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Transfer 

Mio Kuhnen 

Mio Kuhnen’s jewellery  is full of what Kitty Hauser calls “hidden stories”. Hauser was talking about the imagined histories that archaeology reveals within a 
landscape.  This archaeological imagination builds stories about our world which have no presence in real time.  They exist as traces revealed by the creative 1

eye. Kuhnen builds her stories in a similar way, but this time through a more direct intersection between art and science.  

Kuhnen came to jewellery through a slightly less well travelled path than most, having first completed a degree in Environmental Science and Geology at the 
Australian National University in 2005, specialising in marine and sedimentary geology. She now lives in Queanbeyan, near Canberra, and continues to work 
professionally in her scientific specialty. A year after her graduation she also began working in jewellery in the joint studio workshop of her parents, Helen 
Aitken-Kuhnen and Johannes Kuhnen, both of whom had trained in Europe and have established careers in contemporary jewellery and metalsmithing.  
Kuhnen has also undertaken a number of master classes, one with the German gold and silversmith Godwin Baum and two with the Japanese enamelist 
Tsuruya Sakurai. The latter workshops, in which she was joined by her mother Aitken-Kuhnen, were inspirational.  Tsuruya Sakurai, she observed, was “fearless” 
in his approach and confidence which was born of his then 80 years of experience.  

The conceptual complexity of Kuhnen’s jewellery has grown over recent years. The work in this exhibition, for example, builds on earlier pieces from 2016 such 
as the Murray Canyon and Chaos before the abyss series, the first major series in which Kuhnen fully exploited that space between science and art.  Those 
designs drew on satellite generated images of the sea floor of the Flinders Commonwealth Marine Reserve off the coastline of Tasmania and the Murray 
Canyon just off South Australia.  This type of imaging, called bathymetry, uses satellite data which maps the sea floor in diagrammatic representations, 
revealing deep crevices, sharp angles and maze-like fissures. It’s a fantastic world which, given the extreme depth, otherwise remains hidden from view. The 
images are schematic and imperfect, just as any archaeological recreation might be.  But unlike Hauser’s topographical archaeology, these  “hidden stories” 
have the wonderful irony of being both real – based on exact scientific data - and at the same time inaccessible and impossible to imagine in any complete form.  

 Kitty Hauser, Shadow Sites: Photography, Archaeology, and the British Landscape 1927 - 1955. (Oxford University Press on Demand, 2007).1
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In Kuhnen’s works there are two final transformations. An image built on collected data is then re-imagined in embossed metal.  And then there is a 
transformation of scale: the vast miles of inaccessible sea floor is condensed into small circular metal forms that can be worn and held.  

As part of her geological work Kuhnen has also studied the patterns of ocean floor sedimentation laid down over centuries, including those of the Fitzroy River 
Basin on the Queensland coast, the largest river system to flow into the Great Barrier Reef. These layers of sediment reveal much about the effects of climate 
change and land use on our natural environment.  Such investigations formed the basis for her earlier fluvial delta series. They have been developed in this 
exhibition as the Amazon series.  

The Amazon series is based on aerial photographs of the vast Amazon delta that spreads across the top of the South American continent.  Again, it is a 
topography that is not immediately visible from the ground, it needs to be either captured from the air or experienced by walking. Kuhnen’s jewellery again 
transforms this into the intimate scale of round pendants which carry the patterns of the delta embossed in silver with small flashes of enamel.  The delta 
patterns follow what Kuhnen calls the ‘blood lines’ of settlements as each community has expanded its pursuit of food and a livelihood. It’s another version of 
hidden stories, as the delta flow maps the interaction of community and landscape.  Kuhnen is building a virtual map of several layers of time and space.  The 
delta pattern can be read as a snapshot of one moment in time, a map of sedimentation over centuries, and the relatively brief but often destructive impact of 
recent land use.   Kuhnen adds one interactive element to this series by providing an embossed paper print of the delta flow pattern, against which the 
individual brooches can be located when the jewellery is not being worn.  Finally the delta image is repeated in small shallow bowl forms, again with touches of 
enamel colour to accent the concept of movement across the surface.  

Kuhnen also draws on natural history for her inspiration. In this show there are two quite different interpretations of this theme.  One, using her favoured 
circular brooch format, captures the tiny, flitting movements of moths native to the Amazon region. The second is based on a more geometric interpretation 
of the moths.  In these Kuhnen pares back the image to simple wing forms and small dots of colour. When the brooches are seen together the triangular 
geometry of the wings creates an uncanny sense of movement. In the third moth series Kuhnen uses a cloisonné technique to create a more graphic 
interpretation with bright patches of vivid colour.  



Gallery for contemporary metal and glass  
Palmerston Lane   Manuka   ACT 2603
Telephone 02 61622761
gallery@bilk.com.au
Directors Helen Aitken-Kuhnen - Mio Kuhnen 
ABN 64 146 979 062

In the Lava series Kuhnen returns to topography, this time using embossed, engraved and enamelled designs on slightly concave circular silver forms. The 
series is based on the dramatic lava flows of Big Island in Hawaii, which gives her another chance to examine the forces of nature seen against the perspective of 
the whole sweep of geological time.  As the magma erupts, new lava flows over old, creating a labyrinth of nooks, ripples and crannies which Kuhnen captures in 
miniature. The scale changes from mammoth forces of nature to something controlled and intimate.  

Kuhnen’s work plays with both time and space, looking backwards to ancient history, and hoping to influence our current perspectives.  It reminds me of 
computer scientist Daniel Hillis’s lament that in our current rush towards the future our sense of time has been dramatically foreshortened. Instead he exhorts 
us to take a much longer view based on time slowed, a clock that “ticks once a year, bongs once a century, and the cuckoo comes out every millennium” .  Hillis 2

is actually building his clock.  It will be buried out of site in a mountain in Texas. Kuhnen is beginning to build the thought into her own work with her vision of a 
natural world built on ancient time and hidden stories. 

Nola Anderson, 2018.

 “WIRED SCENARIOS: - The Millennium Clock Danny Hillis,” WIRED, accessed September 27, 2018, www.wired.com/1995/12/the-millennium-clock.2


