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But if the crime is beautiful: Crafting 
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Abstract 

Detroit based artist Lauren Kalman’s work consists of video, garments, 
installation, and jewelry. Minimalism, intellectual purity, health industry, and 
white male privilege are linked historically, and that link was codified 
aesthetically throughout the Modernist period. Body adornment as decoration 
can be a necessary interruption to the myopic intellectual order of the established 
lineages of art and design and established cultural norms more broadly. The 
legacy of modernism, minimalism, and the high arts (sculpture and painting) 
have historically privileged the cerebral over the corporeal. Crafts, in contrast, 
have long been associated with the domestic, bodily, and female. Craft materials 
have a strong tie to the body because of their proximity to bodies through jewelry, 
cutlery, vessels, hygiene implements, clothing, and so on. Kalman works with 
craft mediums and decorative objects as a strategic choice. Her work uses 
assertive and powerful performances of the female body in relationship to 
jewelry, wearable objects, and the built environment. She builds objects and 
environments that interact with her body in ways that are often uncomfortable 
and that question the status quo. 
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My work is often framed within the jewelry and metalsmithing field. Over the years, my 
work has transitioned from jewelry as the format of my work, to adornment as the 
subject of my work. This has freed me to approach jewelry and its relation to the body 
through a conceptual lens, by allowing the format of the work to shift from the 
production of functional jewelry to the idea of jewelry as an overarching theme. Ideas 
about jewelry can then be explored through multiple formats including performance, 
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photography, video, and installation. This freedom has also allowed me to consider the 
relationship between adornment and decoration, and historic movements that shape 
our conceptions of the body. 

Minimalism, intellectual purity, health, industry, and white male privilege are linked 
historically, and that link was codified aesthetically throughout the Modernist period. 
Body adornment, as decoration, can be a necessary interruption to this myopic 
intellectual order of the established Modernist lineage of art and design, and 
established cultural norms more broadly. I work with craft materials because of their 
strong tie to the body through their proximity to bodies through jewelry, cutlery, 
vessels, hygiene implements, clothing, and so on. 

The work uses jewelry, craft mediums, and decorative objects as a strategic choice; and 
in contrast, also uses whiteness and simplicity and a calculated choice. Sterile objects 
and empty space in my work are references to the link between minimalism, 
masculinism, and ideas of intellectual purity. These links were codified aesthetically 
throughout the Modernist period. In the architect Adolf Loos’ 1910 lecture Ornament 
and Crime, he proposes that ornament is regressive and primitive, and that in his 
contemporary society, only degenerates and criminals are decorated; this includes 
women and people of color (Loos 1997). Loos’ writings influenced principals of the 
Modernist movement, a lineage that still has great impact on art and design today. 

In contrast, Craft in recent thinking, has been conceptualized as a medium that has 
remained vital outside of the contemporary art world (Lechner 2016). The legacy of 
modernism, minimalism, and the high arts (sculpture and painting) have historically 
privileged the cerebral over the corporeal. Crafts, in contrast, have long been associated 
with the domestic, collective, and the female. 

As my work has dealt with the female body, it calls upon historical associations with 
craft and the feminine. Ben Lingel, in his recent research on jewelry and gender, 
outlines the historical connection between jewelry, adornment or decoration and the 
presentation of gender and power, noting that jewelry in Western Culture has 
historically been used to visually and materially mark developments in female 
maturation. Jewelry can be seen as the exchange of a valuable object for developments 
in sexual maturity. Jewelry and wearable adornment objects become linked to the 
developmental stages of the feminine and the lack of jewelry is therefore associated 
with the masculine. In the United States the association with the masculine and lack of 
decoration is reinforced by the historic Protestant values of asceticism and restraint 
(Dressen 2017). 

In Western society there is also a link between the feminine or female body and 
contamination. By cleansing the grotesque realities of the physical body, one signals 
social or moral purity. The pursuit of physical perfection can be related to the pursuit of 
spiritual and moral perfection (Harrison 1992). If the natural state of the visible self is 
imperfect then the same can be said for the mental self, and so often the female body is 
portrayed as imperfect, incomplete, or hazardous. Objects, makeup, and dress are used 
to transform body. The use of perfecting and transformational objects signifies to the 
rest of society that an individual is striving for physical, social, and moral, perfection. In 
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his 19th century work “In Praise of Cosmetics”, Baudelaire wrote that wearing makeup 
is a social obligation to hide the corporeal realities of the body, elevating the wearer 
above the natural. This mirrors our values in contemporary art of the intellectual high 
art object over the corporeal and functional craft object. It also reflects cultural 
connections between the female body and wild or untamed nature. 

Later in the century, the Social Hygiene Movement waged a campaign against the 
female body as the perceived source of disease spread through prostitution and 
promiscuity. Whiteness, cleanliness, and sterile surfaces became visual representations 
of these anxieties. 

Coverings and alterations to hide the physical realties of the body are still most 
frequently relegated to women. We see this through the use of makeup, perfumes, and 
menstrual products to cover, mask, plug or contain the body; or further through objects 
that augment the body beyond the natural with decorative objects like jewelry, fashion, 
shoes, and hair extensions. 

Concurrent to this movement are the racist and sexist writings of Adolf Loos regarding 
decoration (or lack of) and forward Modernity. This intellectual and physical restraint 
proposed by these movements and writings, which have so impacted contemporary 
thinking, is in conflict with the physical and emotional realties of the body. 

My work counters these narratives through the use of forms that are both decorative 
and that cause bodily fluids to be expelled. In my work the grotesque nature of the 
spilling body is contrasted by the beauty of the golden metal and intricate decorative 
forms. I connect this to Dave Hickey’s discussion of Robert Mapplethorpe’s X Portfolio 
where he states that “the vernacular of beauty, in its democratic appeal, remains a 
potent instrument of change” (Hickey 2009, 17). 

I would like to transition into examples of several bodies of work that are related to this 
introduction. 
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Work samples 

But if the Crime is Beautiful…  

 

 
 Figure 1. Lauren Kalman. But if the Crime is Beautiful... 

Composition with Ornament and Object (3). Inkjet print. 20x16". 2014. 

 

But if the Crime is Beautiful... responds directly to the architect Adolf Loos’ 1910 
lecture Ornament and Crime. 

The iconic furniture in But if the Crime is Beautiful... represents the Modernist lineage. 
In this installation the decorative metal, beading, garments, and Kudzu leaves contrast 
the male dominated Modernist aesthetic and its utopian values of minimalism and 
functionality. Kudzu is an invasive species and is used symbolically in this work. It 
overtakes native trees and brush, coating them with a new skin of lush green leaves. 
The kudzu in this work serves as crafted decoration, interrupting the pure white 
furniture. These golden colored leaves play on the common association between the 
feminine, the body, decoration, and crafts. I use assertive performances of the female 
body combined with obsessive decoration, and sculptural renditions of objects like 
halos, clouds, and light beams found in Western religious iconography to interrupt the 
myopic Modern vision. 
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Figure 2. Lauren Kalman. But if the Crime is Beautiful... Strangers to the Garden. 

Mixed Media. 2014. Image by Tom Little. 

 

 
 Figure 3. Lauren Kalman. But if the Crime is Beautiful... Strangers to the Garden. 

Mixed Media. 2014. 
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Figure 4. Lauren Kalman. But if the Crime is Beautiful... Strangers to the Garden. 

Mixed Media. 2016. 

 
 Figure 5. Lauren Kalman. But if the Crime is Beautiful... Strangers to the Garden. 

Mixed Media. 2016. Image by Tom Little. 
 

Avatars 

Avatars explores performance and objects as projections of power and desire. The 
video uses a vocabulary of circus or sideshow performance. It is prolonged and 
uncomfortable examination of the inhibited female body. The video is paired with 
garments, ceramic vessels, and masks forms. The work speaks notions of sexualized 
performance through the use of the nude or restrained female body. 
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Figure 6. Lauren Kalman. Avatars. Digital Video. 2015. 

 

The fabric suit references a hospital gown and is quilted with the pattern for the towers 
of Le Corbusier’s Radiant City, reflecting its utopian values of organized logic and 
functionality. This intellectual restraint is in conflict with the physical realties of the 
body. White in this work is a symbol of control and purity, as a symbolic color 
historically used by oppressive entities, including the Fascists. 

 

 
Figure 7. Lauren Kalman. Avatars. Quilted Fabric. 2015. 
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Devices for Filling a Void  

Devices for Filling a Void combines jewelry with forms reminiscent of reconstructive 
surgical devices and amorphous growths. Rather than presenting or holding the body in 
an ideal position, they distort the body through actions that are sometimes grotesque or 
violent. The objects literally fill the voids of the body, but the forms also imply a 
psychological filling of emotional or erotic voids. The work also points to ideas about 
women being incomplete or lacking, requiring augmentation by men, objects, dress, 
makeup and adornment. Through the use of the semiotics of gold, this work visualizes 
the aesthetic, social, and ethical implications of the medicalization of beauty, 
adornment, and sexuality. 

 

 

Figure 8. Lauren Kalman. Device for Filling A Void (1). Inkjet print, gold-plated 
electroformed copper, silver, brass. 2014. 

 

Devices for Filling a Void uses transformational objects that are a hybrid of jewelry 
and reconstructive surgical devices to signify the individual’s strive for perfection. 
In Devices for Filling a Void, these values and aspirations become blurred because the 
objects themselves produce disfigurement. I intend to point to the ideal and beautiful 
through well-crafted objects and images that reference both objects of desire and 
beauty through the lexicon of jewelry, and that also reference the grotesque. The ideal, 
being an amalgam of fabricated qualities, and its corollary the grotesque, reminds us 
that all bodies have imperfections. 
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Figure 9. Lauren Kalman. Device for Filling A Void (8). Inkjet print, stoneware, 

epoxy, gold-plated electroformed copper, silver, brass. 2016. 

Flourish 

Flourish is comprised of wearable objects and photographs. It deals with attraction and 
repulsion, exploring wealth, decoration, and taste. In 2016 I used historic pressing dies 
for costume jewelry to produce approximately 700 copper flourishes while in residence 
at the Jakob Bengel Foundation, a German jewelry factory established in 1873.  

The decorative swoops are constructed into gold-plated sculptures that interact with 
the body referencing bodily fluids expelled during states of repulsion, pain, and joy. 

  

Figure 10. Lauren Kalman. Flourish (1 and 2). Inkjet print, 
gold-plated copper, bronze. 2019. 
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Icons of the Flesh  

 The icons are signs or abstractions that point toward the body. The title Icons of the 
Flesh references notions of religious ideas of morality in relation to the body. These 
notions are contrasted by the representation of sexualized body parts and genitalia. In 
the Embodiers series comprised of Collars, Badges, and Buttons these sexualized body 
parts are simplified. With their form abstracted they can be worn in public without 
immediate recognition (often mistaken for other functional objects, like teapot lids, or 
security tags), thus serving as a public display of positive support for the body and 
sexuality. Rather than necklaces or brooches, they are described as badges, collars, and 
buttons, allusions to wearable communication devices as seen in identity building 
devices like military uniforms or political movements. There is also levity in their form, 
as they are almost naive in their simplified rendering of anatomy. These works are 
rendered digitally in a 3D modeling program, 3D printed, and then cast in clay or 
pressed in metal. The digital fabrication adds another layer of abstraction and remove 
from the body, and calls upon contemporary digital culture and digital avatars. The 
ceramic is then set in gold-plated brass. 

 
Figure 11. Lauren Kalman. Icon of the Flesh, Embodier (Badge). Earthenware, gold-

plated nickel. 2016. Image courtesy of Sienna Patti Contemporary. 

 
Through my work I try to use powerful performances of the female body in relationship 
to jewelry, wearable objects, and the built environment. I hope that through my work I 
can combine images, objects and environments that interact with the body in ways that 
ask the viewer to question the status quo as it relates to decoration, the feminine body, 
and the history of art, design, and decoration. 
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