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Moving right  
along

I have a favourite necklace. When I wear it the gritty scrunch of the 
oversized glass links delights me. The unexpectedness of the materials, 
a combination of precious silver and plain glass, intrigues. It is an early 
piece by Blanche Tilden. Already she was working with a deliberate 
palette of materials, and her interest in scale and repetition were in 
evidence. Already she balanced a gutsy rawness with elegance.

Ten years on and it is the wearer’s experience that encourages and 
sustains Tilden’s practice. As she explains: ‘it is the response of the 
wearer that makes my jewellery succeed for me. The connection  
that can develop once the necklace becomes precious to someone 
else, once it becomes part of their persona, their life, their experience, 
is the aspect of my practice that I value the most …’

Pieces such as the Absorb and Compress necklaces, developed in  
2OO6 for the Cecily Rigg Award, have become more refined and 
sophisticated. Perhaps a growing sophistication comes through a 
deeper understanding of the materials, a higher degree of facility  
in their manipulation. But to imagine that the progression has been  
an easy one would be an error. 

Creativity in any field is a deeply personal process. There are times 
when self-doubt halts any kind of making, when one must look  
to the well-spring of inspiration to be able to continue. Such a period 
preceded the making of this suite of necklaces, and in many ways  
they are more precious for that. 

Tilden returned to advice mentor Stephen Proctor gave her when  
she was his student at the ANU Canberra School of Art: ‘identify what 
it is you like the most’.  A disarmingly simple, but truly wise, dictum. 
Finding the answer took Tilden back to a childhood delight in 
collecting and assembling: tasks such as grading plums on the  
family farm, or gathering shells at the beach. These activities satisfied 
an aspect of her character that she now understands as under-
pinning her art practice. A chance visit to the Museum of Sydney 
clarified her thinking:

I was standing in front of an entomological display of stag beetles. 
The beetles were displayed in a circle … the gradation in size was 
almost imperceptible but the length of the beetles gradually changed 
from 150mm to 2mm. This display of stag beetles has always stayed  
with me and would have to be one of the most beautiful things  
I have ever seen – not because of the individual beauty of each beetle, 
but more so for the subtlety and elegance of the gradation.

Tilden’s initial interest in systems such as pulleys, chains and cogs–
the mechanics that drove the modern era–have grown into a more 
abstracted, less literal engagement with repetition and gradation. 
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If these more sophisticated pieces are the result of experience in the 
workshop, they are also the outcome of a new confidence born of 
overcoming a period of creative inertia, of self-reflection, of taking 
risks and moving on. 

The title of this exhibition, Carte Blanche, is a declaration. It is not the 
white card of surrender, but permission to choose whatever course 
of action you want.

For me ‘Carte Blanche’ is more than a witty one liner – rather, it is a 
significant marker, and the summing up of a personal philosophy…
since resuming my practice, I have given myself ‘Carte Blanche’  – 
permission to try something else, anything else, to leave behind the 
tag of ‘the bicycle chain jeweller’, to move out of safe territory,  
to move on. 

Merryn Gates
January 2OO7

	 All quotes by Blanche Tilden from her  
unpublished CICELY AND COLIN RIGG CONTEMPORARY 
DESIGN AWARD floortalk, NGV, 17 August 2OO6.


