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INTRODUCTION

Why do people wear 
jewellery?

Throughout history women and men 
have had the urge to decorate and 
adorn themselves. Some cultures 
use simple tools and natural found 
materials, others have developed 
sophisticated gem-cutting and metal-
working technologies and high-level 
making skills, enabling complex pieces 
to be produced.  
 Regardless of technical 
competence, the reasons for this 
deep-rooted custom are essentially 
the same.  Going beyond the impulse 
to decorate, wearing jewellery and 
body ornaments can reflect the pursuit 
of wealth, power, religion, or love, 
the confirmation or denial of self, 
the flattering of vanity and easing of 
superstitious fears.   

Child bride of a Dayak chieftan from East Borneo.  The 
drawing is from a photograph, taken before1930, now in 
the Rijksmuseum, Leiden.  

 Archaeologists, ethnologists, 
anthropologists and art, craft and 
design historians have all contributed 
to the analysis of these complex and 
overlapping functions. 
 The ideas and information 
presented here will assist teachers 
to develop units of work for primary 
and secondary pupils, promoting 
discussion of how and why people 
ornament their bodies and comparing 
and contrasting current and past uses 
of materials and forms.
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Sketch of an 1878 photograph of Udmurt women, 
from Russia’s Kazan province, wearing coin-
decorated headdresses (only after marriage), 
necklaces and shoulder bands. 

PORTABLE DISPLAYS OF 
WEALTH AND STATUS
The rich have always worn objects made 
from valuable metals — gold, silver, platinum 
—  and precious stones.  Each material has 
an intrinsic, tradeable price, quite aside from 
the way it has been worked.    
 In any society where wealth and power 
are equated, costly adornments signal a 
wearer’s status.  Universally, such objects are 
considered a form of portable wealth.  Today, 
in the West jewellery is often consigned to 
a bank deposit box, for fear of theft or loss.  
Pieces are  even reproduced in paste to be 
worn rather than the original;  however, in 
some parts of the world jewellery continues to 
be paraded in public.  
 When commercial currency replaced 
barter, coins were worth their weight in 
gold.  Indeed in some communities a bride is 
expected to wear a headdress symbolising 
the wealth she takes to the bride-groom’s 
family (see right).  Even if the possession 
of wealth and power is not synonymous — 
wearing expensive jewellery, watches or sun-
glasses shouts money as loudly as driving a 
fast car, walking pedigree dogs, or sporting 
designer labels. 

‘She is the fairies’ midwife and comes in shape no 
bigger than an agate-stone upon the forefinger 
of an alderman.’
Shakespeare, A Midsummer Night’s Dream 

Indicators of rank
On formal occasions people everywhere wear 
symbols indicating rank and its accompanying 
authority.  Their position may have been 
attained by birthright, or through talent and 
hard work.  Examples of objects worn or 
carried with pride are royal regalia, such as 
crown, orb and sceptre, the laurel wreath worn 
by Roman emperors, turban jewels worn by 
Moghul shahs,  medals, ribbons and ‘pips’ on 
military uniform, a US sheriff’s silver star. Such 
items enable others to recognise a person’s 
authority, as Shakespeare observed in his 
description of Queen Mab (see below left). 
Gaining the right to wear them is often marked 
by public ceremony and  removal from office is 
denoted by stripping a person of them. 

Religious or political allegiance
The 6th-century Pope Gregory I decreed that, 
at their consecration, a ring and staff should 
be presented to all bishops. Thus they are 
sometimes portrayed with a ring worn over 
their gloves, to denote their authority.   
 These signifiers are worn by choice. 
However, the Nazis forced German Jews to 
wear ‘the badge of shame’ — pieces of yellow 
cloth marked with the Star of David.  There 
are also examples of religious groups being 
forbidden to wear certain types of jewellery:  
the prophetic Islamic tradition forbids gold 
ornaments, yet silver is permitted. 



13 

LIST OF CONTENTS

©  The Goodwill Art Service LtdSeries 7, Set 61

Part 3 — Looking at the images




