the history of hoops is to talk about the history of gold – the two are inextricably linked. Gold has played a role at every stage of human history; it has motivated entire civilizations and societies and driven men to endure intense hardship in the hope of discovering it. Ever since the third millennium, gold has been collected in particles eroded from rocks by panning riverbeds and streams. Open-cast and tunnel mining followed and then, many centuries later, that gold was transported from the ‘New World’. Wherever it was found, a gold rush would ensue; indeed, on his first trip to America, the Italian explorer Christopher Columbus observed: ‘O most excellent gold! Who has gold has a treasure that even helps souls to paradise.’ In its natural state, gold is malleable, possessing a softness that makes it easy to manipulate. Once it was discovered that the gleaming brilliance of gold could be constructed into decorative shapes with simple tools, humans became particularly attached to the circle, an elemental shape that would have been visible everywhere in the natural world, in earth formations such as mounds and lakes to pebbles, fruits and shells. The circularity exhibited in nature became a guiding principle in human culture, emulated in art and jewellery, used in some way to make sense of the world around us.

Gold hoops are an identity marker, a golden signal of freedom and a direct link to ancestry. Plus, gold was a precious commodity for a status-exhibiting piece. The ancient peoples of the 2500 BCE African civilization in Nubia may have been the first to wear hoops, possibly as symbols of status and power within the community. The River Nile connected the Nubians to the Egyptians, and so the two civilizations shared strong trade links, as well as an understanding of the representational role that jewellery possessed in their cultures.

The hoop hasn’t always been fashionable through the ages, and along the way there have been times when it faded into the background – during the European Middle Ages, for instance, when Renaissance hairstyles and high-necked fashions weren’t very hoop-friendly. These were merely interludes, however, which never lasted long. The hoop always re-emerges, reimagined, blending into new environments and fashions, yet never changing shape. The continuous curved line of the hoop encircles us all.


THE FIRST HOOP


Since the invention of the wheel in the Bronze Age, circles have been linked to the ideas of eternity, rebirth and renewal. It was also a popular symbol in Celtic art, where the wheel’s hub was believed to be the sun itself and the spokes the sun’s shining rays.

Sicilians believed the wheel gave its owner protection from the greatest forces of nature, and the turning of the wheel was controlled by Fortuna, the Roman wheel goddess, who supervised the changing seasons and the fates of men; a goddess of good fortune it was best to keep on side.

Throughout 2,500 years of history, Sicily was invaded by the Greeks, Romans, Normans, Arabs and Spanish, each of whom left a cultural imprint on the island. As a result, every major civilization is visible in its Byzantine architecture, golden mosaics, dynamic traditions, folklore and the local craft of Sicily.

During the eighth century BCE, small, brightly painted donkey-drawn wagons were introduced to the Mediterranean island of Sicily from Greece, and these carretto siciliano trundled around the island, transporting produce. Following the fall of the Roman Empire, the Greek-style carts were mostly abandoned when the roads fell into disrepair, making the use of two-wheel vehicles impossible. Trade and transport were largely carried out by sea until the beginning of the nineteenth century, when the tradition of the carts was revived.

The carts were a complex construction. Firstly, a carver would craft the wooden parts in beech or walnut. A blacksmith would then provide the wrought-iron elements, such as highly embellished metal undercarriages and harnesses, before the carradore (wheelwright) finally assembled the pieces. The wood on the sides of these carts was often elaborately decorated with scenes from historical stories, chivalrous folk narratives and religious iconography, all daubed in bright colours. In this way, the carts carried Sicily’s cultural history, traditions and folklore around like wandering picture-books, and in this way the epic stories of the island’s past reached all its inhabitants.

The designer Domenico Dolce grew up in Sicily and recalled the carts moving around the island, and the traditional carretto wheels provided the inspiration for the Sicilian Cart hoops by Dolce & Gabbana, which revolve with a kaleidoscopic whorl of rubellite, amethyst, tourmaline, emerald and multicoloured sapphires and twelve gold filigree spokes. For him and Stefano Gabbana, the provenance and history of Sicily illustrated in the wheel earrings are as precious as the jewels themselves. Like the carts before them, the hoops shine with the memory of a culture in danger of being lost and forgotten.




QUEEN PU-ABI’S HOOPS


To be properly attired in Sumeria in ancient Mesopotamia (now southern Iraq), royalty and the elite members of society wore chokers and necklaces. We know this because, in December 1927, four years into an excavation of the city of Ur, the chief archaeologist Leonard Woolley unearthed the tomb of Queen Pu-abi, which had remained untouched for 4,500 years. The Queen lay on a wooden bier in the vaulted chamber, with her upper body entirely decorated with precious beads, pendants and chokers. Golden rings were found on each finger, and an intricately wrought leaf-and-flower ornament adorned her head. The quality of the ornaments was testament to the teams of skilled jewellers employed at the time in Ur. There were more beads and gold pendants, depicting plants and animals, and various vessels made from metal, stone and pottery dotted around the walls of the chamber.

The impressive quality and sheer quantity of jewels indicated status and prestige, but if there was any doubt about this woman’s status, it was dispelled by the carved lapis lazuli cylindrical seals she was buried with. There were three of these pinned to her robe, but, as historians point out, one would have sufficed for personal identification – to boast this many was unusual. Possibly, she believed she needed them to underpin her authority when she presented herself to the gods in the afterlife. One of the seals included an engraving of a bunch of dates, which was a symbol of monarchy and the divine right to rule, whilst another was engraved with her name and the letters ‘NIN’, meaning lady or queen, thereby emphasizing her status and social influence. Scholars believe she ruled in her own right, since no husband is mentioned. Despite being only four feet tall, it was clear no other woman could have outshone Pu-abi in her radiant golden hair ornaments, headdresses of lapis lazuli, carnelian chokers and large gold hoop earrings.

The opulence of the grave goods wasn’t the only reason the world took notice of Woolley’s discovery. Queen Pu-abi’s grave was discovered four years after King Tutankhamun’s tomb, and it had been assumed until then that the entire region had been mostly ruled by men. Most women’s seals at the time would have read ‘wife of…’, but Pu-abi’s seal made no mention of her husband and showed no image of a king, indicating that she ruled the kingdom in her own right. This made her the first known female ruler in human history – and the first woman whose celebrated style was defined by powerful gold hoops.

Indeed, it’s impossible to name a strong female celebrity today who doesn’t underpin their status with a pair of oversized gold hoops. Think of Rihanna, Madonna and J. Lo, to name but a few. Gold, being resistant to corrosion, survives from remote antiquity; even when it has been buried for centuries, it emerges into the sunlight with its magical sheen intact. Queen Pu-abi’s lustrous hoops didn’t corrode or tarnish and today shine with the same lustre as the day they were first created. Indeed, they’d look at home on the ears of Cardi B and Beyoncé today. Although separated by centuries, hoops worn by contemporary singers and celebrities measure a similar shoulder-dusting 8cm in diameter, like those found in the royal cemetery at Ur. Gold hoops are a jewel of eternity, and one could say Queen Pu-abi was an early trendsetter, who knew right from the off what a hoop could do for a woman.




EGYPTOMANIA


Contemporary reports of Pu-abi and Sumerian style disseminated and migrated out of Asia. Although there were limited sources of gold in the desert mines of Kush, by 1700 BCE, hoops were all the rage in Egypt. Everyone flaunted them: men, women, children – even cats, which were considered the most sacred of animals. The cat was associated with the goddess Bastet, daughter of the sun god Ra, who in turn was connected to music, dance, family, fertility and birth. A 2,500-year-old bronze sculpture of a cat, preserved in the Egyptian desert sands, was discovered with gold hoop earrings shining brightly on its ears.

The most popular form of earring was made up of several hollow triangular hoops soldered together. Gold was highly prized, evidenced by the pharaohs, who were believed to be living gods and titled ‘the golden ones’. Gold embodied not only the warmth and light of the sun, but for the ancient Egyptians also represented the flesh of the sun god Ra, himself described as ‘a mountain of gold’ and with whom they hoped to be reunited in the afterlife. Golden hoops twisted with beads and faience were symbols of status, power and wealth for royals and pharaohs, as well as powerful queens such as Cleopatra and Nefertiti.

Egyptians suffered for the beauty of a hoop. Mummies that have been X-rayed show elongated and distended earlobes caused by the use of heavy ear ornaments. Some burial sites have revealed large metallic tubular hoops that had to be passed through an oversized piercing. Simple gold hoops, glass faience or semi-precious stones like jasper were worn by threading the open-ended hoop through the earlobe on a curve. And if you think the asymmetrical look is a modern trend, think again: Egyptians often wore two hoops in the one earlobe. Hoop earrings also drew the eye up towards intoxicating kohl-lined eyes and cheekbones, adding to the sense of seductive beauty.

Egyptian style has captured the modern imagination for its opulence and exoticism, and we know that Egyptians, both men and women, went to great lengths over their appearance. All the accoutrements they used for their toilette are revealed as grave goods: combs, handheld mirrors, siltstone palettes to grind minerals such as the green malachite and galena (black kohl) they mixed with animal fats and oils to outline eyes, which were stored in beautiful calcite vessels. Crushed beetles and ochre were also combined with animal oils to create preferred shades of red lipstick.

As well as setting a certain standard of Egyptian beauty, practicality also played a part in the cosmetic routine. Recent scientific research demonstrates that the heavy use of kohl, a lead-based mineral, had anti-bacterial properties, which would have helped to combat water-borne eye infections common along the Nile River. Achieving a wing-tipped smoky eye wasn’t simply about vanity, either, as kohl provided the benefit of reducing the dazzling glare from the desert sun.

Cleopatra wielded as much power as anyone in the ancient Mediterranean, ruling over one of its greatest kingdoms, and she features in the line of strong and powerful women who were drawn to wear hoops as part of their day-to-day beauty arsenal. Taking into consideration that beauty standards do alter over time, coins minted during her reign portray the Queen with a jutting chin, curly hair and a large, aquiline nose, suggesting she was not a conventional beauty. Historians also draw attention to the ancient texts, none of which call the Egyptian Queen a beauty, instead praising her sharp wit and determination, as well as noting her excellent education. Cleopatra spoke seven languages and wrote philosophical treatises. Quite possibly the unflattering image that was engraved on coins and carved onto emeralds might have been a deliberate attempt to appear more masculine in order to survive and thrive in the patriarchal world she inhabited.

The image of another powerful Egyptian beauty was unveiled in 1912, when the now-famous painted bust of Nefertiti, currently housed in Berlin, was discovered. She was Queen of the 18th dynasty and, until her bust was revealed, was the little-known royal wife of Pharaoh Akhenaten as well as the probable stepmother of King Tutankhamun. The name Nefertiti means ‘the beauty of the beautiful ones of the Aten, the beauty has come’, and after the discovery of her bust, she became the poster girl for the ancient world almost overnight. She was depicted in this instance wearing large studs or plugs in her ears, but given that she ruled over the wealthiest period in ancient Egypt, I can’t imagine the hoop didn’t feature somewhere in her regime, and at least one renowned archaeologist believes that many of the ornate objects, including hoops, in the burial chamber of Tutankhamun were originally made for Nefertiti. Archaeologists are on the hunt for her tomb, and new technologies and heightened interest worldwide make it more likely than ever that it will be found. There are so many more questions to be answered about the enduring enigma that was Nefertiti – not least her jewellery collection, which I hope would be just as splendid as Pu-abi’s.

In 2017, Rihanna paid tribute to Nefertiti on the cover of Vogue Arabia by wearing saturated black eyeliner and golden disc earrings replete with turquoise beads, channelling Nefertiti’s timeless allure. The fame and beauty of these fabled queens of the Nile has stretched deep into their afterlife, continuing to inspire styles even now.




TRIBAL HOOPS


The culture of hoops bowled out of Africa, along the Nile River, where the ancient Egyptians embraced the practice, and then on to Asia, where areas of Odisha in eastern India were populated by Africans. There are many tribes, each with its own way of dressing, distinctive forms of rituals and ways of honouring ancestors – but a jewellery culture is something they all share.

Large hoop earrings are an integral part of the traditional dress worn by the tribal communities of Gadaba, Bonda and Kondh in the eastern states of India. Kondh girls, for instance, are still recognizable by the three golden rings pierced through their noses, glass bead necklaces which drop to their hips and the large coin rings worn on fingers. From the moment of birth, the hoop plays an important role in the life of these women. Small bells swing from hoops on babies’ ears to keep evil forces at bay, and noses and ears are pierced to provide an exit for any malign spirits that might penetrate the body’s openings. A girl might have as many as sixteen golden hoops in one ear, combined with up to fifty hair clips and pins made of iron, copper and brass, creating a golden halo effect similar to Pu-abi.

Like Egyptian women’s strained earlobes, the women of the Gadaba tribe appear to suffer for their efforts. Wearing jewellery is a strict social custom and is worn for the whole of a woman’s life and not even removed for sleep. Gigantic swinging earrings are accompanied by smaller hoops, which embroider the edge of the ear and the lobe. Most astonishing are the eye-catching giant circular copper or wire earrings pushed through the cartilage of the ear, the weight of which is supported by a cord over the back of the head. The main hoop is so large it’s easy to imagine a small child swirling them around their waist like a metallic hula hoop. Huge, silver, shoulder-brushing circlets like ear-chokers, redolent of Gadaba hoops, have been spotted on modern fashion runways. They make a seasonal splash but we don’t share the strength of commitment of Gadaba women to support the ear heft – the hoop encumbrance might also interfere with mobile phone use – so, unlike their originators, they aren’t for everyday wear.

In Bonda society, women enjoy a privileged position. This is seen in the marital norms of the community, with Bonda girls largely marrying boys who are at least five to ten years younger than them. The idea is that a woman looks after her husband as he grows up, and then, when he is older, he in turn cares for his wife. The hoops and rings worn by Bonda women are beautiful in their simplicity – but the whole bejewelled look includes wide anklets, delicate nose rings, armlets, thick neckbands and enormous hoop earrings. These customs remain robust today as tribes in India keep their unique style of jewellery intact. With the spread of globalization and more women choosing to study and work outside the village, however, customs are increasingly adapting to encompass a mix of modern and traditional dress.

The Romani are another tribal community strongly associated with gold hoops. An Indo-Aryan group who traditionally led a nomadic life, they originated from Rajasthan in northern India before migrating and spreading throughout Europe. Often called ‘gypsies’ because Europeans mistakenly thought they came from Egypt, historically the Romani wore yellow gold in the form of coins mounted as jewellery, since keeping their money close by and attached to their body made for a safe and portable ‘purse’. These coin pendants and large hoops are a legacy of their Indian roots and connect the Romani people to their heritage.

Roma peoples are diverse, with a multitude of sub-ethnicities and languages throughout Europe, but even today their clothing and accessories express a sense of belonging to a community which is widespread. Gold and silver hoops embellish everything. Romani groups did not keep chronicles of their history, nor are there oral accounts. Instead, the custom of wearing hooped jewellery has passed down through generations of peoples with no homeland, and as such these hoops have become symbols worn to express identity and belonging. Over the years the fashion world has borrowed many elements from Roma culture, using the word ‘gypsy’ to conjure up a cultural stereotype of an exotic woman wearing a colourful headscarf, big hoop earrings and a long, flowing skirt, gazing into a crystal ball. This has made many of the young Roma diaspora feel misrepresented, and some are campaigning to have the word removed from the fashion industry’s lexicon.




THE BRONZE AGE SHANNONGROVE GORGET


The discovery of metal working was an important stage in the development of the art of jewellery-making. Recently, a team of archaeologists published a report revealing that a hoard of Bronze Age artefacts recovered from a burial mound near Stonehenge were in fact the remains of a 3,800-year-old goldsmith’s toolkit used for working gold. Microscopic analysis discovered gold traces on five of the stone tools with a similar composition to Bronze Age gold, and a detailed examination of tiny rubs and scratches revealed how they had been used to flatten, hammer and smooth sheets of gold, proving that the tools had shaped and manipulated gold in either liquid or metal form. The flint cups in the hoard may have been used to mix resins and adhesives, whilst the long sharp-end awl could have created perforations, patterns and representations of deities.

Ireland was rich in alluvial gold deposits during the Bronze Age, and the Shannongrove gorget is another early example of the hoop. This large, hammered, gold hooped collar was found in 1783, hidden in a peaty bog in Shannongrove, Limerick. Historians believe the holes underneath each circular terminal would have allowed a chain to run between them, passing by the back of the neck to complete the hoop. Most likely it was worn during ceremonies to denote rank. Society at this time was intensely hierarchical and status-conscious, and only royalty or members of the nobility would have worn gold.

Also called torcs or torques, these rigid circular neckpieces embody some of the finest works of ancient Celtic art. Made from a wide, single piece of metal or narrower strands twisted together, the torque became an important symbol of power worn by leaders of both sexes. Indeed, Celtic artists often depicted deities wearing or holding such rings. The collars reflect sophisticated gold-working techniques with an elegant simplicity of design sometimes enhanced with subtle animal forms, floral motifs and geometric patterns such as parallel lines, chevrons, rope and circular shapes in gold wire.

Ancient writers noted that the first-century Celtic Queen Boudicca, who fought against the Romans in Britain, wore a gold neck ring in battle. This would have been worn to offer protection to the vulnerable throat and came to symbolize strength and bravery. The neckpiece was indestructible-looking and, residing at the front of the body, would have sent an immediate signal of potency to any advancing stranger: ‘I am unbreakable’ would have been the message.

The Roman army was initially daunted by the fearsome appearance of Boudicca. Although eventually defeated, she undoubtedly showed strength and spirit in rallying Britons to unite behind her and fight the tyranny and heavy taxes of Rome. The Gauls, whose elite warriors were richly adorned with gold necklaces and armbands, were also conquered by the Romans. Their military armillae armband decorations were modelled on Celtic gorgets. The tradition might have been started by the politician and general of the Roman Republic Titus Manlius, who accepted the challenge of single combat from one warrior whilst fighting the Gauls during the Battle of the Anio River and, upon killing his opponent, stripped the corpse of the torque and placed it around his own neck as a trophy.

As the torque was the Celtic symbol of authority, by his action Manlius earned the agnomen ‘Torquatus’. In effect, by removing the Gaul’s torque, he had taken the vanquished chieftain’s strength for his own. The jewel in turn became a potent and visible token of Roman domination and, as such, over time the torque and also the armilla were adopted as official awards for valour, expressing the military might and strength of their soldiers.

It wasn’t just the Celts and Romans who were part of an elite tradition of wearing hooped collars. Viking collars were mostly made in silver, due to limited gold sources, and they were fashioned like twisted circular rods. Although their neck hoops were slenderer-looking than the Celtic gorget, the Vikings layered them; the wealthier you became, the more torques you added to your neck. Like the Romani, the Vikings also used jewellery as ornamental currency, and the silver torques could be relied upon wherever they travelled. The quality and purity of the metal was easily tested by cutting a small nick in the silver, and this provided much-needed flexibility for a mobile group like the Vikings, who used the silver collars to trade over vast distances from Scandinavia, Britain and Russia. Most economies accepted silver, so there was no need to worry about getting by on long voyages. You could call silver the Viking euro, eliminating as it did the need for different currencies. From Baghdad, the Vikings also brought back Islamic dirham coins, which they sometimes strung on necklaces worn as badges of honour, impressing a connection with foreign lands. Just as there is a roaring trade nowadays in counterfeit luxury items such as Chanel handbags and Rolex watches, traders began selling fake dirhams, complete with pseudo-Arabic inscriptions. Swinging with dirhams or not, however, silver torques served to strengthen an individual’s personal value in the Vikings’ culture of honour.

I often see contemporary incarnations of the torque shape in Scandinavian design, inherited from the Viking age. Recently, in Paris, Francesca Amfitheatrof, artistic director of Louis Vuitton, was inspired by the gorget to create Le Royaume, a massive, articulated collar with a large sapphire held within a white gold and diamond grid, reminiscent of chain mail, to protect the neck. Many of her pieces share the aesthetic properties of armour, a glittering metaphor for Celtic confidence and determination. Two phoenix wings encircle the neck suspending a 65.26-carat tsavorite garnet, whilst another is worked into the shape of a gorget bandana engraved with trefoils, chevrons and V-shapes, echoing metallic design patterns of the Bronze Age goldsmiths. The metal mesh of the throat-covering is soft and fluid, so won’t offer the defence of a traditional Bronze Age collar, but with its $124,000 price tag it definitely draws attention to individuality and financial status, if not prowess on the battlefield.




POMANDER HOOPS


As we know only too well from our recent experience of the Covid-19 pandemic, when people travel and mix, they share more than just cultural practices, goods and artistic customs; they also distribute disease and viruses. The first recorded pandemic was the Justinian Plague in the sixth century, and over the next 200 years of resurgence it killed millions of people across the globe. It’s widely believed that infectious diseases such as leprosy and smallpox travelled along the Silk Road, the network of paths that connected China with Europe used from the second century BCE to export goods such as silk, spices, precious metals, minerals, handicrafts and paintings. Although we may now be confident about the origins and spread of contagions, however, our ancestors weren’t so sure. During the Middle Ages they believed disease was a manifestation of the wrath of God, the curse of the Devil or even the consequence of fetid, bad-smelling air.

You might well have caught the pleasant aroma of baking bread or smoke from a wood fire from time to time, but personal sanitation was rare during the Middle Ages, and the air was usually pervaded by a fetid stench of sweat, urine and body grime. Conditions were so bad that city dwellers resorted to wearing a type of wooden clog over their shoes to raise them above the human excrement running through the gutters and the rotting animal entrails slung out by slaughterhouses. There was a belief at the time that such foul smells harboured particles of disease, so people started carrying sweet-smelling herbs wherever they went in the hopes of overcoming these dangerous miasmas.

The name ‘pomander’ is derived from the French term pomme d’ambre, meaning ‘apple of amber’ and is essentially a ball assembled from various fragrant herbs and scents. There was a recipe for making pomander included in John Partridge’s Treasury of Commodious Conceits and Hidden Secrets, published in London in 1586. A mixture of sticky resins from tree bark and rose shrubs were ground into a powder, dissolved in rosewater and heated. Removed from the fire, the mixture was coated with sweet-smelling cinnamon and cloves before being kneaded into the shape of an apple, which was then rolled through grains of dissolved ambergris, deer musk and civet musk. The potent concoction was blended before a hole was made in the ‘apple’, which would be ready to hang. The word pomander describes both the therapeutic preparation as well as the decorative metallic container, which swung like a herbal amulet from hoops attached to neck chains or a belt or girdle at the waist. When placed in the brass, silver or gold spherical cages, the idea was that the perforations in the container would allow the protective perfume to seep out and disperse, defeating disease. You could say pomanders were an early decorative PPE of sorts.

The silver-gilt pomander belonging to Mary, Queen of Scots was hinged at the base, allowing it to open into eight segments, so she could fill each one with a different scent. Her cousin, Queen Elizabeth I, was frequently painted wearing her pomander, which had a hoop at each end so she could incorporate it into her rosary as a pendant on the end of the chain. In this way she hoped to enhance the efficacy of the scent with prayer. Others at the time embellished pomanders with gemstones, pearls, sapphires, diamonds, rock crystals, emeralds and amethysts, believing that the talismanic power of ‘magical’ stones would aid the protective work of the pomander.

By the eighteenth century, the pomander had morphed into an orange studded with cloves and other spices to sweeten the surrounding air, something that survives in modern times as a ritualistic holiday pastime. As we know, the pomander wasn’t brought back into action as one of the front-line defences against the spread of infection during the recent Covid-19 pandemic, instead we relied on face masks and self-test kits, all of which produced tons of discarded plastic globally. Brazilian designer Sebastian Jaramillo has responded to this waste crisis by recycling the plastic from Covid kits, old pens, toothbrushes and plastic cases into contemporary hoop earrings. He grinds the plastic before placing it in the oven to form a solid block, which, when cooled, he then carves into the desired hoop shape. The resulting material looks like dramatic rock crystal. His next project? Cleaning up vape cigarette filters from the beaches, collecting around 35–40 butts for a single earring.




HOOPS FOR ELIZABETHAN MEN


There was a time when the most luxurious item to swing from a hoop was a natural pearl. During the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, there was a fashion amongst wealthy men to wear a pearl in one ear as a sign of courtly swagger and bravado. In 1577, the British history compendium Holinshed’s Chronicles described pearl earrings being worn by ‘lusty courtiers also and gentlemen of courage’. An earlier fashionable moment for male hoops was during the Roman Empire, when renowned general, politician and writer Julius Caesar wore hoops to show strength and solidarity with the men in his army, who wore hoop earrings into battle.

Whilst Queen Elizabeth I swung her pomander, England’s greatest poet and playwright William Shakespeare, of whom she was a great fan, wore a small hoop in his ear. One of the most famous portraits believed to be Shakespeare, known as the Chandos portrait, which resides in London’s National Portrait Gallery, shows him wearing a single small gold hoop. Just across the gallery on the opposite wall hangs a portrait of the gallant Sir Walter Raleigh, who posed decked out in a silk doublet with pearl buttons, a fur-lined coat and one large, shimmering pearl hanging from a hoop earring. Raleigh is described as a Renaissance man – a poet, explorer, soldier, sailor, courtier and personal favourite of Queen Elizabeth I. The earring in his portrait delivered a message to the Queen: at the time, pearls were symbols of virginity, which would directly relate to the reputation of the ‘Virgin Queen’, thereby symbolizing his loyalty.

It was common for seamen like Raleigh to sport earrings as a sign of their travels; gold hoops made fine examples of the chic of the exotic acquired on a swashbuckling adventure. Legend stated that young sailors were given hoops to commemorate their first treacherous crossing of the southernmost tip around the Cape of Good Hope. Some believed a pierced ear would cure seasickness, whereas another widely held belief was that earrings were worn to make a down payment on a burial if the sailor died far away from home. This is a folklore story believed to be true by the actor Morgan Freeman, who spoke about his gold hoops on Instagram. His inspiration to wear them, he says, came from the ‘old-fashioned sailor culture’, as they would be ‘worth just enough for someone to buy him a coffin in case he died unexpectedly in a random place’. ‘That’s why sailors used to wear them,’ he added.

King Charles I took to the fashion from a young age, wearing one large pearl earring until his death. He debuted a teardrop-shaped pearl resting on a gold crown topped with an orb and cross when he was just fifteen years old. An unpopular boy who suffered from acute shyness and a stammer, perhaps felt the pearl would give him the confidence he sadly lacked and provide the antidote to his short stature. Natural pearls in particular, the rarest gemstone, were the King’s favourite. The hooped pearl appeared in every Van Dyck and Rubens portrait of him, worn on his left ear, and became synonymous with the image of the romantic cavalier that he wished to portray. When he was found guilty of high treason by Oliver Cromwell, he went to the scaffold wearing the pearl earring as he placed his neck on the executioner’s block.

Hoops – then and now – are shorthand to signify an adventurous and unconventional spirit. The stereotypical image of a pirate on the high seas has him bedecked in drilled gold coins and hoops. During the golden age of piracy in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, much of Europe had a number of sumptuary laws in place that regulated people’s attire, prescribing what colours people could wear and controlling who could sport jewellery. Men weren’t allowed to wear jewels, and anyone who refused to obey these laws could face a heavy fine or even jail. Flamboyant pirate dress and gold jewels may well have been a direct response to these laws, making their earrings a symbol of rebellion and a subversive choice to flout rules.




CREOLE HOOPS


Roughly 100 years after Sir Walter Raleigh was leading expeditions to the Americas, the term Creole emerged in the early days of colonial expansion in New Orleans to identify descendants of French, Spanish and Portuguese settlers living in the West Indies and Latin America. Basically, being born and raised in the colonies was what made people Creole. They were descendants of African or mixed heritage parents, as well as progenies of the first French and Spanish Europeans. Historically, it’s described as a place-based ethnicity. People of any race could identify as Creoles, and during the 1700s most people in New Orleans were Creole.

Creole hoops aren’t completely circular, but slightly elongated in shape, with a wide base and tapered sides to the top. In New Orleans, Creole hoops are considered a folk tradition which is passed down through each generation as a rite of passage. Large Creole hoops have become more than a fashion to young women; they are a cultural statement and a visible sign of reaching maturity and a certain station in life. Girls’ ears are pierced at birth, and they are given larger-sized Creole earrings as they mature.

The elongated shape of Creole hoops could have been inspired by the African Fulani people, who were forcibly expatriated to America during the slave trade. They came from several parts of West Africa, where they lived a nomadic and pastoral life observing Islamic religious practices. Fulani women adorn themselves with all kinds of jewellery, including kwottone kanye (the Fulani) term for earrings), rings, bangles and necklaces. The shape of their earrings is remarkably similar to the Creoles’, including a unique twist in the hoop, which in the native Fulani language is called bhoylé. For centuries, royal women wore these hoops in solid gold as a sign of nobility, and it was customary for women of status to wear larger earrings, which could be up to a massive 15cm long. To the Fulani women, jewellery expressed strength, and the hoops were used as a form of portable wealth to pass down to children.

The children born to the first African slaves brought to Louisiana were called ‘black Creoles’. Uprooted from their original homes and stripped of clothes for the crossing, slavers would aim to remove any tangible connection with their identity, culture and home, and although in some cases beads or coral were permitted, jewellery became a potent means of controlling enslaved groups. This propelled Creoles to develop elements of their heritage, including jewellery, to maintain a sense of their cultural norms. For many Creoles, earrings were an expression of their African ancestry.

Carmen Miranda went to the US from Brazil and introduced an entirely new look to the world inspired by the outfits worn by Afro-Brazilian street vendors. Baianas women from north-east Brazil wore white lace tops, gold hoops and shiny accessories with simple cloth turbans as they carried trays of fruit on their head. These female icons of Bahia had ancestors who had arrived as slaves from Africa, and their hoops were a way of celebrating their legacy, subsequent liberation and economic independence. In one of her early films, Banana da Terra, Miranda wore a costume mimicking the look of these street sellers, and Tropicalia costume became an overnight sensation.

The cultural roots of her look, including the hoops she wore, were associated with poor black women, so a Portuguese-born film star adopting the dress of a racially marked persona wasn’t without controversy. At the time, however, she chimed with the prevailing fashion for Afro-Brazilian culture, particularly samba, tango and habanera music. This was encouraged by Brazilian President Getúlio Vargas, who saw it as a policy aimed at creating a sense of national identity that embraced the black population. Some Brazilians had mixed feelings about the way that their culture was presented, but there is no doubt it kickstarted a Tropicalismo movement that was fashionable all over the world, which in turn drew attention to a hitherto marginalized people back home.

As for Miranda, she may have been forever typecast by her costume, but ‘the Brazilian Bombshell’ became the highest paid actress in Hollywood and was the first Latin American to be honoured with a star on Hollywood’s Walk of Fame.

Today, Carmen’s style survives in fashion and popular culture; the combination of lace frills, floral brooches and fruity headpieces creates a bold vivacity and a sense of rhythm and exoticism wherever they are deployed. Despite the controversy, the hoops Carmen wore can be seen as part of creating a sense of unity integral to dress and identity, shaping a modern idea of shared cultural practices.

Even seventy years after her death, people still respond to her image and marketing teams and fashion journalists alike echo her ‘tropical’ Latin look in designs and on the pages of magazines. Not a season goes by without some sort of reworking of her signature look on a runway.





FRIDA MANIA


Arguably no one has done more to afford the humble hoop its legendary status in popular culture than the Mexican artist Frida Kahlo. The world has an eternal fascination with her life story: the pain and suffering she endured from a permanent disability after contracting polio as a child, a near fatal bus accident, several miscarriages and a tortured love story with her husband, the muralist Diego Rivera. The portrayal of her body wracked with pain became a recurring feature in her art and yet Kahlo countered her frailty by threading flowers through her hair with golden hoops shining below, draping her torso with Colombian jade, wearing weighty silver bangles and piling fingers with massive rings. In a way her jewels armed her against the pain, forming part of the strength and power she presented to the world. The look she created for herself was important, as she wrote to her mother from San Francisco in 1930: ‘The gringas really like me a lot and pay close attention to all the dresses and rebozos [shawls] that I brought with me, their jaws drop at the sight of my jade necklaces.’

Mexico had been a colony of Spain for nearly 300 years, and craftsmen arrived in the country producing gold and silver jewellery using European techniques like filigree, fine wirework formed into delicate tracery, which is the type of ornamental earring Kahlo illustrated in her paintings. And she favoured silver hoops like those made in Taxco, Mexico, known for its silver mining. She often designed her own jewellery; her pre-Colombian jade beads represented in paint in Self-Portrait With Necklace may have originated from an excavated Mayan site in south-eastern Mexico and were strung together by Frida.

Largely, it was the brooding gaze, signature floral Tehuana coiffure, monobrow, gold earrings and red lips depicted in numerous self-portraits that led her to become one of the most recognized women of the twentieth century. Kahlo’s strong personal identity still captivates new generations and, like Carmen Miranda, is endlessly emulated. Recently, one self-portrait, Diego and I, was sold for a record-breaking $34.9 million, becoming the most expensive artwork ever bought at auction. Her indelible image adorns tote bags, T-shirts, trainers, cosmetics, tequila and countless other fashion items. Her appearance is familiar around the globe and endures in its originality.

Frida’s work is filled with symbolism that references the traumas of her life, as well as the iconographies and philosophies that interested her, especially in her home country, where she led the charge for a modern, independent Mexico. Kahlo was also a champion of her homeland’s indigenous customs. She wore flamboyant Mexican folk dresses, colourful shawls and pre-Colombian jewellery as a performative display of her identity. The jewellery she chose was always visible in portraits and photographs, striking a personal note. The golden Spanish chandeliers and hoops she wore had a dual purpose – to draw the eyes of onlookers to focus on her face, as well as highlight the beauty of Mexican culture and crafts.




HOOPS IN MUSIC


The American-born French singer, actress and icon of the jazz age Josephine Baker had a significant role in promoting the hoop. In 1929, she was photographed nude for Vanity Fair by George Hoyningen-Huene, wearing nothing but a strategically placed piece of fabric and holding a long strand of pearls. The lighting of the monochrome portrait draws the eye to her face, which is framed by a giant pair of golden hoops, dropping so low they almost brush against three lacquer neckpieces. The necklaces were created by artist Jean Dunand and decorated with an abstract pattern mimicking African textiles. He had been inspired by the South African Ndebele women, who used stacks of rings to exaggerate their necks as a sign of feminine beauty. The glint of the hoops was subtle in the sepia-style photograph, but made a proud statement nonetheless.

At one time the highest paid performer in Paris, Baker became a courageous member of the resistance in the 1940s, infiltrating the Nazi Party and feeding back information to her confidants in Paris by writing messages on sheet music. Following the liberation of Paris, she was awarded the Croix de Guerre and the nation’s highest award, the Legion of Honour. After the war she returned to the US to use her status as a war hero to bring attention to racial inequality. Baker’s mother was part black and Apalachee Indian, whilst her father was a black Spaniard, and she had felt the impact of racism acutely. Her hoops became emblems of identity and female power amongst African American women.
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