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Transfer 

Helen Aitken-Kuhnen 

When describing the art of enamelling in a 1911 edition of Studio magazine the Japanese scholar Jiro Harada took obvious pride in the seemingly super-human 
effort such work entailed: endless patience, minute detail, profuse complexity and unwearying labour.  He listed examples of lives dedicated to the art:   1

Namikawa Yasuki’s work could only be truly appreciated using a magnifying glass, and eighty year old Hayashi Kodenji had exhausted his life’s earnings in the 
quest for technical perfection.  Harada wondered how this exacting art form might eventually find a place within a very different Western aesthetic. Some 70 
years later Aitken-Kuhnen is exploring  the same question.   

As it happened, Aitken-Kuhnen’s pathway to the art of enamel began not through Japan but through the highly energised world of 1970s contemporary 
European jewellery.  Her professional education was similar to that of many Australian jewellers at the time, with a Diploma of Art, Gold and Silversmithing at 
the Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology, under the German jeweller Wolf Wenrich.  Wenrich was particularly influential in exposing students to the world 
of intense experimentation in form and materials that characterised the new European work.  Not surprisingly many Australian students, including Aitken-
Kuhnen, continued their studies in Europe after graduation.  

Aitken-Kuhnen was not however attracted by the new jewellery’s fascination with political or conceptual statements, abstract forms or what Damien Skinner 
termed the “critique of preciousness” which drove artists to explore alternative materials and found objects.   “I did all this”, she said, “so I could find a way to 2

apply colour to my work.”  Thus she chose to work with specialists in the art of enamelling:  Sigrid Delius at the Fachhochschule, or School of Applied Arts, in 
Düsseldorf , and Alan Mudd at the Middlesex Polytechnic in London.  She followed this with further work in Europe in the workshop of German gold and 
silversmith Johannes Kuhnen, whom she later married. They moved to Australia in 1981 and established a joint studio workshop.  
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Aitken-Kuhnen also pursued further studies in enamelling techniques through workshops with Tsuruya Sakurai, a long-time employee of the Japanese firm 

Andō Cloisonné.  The company was founded in 1880 and boasts a long genealogy of master enamelists, a reputation for technical excellence and a seemingly 

endless list of enamelling techniques:  musen, yūsen, tōtai, shōtai, saiyū, moriage and more.  By working with Tsuruya Sakurai over a number of years both in 
Japan and Australia Aitken-Kuhnen developed her skills in enamelling techniques, including cloisonné, doro, moriage and the ancient art of three dimensional 
plique-a-jour (which is as complicated as it sounds). Given the art of plique-à-jour goes back to Byzantium, this was a case of west-meets-east-meets west 
again. 

Since her earliest work then, colour has been one driving force for Aitken-Kuhnen. The other has been narrative. “I work from what is around me”, she said. 
That has ranged from landscape scenes inspired by her workshop in Melbourne – the Kalorama series of the 1980s - to the natural landscape series which have 
come to the fore since they moved to the Canberra region in 1985.  Sub-sets of the general landscape theme have also included motifs such as the Angry Sea 
Anemones and the Cockatoo series. The various enamel techniques which Aitken-Kuhnen uses have been a perfect choice for the work.  

Aitken-Kuhnen’s enamel work is her own version of Harada’s east meets west, in both process and concept. Harada noted two opposite forces at work in 
Japanese art: the one suggesting endless patience in the execution of minute detail, which he felt was exemplified in the art of enamel, and the other a 
momentary concept of “some fleeting idea carried out with boldness and freedom”.  Rarely, he admitted would both find equal footing in one piece. Aitken-
Kuhnen’s gift has been to embody both concepts by using the exacting art of enamel to express fleeting moments from the natural world.  It’s a fascinating set 
of opposites. 

It’s seen most clearly in the 2018 Flight series in this exhibition. Here Aitken-Kuhnen uses the enamel process of cloisonné, in which fine wires are used to 
separate the coloured enamels prior to firing. This is the time consuming, arduous work which requires patience and skill in laying and firing the powdered 
enamels. Aitken-Kuhnen’s final design, however, embodies what Harada would have recognised as a fleeting idea of “boldness and freedom”, translated here 
into the quick, darting traces of birds in flight. The colours are muted – soft hues against light sky – with the small figures leaving momentary traces across the 
sky. Hardly there, and quickly gone from sight.  

The quick gesture is present in a quite different way in the Black Cockatoo series, the latest iteration of Aitken-Kuhnen’s ongoing theme of Australian birds 
which has  included sulphur crested cockatoos, ground parrots and grass parrots. These pieces are made using the champlevé technique in which the enamel 
is contained by slightly engraving into the surface of the supporting metal body.  
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 In the Black Cockatoo pieces Aitken-Kuhnen injects a note of wit with the cheeky over simplified squarish bird-body topped with the idiosyncratic flash of 
yellow feathers.  It’s a familiar and instantly recognisable sight to any Australian. It’s also a good example of Aitken-Kuhnen’s use of colour, which is as important 
to the overall success of the pieces as is the ‘graphic’ shape of the body.   

Aitken-Kuhnen’s landscape series using the champlevé process has also been a continuing theme, going back to the beach brooches of mid 1980s and the Land 
and Sea brooches of 2011 onwards.  It continues her interest in the ‘narrative’ of the Australian landscape, again expressed in these pieces through washes of 
colour with a simple abstract composition.  These pieces offer an interesting contrast of scale. The enamel process, and the fact that these pieces are intended 
to be worn, impose certain functional restrictions of size and weight.  To Aitken-Kuhnen the essence of the pieces lies in their intimate scale. But the 
compositions themselves are inspired by the vastness of ground and sky, foreground and horizon.  It’s an expansive vision compressed into miniature. The 
same process is at work in the pieces made from the doro technique with their slight vertical notes of fine wire.  

Most recently Aitken-Kuhnen studied the moriage technique with Tsuruya Sakurai, a process in which the enamel is built into three dimensional layers 
between cloisonné wires. This technique forms the basis of Aitken-Kuhnen’s Angry Sea Anemone series.  As in the Black Cockatoos, Aitken-Kuhnen introduces 
a slightly whimsical note in these works, this time through a high- keyed palette and simplified geometric patterning.  

Aitken-Kuhnen views every new series as a play of ideas and techniques, building on experience, testing new waters. She is giving a modern twist to Jiro 
Harada’s vision of enamel artists who worked with  “infinitely laborious experiment, always with hope … who  wooed chance with loyal constancy”.  3

Nola Anderson, 2018.
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