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The choice of the topic for my report was prompred
by the character of this conference in Vilnius. An inter-
national interdisciplinary conference, where the topic
of amber is approached in several aspects, those of
archeology, history, collections and art, seems to in-
vite one to make a more expanded analysis of the ap-
plication of amber in contemporary jewelry art. The
principal aim of this rescarch is therefore: to analyze
the extent of spreading of this branch of contempo-
rary jewelry, to present the countries where it is ac-
tively developed and enjoys popularity, to discover
some specific features and peculiarities which are par-
ticular of the schools of individual countries and art-
ists together with the factors which unite them and
are typical for contemporary amber actifacts in gen-
eral. On the other hand, I would also like to discuss an
attitude to amber not only in the context of the present-
day jewelry art, but also in that of a long-established
cradition of amber articles. The intention to think over
the interpretations of contemporary amber art works in
the discourse of tradition and its transformations was
provoked by the reviewed illustrative material, present-
ing artistic practice in different countries — albums, cata-
logues, where in frequent cases the production of amber
in the modern times makes a mere batch beside the co-
pious pages of the glorious past. The present report is
principally based on a comparative analysis.

The last decade witnessed several important exhi-
bitions presenting contemporary amber art: in 1989
an exhibition of Estonian, Latvian and Lithuanian

amber was held in Vilnius, in 1993 the German Amber
Museum in Ribnitz-Damgarten initiated a competition
of amber artifacts by German artists, in 1994 an inter-
national amber fair was held in Gdansk, in 1998 an in-
ternational competition for amber jewelry was held at
the initiative of the mentioned museum in Ribnitz-
Damgarten, and in 1999 the same museum hosted a
big international exhibition of contemporary amber art
works. Amber museums in Oksbol (Denmark),
Holviken (Sweden), Malbork (Poland), Kaliningrad
(Russia) and Palanga (Lithuania) rendered their help
when organizing the exhibition. The geography of these
mentioned events as well as the list of the artists-par-
ticipants witness that first of all it is German, Polish, Rus-
sian as well as Lithuanian and Latvian artists who favor
amber in their present-day works. Amber is also used
by few Swedish, Danish and Finnish jewelers, and even
more seldom by the artists from other European coun-
tries. Thus, this unique material of specific beauty is most
popular in those countries where it used to be discovered,
gathered or excavated by industrial means; there, where it
was originally employed in art works for long centuries.
The hiscory of German amber artifacts in the 20® c.
is based on the activities of the State Amber Manufac-
tory in Konigsberg (1926-1945). In the course of some
twenty years, the manufactory formed an original series
of amber products and their style — it produced dishes,
clocks, boxes and a great variety of other household ar-
ticles, licurgical objects as well as souvenirs, awards and
amber statuettes. These objects are inlayed with amber
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plates of various shades and textures. Jewelry was not
the major specialization of the K(’jnigsbe‘rrg rr.\‘anufa'c-
tory, and it would rather be called .serlal !)1}0L}tel'1e
than original unique jewelry art: strings of polished
amber beads, bracelets of amber plates and the
brooches of naturalistic floral motives. Some of the
best examples of the fine amber plastics (small sculp-
tures) in this manufactory were created by Fhe sculp-
tor Jan Holshuh. In 1929 and 1936 fgr his master-
ship in this field the artist was honored with the G‘mndﬁ
Prix at world exhibitions. It is not only the prestige of
amber sculpture in the 1¥ half of the 20™ ¢. but also
the rebirth of this branch in the late 20" c. that are
associated with the name of J. Holshuh. The exhibi-
tions featuring his amber articles “Ambe{ 847 ar}d
“Amber 89”7 in the German Museum of Ivory in
Erbach demonstrated the artist’s macure style and the
original interpretation of amber. The l‘at‘est a}nber
objects by J. Holshuh are close to tbe StyllSthS.Of con-
temporary sculpture in respect of its two major ten-
dencies: organic and constructivist. Today, the (J.er~
man artists are also successfully elaborating the line
of amber objects (e.g. works of A, Klinger, A.
Wippermann, W. Friedrich, V. Schwalm, L. Lippert),
which is specific to Germany - amber sc.ulptures are
less popular in other neighboring countries. German
amber jewelry reflects the general international ten-
dencies: the variations of diverse design trends fr.om
minimalism to sculprural luxuriance as well as an im-
portant subject of the relationship ‘bet\ieen jewelry
and body are presenc in the works of S. lodorc?w, R.
Fuhrmann, H. Burgeninks, Ch. Macthias, H. Siebke-
Rasehorn, A. Wippermann and others.

In Poland an amber theme is mostly represented
in its Baltic seaside cities, first of all in Gdansk, where
the workshops of amber craftsmen were known since
the 15" c. Their artifacts were mostly sumptuous boxes
and licurgical articles decorated with Variegarted. am-
ber mosaic, sculptural elements and carving. Fh@ re-
gion has also preserved a folk tradition of amber jew-
elry — strings of round amber beads, rosaries and amu-
lets with the images of saints were poplar here through
centuries. The rich amber collections possessed by the
Malbork Castle Museum and the Museum of Earth
in Warsaw present the important role ofax}*nber in Ithe
history of Polish culture. In the 2 half of the 20 c.
the mass-production of amber artifacts was also con-
centrated in Gdansk: amber workshops “Bursztyny
and the state enterprise “Polstebro” which produced
series of amber arcifacts should be mentioned. The

movement of the unique contemporary amber jewelry
in Poland is also associated with this city. It is saAid that
it started in 1964, when the “Desa” gallery in Gdansk
opened the exhibition featuring th‘e jewelry by Pawel
Fietkiewicz. From here an interest in the employment
of amber in jewelry and the influence of the.wo.rks by
Pawel and Maria Fietkiewicz spread to other Polish cit-
ies. The works in silver and amber executed 1by these
artists speak of the original interpretation of the Art
Nouveau tradition: metal constructions of refined bent
silhouettes, frequent details of flora, a sumptuous whole
are characteristic of their work. The application ofam—
ber in jewelry makes artists search for the specimens
which distinguish themselves by color and téxcural as-
pects. The unique character of an amber piece is b.I'OL{ght
out by way of removing its rind and masterly poh.shmg.
A similar combination of silver plastics and paxflterly
qualities of amber is exploited in the works by T: and
M. Sokolowski, S., G. and L. Piro, W. Jakubowski -and
other Polish artists. The other famous Polish amber jew-
eler — M. Lewicka-Wala followed the trend of a more re-
strained design. A penchant for natural amber uniques and
a sculptural silversmith’s art is a bulwark of the modern
Polish school of amber art.
The richest amber deposits in the world are concen-
trated in the present Kaliningrad region in Rus:sia. The
state amber enterprise, opened in Kali{lingrad in 1947,
specializes in the creation of models for mass produc-
tion, though original artists’” works are producec‘l here
t0o. In recent years many free-lance jewelers, V\.'lthOUf
any links with the enterprise, also create amber Jewpeﬂlry
and various other articles decorated with amber. The
60s witnessed the emergence of a contemporary amber
art style in Kaliningrad due to the jewelry, sn.lz-\ll s'culp~
tures and objects by A. Popov, E. Lis, V. Mitianin, A.
Kvashin, A. Jaroshenko, R. Benislavski, V. Shoro.khov
and other masters. The Russian artists tended to inter-
pret amber as a semi-precious stone. In ‘thelr -works: in
the compositions of jewelry picces or ob;ecss, in the or-
naments of metal framing they elaborate historical tra-
ditions of the Russian jewelry art, fine metal wor~ks alnd
semi-precious stone articles. A new generation of artists
of the 70s enriched this tradition with new aspects. Their
works similarly to the Polish ones are marked by djle'tOLlCh
of the Art Nouveau style, which is popular with Kalmmgrgd
jewelers up to the present time (L. Serebrlakova,‘ L.
Sakharova, N. Lapinus and others). One also recognizes
in them an organic or “nature” style, which was popu-
lar in applied arts of this region in che 70s a.ncl SQS.
Contemporary Russian amber works are very diverse in
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respect of types of products. Many artists apply am-
ber in making functional household objects. Jewelry
pieces are less associated wich internationally popular
minimalist design — they are more picturesque and in-
tricate in their patterns.

In Lithuania and Latvia the tradition of amber pro-
cessing is based on centuries-long works of folk crafts-
men. In the early 20% . the cities of Riga and Liepaja in
Latvia had several amber jewelry workshops. In pre-war
Lichuania amber articles were produced in the towns of
Palanga Kretinga, Plungé and Kaunas. In the postwar
years, amber processing was concentrated in art enter-
prises (in Liepaja, Klaipéda and Vilnius) and factories of
folk masters. In the 50s, the department of Amber and
Fine Metal Works (che only one in the Baltics) was es-
tablished at the Applied Arrs College in Liepaja.
Lithuanian and Latvian enterprises produced mainly
models for mass production (jewelry, souvenirs), how-
ever, the artists working chere also shaped their individual
style, which demonstrated itself in full measure in their
unique works. In the 60s, with the formacion of the
Lithuanian and Latvian contemporary amber art style,
two major trends emerged both in mass-produced and
original works. The first one fostered an ethnographic
tradition of amber jewelry, frequently associating it with
the elements of the then fashionable design style {par-
ticularly the so called “festival” style): e.g. Latvians: J.
Surdmalis, V. Ansulis, E. Rubenis, V. Lenke, L,
Andrukaityte, and Lithuanians: A. Vertuliene, J. Vertulis,
[. Pakutinskiene, F. Pakutinskas, A. Milkintas, E.
Augaityté and others. The second trend is characterized
by the search for original modern forms, highlighting
the specific character of amber material. In Latvia the
pioneers of this trend were: O. Keterlinis, M. Burve, A.
Meldere, E. Auninis, G. Romulis and others, in Lithuania

= F. Daukantas, L. Sulgaité, P. Baldius and K. Simanonis.
The Lithuanian school of amber jewelry in the 60s-80s
is famous for F. Daukantas’ minimalist and K. Simanonis
sculprurally decorative works, which reminds also of the
two similar trends in Polish amber art (associated with
M. Lewicka-Wala and the Fietkiewicz couple). Some of
the Lithuanian amber jewelry, especially the works by
K. Simanonis are also frequently associated with the tra-
dition of Art Nouveay crafts, which naturally leads to
the conclusion that Eastern European jewelry artists in
the 2" half of the 20" ¢. were much more bound to the
sources of modern jewelry than to its contemporary
trends. Currently, in the recent decade the application
of amber seems to be more popular in the works by
Lithuanian jewelers than those by their colleagues in

Lawvia. The Mizgiris family, patrons and founders of am-
ber museums-galleries in Nida (1992) and Vilnius (1998),
have greatly contributed to the popularity of this material
in Lithuania today. Original amber jewelry works and
modern objects from amber are created and displayed at
many local and international exhibitions by B. Stulgairé,
S. Virpilaitis, V. Matulionis, 7. Bautrénas, S. Krivicieng,
J. Baléitinas and V. Vidugiryte, A. Mikutis and others.
The review of the development of contemporary am-
ber art in various countries, comparing it wich a historical
tradition of amber articles, witnesses that in the 2 half of
the 20" ¢. the application of amber and the attitude to this
material is usually based on one of two principles. From
the 60s onwards the greatest role in amber jewelry belonged
to the artificially disclosed unique expression of amber,
which was complemented or developed by a metal con-
struction. Parallely to this trend, there exists another ap-
proach to amber — less as a unique material (nearly a pre-
cious stone) but more as a found object or simply a thing.
This interpretation can be illuscrated by mass produced
amber jewelry, where tiny pieces of amber are more often
used, and also by original works, particularly in the last
decades of the 20" ¢., when the growth of object type ten-
dencies in jewelry overshadowed the worship of materials.
[ we directed our glance to historical amber articles, we
should have to juxtapose the first standpoint with the tra-
dition dominating in this craft up to the mid-20" ¢, Till
then craftsmen almost exclusively used amber not for the
creation of jewelry but for the decoration of things. Here
amber was interpreted as a decoracive material like bone
or semi-precious stone and was used for che refinement of
luxury articles. This tradition, incidentally, can be seen in
the production of the amber manufactory in Kénigsberg
in the 1% half of the 20 century and in some works by
contemporary Kaliningrad artists. Amber as a found ob-
ject is more typical in a folk arc tradition. Folk articles:
strings of beads, brooches, and amulets are usually executed
from less processed segments, resembling amber naturally
found in nature. Such jewelty, particularly beads from
monochrome or multicolor picces of amber (in Poland they
are wittily called Hawaiian) coday are scill widely produced
by amber-processing amateurs and sold as souvenirs in
Lichuania, Latvia, Poland and Russia. From the point of
view of the history of material culture, amber as afound
object has older and longer living traditions than am-
ber as a decorative material.

In the catalogue of the 1999 international exhibi-
tion, Ulf Erichson, director of the Ribnitz-Damgarten
Amber Museum, pointed out the principle features char-
acteristic of contemporary amber art. Among them, he
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first of all mentions that today amber is mainly used in
its natural shape, its forms remain almost untouched or
the artist’s intervention is utterly minimal. In his opin-
ion, the great majority of jewelers admires a natural rough
surface of amber finds and only sometimes contrasts it
with the polished or differently processed details. “Am-
ber is a very ancient material and is therefore often ex-
pressly used to express time and time-related topics™.

Indeed, a tendency followed by the present-day in-
ternational amber art seems to contradict the dominant
opinion in the 60s-70s that amber can become an eftec-
tive material only thanks to the artist’s special efforts to
bring it out through specific technical means. The oeuvre
of the contemporary amber jewelry classics (e.g. Polish
artists M. and P. Fietkiewicz, M. Lewicka-Wala,
Lithuanians — F. Daukantas, K. Simanonis, etc.) can be
definitely called modernist in the sense that it has re-
jected all the previously observed traditions in the sphere
of amber art: both ethnographic, showing amber as a
found object, and that of historical handicraft, treating
amber as a decorative material. Having included amber
into the circulation of contemporary jewelry the men-
tioned and other artists had an ambition to turn amber
articles into exclusive art works and to kindle in them a
glimmer of spirituality though their mastership.

The recent amber works, particularly created in the
latest decade, witness the loss of interest in the very mod-
ernist style. The original works demonstrate the rebirth
of fascination with the simplicity and objecthood of am-
ber. Jewelers came to more often combine amber with
more everyday materials: wood, ropes, plastics, steel, etc.
(B. Stulgaite, S. Virpilaitis, W. Friedrich), to again em-
ploy it for inlay work and sculptural forms (Z. Bautrénas,
A. Matulionis, H. Stegemann), and particularly play with
amber finds, reminding those collected by people on a sea
shore (B. Jungrichter, P. Siizert, U. Scheer, C. Kurth, A.
Wippermann, K. Gorzareck, L. Visy, etc.). This tendency
of contemporary amber artworks also stimulates to differ-
ently approach the sources of modern amber art — the
works created in the early 60s, which were pushed away
to the margins of the craft by the judgments established
in the context of modernist attitudes. The mass-produced
amber jewelry and the statuettes composed of nearly un-
processed samples of material (e.g. F. Daukantas’ early
works), can be measured by the criteria of object-like atti-
tude to amber too, and should occupy their proper place
in the history of the 20™ c. history of amber art.

George Kubler, an American art historian, as early
as 1962 proposed a different outlook on the history
of art**. In his opinion, the history of art should unice

all man-made objects: both those which are usually ac-
tributed to material culture and those — specifically ar-
tistic. G. Kubler’s history of art is the history of things.
Quite a few attempts to analyze a non-monosemantic
relationship between a thing and an art object have been
also made by exhibitions, like “What if Anything, Is an
Object” (1994 in the Fogg Museum of Art, Cambridge,
US), “Useless Things” (1997 in the Applied Arc Mu-
seum, Tallinn) or “Unchained Things” (1998 in the
Contemporary Art Center, Vilnius). The two outlooks
on amber in contemporary amber jewelry join this po-
lemic too. A modernist stand, as properly expected, is
anti-traditional in respect of form, however, it protects
the positions of exclusive high art. Contemporary art
combines traditional and non-traditional expression. Its
characteristic feature is manipulation with the percep-
tions of “high” and “low” art. Today amber art witnesses
its rebirth time — the reason seems be the reflexive un-
derstanding of both historical and modernist dogmas.

* Moderne Bernstein Kunst / Modern Amber Art.
Ribnitz-Damgarten, 1999, p. 9

** (. Kubler. The Shape of Time. Remarks on the
History of Things. New Haven and London, 1962.
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AMBER IN DENMARK

Mariann Ploug
THE DanisH AMBER MUSEUM (DENMARK)

It should be possible to find amber almost any-
where in Denmark, if you dig deep enough, but most
people are under the impression that amber is only
found by the coast. Most of the Danish amber is
succinite as Baltic amber, but amber from the Creta-
ceous Period has been found under the earth too.

The largest amounts of amber are found near
Blavandshuk and on Fane, but amber is washed up in
large quantities along the whole of the west coast of
Jutland up to Thyboron. Around Skagen, on the other
hand, the current is so strong that the sea carries off
the amber to quieter shores as the Kattegat coast from
Frederikshavn southwards to below Limfjorden, as
well as in Limfjorden itself. Actualy amber has been
found as far south as Arhus Bight.

The north coasts of Leso and Zealand are acknowl-
edged to be good places for finding amber, and some can
be found on @resund. A certain quantity of amber is also
washed up on the beaches of the smaller, southern islands.

Coastal amber

Amber, sometimes in large quantities, is often dis-
covered in connection with the dredging of channels,
the building of harbours and other coastal works.
Amber has even been found in Copenhagen. In 1681,
alump weighing more than 1,400 grams was dug up
at Kalveboderne, and later, at the northern entrance to the
moat, a piece weighing about 1,200 grams was discovered.
Both these pieces were presented to King Frederik IIL

Fig. 1. Amber gatherers ar Blavandshuk, about 1980.




