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Ornamentation is one of the ways of expressing the truth of the world. Craftsmen sympathise with 
the organic and inorganic, through a language of making.

The Acanthus motif, created in Ancient Greece, is considered a figurative language of vitality. Based on 
the plant of the same name, which can bear harsh seasons and be harvested for medicine, it was once 
considered to represent enduring life. 

As a symbol, it can be identified in centuries of traditional decorative silversmithing, including engraving 
and chasing techniques. However, through centuries of application this ancient figurative ornamentation 
has been diluted of its mysterious power. As Carl Jung said, “The symbol is alive only so long as it is 
pregnant with meaning”: the Acanthus has been formulated so often, pressed into partial decoration 
with curves and details that differ from its original form, that its meaning has been forgotten. 

Renew the Ornamentation
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Fugacious Vessel 1, Patinated Copper and Tin
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As a silversmith working in the 21st century, Shinta Nakajima seeks to confront the question: ‘Why do 
we decorate?’.  In this new body of work, he aims to renew the ornamentation in silversmithing by re-
observing the Acanthus form that is retained as the “semiotic decoration”. Using subjective observing 
and silversmithing techniques, Nakajima preserves the beauty of the Acanthus in its original state, with 
the rhythm of the dense foliage, chips and stains.

The works are created with hammering, piercing and patination techniques. A green hued patination 
is achieved as a result of a careful chemical reaction with copper for Acanthus II, and burns are applied 
with patinated tin on copper for Acanthus I, a colouring technique traditional of northern Japan. 
Three different types of gold leaf are applied to Acanthus III by hammering and silver-plating, depicting 
spattered spots and stains, thus inviting us to invert negative connotations of imperfections with the 
use of precious metals.

By revitalising the essential impermanence of this forgotten symbol, we are reminded of its beauty as a 
centuries old vessel of spiritual significance.

Fugacious Vessel 3B and 3C, Copper and Silverplated Gold leaf


