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Obsessive, brilliant, mercurial and reclusive,  

                         New York artist Daniel Brush shares  

            the secrets of his talismanic jewellery
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Opposite Loose Threads (,--. – ,--/) stainless steel 
with diamonds

Bunny Bangle (0/11 – 0//,) bakelite and pure gold with 
Argyle pink diamonds and Burmese rubies



La Menagerie Magnetique – Skunk (,--2) steel, plastic and gold with diamonds

Flowers – #!" (,-03) aluminum and stainless steel with diamonds and rose quartz



$4)4(*5 6*&(7#8 Stephanie Fosnaugh  
&'"(")#*&'+ *%%4%(*9( Stephanie Levy

Second Dome (0/1:-0/1/) pure gold, ,,ct gold and steel 

Hollow Aluminum Sphere Necklace (,-00) pure aluminum with diamonds and rubies



aniel Brush – enigmatic 
artist, sculptor, goldsmith and jeweller – 
is confused. And not just today, but every 
day. He exists in a near-permanent state of 
confusion, which is just the way he likes to 
be. Every morning, as he goes through his 
ritual routines for mind-clearing, he beckons, 
invokes and welcomes confusion, dilemmas, 
puzzles. It’s in these clouds of cosmic confu-
sion that he finds the artistic challenges, the 
as-yet-unasked and unsolved questions that, 
in turn, lead him to create jewels and objects 
that have, truly, never been seen before. 
This, he knows as a former professor of art 
philosophy at Georgetown University, and as 
a devoted student of jewellery history, is no 
small task; jewellery, as old as civilisation itself, 
has been made and worn for at least 3--- 
years, and every generation of goldsmiths and 
jewellers pushes cra;smanship and creativity 
to new horizons, searching for a fresh creative 
expression to both renew the role of the jewel 
and reflect its moment in time. 

Yet Brush breaks through even this 
pattern. He tries instead, as he explains, to 
“tickle jewellery history a bit.” His mercu-
rial ideas both join and disrupt the contin-
uum, taking jewellery out of its conventions 
and comfort zone, into another dimension 
that seems to float between art, philosophy, 
poetry, technology, engineering and talis-
manic meaning. He refutes entrenched value-
driven ideals and measures of preciousness as 
a “total construct”; he challenges scale, form, 
function, material. He questions the jewel as 
show-o< virtuoso work of art, and at the same 
time he both speaks to his age and connects 
ancient and modern, on the most profound 
emotional level. This he does through a deep 
reverence for the meaning of the jewel, for its 
relationship to its wearer, as well as through 
his unconventional use of materials and tech-
niques, the industrial modernity and solidity 
of stainless steel, for example, encrusted with 
aeons-old, light-filled Indian diamonds. 

Brush is obsessed – amongst other things 

– by tools and machines, from liquid crys-
tal watches to Bugatti cars, or the turning 
lathes and 0/th century guilloche engraving 
machines that he and his wife Olivia live 
with in their Manhattan lo;. He’s an insa-
tiable collector, whether it’s avionic engag-
ers or his 0--- pairs of scissors, dating from 
the 0=th to the 0/th century. His fascination 
with mechanics and engineering leads him 
to the subject of aluminium, a material that 
has entranced and bewitched him for some 
time. “I find it beautiful,” he says “I’ve spent 
03 years thinking about aluminium. I was 
captivated by a pair of Ti<any opera glasses 
made in 0111, when aluminium was a new 
metal; exciting, scarce, with a value it doesn’t 
have today.” He has cra;ed a series of allur-
ing, intriguing aluminium jewels, includ-
ing a collection of hollow spheres, 0/mm in 
diameter, engraved and studded with Mogul 
diamonds and Burmese rubies and strung 
into a necklace – each sphere, says Brush, 
“weightless but structurally sound. Like an 
egg.” Most of all, he is captivated by the light 
of aluminium, the “dance between diamonds, 
metal, light.” Aluminium, he feels, especially 
when engraved, transforms itself by the way 
in which it catches and plays with light. “It 
has an extraordinary light-emitting quality 
– it’s otherworldly, it engages you, pulls you 
in and smiles back at you. It changes as the 
wearer moves through ambient light, and it 
brings light to a woman’s face.”

Last time I spoke with Daniel Brush, 
he talked to me about breath; the breath 
at the end of a line of poetry, the breath of 
life, a jewel with space to breathe. This time 
though, he’s focusing on light, which is as 
much a life force as breath, as much a colos-
sal, universal, unknowable concept. It’s what 
he calls the “big ideas” in jewellery-making 
that preoccupy and puzzle him, and have 
done through his =3 years of work, o;en to 
the point of obsession, pushing him to inde-
fatigable research that can take decades. As 
is the case of The Compilation of an Edifying 
Journey, a series of 0- ink drawings on paper, 
inspired by the Chinese Emperor Qianlong, 
who in 0..: commissioned a compendium 
of all Chinese cultural knowledge. The 
Emperor’s impressions of the ./,--- chap-
ters compiled over ten years were recorded 
on ten jade tablets. A;er reading about this, 
for ten years Brush studied new areas of 
poetry, history and philosophy. He recorded 

his impressions of his own “edifying jour-
ney” in these ink drawings, and these in turn 
inspired and informed a series of graphic, 
fluid, engraved-steel jewel-like objects. 

These big ideas, however, can be sparked 
by the simplest, most prosaic passing 
comment, perhaps by one of his close circle 
of friends, clients, or patrons, who drop by his 
apartment to escape the outside world, to talk 
and listen – perhaps to see one of the hidden 
masterpieces by this hidden master, to inhale 
his genius. “There were a few people over the 
years who wanted to participate in this mercu-
rial journey, to share the confusion with me.” 

One of these people was the late Eric 
Nussbaum, curator of Cartier’s museum 
collection, with its famous menagerie of 
jewelled creatures, led by the iconic panther. 
Inspired by Nussbaum and his descriptions 
of Cartier animals, Brush made a series, the 
Menagerie Magnetique, of animals and birds, 
including poodles, parrots, pigs and a panther, 
all carved in Bakelite and set with diamonds, 
intended suggests Brush, as “amuse-bouches” 
to the richness of Cartier fare. He made the 
brooches with magnetic fittings, inspired by 
a woman who came to his studio wearing an 
exquisite Lesage embroidered coat, to which 
she had pinned an antique brooch. Brush was 
intrigued by the very practical problem of 
fastening a jewel to fabric without damaging 
it. Amongst his charming and breathtakingly 
cra;ed cast of animalier characters each with 
its own strong personality, is the celebrated 
Bunny Bangle, a cu< carved from sugar-pink 
Bakelite into a divinely proportioned smooth, 
glossy, dynamic curve, on top of which sits 
a bunny-rabbit, paved entirely in precious 
candy-coloured Argyle pink diamonds. 
Sweet, smile-inducing yet utterly, subcon-
sciously sophisticated, the Bunny Bangle is 
the piece for which Brush is best known. 
It shows to perfection how his “big ideas” – 
the cerebral, probing, thought processes and 
erudite studies – are translated into jewels 
of wondrous, high-energy, child-like joy. It 
exudes spontaneity and simplicity belying 
the assiduous, laborious, highly-skilled cra;s-
manship that brings them to life. It is, says 
Brush about “lightness of spirit”; never about 
virtuosity. The show of skill, he says, should 
disappear. “Technical abilities are a way to 
speak clearly, through a rhythm or elegance 
of language. But if you have nothing to say, 
what’s the point?” 

Brush on the other hand has a great 
deal to say, and despite what he says about 
virtuosity, his breathtaking, barrier-break-
ing cra;smanship demonstrates a protean 
talent, reminiscent of polymath Renaissance 
artists. This is all the more remarkable when 
you understand that he is entirely self-taught 
as a metalsmith, gem-setter and engraver. 
And some years ago, he mastered the elusive 
art of Etruscan gold granulation. Aged just 
0:, on a visit with his artist mother to the 
Victoria & Albert Museum in London, he 
had seen an Etruscan bowl with its frosting 
of minute gold granules fixed imperceptibly 
to the surface. The e<ect, he recalls, took his 
breath away, and from that moment he was 
determined to learn how to work gold; a 
material that continues to mesmerise him. 
In the same way, for years and years, he has 
also been captivated by stainless steel, loving 

its strength and structural soundness, which 
he blends and contrasts with lightness and 
finesse, an exquisite refinement of painstak-
ingly carved, engraved texture that, through a 
seemingly magical process of deliquescence, 
turns toughness and intransigence into so;-
ness and silk. He carves, writes and sculpts in 
steel, and has created a series of jewelled flow-
ers that are ethereal and eastern in flavour, 
set with Mogul diamonds. He used steel for 
his enchanting series Loose Threads; 0.2 tiny, 
wearable sculptures, impossibly slender sliv-
ers of steel carved and sculpted to look like 
little squirming, unruly threads of silk. The 
idea came from Olivia who, at the end of the 
day was always covered in bits of loose thread 
from her sewing and embroidery – her own 
art form – threads of silk that had settled on 
her clothes in all sorts of shapes, knots and 
squiggles. Brush made a single loose thread, 
hand hewn and filed from a solid steel block, 
then encrusted with tiny, so;ly-glimmering 

antique Indian diamonds, and he surrepti-
tiously attached it, by magnet, to the sleeve 
of her blouse. When she realised she loved it 
so much, he went on to make another 0.3 of 
the glinting twisted-steel and diamond silk 
threads; once he is seized with an idea, he 
works with fervour, creating in abundance, 
as if in a stream of consciousness. He never 
designs anything, he explains; he begins each 
day with a blank page, waiting for ideas to 
filter through the confusion into the vacuum, 
and then, if it’s a jewel, he’ll work straight 
into the metal. 

Loose Threads stayed, like so many of 
Brush’s masterpieces, hidden and unseen 
in the vast drawers of his studio for years, 
until they were presented to the public in a 
landmark exhibition in ,-0, at New York’s 
Museum of Art and Design, showing the 
depth and breadth of Brush’s prodigious 

output: drawings, paintings, sculptures, 
objects, installations, and of course jewels. 
The range is vast and varied, yet all are 
connected by their expression and distilla-
tion of ideas, by the intense, obsessive years 
of study that underpin their being. Brush 
enjoys the change of pace and particularly 
the change of scale between huge, physically 
demanding projects and the intimacy and 
intricacy of jewels. Yet he feels strongly that 
however small a jewel, its presence and power 
should be huge and possessing. He loves the 
idea of holding a jewel or jewel-like object 
in the hand, to feel its sensuality, warmth 
and energy; his so;ly sculpted gold and steel 
pebble-like objects are made to conjure this 
experience and evoke an emotionally visceral 
response. “Take a piece of Persian turquoise 
for example,” he says, “ hold it in your hand, 
and you just melt. I am so taken by it all.” 
Here he admits he is “an incurable roman-
tic”; his first foray into jewels was Olivia’s 

engagement ring. There is running through 
his work, like one of his jewelled threads, a 
strong and haunting story of romance and 
passion, a mix of ecstasy and melancholy, 
serenity and dynamism. Even today, he says 
his heart pounds when he’s suddenly capti-
vated by an object, by a jewel or gem – as 
with a gigantic Colombian emerald bead of 
some 3-- carats, the centrepiece of a necklace 
that once adorned the Nizam’s elephant. He 
had to have it. 

The latest “big idea” from Daniel Brush is 
Necks: a series of 0=. choker necklaces, cra;ed 
in stainless steel, set with diamonds and 
gems. He is working with a photographer to 
create a book, “a poetry book about jewels, 
dreamlike, a jeweller’s musings”, he calls it. In 
typical Brush style, the first choker was made 
a;er a friend, a lover of jewellery, was sitting 
in his studio, telling him that she had seen an 
antique collier de chien, but didn’t buy it as it 
needed altering in size. “It posed an interest-
ing conceptual problem,” he explains. “I made 
her an adjustable necklace, on a grosgrain 
ribbon. I love the look of a choker on a beau-
tiful neck, and I love the idea of the struggle 
of the wearer deciding what to wear, how to 
wear it – the troubled decision-making.” He 
imagined a woman trying a choker, preen-
ing in front of the mirror, then putting the 
jewel back in the drawer. All the chokers are 
adjustable, fastened with magnetic closures 
of aerospace quality, made to exacting specifi-
cations. Some incorporate aluminium sculp-
tures, light-catching, voluminous. Through 
this, he says, he is “trying to push further into 
a light-filled youthful take,” to make what he 
hopes is a tiny step forward in the history of 
jewellery, so that people in the future might 
wonder “where did that come from?” – just 
as he himself wonders each day, wanders into 
divine confusion, pondering the details of 
past makers: “How did the Egyptians work 
faience? How did Boucheron’s steel chas-
ers work? What did they have for lunch?” 
He wants to leave “a whisper on the piece, 
a sense that someone was there,” he says. 
And through his jewels, however small, 
intimate or playful, he wants the “dialogue 
to get bigger and bigger”, as he searches for 
something with “longer dwell-time.” Finally, 
as clarity breaks through the clouds, Daniel 
Brush states with passionate urgency and 
simplicity, “I want to be in the club of great 
makers.” You are, Daniel, you are. 

“ Technical abilities are a way to speak 
clearly, through a rhythm or elegance 
of language – but if you have nothing 
to say, what’s the point?”
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