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Abstract 

 

 

No Art Without Design: The Studio Jewelry of Art Smith 

 

 

Arthur George Smith (1917-1982) or Art Smith was a significant mid-twentieth-

century American studio jeweler. He was critically received, had gallery representation, 

and participated in important jewelry, art, craft, and design exhibitions in the United 

States and Canada. His jewelry is well represented in American private and museum 

collections and frequently discussed in scholarly texts. This thesis finds that not only 

have the influence of industrial design techniques been overlooked in surveys of Smith’s 

methods of making, but more critically, his contributions to Black and queer art have 

gone unrecognized. Smith used techniques, adapted to a volume model to outstrip the 

production capacity of his contemporaries, and sell more work priced for less, thereby 

democratizing access to well-designed jewelry. Also noteworthy is Smith’s approach to 

integrating messages of allyship in his jewelry and advertisements to telegraph the 

inclusivity of his work to Black and gay communities. This thesis argues that these 

insights from Smith’s life and work propose a reassessment of his accomplishments and 

support arguments for reconsiderations of the contributions of Black, Indigenous, and 

People of Color (BIPOC) and LGBTQ makers to American arts, crafts, and design. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

 

On a warm Saturday afternoon in the summer of 1953, Mrs. W. Ashworth walked 

out of West Fourth Street subway station and into the lively thrum of Greenwich Village 

in New York City. Mrs. Ashworth had taken the express train over from her home in 

Forest Hills, Queens. She was on a mission. She had seen a pair of earrings advertised in 

a recent issue of The New Yorker (Fig. 1). The earrings, made by hand in lacquered brass, 

reminded Mrs. Ashworth of the Alexander Calder sculptures she had seen at the Museum 

of Modern Art a few years ago. Just one block east, and Mrs. Ashworth was standing in 

front of 140 West Fourth Street. She knew she was in the right place. The jewelry display 

in the windows alone was worth her trip. And there was the shop’s name: “Art Smith” 

written in such a modern font. Mrs. Ashworth walked down a flight of steps and knocked 

on the locked front door.1 

“Art Smith” or Arthur George Smith (1917-1982) would have received Mrs. 

Ashworth on that day in August at his eponymous shop (Fig. 2). By 1953, Smith had 

made and sold jewelry from this location for four years and was already an established 

studio jeweler.2 He spent almost thirty years in this setting, experiencing commercial 

success and acquiring a devoted customer base. He was critically received, had gallery 

 
1 Charles L. Russell, Art as Adornment: The Life and Work of Arthur George Smith (Denver, CO: Outskirts 

Press, 2016), 58. This day is imagined based on an invoice in Smith’s papers dated Saturday August 29, 

1953 detailing the sale of a copy of the Three Rings earrings in brass to Mrs. W. Ashworth from 69-34 

Ingram Street, Forest Hills, New York. The earrings were $7.50 ($76.84 in 2021 dollars). Smith always 

asked customers how they came to learn about his shop. Mrs. Ashworth had seen Smith’s New Yorker 

advertisement. 
2 Amanda Game and Elizabeth Goring, Jewellery Moves (Edinburgh: NMS Publishing, 1998), 5. Studio 

jewelry is defined by its makers and their work processes rather than by a particular aesthetic style or single 

philosophy. Studio jewelry offers insights into aesthetic concerns, theoretical doctrines, political agendas, 

and popular trends as well as social commentary through its study as an alternative or “other” to fine 

jewelry and mass-produced costume jewelry. 
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representation, and participated in important jewelry, art, craft, and design exhibitions in 

the United States (US) and Canada in his lifetime. Posthumously his work has received 

even greater attention through two retrospectives and the careful management of his 

estate by his final partner Charles L. Russell and gallerist Mark McDonald; as well as 

through the efforts of his friend, artist, and archivist of African American art, Camille 

Billops (1933-2019); curator, Barry Harwood; and art historian, Toni Greenbaum. 

Smith’s jewelry, associated with the mid-twentieth-century studio jewelry movement in 

the US, is well represented today in American private and museum collections and 

frequently discussed in scholarly texts. His work continues to be highly desirable and has 

consistently sold for more than price estimates at auctions over 2020 and 2021.3 Most 

recently, in an episode of the celebrated Public Broadcasting Service series Craft in 

America in November 2021, Smith is called “a significant maker in the mid-century 

modernist jewelry movement.”4 

Despite these critical and commercial accomplishments, there is still more study 

needed of Smith and his work. Not only has the influence of industrial design techniques 

been overlooked in surveys of his methods of making, but more critically, Smith’s 

contributions to Black and queer art have gone unrecognized. Smith—a Black, gay 

man—navigated success on the national stage by making carefully designed and well-

executed jewelry. More importantly, he conveyed a sense of inclusion to Black and gay 

customers through messages layered with meaning in his jewelry and advertisements. 

 
3 Sales of Smith’s jewelry at auction set record highs over 2020 and 2021. An example of the medium 

length Diminishing Spirals necklace, ca. 1958, (Fig. 25) sold for a hammer price of $11,000 in October 

2020 at an auction held at Wright. Lot 0106, “Art Smith, Diminishing Spirals necklace,” Wright, Chicago, 

USA, October 22, 2020.  
4 “Craft in America,” Jewelry, accessed November 11, 2021, [22:06], 

https://www.craftinamerica.org/episode/jewelry. 

https://www.craftinamerica.org/episode/jewelry
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This thesis contributes to a reassessment of Smith’s accomplishments and supports 

arguments for reconsiderations of the contributions of Black, Indigenous, and People of 

Color (BIPOC) and LGBTQ makers.5 

Smith was prolific.6 The first third of his career provides a valuable resource for 

studying the influence of industrial design practices from the 1930s on studio jewelry—

notably how makers used these techniques in their studio craft practice to make jewelry 

designs in multiples and at scale. His medium, studio jewelry, coalesced into a 

recognizable field in the US in the mid-twentieth-century as part of a broader studio craft 

movement.7 Such jewelry is defined by a maker’s working processes, whereby a “studio 

jeweler” is “both the designer and fabricator of each piece (although assistants or 

apprentices may help with technical tasks), and the work is created in a small, private 

studio, not a factory.”8 Archival research and formal analysis of Smith’s jewelry find that 

industrial design innovations such as fabrication lines, interchangeable parts, and catalogs 

were as relevant to Smith’s small craft operation in Greenwich Village as to a large 

 
5 Queer is a term used to refer to all groups under the lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer or 

questioning, and intersex umbrella. This thesis uses the terms “queer” and “LGBTQ” interchangeably. 
6 Based on survey results described in Appendix A of work by Smith in museum collections benchmarked 

with five mid-twentieth-century studio jewelry contemporaries: Alexander Calder (1898-1976), Margaret 

De Patta (1903-1964), Sam Kramer (1913-1964), Paul Lobel (1899-1983), and Ed Wiener (1918-1991). 

Smith almost ties with fellow Greenwich Village studio jeweler Ed Wiener for the largest amount of work 

across nine museums with significant studio jewelry collections, 64 to Wiener’s 66. Smith and Wiener have 

more than three times the number of works as the next most represented jewelers: their Greenwich Village 

counterpart Sam Kramer and San Francisco-based Margaret de Patta each have nineteen works. 
7 Janet Koplos and Bruce Metcalf, Makers: A History of American Studio Craft (Chapel Hill, NC: The 

University of North Carolina Press, 2010), 1-36. Studio craft is a recent invention that originated in 

England in the nineteenth-century as a critique in response to industrialization. In America, the Centennial 

Exposition in Philadelphia in 1876 introduced new styles, forms, and techniques that blossomed first in art 

pottery, interior decorating, and textile design. These efforts evolved into distinctly American expressions 

and produced the first studio craft in the late nineteenth-century. What separated craft from trade, from this 

beginning, was that it was inherently ideological: it embodied a viewpoint critical of larger society and 

insisted on the importance of individual creativity.   
8 Kelly H. L’Ecuyer, Jewelry by Artists: In the Studio, 1940-2000 (Boston: MFA Publications, 2011), 17. 

Also, Liesbeth den Besten, On Jewellery: A Compendium of International Contemporary Art Jewellery 

(Stuttgart, Germany: Arnoldsche Art Publishers, 2011), 9-10. 
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automobile manufacturer in Detroit. A number of his contemporaries also used such 

approaches to make studio jewelry, notably Winifred Mason Chenet (1912-1993), 

Francisco Rebajes (1907-1990), and Paul Lobel (1899-1983).9 Over this period, Smith 

operated as the product designer for his studio jewelry operation – creating prototypes, 

designing parts and processes, and overseeing the output of his line of fabricators. He 

used design and production techniques adapted to a volume model to sell more work, 

priced for less, at a scale that made this modestly profitable. This sales-driven approach 

relied on leveraging wholesale and consignment relationships built with a network of 

department stores, boutiques, and galleries in New York and across the US.  

However, Smith made an about-face in the 1960s after a life-altering car accident 

in 1958. He dismissed his fabrication line and significantly scaled back his production 

and sales models. From this point onward, he operated a bespoke model to make custom 

work for a smaller number of clients. Smith transitioned into the role of a traditional 

craftsman and created mainly limited-edition or unique pieces. While he kept some 

aspects of his former organization, such as a stock inventory of parts and selling standard 

items through a catalog, he never returned to his previous approach of creating work at 

scale. 

In addition to the nature and amount of his output, Smith is significant for being 

one of a handful of Black and gay studio jewelers to find success on the national stage in 

his lifetime. The influence on his work of race and queer-coded aesthetics is only 

partially covered in writing about his jewelry. Smith navigated racism and homophobia to 

 
9 Nancy Jane Till, “Madame Chenet: Modernist and Voodoo-Inspired Jewelry designed by Winifred 

Mason” (master’s thesis, Cooper Hewitt, Smithsonian Design Museum and Parsons School of Design, 

2016), 23 and 25. Also, Koplos and Metcalf, Makers: A History of American Studio Craft, 189. 
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send signals about the accessibility of his work to disenfranchised Black and gay 

communities. He drew on his degree in advertising design to craft carefully planned 

images of his jewelry on Black models (Fig. 3). This decision, together with his 

insistence that his jewelry was an “incomplete expression” without a body, is yet another 

statement of selfhood and equality by a Black maker.10 Smith’s use of symbols and colors 

to conceal messages for the LGBTQ community in his jewelry designs and 

advertisements are noteworthy examples of queer practices in the decorative arts. Driven 

by the need to conceal queer identities and experiences, it seems that twentieth-century 

artists such as Andy Warhol (1928-1987), Jasper Johns (1930-), and Agnes Martin (1912-

2004) used visual codes to signify queerness in clandestine ways in their art.11 

Consequently, Smith’s use of green and lavender-colored stones may also offer an 

illustration of jewelry’s function to “signal, affirm, reaffirm or change identity and 

perceptions” – here, in support of the LGBTQ community.12 As with these other artists, 

the historical significance of accomplishing this in the US in the 1960s and 1970s, when 

governing authorities tolerated homophobic discrimination, makes Smith’s achievement 

that much more remarkable. 

Following the first introductory chapter, Chapter 2 provides background about 

Smith’s life, career, and professional achievements. This chapter describes design 

methods, materials, techniques, influences, themes, and characteristic signatures in 

jewelry. Chapter 3 examines industrial design influences on Smith’s studio craft 

 
10 Oral history interview with Art Smith, 1971 August 24-31, Archives of American Art, 19. 
11 Jonathan D. Katz and David C. Ward, eds., Hide/Seek: Difference and Desire in American 

Portraiture (Washington DC: Smithsonian Books, 2010). Also, Richard Meyer, Outlaw Representation: 

Censorship and Homosexuality in Twentieth Century Art (New York: Oxford University Press, 2002). 
12 Roberta Bernabei, Contemporary Jewellers: Interviews with European Artists (Oxford and New York: 

Berg, 2011), 239. 



 

6 
 

stemming from his motivation to price his jewelry accessibly. Tactics including materials 

selection, production methods, and sales approaches allowed Smith to democratize access 

to well-designed jewelry. Chapter 4 studies how Smith integrated messages of allyship in 

his jewelry and advertisements, thereby telegraphing the inclusivity of his work to Black 

and gay communities – a further reason to celebrate his artistic legacy. Chapter 5 

concludes by asking why these motivations were missed in the study of Smith’s work, 

proposes a reassessment of his accomplishments, and argues for revisionist American 

studio art, craft, and design histories. The chapter also makes suggestions for future 

study. Ultimately, the thesis seeks to illuminate the multi-faceted reasons for Smith’s 

significance as a great American studio jeweler. Not only was he able to outstrip the 

production models of his contemporaries, but he accomplished this while 

commemorating his Black and gay audience. 

An ArcGIS StoryMap of Smith’s life and geographical history in the New York 

City boroughs of Manhattan (Harlem and Greenwich Village) and Brooklyn (Flatbush 

and Bedford-Stuyvesant) is available at: https://arcg.is/1Omfye0.13 

  

 
13 ArcGIS StoryMaps is a story authoring web-based application. This StoryMap illustrates the geography 

of Smith’s life and work in New York City. Points of interest are listed chronologically and divided 

between Smith’s professional (25) and personal (19) lives. The map also highlights the area in Greenwich 

Village that was populated by studio jewelers between the mid-1930s to the early 1980s available at 

“#JewelryGeography Greenwich Village Virtual Walking Tour with Toni Greenbaum,” The Jewelry 

Library, accessed October 1, 2021, https://thejewelrylibrary.com/exhibits/greenwich-village-virtual-

walking-tour/. 

https://arcg.is/1Omfye0
https://thejewelrylibrary.com/exhibits/greenwich-village-virtual-walking-tour/
https://thejewelrylibrary.com/exhibits/greenwich-village-virtual-walking-tour/
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Chapter 2: Life, Career, Design Methods, Inspirations, and Themes  

 

 

Life and Career 

Arthur George Smith was born in Santa Lucia, Cuba, on October 28, 1917, to 

Jamaican parents James and Mary Smith. His father, James Smith (1882-n.d.), and 

mother, Mary Smith née Williams (1879-n.d.), met in Kingston, Jamaica, and married in 

1906. In 1914, James and Mary emigrated to Cuba with their adopted daughter, Ina 

Helary Smith (1905-1995), for James to work on a sugarcane plantation in Santa Lucia. 

The free elementary schooling for children of plantation workers was a lure for Jamaican 

families like the Smiths in search of better opportunities. The family emigrated again in 

1920 to the US for vastly different prospects. James Smith was moving his young family, 

now including the infant Arthur, to begin work as an executive of the New York branch 

of the Universal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA), started by fellow Jamaican 

Marcus Garvey (1887-1940).14  

Smith was ten when his father abandoned the family in 1927, seven years after 

arriving in the country. This desertion coincided with the implosion of Garvey’s political 

ambitions and the American government’s decision to find Garvey guilty of mail fraud 

and deport him to Jamaica. Smith’s mother and sister were left to fend for themselves and 

care for young Arthur. Following the example of other Jamaican immigrants at the time, 

the family had settled in Brooklyn, New York. The women looked to the informal service 

 
14 Russell, Art as Adornment: The Life and Work of Arthur George Smith, 24-27. Garvey, a politician, 

activist, publisher, journalist, and entrepreneur, had founded the UNIA in 1914 in Jamaica for the economic 

empowerment of Black communities. James Smith first met Garvey while working in Kingston, Jamaica, in 

1905. Garvey’s ideas for Black enfranchisement impressed James, who consulted with Garvey on his move 

from Jamaica to Cuba. Garvey again encouraged James to move, this time to New York City, to help him 

manage the UNIA. James Smith was one of Garvey’s “Lieutenants.” Art Smith was five when he attended 

his first UNIA rally in Harlem in 1922. 
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sector to find employment to support the family unit. Ina Smith started working as a 

domestic in Flatbush, Brooklyn, and worked labor-intensive, menial jobs all her life. 

Mary Smith resorted to ingenious and sometimes illegal ways to support her family, like 

working as a courier for a gambling operation or delivering contraband alcohol during 

prohibition in the 1930s – once spending two weeks in prison.15  

Both women financially supported Smith, encouraged his education, and nurtured 

his artistic ambitions within their small means. As a child, he took drawing classes and 

played the piano. His sister paid for the extra cost of art materials in elementary and high 

school. Even when the family struggled financially, there was no question of Smith 

abandoning his education. Rather, Mary and Ina Smith were “quiet, sort of proud, maybe 

skeptical, but encouraging” when it came to the young man’s decision to be an artist.16  

Smith “discovered that he was homosexual” in his twenties.17 While both women 

were tolerant of his sexuality, neither ever acknowledged the romantic nature of his 

relationships with men.18 Smith stayed close to his mother and sister, making weekly 

trips from his home and workshop in Manhattan to Brooklyn, often taking partners and 

friends home for meals. Ina Smith lived with her brother and his final partner, Charles L. 

Russell, at their residence at 300 Parkside Avenue in Brooklyn from 1979. She continued 

 
15 Russell, Art as Adornment: The Life and Work of Arthur George Smith, 27. 
16 Art Smith, “Jewelry making is my craft,” Opportunity: Journal of Negro Life 26, no. 1 (Winter 1948): 

14. Also, Camille Billops et al., “Arthur Smith: An autobiography,” Arthur Smith: A Jeweler’s 

Retrospective (New York: Jamaica Arts Center, 1990), Exhibition catalog, no page numbers.  
17 Russell, Art as Adornment: The Life and Work of Arthur George Smith, 30. 
18 Nora Burns, “Art Appreciation: Late designer’s jewelry still draws an eclectic mix of loyal admirers in 

the Village,” New York Blade News, November 28, 1997, 26. The review acknowledges Smith and 

Russell’s partnership. Russell is quoted as saying that Smith and he were never able to formally recognize 

their relationship, especially in their professional lives. Smith’s adopted niece, Yvonne O’Neal also says 

that while Smith’s mother, Mary and sister, Ina never acknowledged Smith’s homosexuality, they were 

open and accepting of Smith’s romantic partners. 
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to live in Russell’s care until her death in 1995, even moving with him to New Jersey and 

Illinois. 

As a newcomer to America in 1922, Smith quickly took advantage of the 

educational opportunities offered by his new home and began elementary school in north-

central Brooklyn. He was a good student, showing early promise in the arts in painting 

and drawing. In his foreword to Art as Adornment, Russell marvels at Smith’s career as a 

successful artist, saying: “Nothing in the history of his family suggests any such future 

for him, but the genes were there, presumably suppressed until he entered elementary 

school.”19 In 1931, Smith started at the Alexander Hamilton Vocational High School. 

Here, his interest in a career in the arts grew through access to classes, interested mentors, 

and early success in poster-making competitions. 

The family income was not enough to send Smith to college, but Mary and Ina 

encouraged him to pursue further education if he could access financial assistance. In the 

1920s, the greatest likelihood of securing a scholarship for Black Americans to pursue 

higher education was through Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs). 

Smith considered and then rejected the option of attending a “Negro college,”20 later 

explaining that he “wasn’t oriented to be an all black person.”21 He believed that such a 

position was isolating. Fortunately, a scholarship to attend the Cooper Union Academy of 

 
19 Russell, Art as Adornment: The Life and Work of Arthur George Smith, Introduction. 
20 Oral history interview with Art Smith, 1971 August 24-31, Archives of American Art, Smithsonian 

Institution, Transcript, 4. Smith says: “I … didn’t for some reason want to go to a Negro college … that 

was the natural road. If you went to college you had to have the money or I suppose get a scholarship to a 

Negro college. And even though the business of living away at a college was appealing for some reason, I 

can remember I just didn’t want to go in a sense to a segregated college.” 
21 Russell, Art as Adornment: The Life and Work of Arthur George Smith, 33. Smith says: “I knew about 

the business of going to an all black school because you lead a kind of normal life, you have friends, you 

have a social life and all. But somehow or other I didn’t want to go to a black school. Really, probably 

because I wasn’t oriented to be an all black person, to me it meant isolation and not setting your sights on a 

certain level. I wanted more than that.” 
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Arts and Sciences allowed him to attend college, thereby also introducing him to 

Manhattan and Greenwich Village.22 The young man was one of sixty students selected 

through an entrance exam taken by two hundred applicants. He was also one of only six 

Black students in his matriculating class.23 He briefly contemplated a degree in 

Architecture, then Commercial Art, and after a disagreement with a professor over 

technique in a painting class, graduated with a degree in Advertising Design in 1940.24  

At Cooper Union, the emerging artist discovered his interest in creating three-

dimensional work and “something that is tangible.”25 Courses in sculpture and decorative 

design were particularly influential and ignited his lifelong preoccupation with space, 

form, and abstraction. Similarly, classes in lettering, advertising design, and typography 

equipped Smith with the techniques necessary to create promotional layouts and design 

typefaces for his business. Moreover, as explained in Chapter 4, this skillset helped when 

crafting messages of inclusivity to gay customers. 

In 1939, while still a student at Cooper Union, Smith had his first formative 

experience with industrial design – an area overlooked in previous scholarship in the 

study of his design methods and output. He was one of the fifty-seven million people to 

 
22 “History,” Cooper Union, accessed May 1, 2021, https://cooper.edu/about/history. American industrialist 

Peter Cooper (1791-1883) established Cooper Union in 1859 as a new model of higher education in 

America “accessible to those who qualify, independent of their race, religion, sex, wealth or social status.” 

All students received a scholarship for full tuition. 
23 Billops et al., “Arthur Smith: An autobiography,” Arthur Smith: A Jeweler’s Retrospective (New York: 

Jamaica Arts Center, 1990), Exhibition catalog, no page numbers. Smith says: “You (Black students) were 

sort of secondhand. You might have been very good, but unofficially someone would tack on, too bad she’s 

black, or colored.” 
24 Smith entered The Cooper Union Day School of Art on October 15, 1936 and graduated with a 

Certificate in the four-year program in Advertising Design on June 6, 1940. His course selection was: 

1936-37 (Elementary Design, Lettering, Architecture, Painting (Fall semester only), Sculpture (Spring 

semester only)); 1937-38 (Life Drawing, Decorative Design, Sculpture, Plastics, Architecture, Lettering); 

1938-39 (Painting, Advertising Design); 1939-40 (Advertising Design, Advertising Text, Typography, 

History of Art). 
25 Oral history interview with Art Smith, 1971 August 24-31, Archives of American Art, 7. 

https://cooper.edu/about/history
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visit the New York World’s Fair over 1939-1940 (Fig. 4). The Fair was a prominent 

showcase and encapsulated the development of the last ten years of industrial design in 

the US.26 Industrial design influences were ubiquitous, from production line applications 

in the electronics, pharmaceuticals, and automobile sectors to the design of popular 

attractions, such as the “Democracity” diorama of a futuristic, utopian city created by 

industrial designer Henry Dreyfuss (1904-1972).  

Smith was more than just a visitor to the Fair.27 He submitted an entry to an 

architecture contest for a multi-service structure to house police, firefighters, and first 

responders – and won first prize (Fig. 5).28 Not only was the young artist showing 

emerging skills in designing in three dimensions, but this early success offered 

encouragement that a career in arts and design was possible. Smith was disappointed 

when an article about the award in the New York Times only included a picture of his 

design but not one of him. He believed this was to “cover(ed) up the fact that Arthur was 

a Negro.”29  

 
26 Larry Zim, Mel Lerner, and Herbert Rolfes, The World of Tomorrow : the 1939 New York World’s Fair  

1st ed. (New York: Harper and Row, 1988). Conceptualized in 1935 by a group of New York businesses to 

accelerate the economic recovery from the Depression, the World Fair’s theme was the futuristic “Building 

the World of Tomorrow.” The grounds covered over a thousand acres of reclaimed landfill grounds in the 

New York City borough of Queens. More than sixty countries participated, and over fifty-seven million 

people attended the Fair over two years. Popular exhibits were automobile company General Motor’s car-

based city “Futurama,” and the Westinghouse Electric Corporation’s seven-foot “Elektro the Moto-Man” 

robot that could speak, identify colors, and smoke cigarettes. 
27 Steven Gregory, Black Corona: Race and the Politics of Place in an Urban Community (Princeton, NJ: 

Princeton University Press, 1998), 45. Smith would have been aware of protests by the African American 

community against the organizers of the Fair on the grounds of discrimination in employment. It is also 

likely that Smith saw Augusta Savage’s (1892-1962) sculpture, The Harp depicting twelve stylized African 

American singers in the court of the Contemporary Arts building.  
28 “The Irwin S. Chanin School of Architecture Archive of the Cooper Union,” Cooper Union, accessed 

May 1, 2021, https://archswc.cooper.edu/Detail/objects/20609.  
29 Russell, Art as Adornment: The Life and Work of Arthur George Smith, 35. Shortly after his success at 

the Fair, Smith’s faculty advisor advised him to major in architecture as he “viewed the job market as 

dismal for blacks in most areas of the arts except for architecture in the civil service.” Smith selected 

commercial art deterred by the mathematics that architecture would require. After a falling out with a 

professor in a painting class, Smith shifted his major a second time.  

https://archswc.cooper.edu/Detail/objects/20609
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Smith held several jobs connected to the arts and crafts before he began making 

jewelry. While at Cooper Union, he worked part-time as an assistant to the crafts 

supervisor of the Junior Achievement Program at the Children’s Aid Society in Harlem. 

After graduating, he secured his first job, paintings signs at the Harlem YMCA, through 

the National Youth Administration, a unit under the US government’s Work Projects 

Administration program. An eighteen-month apprenticeship with set designer Perry 

Watkins at the Negro Playwrights Company was foundational to the young artist’s future 

designs for dance and theater productions.30 With Watkins, Smith refined his ideas of the 

performative aspects of his jewelry.31 Smith most likely also drew on this experience 

when creating his innovative shop displays, which Billops would later describe as a 

“touch of Oz.”32 

In 1943, Smith joined the Children’s Aid Society as full-time staff to teach classes 

in art and craft. Shortly thereafter, he was required to direct a craft workshop using sheet 

metal to make objects – an early brush with the materials that would form his repertoire. 

As he had no formal training in metalwork, Smith diligently enrolled in evening classes 

in jewelry making at New York University. Smith continued to teach jewelry-making 

over his lifetime.33  

 
30 Kathy Ann Perkins, “Black Backstage Workers, 1900-1969,” Black American Literature Forum 16, no. 4 

(Winter 1982): 160-163. Perry Watkins was the first Black set designer to work on Broadway when 

commissioned by Guthrie McClintic (1893-1961) to design the sets for Mamba’s Daughters in 1939. 

Watkins was also the first African American to be admitted to the Set Designer’s Union in New York. 
31 Smith, “Jewelry making is my craft,” 14. 
32 Billops et al., “Forward,” Arthur Smith: A Jeweler’s Retrospective (New York: Jamaica Arts Center, 

1990), Exhibition catalog, no page numbers. 
33 Russell, Art as Adornment: The Life and Work of Arthur George Smith, 211. Smith’s library included 

Handcrafts in the Empire State: A Directory published by the Department of Commerce of the State of 

New York dated 1959. Smith, was listed alongside Sam Kramer and Paul Lobel under the title “METALS 

AND GEMS: Full-time Producers and Teachers.” Also, Brooklyn Museum Library, Arthur Smith Papers, 

Special Collections, Correspondence (1/1948 - 2/1982). Smith taught at craft institutions such as the Craft 

Students League in New York and Brookfield Craft Center in Connecticut. His papers include an 
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While at the Children’s Aid Society, Smith met another instructor, Winifred 

“Winnie” Mason (later Winifred Mason Chenet). Mason, more significantly, was a 

jeweler who sold copper jewelry and decorative objects from a studio space in Harlem.34 

Smith went to work as a fabricator for Mason, and shortly after that, Mason moved to a 

gallery and workshop at 133 West Third Street in Greenwich Village.  

Smith described his role as Mason’s “right hand man in everything.”35 His 

responsibilities varied from fabricating work in the studio to creating window displays, 

making sales, managing Mason’s fabrication line, and cleaning the premises after closing. 

Making Mason’s designs familiarized Smith with working with copper and brass metal 

sheets and wires. Further, Mason used chemical treatments to create patination to add 

depth to her finished pieces, techniques Smith would use extensively in his work. 

Mason’s copper and brass cuff from 1945 is an example of the type of jewelry Smith 

assisted with making (Fig. 6); for instance, he may have cut and shaped the curved 

copper band or soldered brass wires and copper dots to the cuff.36 Alternatively, he may 

have helped with finishing by oxidizing the piece in an acid bath and then buffing and 

polishing. Smith used similar techniques to cut, shape, and create visual interest in his 

Modern cuff, ca. 1948 (Fig. 7). His design influence is also evident in the evolution of 

Mason’s jewelry styles from “simple geometrical patterns … to organic, biomorphic 

 
agreement with The Brookfield Craft Center, dated February 25,1971, for Smith to teach a 10-day course 

on “Basic Jewelry.”  
34 Till, “Madame Chenet: Modernist and Voodoo-Inspired Jewelry designed by Winifred Mason,” 6-7. 
35 Oral history interview with Art Smith, 1971 August 24-31, Archives of American Art, 10. 
36 A cuff is piece of jewelry that goes around the wrist or arm with no clasp or closure. It typically has an 

opening to allow the wearer to insert their wrist into the work. A bracelet completely encircles the wearer’s 

wrist and may or may not be fastened by a clasp.  
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forms.”37 The copper cuff by Mason ca. 1945 is attributed to a design by Smith (Fig. 8).38 

Here, the abstract curvilinear cutouts foreshadow Smith’s use of biomorphic shapes.  

Critically, Smith learned from Mason, the production model he applied when he 

set out independently: employing fabricators to assist him with making his designs. 

Mason had three assistants in addition to Smith with specialization in soldering, making 

metal links, and hammer shaping. Another assistant, Helen Cornele Cuyjet, and Smith 

were encouraged to develop original designs under Mason’s label, though they were 

never formally acknowledged.39 In personal correspondence from 1946, Cuyjet wrote, 

“Smith is really the designer in the studio, although I don’t think he gets the credit due 

him.”40 Unsurprisingly, Smith’s relationship with Mason soured towards the end of their 

time together. He believed their financial arrangement was unfair, even describing his 

situation with Mason as a form of “Northern sharecropping” where he worked for very 

little compensation.41  

After parting ways with Mason in 1946, Smith set up shop two blocks away at 37 

Cornelia Street. An unusual circumstance helped him to strike out on his own: A 

materials supplier of Mason’s was so angered over a business transaction that he offered 

to finance Smith’s departure from Mason. This private financial support was critical for 

 
37 Till, “Madame Chenet: Modernist and Voodoo-Inspired Jewelry designed by Winifred Mason,” 27.  
38 Till, “Madame Chenet: Modernist and Voodoo-Inspired Jewelry designed by Winifred Mason,” 37.  
39 Till, “Madame Chenet: Modernist and Voodoo-Inspired Jewelry designed by Winifred Mason,” 29. Also, 

Oral history interview with Art Smith, 1971 August 24-31, Archives of American Art, 12. Smith says: “I 

was known when I was at Winnie’s, but I had to keep it under wraps.” 
40 Amaza Lee Meredith Papers, Accession #1982-20, Special Collections Dept., Johnson Memorial Library, 

Virginia State University, Petersburg, Va., Box-folder 3:26c. 634 West 147th Street, Helen Cornele Cuyjet 

to Amaza Lee Meredith, May 5, 1946, Correspondence: Meredith/Helen Cornele Cuyjet 1946-52. 
41 Oral history interview with Art Smith, 1971 August 24-31, Archives of American Art, 10. After four 

years with Mason, Smith’s weekly salary was $35 a week (about $350 in 2021 dollars). Greenwich Village 

studio jeweler Paul Lobel offered Smith more than double, $75 a week, to work for him as a fabricator. 

Smith, while grateful, rejected the offer as he was keen to make his own work. 
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Smith’s early success. Given his race and undocumented immigrant status, access to 

credit from the formal banking system was remote.42 The other reason for Smith’s rapid 

early success was his position on the Executive Committee of Craftsmen’s Equity, “an 

organization of goldsmiths, silversmiths and other professional workers in the fields of 

ceramics, jewelry, textiles, plastics and enamel” created in 1947.43 In particular, Smith’s 

“rather tremendous success” at a craft fair sponsored by the organization resulted in 

“comparatively great sums of money every day,” bolstering his investment capital while 

also providing free publicity for his fledgling business.44 This fair was also responsible 

for introducing Smith’s work to a largely White clientele.  

Smith chose Greenwich Village (the Village) as the location for his studio, shop, 

and home, rather than Harlem, to which he was culturally connected, for three reasons. 

First, the Village was a significant site for the mid-twentieth-century flowering of studio 

jewelry in America.45 Smith located himself in a tiny enclave, only five square blocks in 

area, bound by Christopher Street to the north, Third Street to the south, Greene Street to 

 
42 Russell, Art as Adornment: The Life and Work of Arthur George Smith, 39. Smith spent much of his 

adult life in a state of anxiety about his citizenship. His mother Mary Smith became an American citizen in 

March 1947 and his sister Ina Smith, became a citizen seven years later in 1954. Smith never went through 

the formality of applying for citizenship. Instead, he would go on record to say he was born in America and 

in this re-telling make himself six years younger. Smith writes: “I am a New Yorker, born some two score 

and odd years ago in Brooklyn,” in his 1948 essay in Opportunity (pg. 14). Smith repeats this in the 

Catalog to his 1969 exhibition at the Museum of Contemporary Craft (Back cover: “Art Smith, born in 

Brooklyn in 1923”) and in his oral history interview with the Archives of American Art in 1971 (Page 1, 

asked by interviewer Paul Cummings and confirmed by Smith: “You were born in Brooklyn, right? In 

1923?”). 
43 Craftsmen’s equity formed. 1947. New York Times (1923-), Oct 23, 1947. 

http://proxygw.wrlc.org/login?url=https://www.proquest.com/historical-newspapers/craftsmens-equity-

formed/docview/108058662/se-2?accountid=11243 (accessed November 24, 2020). Also “Notes on 

Designers” section in the catalog for the Modern Jewelry under Fifty Dollars exhibition in 1948. 
44 Oral history interview with Art Smith, 1971 August 24-31, Archives of American Art, 12. 
45 Koplos and Metcalf, Makers: A History of American Studio Craft, 188. A number of studio jewelers 

worked in Greenwich Village, starting with Francisco Rebajes in 1934. Rebajes was followed by Sam 

Kramer in 1939, Paul Lobel in 1944, and Smith, Ed Levin, Joan Hurst, and Jill Kingsbury in 1948. By 1950 

there were more than a dozen jewelry studio shops in the Village. Elsewhere in Manhattan, Adda Husted-

Anderson opened a shop on First Avenue in 1944, Ed Weiner on West Fifty-fifth Street in 1947, Henry 

Steig on Fifty-first Street in 1949, and Irena Brynner on West Fifty-fifth Street in 1949. 

http://proxygw.wrlc.org/login?url=https://www.proquest.com/historical-newspapers/craftsmens-equity-formed/docview/108058662/se-2?accountid=11243
http://proxygw.wrlc.org/login?url=https://www.proquest.com/historical-newspapers/craftsmens-equity-formed/docview/108058662/se-2?accountid=11243
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the east, and Seventh Avenue to the west. He described the milieu as a “bazaar of studio 

jewelry shops … within walking distance of each other.”46 Second, Smith sought to target 

a multi-cultural audience, unsurprising given his views not to be isolated because of his 

race. And third, the Village was an LGBTQ-friendly environment, where Smith could be 

open about his homosexuality and participate in the gay community.47 Like his choice of 

Cooper Union, Smith considered and then chose to be in the minority in order to access 

an LGBTQ-friendly artist community. 

Smith’s first basement-level shop was between West Fourth Street and Bleecker 

Street. Early in his tenure here, he faced racist attacks and constant vandalism from “an 

anti-Negro element.”48 A year later, he moved to another basement-level space at 140 

West Fourth Street. Washington Square Park was less than a block to the east, and the 

West Fourth Street subway station was one block to the west, putting Smith’s shop in the 

middle of a busy thoroughfare teeming with pedestrians on the weekends. Cuyjet joined 

him here briefly to sell leather handbags and belts, writing in a letter from 1947, “Smith 

has really acquired some reputation for himself as a modern designer of jewelry.”49 While 

he would fret about occasional crime and the drug addicts that gathered in nearby 

Washington Square, the shop thrived in this location.50 Smith ran his business from this 

tiny, 300-square-foot space for the next twenty-eight years till his declining health forced 

 
46 Russell, Art as Adornment: The Life and Work of Arthur George Smith, 41 and 116. 
47 Till, “Madame Chenet: Modernist and Voodoo-Inspired Jewelry designed by Winifred Mason,” 22-23.  
48 Smith, “Jewelry making is my craft,” 15. Also Russell, Art as Adornment: The Life and Work of Arthur 

George Smith, 50-51. Some weeks after opening his shop Smith was almost mowed down by a car and in 

the days that followed his shop windows were broken by vandals on two occasions. Smith’s friend Nicky 

Peters insisted he move and persuaded Smith to allow her to look for an alternative location for a shop and 

studio. It was more than a year before Peters was successful.  
49 Amaza Lee Meredith Papers, Accession #1982-20, Special Collections Dept., Johnson Memorial Library, 

Virginia State University, Petersburg, Va., Box-folder 3:26c. 140 West Fourth Street, Helen Cornele Cuyjet 

to Amaza Lee Meredith, September 23, 1947, Correspondence: Meredith/Helen Cornele Cuyjet 1946-52. 
50 Oral history interview with Art Smith, 1971 August 24-31, Archives of American Art, 24. 



 

17 
 

him to close in 1977. His order books show that his busiest retail period was from 1959 to 

1967.51 When recommending Smith for a teaching assignment in 1973, weaver Allen 

Fannin (1940-2004) reflects on Smith’s extraordinary longevity at 140 West Fourth 

Street, saying: “For any craftsman, that would be an accomplishment, but for a black 

man, that is just short of incredible.”52  

The early twentieth-century red brick Beaux-Arts style building, decorated with 

terracotta and cast stone decorative details, was a foil for Smith’s modern jewelry 

displayed in the windows of the garden level shop. The shop’s name, “Art Smith,” was 

written in a custom sans serif typeface with the “A” formed from three barbell-shaped 

lines overlapping to create a stylized triangle (Fig. 9).53 The entrance, centered between 

two display windows, was about five feet below street level (Fig. 10). Russell describes 

the scene from the main thoroughfare as looking “downward into the display of some of 

the most fantastic studio jewelry in the city.”54 Visitors like Mrs. Ashworth walked down 

a flight of steps, knocked on the locked front door, and entered after screening by Smith 

or his shop manager, Lillian Sykes, another associate from the Children’s Aid Society. 

The unit combined retail space as well as Smith’s design and fabrication studio. 

The retail area displayed the jewelry catalog and occasional showstoppers such as the 

 
51 Brooklyn Museum Library, Arthur Smith Papers, Special Collections, Insurance receipt book to ledgers 

(1953-1957), Order books: wholesale (1955-1974), Order books: retail (1953-1960), Order books: retail 

(1960-1963), Order books: retail (1963-1966), Order books: retail (1966-1978), Order books: retail to 

notebooks (1953-1981). The ten-year gap in wholesale order books from 1959 to 1969 is consistent with 

Smith’s accident and decision to suspend his wholesale business. Smith resumes wholesale orders from 

1969 to 1974. Smith’s busiest retail period was 1959 to 1967. The final date of Smith’s last retail order 

book is July 28, 1981. 
52 Francis Sumner Merritt Papers, circa 1930-1980. Archives of American Art, Smithsonian Institution, 

Series 2: Correspondence, circa 1930-1978. Letter from Allen Fannin to Francis Sumner Merritt dated 

December 19, 1973. 
53 Smith also used this typeface for his business card (Fig. 9). 
54 Russell, Art as Adornment: The Life and Work of Arthur George Smith, 89. 
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Breastplate, ca. 1950 (Fig. 11) or Ellington, ca. 1962 (Fig. 12) neckpieces. Customers 

tried on work, made selections, and placed orders with Smith or Sykes for delivery at a 

future date. Archival film footage and photographs of the shop’s interior reveal the 

thought that went into jewelry display.55 Smith considered the layout carefully, making 

the most of the small area. A wall covered in pegboard, black felt tables, and a “Picasso-

esque hanging rack specially designed for the display of earrings” provided flexibility for 

changing pieces.56 Customers experienced work from different perspectives. Jewelry was 

creatively displayed on many levels – suspended from the ceiling, hanging from hooks, 

and exhibited on biomorphically shaped shelves and stands (Fig. 13). Promotional 

photographs of White and Black models wearing work appear alongside jewelry (Fig. 

14). These studio images, styled by Smith and often shot by eminent photographers like 

Lida Moser (1920-2014), a member of the Photo League and the New York School, 

highlight a body part by showing work on bare skin or monochromatic dark-colored 

clothing while placing the jewelry at the center of the image. 

The attached studio was the polar opposite of the retail area (Fig. 15). In archival 

images, the studio is dark, cluttered, and furnished inexpensively. There are no windows. 

The only light source is a gooseneck metal lamp – decamped from an industrial site – and 

 
55 One tenth of a nation. The arts. [1954] Video. https://www.loc.gov/item/2020600724/. One Tenth of a 

Nation is a documentary series from 1953 by American Newsreel highlighting “African-American 

achievements, achievers, and the contributions of African Americans to their communities and the nation.” 

The episode on African Americans in the arts includes images of Smith’s shop and studio. In addition to 

Smith, this episode features figurative painter Charles White (1918-1979), illustrator Ernest Crichlow 

(1914-2005), author Ann Petry (1908-1997), photographer Gordon Parks (1912-2006), figurative painter 

Jewel Simon (1911-1996), composer Jessie Mae Robinson (1918-1966), composer Ulysses Kay (1917-

1995), painter Frank Neal (1915-1955), ceramicist Christopher Bean, and abstract painter J. Eugene 

Grigsby (1918-2013). 
56 Russell, Art as Adornment: The Life and Work of Arthur George Smith, 89. Smith bought supplies from 

shops locally in Manhattan and Brooklyn. The store’s showcase and studio’s workbench were purchased 

from a store on Canal Street. Smith bought tools from shops on Varick Street and in Brooklyn. 

https://www.loc.gov/item/2020600724/
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attached to a shelving unit. A wooden crate, topped with a plywood sheet, holds work in 

Smith’s finishing queue. His workbench is packed tightly between a tool rack and shelves 

filled with packaging boxes. It was here, in this cramped, unventilated, and poorly lit 

back room, that Smith and his fabrication team executed orders.  

Smith balanced his busy workdays with an active intellectual and social life. 

Shortly after starting with Mason, he “befriended an array of singers and dance 

troupes.”57 He was an avid supporter of the arts and attended jazz, theater, music, ballet, 

and modern dance performances throughout his adult life.58 Smith especially adored jazz, 

collected music, and openly worshipped musician and composer Duke Ellington (1899-

1974).59 He served as President and Vice President of the Duke Ellington Society, a 

group of Ellington devotees that gathered weekly at Mary’s, a gay bar on Eighth Street in 

Greenwich Village. Later these meetings moved to St. Peter’s Church in midtown 

Manhattan.60  

Smith met dancer and choreographer Talley Beatty (1918-1995) while seated in 

the audience at a musical performance in Harlem in the late 1930s. Beatty was a great 

 
57 Till, “Madame Chenet: Modernist and Voodoo-Inspired Jewelry designed by Winifred Mason,” 23. 

Smith also began to add these new celebrity acquaintances to the studio’s growing list of customers. 
58 Smith kept programs for music, theatre, and dance events he attended, averaging twelve to fifteen 

cultural events a year for the years 1948 to 1976. These programs are archived in the Hatch Billops 

Collection starting from 1942 when Smith was twenty-five to November 1981, three months before his 

death. He saw performances by renowned African American artists including Billie Holiday, Duke 

Ellington, Lena Horne, Geoffrey Holder and Carmen de Lavallande, James Earl Jones, Josephine Premice, 

Cicely Tyson, Mabel Mercer, Katherine Dunham, the Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater, Sammy Davis 

Jr., Stevie Wonder, Roberta Flack, Ray Charles, Louis Armstrong, Sarah Vaughn, Mercer Ellington, Eartha 

Kitt, Gregory and Maurice Hines, and Judith Jamison. Smith also saw performances by New York City 

Ballet, Peter Falk, Laurence Olivier, Marlene Dietrich, Liza Minelli, and Angela Lansbury. 
59 Smith frequently bought music from shops in Times Square at the intersection of Broadway Avenue and 

Forty-second Street in New York. Smith met Nicky Peters, the manager of a record shop on Forty-second 

street near Eighth Avenue, and the two went on to become friends, with Peters helping Smith find his 

second shop, as noted above. 
60 Obituary of Arthur Smith, New York Times, February 22, 1982, national edition. His obituary lists 

Smith’s tenure as Vice President of the Duke Ellington Society as his first accomplishment, even before his 

profession as a jeweler. 



 

20 
 

friend and supporter of Smith’s, and they stayed close friends for all of Smith’s life. 

Beatty bought jewelry, commissioned performance pieces, and introduced Smith to his 

New York art world connections. Smith would go on to design jewelry for performances 

by Beatty’s own dance company as well as the companies of other Black choreographers, 

Pearl Primus (1919-1994) and Claude Marchant (1919-2004). Designing jewelry for 

stage performances allowed Smith to “go all out” and use “mood, motion, lights” to 

dramatic effect when designing work.61 

Beatty also brought Smith into the Neal Salon, an informal social group hosted by 

dancer and artist Frank Neal (1915-1955) and Neal’s wife, Dorcas, from the mid-1940s. 

The salon brought together an interracial, though predominantly Black and gay group of 

artists.62 Members would meet in the Neals’ parlor around midnight to trade notes, share 

experiences they faced of racial, gender, or LGBTQ discrimination, and provide each 

other with professional and emotional support. Beatty assumed hosting duties at his 

townhouse in Brooklyn after Neal’s sudden death in 1955. 

Despite his thriving artistic, business, and social life, ill-health plagued Smith for 

much of his adult years, beginning with a heart murmur in the early 1940s that made him 

ineligible for military service in World War II. He also contended with work-related 

illnesses such as painful fungal infections from working with acids and chemicals. The 

 
61 Museum of Contemporary Crafts, Jewelry by Art Smith, (New York: Museum of Contemporary Crafts, 

1969), Exhibition catalog, 3. Also, Russell, Art as Adornment: The Life and Work of Arthur George Smith, 

223. The program for a performance by Talley Beatty and Syvilla Fort at the Kaufman Concert Hall at 

Lexington Avenue and Ninety-second Street, New York on November 28, 1959 included a credit for 

“Jewelry by Art Smith.”  
62 Salon participants included musician and composer John Cage (1912-1992), musician Lou Harrison 

(1917-2003), singer Harry Belafonte (1927-), actor and singer Brock Peters (1927-2005), painter Charles 

Sebree (1914-1985), painter Felrath Hines (1913-1993), musician Billy Strayhorn (1915-1967), writer 

James Baldwin (1924-1987), historian and attorney, William Coleman (1920-2017), and art director Bill 

Grove. 
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car accident in 1958 resulted in life-threatening injuries and permanent facial scarring. 

This traumatic experience led to Smith’s decision to scale back his volume-based 

production model. Finally, he suffered multiple heart attacks from the late 1960s, the last 

of which forced him to close his shop. 

After leaving Greenwich Village in April 1977, Smith moved his studio and shop 

to an artist loft he shared with Russell at 99 Prince Street in New York’s Soho 

neighborhood.63 This change in setting allowed him to listen to his collection of jazz 

music while sketching and led to a creative outburst that included designs for his Elegant 

ca. 1975 (Fig. 16) and Turquoise Cloud ca. 1979 (Fig. 17) necklaces. By 1979, however, 

Smith’s health was so poor that he could no longer make jewelry. Later that year, he 

returned to Brooklyn for the last time to take up residence in a row house at 300 Parkside 

Avenue with Russell. Smith was in home-based hospice care from November 1981 till he 

died on February 10, 1982, at the age of sixty-four.64  

 

Exhibitions and Collections   

The first significant studio jewelry exhibition Smith participated in was Modern 

Jewelry under Fifty Dollars at the Walker Art Center in Minneapolis, MN, in 1948. He 

 
63 Russell, Art as Adornment: The Life and Work of Arthur George Smith, 90. The loft was on the top floor 

of a six-story, 84,000 square foot, Romanesque-style brick building. Smith’s personal library included a 

copy of Loft Living: Recycling Warehouse Space for Residential Use by Kinsley C. Fairbridge and Harvey-

Jane Kowal published by the Saturday Review Press in 1976. Today, this building is the luxury hotel, The 

Mercer. From 1975 to 1984, David Mancuso (1944-2016), the New York deejay and host of “The Loft” 

house party, held these music and dance happenings in one of the lofts at 99 Prince Street. While it is 

uncertain if Smith and Russell ever attended these events, their stay in the building overlapped with the 

most significant counterculture house party, said to have served as inspiration for New York’s Studio 54 

nightclub. The Loft parties were a pioneering template for social inclusion and diversity with many Black 

and gay participants. 
64 Fittingly, Smith’s funeral service took place at Saint Peters Church at Lexington Avenue and Fifty-fourth 

Street in New York – a place of worship, a hub for jazz music, and the weekly meeting venue of the Duke 

Ellington Society. Pastor John Garcia Gensel, the church leader and a fellow Society-member, conducted 

Smith’s funeral. Smith’s family and friends all wore examples of his jewelry, as did many other attendees. 
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was one of thirty-two designers “working creatively in jewelry” in this exhibition – 

remarkable as he had only recently started making jewelry under his own label.65 A 

career-high was Smith’s 1969 solo exhibition, Jewelry by Art Smith, at the Museum of 

Contemporary Crafts (now the Museum of Arts and Design) in New York. His work was 

included in significant international exhibitions, namely the International Exhibition of 

Modern Jewellery 1890-1961 at Goldsmiths Hall and the Victoria and Albert Museum in 

London, UK, in 1961, and Jewelry ’71: An exhibition of contemporary jewellery in 

Ontario, Canada. Smith was not self-limiting about how he defined his work and also 

participated in craft exhibitions such as the Smithsonian National Collection of Fine Arts 

(now the Smithsonian American Art Museum’s Renwick Gallery’s) Objects: USA in 

1969 and product design exhibitions like Expo in 1974.  

Posthumously his work appeared in Masterworks of Contemporary American 

Jewelry: Sources and Concepts at the Victoria and Albert Museum in 1985; Messengers 

of Modernism: American Studio Jewelry 1940-1960 at the Montreal Museum of 

Decorative Arts in 1996; and most recently in 45 Stories in Jewelry: 1947 to Now at the 

Museum of Arts and Design in New York in 2021. Smith’s work was part of the 

encyclopedic Jewelry: The Body Transformed exhibition at the Metropolitan Museum of 

Art in 2018. In addition, there were two retrospectives dedicated to Smith. The first was 

Arthur Smith: A Jeweler’s Retrospective in 1990 at the Jamaica Arts Center, curated by 

Smith’s friend and artist, Camille Billops. The second was From Village to Vogue: The 

Modernist Jewelry of Art Smith, which began at the Brooklyn Museum and traveled 

 
65 Walker Art Center, “Modern Jewelry Under Fifty Dollars,” Everyday Art Quarterly no. 7 (Spring 1948): 

6. 
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across the US from 2008 to 2015. This exhibition centered on Russell’s gift of twenty-

one pieces of Smith’s jewelry to the museum in 2007.  

In addition to the Brooklyn Museum, other museums in New York with 

significant studio jewelry collections also include Smith’s work, such as the Smithsonian 

Cooper Hewitt Design Museum, the Metropolitan Museum of Art, and the Museum of 

Arts and Design. Smith’s jewelry is also in several national museums, including the 

Museum of Fine Arts Boston, the Museum of Fine Arts Houston, the Smithsonian 

American Art Museum and Renwick Gallery, and more recently, the National Museum of 

African American History and Culture (NMAAHC) in Washington DC.66  

Smith valued gallery representation and worked with gallerist Lee Nordness 

(1922-1995), who curated the Objects: USA exhibition of design objects in 1969. 

Gallerist Mark McDonald has represented Smith’s estate since 1995 and is responsible 

for posthumous sales of his jewelry to collectors and museums.67 McDonald has held 

several exhibitions that include Smith’s work, beginning with Structure and Ornament: 

American Modernist Jewelry in 1984 at the Fifty-50 Gallery. McDonald’s exhibition 

Intimate Sculpture: Art Smith and his contemporaries 1940-1965, held in 1997 at the 

Gansevoort Gallery, was built around the private collection of Smith’s long-time 

 
66 Smith’s work is collected by seven of the nine art, craft, and design museums selected for the thesis 

research sample. The Brooklyn Museum has the largest collection of work by Smith: twenty-five pieces. 
67 Mark McDonald co-owned the Fifty-50 (also FIFTY/50) gallery with Mark Isaacson and Ralph Cutler 

located at 793 Broadway, between Tenth and Eleventh Streets. Fifty-50 specialized in mid-twentieth-

century decorative art, craft, and design objects such as furniture and glass. The Structure and Ornament: 

American Modernist Jewelry 1940-1960 exhibition comprised ninety-three pieces by twenty-three jewelers. 

Smith had five pieces in the show: two pins, a pair of earrings, a pair of cuff links, and an example of his 

Modern cuff bracelet. Later, McDonald established the Gansevoort Gallery in 1995 at 72 Gansevoort Street 

in New York’s West Village. In 1997, McDonald held an exhibition of studio jewelry, with the emphasis 

on Smith, titled Intimate Sculpture: Art Smith and his contemporaries, Modernist Jewelry, 1940-1965. The 

exhibition also included work by Smith’s mid-twentieth-century contemporaries: Sam Kramer, Alexander 

Calder, Harry Bertoia, Rolf Scarlett, Ed Wiener, Margaret De Patta, and Paul Lobel. Smith would have 

appreciated the effort the gallery made to commission Ali Tayar’s 186-piece jewelry installation for the 

window display. 
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customers Ruth and Arthur Mones.68 Most recently, McDonald curated the Structure & 

Ornament: Studio Jewelry 1900 to the Present auction at Rago and Wright auction 

houses in 2020.69 Private collectors with significant jewelry collections, namely Susan 

Grant Lewin, Jacqueline Loewe Fowler, and Daphne Farrago, have acquired Smith’s 

work, and there continues to be a robust market for his jewelry at auction and private 

sales.70  

 

Design Methods, Materials, and Techniques  

Smith designed by holding the body, metal, and negative space in equal balance – 

and thought of his jewelry as three-dimensional combinations of these elements. He 

frequently began with the body, posing questions such as “what can I do with an arm?”71 

Once he had chosen the body part to focus on, Smith would imagine a construction for it. 

He described this approach as combining “the body, metal, space, and other elements.”72 

Smith explicitly makes this connection by listing “space” and “sterling wire” as the 

materials for a cuff in the catalog for his 1969 exhibition at the Museum of Contemporary 

Craft (Fig. 18).73 This shape was made by coiling and twisting a single piece of flattened 

 
68 Mark McDonald (Art Smith gallerist), in discussion with the author, April 14, 2021. 
69 Loewe Fowler and Farago bought Smith’s work from Skinner, Sotheby’s, and Wright auction houses. 

Antique dealers Ken Dukoff and Frank and Barbara Pollack also sold jewelry to these collectors. 

McDonald was involved with thirteen of the sixteen acquisitions of Smith’s work by Farago. Twelve of 

these were bought from McDonald through the Gansevoort Gallery over 1988 to 2000. 
70 The Cooper Hewitt received the 150-piece Susan Grant Lewin Collection in 2017 which includes three 

works by Smith. There are six pieces in the collection of the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York as 

part of the Jacqueline Loewe Fowler Costume Collection. The Museum of Fine Arts Boston’s Daphne 

Farrago Collection of 150 objects includes sixteen pieces.  
71 Museum of Contemporary Crafts, Jewelry by Art Smith, (New York: Museum of Contemporary Crafts, 

1969), Exhibition catalog, 2. 
72 Brooks Memorial Art Gallery, Contemporary African American Crafts, (Memphis, TN: Brooks 

Memorial Art Gallery, 1979), Exhibition catalog, no page numbers. 
73 Museum of Contemporary Crafts, Jewelry by Art Smith, (New York: Museum of Contemporary Crafts, 

1969), Exhibition catalog, 4. 
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silver wire that encircled the wearer’s wrist. Always conscious of keeping prices 

affordable, Smith reasoned that by strategically increasing his use of “space,” a “free 

material,” he could lower the cost of work.74 In this manner, he could design with an 

economy of materials in mind, especially when using expensive metals like silver.75  

Smith was unequivocal about his belief that while he considered his jewelry to be 

art, the human form elevated his work. For Smith, jewelry was an “incomplete expression 

until related to the human structure.”76 During one of several lectures he gave on making 

jewelry, he reaffirmed this belief that “the best jewelry achieves full realization only 

when combined with the body – when worn – when interacting with the neck – shoulders, 

face, arm, hand.” 77 The body was a muse and a means of display. Smith explained: “The 

idea is to titillate the eye of the beholder, not with the decoration, but with the body that 

the decoration enhances.”78 Therefore, the human form appears together with Smith’s 

jewelry in the negative space created by the interstices between his elemental shapes such 

as spirals, snaking lines, and teardrops. Scholar Toni Lesser Wolf (now Greenbaum) 

aptly described this as replacing “air” with “skin” when highlighting the deep C-curves 

made by the Lava cuff (ca. 1952) (Fig. 19).79  

 
74 Art Smith, “Jewelry making is my craft,” 15. 
75 Smaller pieces like the Fetish earrings in copper and brass were priced starting $3 ($33 in 2021 dollars). 

Cuffs were mid-range and available for between $15 ($166 in 2021 dollars) to $25 ($277 in 2021 dollars). 

In an advertisement ca. 1950s, the “brass neckpiece with removable dangle” is listed for $15 ($166 in 2021 

dollars). An example of this necklace sold at auction in 2020 for the hammer price of $3,250, nearly twenty 

times its market value (Lot 0187, “Art Smith, necklace” Rago Arts and Auction Center, Lambertville, 

USA, February 12, 2020). Necklaces could go up to $35 ($388 in 2021 dollars) for versions in sterling 

silver.  
76 Oral history interview with Art Smith, 1971 August 24-31, Archives of American Art, 19. 
77 Russell, Art as Adornment: The Life and Work of Arthur George Smith, 158. 
78 Brooks Memorial Art Gallery, Contemporary African American Crafts, (Memphis, TN: Brooks 

Memorial Art Gallery, 1979), Exhibition catalog, no page numbers. 
79 Toni Lesser Wolf, “Goldsmith, Silversmith, Art Smith,” Metalsmith 7, no. 4 (Fall 1987): 22. 
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Smith made all types of jewelry, including standard pieces like necklaces, 

earrings, brooches, tie-pins, cufflinks, bracelets, rings, and more specialized items like 

hair combs, belt buckles, and buttons. Demand for designs waxed and waned with 

changing tastes. Some items, for instance, cufflinks, fell out of fashion from the 1950s 

while necklaces, cuffs, and brooches remained popular.80  

Smith often worked from drawings and kept a sketchbook of designs to capture 

ideas and guide fabrication. Such sketches show the composition on a form and convey 

the oversized scale of work, as illustrated in Figure 20. Here, Smith indicates how the 

proposed brass necklace will extend from shoulder to shoulder and halfway down the 

wearer’s chest. Another ink-drawn sketch, this time of the Ellington necklace (ca. 1962), 

illustrates how Smith addresses the construction of different elements and shows stone 

choices, colors, and placement (Fig. 21).81 He returns to this drawing subsequently to add 

precise measurements in pencil. This sketch demonstrates how Smith controlled the 

appearance of spontaneity in his jewelry; all elements were methodically considered 

while conveying the effect of randomness.  

On occasion, Smith designed freehand, using the body as an armature to build-up 

work. He took every opportunity to test and refine work, including on visitors to his 

studio, as described by Billops in the foreword to Smith’s retrospective in 1990.82 In his 

oral history interview, Smith explained the process of refinement as “there is adaptation 

 
80 Russell, Art as Adornment: The Life and Work of Arthur George Smith, 131.  
81 Brooklyn Museum Library, Arthur Smith Papers, Special Collections, Drawings, no date. Smith draws 

out how he will link the three biomorphic shapes and indicates the outlines of the silver shapes that vibrate 

around the three center elements. The sketch also shows how nine semiprecious, oval, cabochon cut stones 

will be placed with shorthand to describe stone colors. 
82 Billops et al., “Forward,” Arthur Smith: A Jeweler’s Retrospective (New York: Jamaica Arts Center, 

1990), Exhibition catalog, no page numbers. 
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and adjustment that has to be made, I guess like a playwright taking something out of the 

first act and putting it into the second act instead.”83 

Smith’s raw materials – metal sheets and wires in different gauges – were only a 

subway ride away from midtown Manhattan’s jewelry district centered around Forty-

seventh Street. He kept metal sheets and wires in stock and was always looking for new 

materials to use in his designs. His time with Mason had introduced him to copper and 

brass sheets and wires. These two metals formed his materials template from 1948 to 

1960 though he also worked with silver and gold on commission “after a meaningful cash 

deposit” was paid as security.84 The cost of raw materials and Smith’s limited capital also 

influenced his early strategy to make smaller pieces of jewelry in multiples.85 

From the 1960s on, Smith introduced colored stones and transitioned to working 

with silver and gold through his custom-order model.86 Stones, cabochon-cut oval, or 

round shapes appear individually and in combinations. Color groupings frequently 

contrast analogous, cool colors of green and blue with warmer colors like orange and 

pink, as exemplified by the Cluster Knuckles ring, ca. 1965 (Fig. 22). Green jade and 

purple amethyst were favorite varieties. Smith preferred “stones that are defective” with 

natural inclusions and flaws.87 Such lower-grade stones were less desirable to jewelers 

interested in highlighting gemstone clarity but no doubt required a smaller outlay of his 

 
83 Oral history interview with Art Smith, 1971 August 24-31, Archives of American Art, 18. 
84 Russell, Art as Adornment: The Life and Work of Arthur George Smith, 141.  
85 Till, “Madame Chenet: Modernist and Voodoo-Inspired Jewelry designed by Winifred Mason,” 26.  
86 Russell, Art as Adornment: The Life and Work of Arthur George Smith, 208-219. Smith had books in his 

library on rocks, minerals, gems, and semiprecious stones from the mid-1940s even though he did very 

little work with stones in the first decade of his career. Smith continued to add reference text on stones to 

his collection including The Collector’s Encyclopedia Gems, Minerals, Crystals and Ores by Richard M. 

Pearl published by the Golden Press, Inc. in 1964 and Gemstones of the World by Walter Schumann 

published by Sterling Publishing Company, Inc. in 1977. 
87 Oral history interview with Art Smith, 1971 August 24-31, Archives of American Art, 25. 
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precious capital to purchase. These imperfections were emphasized instead, as with the 

amethyst selected for the Elegant necklace (Fig. 16).88 This stone has noticeable surface 

and internal flaws that result in layers of color in shades from light to dark purple—these 

color changes are highlighted through contrast with the necklace’s silver links. 89 Stones 

were mostly bezel-set though Smith experiments with more unusual settings, for 

example, the Bauble necklace (ca. 1953) that encases a quartz crystal sphere with silver 

wire circles (Fig. 23). He also used free stones, like the Encaged Marble necklace with a 

round orange-colored cornelian that moved with the wearer (ca. 1972) (Fig. 24).  

Jewelry was made by cutting and shaping metal sheets and hammering and 

flattening wires. Smith’s tool collection included an acetylene torch to soften and solder 

metal, several hand tools, a buffer, and an electric drill. He used custom-made jigs to 

make complex shapes in multiples. For instance, his Diminishing Spirals necklace (ca. 

1954) is made by winding silver wire through a jig’s channels to form spirals (Fig. 25). 

By adjusting the length of wire, he could make differently sized spirals from the same jig. 

A truncated steel cone was used to size rings. The only readymade parts used were 

findings like earring screw backs, clasps, brooch pins, and pin holdfasts. Smith 

considered this acceptable practice as such elements were not visible when the jewelry 

was worn.  

The back of work was hallmarked to establish authenticity, a practice popular 

with Smith’s other studio jeweler contemporaries like Mason (Fig. 26 a). His hallmark, a 

 
88 Museum of Contemporary Crafts, Jewelry by Art Smith, (New York: Museum of Contemporary Crafts, 

1969), Exhibition catalog, 2. Smith’s metal and stone selections “are chosen for their effectiveness, beauty, 

color and luminosity rather than for their preciousness or current popularity.”  
89 Oral history interview with Art Smith, 1971 August 24-31, Archives of American Art, 25. Smith says: 

“I’ll do things with stones to my preferences. Unfortunately, I like stones that are defective. I don’t 

necessarily like stones that are expensive or popular or highly touted. I just prefer that they are satisfying 

and effective and exciting.” 
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forward sloping, scripted “Art Smith,” suggests movement and dynamism (Fig. 26 b). 

The brass template for a cuff from Smith’s inventory has a stamp, indicating that he 

marked his jewelry early in the templating process (Fig. 27). 

In a lecture on jewelry making delivered in the early 1960s, Smith said, “there are 

really only a few technical skills that have to be acquired like using the jeweler’s saw, 

soldering, setting stones, planishing metal and wire.”90 While Smith emphasized the 

simplicity of his methods and materials, the size of some of his jewelry, for example, the 

Lava cuff (ca. 1950) (Fig. 19), suggests that he employed his “formidable skills” to solder 

large pieces of metal while keeping in mind the wearer’s comfort.91 He did this by 

considering aesthetic principles to make the piece lie seamlessly against the body and 

flow with its movement as well as ergonomics, for instance, curving elements to 

redistribute weight and alleviate pressure on the body part. The Simplicity necklace from 

1968 is another example of his technical prowess (Fig. 28). A length of sterling silver 

wire wraps around a spherical stone, again an orange cornelian, to create this necklace. 

“There was almost no margin for error” in creating such work; if not made perfectly, “the 

marble would be lost at the least provocation.”92 The many reference books in Smith’s 

library on jewelry-making techniques such as enameling, etching, spinning, raising, and 

tooling also belie Smith’s casual reference to jewelry-making skills – suggesting instead 

that he was a dedicated student of his craft.93  

 
90 Russell, Art as Adornment: The Life and Work of Arthur George Smith, 159. 
91 Koplos and Metcalf, Makers: A History of American Studio Craft, 190. 
92 Russell, Art as Adornment: The Life and Work of Arthur George Smith, 173. 
93 Russell, Art as Adornment: The Life and Work of Arthur George Smith, 208-219. Smith acquired a 

number of technical reference texts on jewelry when he began working for Mason. Most reference texts on 

techniques were published in the 1940s and 1950s and acquired as Smith was starting to find his voice in 

his medium. The oldest text was a 1926 copy of Metalcraft and Jewelry by Emil F. Kronquist published by 

The Manual Arts Press. He also owned How to Make Mobiles by John Lynch published by The Studio 

 



 

30 
 

Influences and Themes in Work  

Smith deflected the answer to any question asked about his artistic influences. In 

the catalog to his 1969 exhibition, he writes instead about “solid craftsmanship,” 

“innovative use of materials,” and “imaginative three-dimensional design” when 

addressing this subject – keeping the focus on making, materials, and design.94 Two years 

later, he was just as elusive when asked this question by Paul Cummings in his oral 

history interview for the Archives of American Art. On this occasion, Smith chose to talk 

instead about “creativity” or “another sense,” which he called “perfectly abstract.” In 

particular, he rejected the influence of “books, experiences with other cultures, and 

stimulants like alcohol and drugs.” Smith said his creativity came from “a very nebulous 

place” and “you cannot necessarily say where (an idea) comes from.”95  

His reticence notwithstanding, the contents of Smith’s personal library and other 

reference texts on art, craft, and jewelry, help identify sources of visual and creative 

inspiration, including ones he disavowed. For instance, the art of Joan Miró (1893-1983) 

and Henry Moore (1898-1986) was undoubtedly influential for Smith, especially in his 

interpretation of biomorphism. His library included publications about these artists as 

well as Alexander Calder (1898-1976) and Pablo Picasso (1881-1973) – all acquired in 

the 1940s and 1950s.96 Biomorphism, or organic abstraction, remained an enduring 

 
Publications, Inc., 1953. Smith continued to follow his field and added reference texts to his collection all 

his professional life. His library had a 1968 copy of jeweler Irena Brynner’s influential text on jewelry 

making, Modern Jewelry – Design and Technique published by the Reinhold Book Corporation.  
94 Museum of Contemporary Crafts, Jewelry by Art Smith, (New York: Museum of Contemporary Crafts, 

1969), Exhibition catalog, 2. 
95 Oral history interview with Art Smith, 1971 August 24-31, Archives of American Art, 16-17. 
96 Smith owned a 1948 edition of art critic Clement Greenberg’s (1909-1994) Joan Miró and a copy of the 

catalog of the 1946-47 exhibition of Henry Moore’s work at MoMA. Significantly this publication includes 

examples of Moore’s thread sculptures that create suspension and linear tension between biomorphic 

shapes and string, thereby creating sculpture through capturing space. Smith also owned a copy of 
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artistic influence, refined in the first decade of Smith’s career and developed into a 

vocabulary of biomorphic shapes and undulating lines that became his chief means of 

creative expression.97 He references shapes used in Miró’s paintings in the forms he 

employed to make jewelry. Moore’s sculptures also influenced Smith’s ideas on three-

dimensional shape, germinated at Cooper Union, and refined through constant study of 

the human body. This inspiration emerges in the Modern cuff ca. 1950 (Fig. 7) – the form 

created by suspending brass wires over the copper shape recalls the tension of Moore’s 

thread sculptures like The Bride from 1939-1940 (Fig. 29).  

Calder’s influence also emerges in many examples of Smith’s work, especially 

Smith’s adaptation of scale, movement, and performance in his jewelry.98 The Three 

Rings earrings ca. 1952 are notable because of the many-layered references to Calder 

(Fig. 30). These earrings, sought out by Mrs. Ashworth, are made of three concentric 

circles that function as a sculptural mobile when suspended from the ear. Smith attaches 

the title “The Magnificent Mobile” to these earrings in an advertisement in The New 

Yorker from the 1950s (Fig. 1), reinforcing the connection between the earrings and 

Calder’s large-scale hanging mobiles. Smith’s name for the earrings, “Three Rings,” is 

perhaps also another tip of the hat to Calder and references the master’s wire sculpture 

 
Alexander Calder from 1943 by MoMA curator James Johnson Sweeney. Smith studied Calder’s use of 

balance and movement in his mobiles and stabiles. 
97 Koplos and Metcalf, Makers: A History of American Studio Craft, 190. Shapes in Smith’s jewelry are 

described as rounded, irregular, and amoeboid. 
98 Patrick R. Benesh-Liu, “Alexander Calder: The Art of Perpetual Motion,” Ornament 32, no. 5 (2009): 

39. Also, Koplos and Metcalf, Makers: A History of American Studio Craft, 185-186. Calder plays a 

prominent role in the history of American studio jewelry in the twentieth-century for his language of 

abstract shapes and use of unconventional and found materials as well as for his insistence that his jewelry 

exhibit alongside his paintings and sculpture and only sell through art galleries. This tactic helped 

legitimize studio jewelry as “art” and opened the door for American museums, collectors, and critics to 

acquire and study studio jewelry. 
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Circus (1926-1932) by calling to mind simultaneous performances by acts across three 

rings (Fig. 31).  

Smith’s library also included material he went to pains to deny as influential to his 

work, namely African art, sculpture, and jewelry. He began this disavowal early, starting 

with his article from 1948 in Opportunity, the quarterly publication of the National Urban 

League. Smith wrote: “As I create my own designs now, I do not try to achieve a 

primitive or African feeling.”99 His reasons for making this statement may lie in his early 

resolve for his jewelry not to be stereotyped as “all black.”100 However, his “Design 

Ideas” files included images of “ancient Egyptian and Nubian objects of jewelry clipped 

from art and geography periodicals.” Moreover, in the 1960s, Smith acquired books with 

African and Egyptian themes.101 Here also, Calder’s reinterpretations of African 

ethnographic materials seen in museums in Paris in the 1920s may have been influential. 

 
99 Art Smith, “Jewelry making is my craft,” 14. Also Billops et al., “Arthur Smith: An autobiography,” 

Arthur Smith: A Jeweler’s Retrospective (New York: Jamaica Arts Center, 1990), Exhibition catalog, no 

page numbers. Smith says: “There is a very good chance that as a member of a certain group you may have 

characteristics that may come through in the course of your work if you allow yourself to remain free and 

just work, rather than saying to yourself, I am black, so I’ll do black art or African art, or I’m gonna be 

black, and shocking and bold and primitive. Try to avoid the pitfall of labeling and see what you have and 

develop it. There’s nothing that says you can’t be conscious of a heritage, and call on it, but don’t let it be a 

restriction.” 
100 Russell, Art as Adornment: The Life and Work of Arthur George Smith, 33.  
101 Russell, Art as Adornment: The Life and Work of Arthur George Smith, 208-219. Smith had a copy of 

Primitive Art by Leonhard Adam from 1949 that reproduced images of artifacts from cultures, including 

from the African continent. He also acquired Cleopatra by H. Rider Haggard in 1962 and Tutankhamen: 

Life and Death of a Pharoah by Christine Desroches-Noblecourt published by the New York Graphic 

Society in 1963. While neither book is reference text, Russell says both dealt “fairly extensively with 

jewelry” presumably on account of illustrations and images. For instance, the cover of the 1963 paperback 

version of H. Rider Haggard’s 1889 account of Cleopatra depicts the Egyptian queen, in profile, with 

Caucasian features and contemporary hair and cat-eye make-up. There are a number of other historically 

inaccurate details in her dress and jewelry, illustrating how Egyptian themes were culturally appropriated 

and depicted in US popular culture in the early 1960s.  
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Calder drew on abstract shapes, such as the spiral, to develop signatures in his work (Fig. 

32).102 Smith also uses this shape in his Diminishing Spirals necklace, 1959 (Fig. 25).  

Consistent with the design practice of other mid-twentieth-century studio 

jewelers, critics identified “Primitive” themes and influences from African art in Smith’s 

jewelry.103 Shapes from musical instruments, text, and jewelry from different regions and 

countries on the African continent are cited as references.104 In one example, the curved 

tines of the “ambira (sic) or African hand piano,” a musical instrument traditional to the 

Chokwe peoples (Fig. 33), is suggested as the inspiration for the flattened ends of the 

brass wires in the Modern cuff (Fig. 7). Incidentally, Calder also uses this technique to 

flatten and curve the ends of different lengths of silver wire to form his Necklace ca. 1940 

(Fig. 34). In another instance, Smith’s large-format cuffs are compared with the “African 

broad cuff bracelet,” a form he reinterpreted in many versions such as the Lava (Fig. 19), 

Three Hole (Fig. 35), and Baker (Fig. 36) cuffs.105 

Other artistic influences appear in Smith’s work from the 1960s onwards. 

Abstract Expressionism and Color Field Painting were ascendant at this time and 

 
102 Koplos and Metcalf, Makers: A History of American Studio Craft, 186. Most of Calder’s jewelry was 

built around manipulated wire – loops, squiggles, parallel lines, and especially spirals – at one point, Calder 

called himself “Mr. Spiral.” Calder used this technique to create a popular series of “initials” for cufflinks 

(Fig. 32) and brooches. 
103 Billops et al., “Mid-Century Jewelry and Art Smith,” Arthur Smith: A Jeweler’s Retrospective (New 

York: Jamaica Arts Center, 1990), Exhibition catalog, no page numbers. Greenbaum describes “African 

sculptural sensibilities” in jewelry made by Sam Kramer, Ed Wiener, Earl Pardon (1926-1991), and Peter 

Macchiarini (1909-2001). 
104 Lesser Wolf, Toni. “Goldsmith, Silversmith, Art Smith.” Metalsmith (Fall 1987): 20-25; later again in 

her essay “Mid-Century Jewelry and Art Smith” in Billops et al., Arthur Smith: A Jeweler’s Retrospective 

(New York: Jamaica Arts Center, 1990), Exhibition catalog, no page numbers. Also, Roberta Smith, 

“Intimate Sculpture: Art Smith and His contemporaries: Modernist Jewelry, 1940-1965,” The New York 

Times, December 19, 1997; Jill A. DeDominicis, “The Modernist Jewelry of Art Smith,” Ornament 32 no. 

3 (2009): 60-63; Yvonne J. Markowitz, “Art to Adorn,” Apollo 175 no. 597 (April 2012): 60-64; American 

Craft, Modernism in Motion, American Craft, 73 no. 5 (October/November 2013): 100. 
105 Roberta Smith, “Intimate Sculpture: Art Smith and His contemporaries: Modernist Jewelry, 1940-1965,” 

The New York Times, December 19, 1997. 
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coincide with the introduction of color to Smith’s palette.106 His jewelry became lighter 

visually by relying more on wire outlines than solid metal shapes. The introduction of 

semiprecious stones shifted Smith’s color scheme from copper and brass tones to purple, 

pink, green, blue, deep orange, and red, offset by silver metal. The Cluster Knuckles ring 

(ca. 1965) made to suggest the effect of “dipping a sticky hand into a batch of stones” 

exemplifies the characteristic of spontaneity that emerged in Smith’s jewelry (Fig. 22).107 

Finally, the influence of the space race culminating in the US moon landing in 

1969 appears in pieces from the 1960s. The international rivalry between the US and 

USSR provided an endless exploration of space themes in fashion and jewelry. Smith 

uses motifs such as planets, satellites, and solar systems in jewelry he named Comet 

(brooch), Swirling (brooch), and Saturnian (bracelet) to allay any doubt about these 

references. The Galaxy necklace (ca. 1960) (Fig. 37) resulted from the chance discovery 

of differently sized, hollow sterling silver balls unearthed on one of Smith’s visits to the 

jewelry district in midtown Manhattan. The hollow spheres permitted the creation of a 

lighter and larger necklace than if made from balls of solid silver. The galaxy effect 

appears from the contrast of the silver-colored spheres with the black oxidized silver 

base. This distinction creates the illusion of several planets clustered in solar systems and 

many solar systems floating in a curving galaxy. 

 

 

 
106 The work of Color Field artists, for instance, Mark Rothko (1903-1970), Adolph Gottlieb (1903-1974), 

Kenneth Noland (1924-2010), and Norman Lewis (1909-1979) would have been on display in galleries in 

Smith’s vicinity such as Tanager on 90 East Tenth Street and Hansa on 70 East Twelfth Street. 
107 Oral history interview with Art Smith, 1971 August 24-31, Archives of American Art, 19. Also, H.H. 

Arnason, History of Modern Art, Fifth Edition (New Jersey: Prentice Hall, 2004), 410. 



 

35 
 

Signatures 

Nearly every piece of Smith’s jewelry had a performative aspect. Moreover, his 

customers were always in on the performance. Smith would say of his jewelry, “it enjoys 

itself and enjoys you and you enjoy it.”108 His clients willingly participated in the theater 

designed by Smith for their shared entertainment. For instance, their body appeared in 

negative space, creating shapes that offset the forms of the jewelry, like the teardrop 

shapes that emerge when the Breastplate necklace is worn, as illustrated in Figure 11. 

Alternatively, wearers activated elements designed purposefully into work, such as the 

marble in the Encaged Marble necklace in Figure 24 that moved in its twisted silver cage 

with the wearer’s motion. Or Smith might “snare” their attention in one of his visual 

“mousetraps” like the Stone-in-Cuff necklace (ca. 1969) (Fig. 38).109 Here, he deliberately 

set an oval cabochon of green chrysoprase on the inside of the pendant’s silver frame 

rather than on the outside as expected conventionally. The large stone would “lurk unseen 

at first, then visually pounce on the observer,” just as he intended.110  

No work was too small to consider its potential for theater. The Insects cufflinks 

(1952) combined movement, sculpture, and surprise in a small package (Fig. 39). A gold-

tipped U-shaped silver wire passed through a decorative silver head to create a link that 

shifted when worn. When unworn and on display, the cufflinks transformed into tiny 

sculptures evoking insects with wire-pronged antennae – no doubt inducing smiles from 

passersby. Later, this characteristic of shapeshifting also appeared in jewelry Smith made 

to conceal symbols and transmit messages of LGBTQ support.  

 
108 Oral history interview with Art Smith, 1971 August 24-31, Archives of American Art, 19. 
109 Russell, Art as Adornment: The Life and Work of Arthur George Smith, 159. 
110 Russell, Art as Adornment: The Life and Work of Arthur George Smith, 179. 
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The second Smith signature was the element of movement, either implied through 

S-curves and wavy lines or actual movement through moving parts. For instance, Smith 

used an asymmetrical question-mark shape in necklace designs to suggest motion as early 

as 1949 with the Bel-Bel necklace (Fig. 40). This shape reoccurred in designs for the 

Bauble (1953) (Fig. 23) and Patina (1959) (Fig. 41) necklaces. Activity was implied 

everywhere in the Metallic Boa necklace (ca. 1964) (Fig. 42) – from the dramatic curves 

of the S-shaped spine to the forty silver spokes that radiated from the necklace at regular 

intervals. Actual movement occurred through linking parts to the main component. 

Thirteen of the lower spokes of the necklace had small silver rings from which flattened, 

bone-shaped elements hung that shifted independently from the rest of the piece when 

activated by the wearer’s motion.  

In this fashion, Smith combined curiosity, visual excitement, and motion in his 

designs – turning adornment into a form of communication between himself and the 

wearer of his jewelry. By devising novel visual puzzles and forms, he promoted 

interaction between his work and the wearer. Smith’s creations presaged the shift to 

interactivity in design that has become a significant extension of design practice in the 

twenty-first-century – especially for electronic and digital devices. 

To summarize, Smith conceived his jewelry through an amalgamation of artistic 

influences, design methods, raw materials, and making techniques, and through his 

preoccupation with combining metal, “space,” and the human form. These aspects, 

bolstered by support from his personal and professional networks, helped him run a 

successful business which, as explained in the following chapter, relied on scaled 

production for the first ten years of his operations.   
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Chapter 3 

Designing Craft: Serial Production vs. Unique Design 

 

 

The first third of Smith’s career from 1948 to 1960 offers a useful example of 

industrial design applications in studio craft. While all studio crafts result from a design 

process, an essential characteristic of modern design is the separation of designing from 

making, incipient in the eighteenth-century and more widely established in the 

nineteenth.111 This separation recognized differences between designers who provided 

models or sketches for others to manufacture and artists responsible for designing and 

executing their own, often unique, works. The creative act of determining and defining a 

product’s form and features in advance of the product’s manufacture is undertaken by an 

industrial designer. Designers are concerned with meeting clients’ needs rather than their 

own and producing instructions for serial rather than unique artifacts. 

The industrial design profession emerged in the US in the late 1920s in response 

to “manufacturers’ interest in stimulating the consumption of industrially produced goods 

through an appeal to novelty and fantasy.”112 These approaches, popularized through 

 
111 David Raizman, History of Modern Design: Graphics and Products since the Industrial Revolution, 17-

20. The relationship between industrial design and manufacturing in the decorative arts, can be traced to 

modern facilities for producing decorative arts in France in the late seventeenth-century. Beginning with 

Louis XIV (1638-1715), French monarchs invested in the large-scale production of luxury goods by 

commissioning products from independent craft workshops and sponsoring the construction and 

management of facilities for the manufacture of goods under centralized control. This state-owned system 

encouraged the participation of painters and sculptors in the applied arts to provide designs and models to 

manufactories. The artist-designer worked closely with craftsmen to execute the final product. 
112 Kathryn Hiesinger and George Marcus, Landmarks of Twentieth Century Design: An Illustrated 

Handbook, (New York, London, Paris: Abbeville Press Publishers, 1993), 113-117. The US emerged after 

World War I (1914-1918) as a world leader in the mechanized mass production of automobiles and related 

products of industrial manufacturing like kitchen appliances due to the success of Henry Ford’s moving 

assembly line for production of the standardized Model T automobile. After the mid-1920s, however, 

consumption levels needed to be sustained through advertising as well as through design innovation. The 

Industrial Designer profession appeared in the late 1920s and 1930s in response to manufacturers’ interest 

in stimulating consumption of industrially manufactured appliances through an appeal to novelty and 

fantasy. The need to generate consumer desire was often couched in terms of contributions to social 

progress, aesthetic improvement, hygiene, and the application of domestic science to everyday life 

expressed in the modern style that came to be known as “Streamlining.” 
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American industrial manufacturing, were influential, also impacting the design, making, 

and sales practices of studio jewelers like Smith.113 Smith used industrial design 

processes developed to manufacture standardized products at scale through production 

lines and automation to create jewelry at the level of studio craft.  

Smith’s education and technical training were influential in devising his 

production strategies, pricing models, and making techniques. When he entered Cooper 

Union in 1936, the influence of design techniques on arts education registered as an 

increase in courses teaching commercial art, graphic design, and advertising.114 In 

addition, Smith’s experience as an apprentice to set designer Perry Watkins helped refine 

his model-making and blueprinting skills. Designers, for instance, Norman Bel Geddes 

(1893-1958) and Henry Dreyfuss (1904-1972), often had professional backgrounds in set 

design that they repurposed as industrial designers to develop product prototypes and 

design merchandise.115 From his time with Watkins, Smith learned how stage design 

could define the unique aesthetic of a theatrical production. More significantly, Smith 

honed his visual skills at creating vignettes to convey messages and symbolic meaning to 

an audience.  

When Smith struck out on his own, his business plan was to make and sell more 

jewelry, priced less expensively. He “sensed that demand for his work was substantial 

and that if he could increase the number of items sold, his income would improve.”116 

 
113 Raizman, History of Modern Design: Graphics and Products since the Industrial Revolution, 151-153.  
114 Raizman, History of Modern Design: Graphics and Products since the Industrial Revolution, 258. 
115 Hiesinger and Marcus, Landmarks of Twentieth Century Design: An Illustrated Handbook, 326 and 334. 

Norman Bel Geddes was an American industrial designer with a background in theatrical design. Bel 

Geddes opened an industrial design studio in 1927 and designed a wide range of commercial products 

including jewelry. Henry Dreyfuss was also an industrial designer with roots as a set designer on 

Broadway. Dreyfuss worked with Bel Geddes as an apprentice till he left to start his own practice in 1929.  
116 Russell, Art as Adornment: The Life and Work of Arthur George Smith, 59. 
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Such a model also meant “this struggling young artist would need to sell many multiples 

of his craft objects to pay the rent and feed the cat.”117  

As soon as he started his business, Smith got to work designing his product 

catalog, organizing his line of fabricators, and creating prototypes composed of 

standardized parts. A catalog, an industrial design standard, helps manage materials 

inventory and costs, keeps production lines busy, and prioritizes orders once placed.118 

This innovation let Smith offer designs at different prices, in less expensive metals – 

allowing customers of varying financial means to buy his jewelry.  

Along with his store manager, Lillian Sykes, he organized designs featured in the 

catalogs by type, metal, and price.119 A sketch of the design accompanied every entry. 

Sometimes pieces had names inspired by people, objects, or shapes. The Half and Half 

necklace (ca. 1949), for instance, was a popular design in the studio’s inventory from the 

early days. The piece came in a less expensive brass version (Fig. 43) and a more costly 

option in sterling silver (Fig. 44).120 The name references two halves of a whole, one half 

the shape cut from sheet metal and the other half the negative space formed from bending 

and shaping metal wire.  

 
117 Russell, Art as Adornment: The Life and Work of Arthur George Smith, 59. 
118 Raizman, History of Modern Design: Graphics and Products since the Industrial Revolution, 31-32. 

There is a long history of the use of catalogs in the decorative arts. For example, the London cabinetmaker 

Thomas Chippendale (1718-1779) published one of the most well-known illustrated furniture catalogs 

known as The Gentleman and Cabinet-maker’s Director in 1754 with designs for luxury furnishings. 
119 Russell, Art as Adornment: The Life and Work of Arthur George Smith, 59. 
120 The solid half of the necklace is made by cutting and shaping a crescent-shaped brass element, punching 

two holes into the brass sheet at the top and bottom left, and making a third perforation at the top right of 

the shape. Two brass wires were then hammered, flattened, and shaped into a series of curves to loop 

through the two holes on the left of the brass element to form the other “half” of the necklace. A third, 

semi-circular wire solders together to loop through the perforation at the top right of the solid element. This 

wire also fastens the necklace around the wearer’s neck and connects to the other section with a pin clasp. 
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Smith’s catalog often highlighted a design innovation: multifunctional jewelry 

that illustrated his ingenuity at imagining work capable of serving different purposes. For 

instance, in a documentary from 1954, he shows a customer how to wear a large version 

of his Diminishing Spirals necklace as a belt as well (Fig. 45).121 Another popular device 

was to solder pins to the back of pendants to create brooches such as the Pendant-Brooch 

(ca. 1950) of brass and copper wire in Figure 46. The pin is in a different metallic finish 

to the rest of the work, suggesting it was added to the pendant later. Alternatively, 

discrete holes or concealed loops converted brooches into pendants. In an advertisement 

from the 1950s, the Thong neckpiece (ca. 1950) is featured as a “medallion that doubles 

as a pin” (Fig. 47).122 This attribute meant that for less than $10, a customer could buy a 

necklace and a pin, half the cost of paying for such items individually.123 Smith’s 

customers of lesser means “appreciated the value of this kind of versatility.”124 Further, 

he went to great lengths to accommodate clients with financial constraints, even 

extending informal financing to those unable to pay outright for work, for example 

accepting payment in installments, sometimes as little as a dollar a month if necessary.125 

From his time with Mason, Smith understood firsthand the benefits of extending 

his making capacity by engaging a production line of fabricators.126 This approach was 

not unusual; indeed, Smith had played such a role working for Mason. Assistants 

performed different tasks, either creating standardized templates and parts or making 

objects for Smith to refine and finish. At maximum capacity, five people staffed the 

 
121 One tenth of a nation. The arts. [1954] Video. https://www.loc.gov/item/2020600724/. 
122 Brooklyn Museum Library, Arthur Smith Papers, Special Collections, Art Smith Jewelry: business 

records, no date.  
123 $112 in 2021 dollars. 
124 Russell, Art as Adornment: The Life and Work of Arthur George Smith, 145. 
125 Mark McDonald (Art Smith gallerist), in discussion with the author, April 14, 2021. 
126 Oral history interview with Art Smith, 1971 August 24-31, Archives of American Art, 23. 

https://www.loc.gov/item/2020600724/
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fabrication line. Assistants were Gene Shaw, Robert Diffendurfer, Greta Mayer (who 

assisted Smith as part of a work-study program through Bennington College, Vermont), 

Thomas Rock (who lived in Newark, New Jersey and came in three days a week to assist 

with production), and Joseph Law (who came to Smith at seventeen, worked with him for 

seven years and went on to become an industrial designer).127 Smith operated as the de 

facto product designer by designing parts and templates, creating samples, refining 

production processes, and overseeing the production line’s output. This position meant 

finishing work created by fabricators and providing solutions for form, function, and 

physical ergonomics. The Open Hole cuff designs illustrate his genius at elevating 

templates created by the fabrication line. Smith riffed on a theme – much like his adored 

jazz music, making every piece different by varying the decorative features embellishing 

the oval shape cut into the copper band. For instance, he might solder brass wire 

diagonally across the oval cutout as in Figure 48, or he might highlight the opening by 

framing it with copper wire, as illustrated by the Modernist cuff in Figure 49. 

Smith even offered his product design services to other designers. His papers 

include an agreement from 1950 contracting him to provide Norman Bel Geddes with 

jewelry designs for first refusal (Fig. 50).128 Bel Geddes engaged Smith after winning a 

contract to design costume jewelry for Rice-Weiner and Company.129 This agreement 

granted Rice-Weiner the right to manufacture Smith’s designs under Bel Geddes’ label. 

 
127 Russell, Art as Adornment: The Life and Work of Arthur George Smith, 53-54, 60. Also, Oral history 

interview with Art Smith, 1971 August 24-31, Archives of American Art, 21. In this interview Smith is 

direct about his expectations of an apprentice when praising Joseph Law for understanding that “he was 

employed (by Smith) to execute my things” rather than make changes to Smith’s designs. 
128 Brooklyn Museum Library, Arthur Smith Papers, Special Collections, Art Smith Jewelry: business 

records, no date. 
129 “Norman Bel Geddes Database, Job 630, Jewelry, 1940-1942, 1949-1950,” Harry Ransom Center, The 

University of Texas at Austin, accessed May 1, 2021, 

https://norman.hrc.utexas.edu/NBGPublic/details.cfm?id=550.  

https://norman.hrc.utexas.edu/NBGPublic/details.cfm?id=550
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Smith was promised twenty percent royalty on sales. There is no evidence that Smith 

ever submitted any designs for consideration to Bel Geddes – but the letter illustrates how 

designers sub-contracted design work to other colleagues and captures a moment in 

history between two notable figures in the field of design.  

Smith’s last tactic was to keep pre-cut and shaped metal templates and parts ready 

to begin making an order as soon as it was received. A template for a form (Fig. 51), 

close in design to the Three Hole cuff (Fig. 35), shows the steps he assigned to 

templating. The brass sheet is pre-cut with scalloped edges and three teardrop-shaped 

holes. Pencil lines are drawn on either side of the openings to guide future steps. Once a 

customer placed an order, this template was “cut according to pattern … (to) bend into 

proper shape” and decorated by soldering three textured brass elements to highlight the 

C-curves of the cutouts.130 Another example of this strategy was to keep in stock pre-cut 

standard lengths of metal wires for use interchangeably in different works.131 For 

example, the Angular pin ca. 1949 (Fig. 52), and the Double Loop medallion, ca. 1950 

(Fig. 53) both use the exact lengths of copper and brass wires. These wire elements were 

hammered flat and kept ready for further shaping into different forms. 

Smith also used contemporary marketing, brand development, and sales strategies 

to sell his jewelry. He diligently worked to build his sales network by consulting craft 

 
130 Russell, Art as Adornment: The Life and Work of Arthur George Smith, 139.  
131 Raizman, History of Modern Design: Graphics and Products since the Industrial Revolution, 34-35. The 

English potter, inventor, and entrepreneur Josiah Wedgwood (1730-1795) also directed the use of 

standardized shapes by his employees that were customized through a variety of decorative patterns and 

molds rather than made from scratch by potters. Such innovations saved time, ensured uniformity, high 

quality, and maximized consumer choice – within a limited and predictable range of shapes and patterns. 

As products were selected either from catalogs or ordered in showrooms this approach to standardization 

was essential to maintain consistency and quality. 
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business directories to identify enterprises to work with on consignment.132 In this 

manner, he rapidly developed a network of professional partners through which he sold 

jewelry for royalties on sales, wholesale, or consignment terms. Smith’s wholesale 

business dates from 1955 to 1974. After taking a decade-long hiatus from 1959 to 1969, 

he returned to wholesales from 1969 to 1974 – though at a much-reduced capacity. In 

New York, Smith’s business relationships included Bloomingdale’s. The Modernett cuff 

is one example of work that sold well at this retailer’s celebrated jewelry counter (Fig. 

54).133 Agreements with specialized boutiques like men’s accessories store Bronzini Ltd. 

for exclusives on the sale of cufflinks allowed Smith to grow his jewelry line for men 

(Fig. 55).134 He also sold “thousands of dollars worth of his jewelry” through the Afro-

Arts Bazaar on 125th Street in Harlem.135 This shop specialized in “African art objects 

and handicraft” and had a primarily Black clientele – a testament to the considerable 

support Smith received for his work from the Black community.136 In addition to retail 

networks, Smith was an early believer in gallery representation. In particular, he had 

dealings with Forms & Objects off Madison Avenue, which was opened by Nordness in 

 
132 Smith secured contracts to supply Alexandra’s of Haddonfield in Haddonfield, NY and Conasen in 

White Plains, NY.  
133 Russell, Art as Adornment: The Life and Work of Arthur George Smith, 59. 
134 Brooklyn Museum Library, Arthur Smith Papers, Special Collections, Art Smith Jewelry: business 

records, no date. The contract is dated to June 16, 1949 and grants Bronzini Ltd. exclusive rights to sell 

specific cufflink designs (in 14 Karat gold) for three months. 
135 Russell, Art as Adornment: The Life and Work of Arthur George Smith, 52. 
136 Langston Hughes, “Three Lovely Ladies Manage Harlem’s Most Intriguing Shop,” The Chicago 

Defender (National edition) (1921-1967), February 3, 1951, ProQuest Historical Newspapers: Chicago 

Defender, 6. The Afro-Arts Bazaar was owned by actress Etta Moten (1901-2004), Ida Cullen (1903-1986) 

(wife of poet Countee Cullen (1903-1946)) and Estelle Osborn. Also, Russell, Art as Adornment: The Life 

and Work of Arthur George Smith, 52. 



 

44 
 

1968 “to handle the exhibition and sales of American fine crafts such as ceramics, fiber, 

glass, metal and wood.”137 

Smith’s other business relationships spanned the US, from Minneapolis to 

Houston and San Francisco to New York.138 He notably supplied stores in Provincetown, 

Massachusetts, another studio jewelry mecca, and an LGBTQ-friendly enclave in the 

northeast. These businesses frequently asked for smaller pieces, for instance, earrings and 

cufflinks, though, on occasion, requests came in for more expensive rings and bracelets 

(Fig. 56).139 The Moballs earrings from 1949 were a staple of Smith’s consignment 

business and distilled many of his design processes (Fig. 57). His production line could 

make a pair of these earrings in less than twenty minutes. A fixed number of parts – two 

bent wires, three hollow balls, one readymade finding – and a standard operating 

procedure, carefully orchestrated under Smith’s watchful eye, set the pace for a speedy 

operation. First, the two wires loop together—next, metal balls and findings solder to 

wire ends, and finally, surface contrast is added through oxidizing the earring in acid and 

buffing to highlight the honey-colored brass. These earrings were a success because they 

were lightweight, easy to ship, and offered an “Art Smith original” at a low cost.140  

 

 

 
137 “Lee Nordness business records and papers, circa 1931-1992, bulk 1954-1984,” Archives of American 

Art, Smithsonian Institution, accessed May 1, 2021, https://www.aaa.si.edu/collections/lee-nordness-

business-records-and-papers-7232/biographical-note. 
138 Smith supplied the galleries Contemporary House and Black Tulip in Dallas and James Boutique in 

Houston in Texas; Nanny’s in San Francisco, CA; Bordelon Designs in Chicago, IL; Margaret Brown 

Gallery in Boston, MA; and L’Unique in Minneapolis, MN. Smith also supplied work to Artists Gallery in 

Tulsa and galleries in Oklahoma and Bennington, VT. 
139 Brooklyn Museum Library, Arthur Smith Papers, Special Collections, Correspondence (1/1948 - 

2/1982). 
140 Russell, Art as Adornment: The Life and Work of Arthur George Smith, 132. 

https://www.aaa.si.edu/collections/lee-nordness-business-records-and-papers-7232/biographical-note
https://www.aaa.si.edu/collections/lee-nordness-business-records-and-papers-7232/biographical-note
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From mass to bespoke 

In the 1960s, Smith made an about-face and shifted to a more traditional model of 

an artist in an atelier, making jewelry for a small group of patrons. He had developed a 

solid customer base in New York and was confident that he could rely on this group to 

make a living while supplementing his income with occasional wholesale orders. Such 

customers bought work frequently, commissioned pieces, and often were jewelry 

collectors.141  

There were many reasons for this change. Smith’s car accident in 1958 left him 

convalescing for more than six weeks, setting him further behind on already delayed 

orders. The accident may also have provided him with the existential jolt needed to make 

this change. He had grown to dislike supervising fabrication and longed to make all his 

jewelry.142 He was also terrible at the management side of the business. Correspondence 

from Smith’s sales network, from as early as 1948, includes letters complaining about 

delays of more than a month in orders (Fig. 58).143  

After his accident, Smith recast his entire approach to fabrication and sales. He 

dismissed his production line fabricators and stopped supplying wholesale jewelry 

outside New York. No longer supervising production allowed Smith to spend more time 

designing and creating unique work, and he subsequently made several one-of-a-kind or 

limited-edition pieces. Making such jewelry did not require careful coordination of 

 
141 Oral history interview with Art Smith, 1971 August 24-31, Archives of American Art, 26. 
142 Oral history interview with Art Smith, 1971 August 24-31, Archives of American Art, 23. Smith says: 

“Instead of anything creative, or working with my hands, I might walk around and correct.” 
143 Brooklyn Museum Library, Arthur Smith Papers, Special Collections, Correspondence (1/1948 - 

2/1982). 
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processes, oversight, and quality control of the end product.144 Moreover, Smith could 

spend less time making smaller pieces like earrings by shrinking his wholesale 

commitments. This decision also freed up time spent on packing and shipping work for 

consignment. Now, Smith could “focus less on production and more on quality and 

individuality.”145 Ultimately, as he said in his oral history interview, he found this 

approach to working more “satisfying.”146 

However, Smith did not wholly discard all his industrial design methods. He 

continued to offer a selection of standard designs through his catalog, understanding the 

need to manage the risk that a showpiece, like his Ellington necklace, might not sell for 

some time.147 In 1971, half of Smith’s sales were from the catalog, and half were bespoke 

orders.148 He also continued his practice of keeping multiple standard elements in stock, 

such as silver frames and links. The Bejeweled necklace (ca. 1966) was a popular custom 

order (Fig. 59).149 While similar, no necklace from this series is identical. Smith used 

standard silver elements to frame stones and connect parts. However, a customer’s 

 
144 Oral history interview with Art Smith, 1971 August 24-31, Archives of American Art, 23. Smith says: 

“The business of supplying shops means that you have to have a steady employee, it means bookkeeping, 

paperwork, being a mother, being a father, being a policeman, making your place more available to them 

and to yourself. Managing, providing materials, giving over the space that you might use. Literally I found 

myself coming in as late as I could, and leaving as early as I could.” 
145 Russell, Art as Adornment: The Life and Work of Arthur George Smith, 65. 
146 Oral history interview with Art Smith, 1971 August 24-31, Archives of American Art, 23. Smith says: “I 

found that at a certain point I possibly had no more to offer them, that I had just spent myself and that the 

designs were not coming out anymore.” 
147 Russell, Art as Adornment: The Life and Work of Arthur George Smith, 161. An example of the 

Ellington necklace hung for many weeks in Smith’s shop window before it was bought by Ruth Ellington. 

American pianist and composer Don Shirley (1927-2013) later bought the necklace from Ruth Ellington, 

even wearing it on the cover of jazz magazine, Down Beat, a double honor for Smith. This necklace was 

bought by Daphne Farago through the Gansevoort Gallery on December 26, 1996 and given by Farago as 

part of her gift to the Museum of Fine Arts Boston in 2006. 
148 Oral history interview with Art Smith, 1971 August 24-31, Archives of American Art, 14. 
149 Russell, Art as Adornment: The Life and Work of Arthur George Smith, 164. 
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individuality was reflected through their choice of stones and physical characteristics that 

dictated the final results. 

These changes in production also allowed Smith to spend time forming 

meaningful personal and creative relationships with his customers. His business model 

thrived from cultivating repeat customers. Some of these relationships became 

friendships, and Smith and his partners socialized with his clients and their friends. Smith 

valued his customers, expressing his thanks for their patronage while noting that they 

came from “all walks of life,” including the arts, music, theater, dance, medicine, 

education, and other business professions, including lawyers and accountants.150 His 

customers were united in their appreciation of Smith’s work because of their ability to 

recognize “something different” in his jewelry.151 Some such customers became 

collectors of Art Smith jewelry. For instance, photographer Arthur Mones (1919-1998) 

and his wife Ruth “collected every earring Arthur ever made.”152  

Other customers, such as Ruth Ellington (1915-2004), gave Smith significant 

commissions.153 Ruth ordered cufflinks for her famous older brother, musician, and 

composer, Duke Ellington (1899-1974), featuring the opening notes of his composition 

Mood Indigo. As a devoted Duke Ellington fan, Smith was delighted at the connection 

 
150 Oral history interview with Art Smith, 1971 August 24-31, Archives of American Art, 14. Also Russell, 

Art as Adornment: The Life and Work of Arthur George Smith, 108. For example, Ed and Joy Hornick, a 

couple who lived and worked on the Upper West Side of New York, were clients who became friends with 

Smith. Smith attended parties at their French Beaux-Arts and American Federal style rowhouse at 11 West 

Seventy-third Street where he “could always count on seeing some of his most flamboyant jewelry being 

modeled by his hosts.” 
151 Oral history interview with Art Smith, 1971 August 24-31, Archives of American Art, 14. 
152 Billops et al., “Forward,” Arthur Smith: A Jeweler’s Retrospective (New York: Jamaica Arts Center, 

1990), Exhibition catalog, no page numbers. 
153 Douglas Martin, “Ruth Ellington Boatwright, 88, the Sister of Duke Ellington,” New York Times, March 

11, 2004. http://proxygw.wrlc.org/login?url=https://www.proquest.com/historical-newspapers/ruth-

ellington-boatwright-88-sister-duke/docview/92859629/se-2?accountid=11243. Ruth Ellington was the 

only sibling of American musician and composer, Duke Ellington. Ruth Ellington had overseen 

management of Duke Ellington’s music company Tempo Music in New York since 1941. 

http://proxygw.wrlc.org/login?url=https://www.proquest.com/historical-newspapers/ruth-ellington-boatwright-88-sister-duke/docview/92859629/se-2?accountid=11243
http://proxygw.wrlc.org/login?url=https://www.proquest.com/historical-newspapers/ruth-ellington-boatwright-88-sister-duke/docview/92859629/se-2?accountid=11243
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with Ruth. This association was a lasting one, and Smith had Ruth in mind when he 

designed one of his final pieces; the Turquoise Cloud necklace ca. 1979 (Fig. 17). 

Another homage to Duke Ellington, this work references the composition On a Turquoise 

Cloud from 1947. Smith created a large necklace by linking five C-curved silver elements 

and an off-center oval cabochon of pale blue turquoise. When unworn, the cloud form is 

a literal rendering of the muted trombone and wordless vocals of Ellington’s 

composition.154 

And finally, there were customers like Merle Sternberg, who came to Smith to 

create bespoke work of personal significance. Sternberg’s jewelry bequest to the Cooper 

Hewitt Design Museum reveals how Smith’s signature style is recognizable even when 

designing with an individual in mind. Sternberg’s wedding ring, made from gold in 1961 

while designed and sized to her specifications, is formed from Smith’s characteristic 

snaking lines (Fig. 60). In another commission, Smith made a silver necklace with five 

interchangeable pendants created from stones of sentimental value to Sternberg and her 

husband (ca.1961) (Fig. 61). Here again, while the stones take centerstage, Smith uses his 

signatures – movement, hanging links, and flattened wishbone-end metal wires, to 

complement Sternberg’s choices.  

In conclusion, Smith used industrial design techniques to create studio jewelry 

that was designed, priced, and sold to be accessible to many customers – at least for the 

first decade of his career. These approaches explain his prolific output. Mark McDonald 

credits this production strategy as the reason for Smith’s sizable lead over his fellow 

studio jewelers in museum collections (Appendix A).155 Scaled production helped cement 

 
154 Russell, Art as Adornment: The Life and Work of Arthur George Smith, 200. 
155 Mark McDonald (Art Smith gallerist), in discussion with the author, April 14, 2021. 
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Smith’s advantage while allowing him to democratize access to well-designed jewelry – 

an important reason to applaud his success.   
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Chapter 4 

Designing Inclusivity: Crafting Messages  

 

 

“Each of us must explore – get off on our own tangents, find what gives us kicks 

to do. We’ll find that there’s an audience waiting to wear your things and get their 

kicks that way.” – Art Smith lecture notes, Art as Adornment, ca. 1960.156 

 

A Black and gay man, Smith integrated symbols and messages of inclusivity into 

his jewelry and advertisements. He did not let racist and homophobic intolerance deter 

him from exercising his artistic expression. Instead, Smith used his design skills to make 

jewelry that celebrated these circumstances in obvious and more subtle ways, such as 

through using Black models and secreting messages of LGBTQ allyship in 

advertisements.  

Smith encountered Marcus Garvey’s ideas of black economic empowerment early 

in life. However, his mother, Mary, was a tempering influence who opposed some 

elements of Garvey’s philosophy she considered racist. Mary Smith “strongly counseled 

(Arthur) against adopting an attitude about someone based on a person’s race, sex, 

nationality or appearance.”157 Smith considered this while selecting a college and sought 

out institutions like Cooper Union that had integrated classrooms and offered race-blind 

scholarships. Electing for this meant being in the minority, and Smith was one of only six 

Black students out of 200. Decades later, in his autobiography, Smith echoes Mary 

rejecting “nationalistic labels, religious labels, or racial labels.”158  

 
156 Russell, Art as Adornment: The Life and Work of Arthur George Smith, 159. 
157 Russell, Art as Adornment: The Life and Work of Arthur George Smith, 30. 
158 Arthur Smith and James L. de Longh, “Arthur Smith: An Autobiography,” in Billops et al., Arthur 

Smith: A Jeweler’s Retrospective (New York: Jamaica Arts Center, 1990), Exhibition catalog, no page 

numbers.  
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Yet Smith followed current events related to civil rights, social justice, and race 

issues.159 His library included literature and poetry by African American authors as well 

as an extensive collection of writing on civil rights.160 He was friends with Black 

nationalists, and he surrounded himself with African American dance, theater, and music. 

Smith’s Cooper Union classmate Mel Tapley (1918-2005) was instrumental in securing 

Smith another historically significant commission when Tapley was president of the 

Peekskill, New York branch of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored 

People (NAACP).161 This time Smith was asked to make a brooch as a gift to Eleanor 

Roosevelt (1884-1962) as thanks for her role on the NAACP’s national board of 

directors.162  

Smith was no stranger to racism. He faced racist discrimination all his life, such 

as encounters with professors at Cooper Union, attempts on his life at Cornelia Street, 

and difficulties with accessing housing and renting real estate.163 His experiences with 

real estate especially illustrate the dim state of race relations in New York in the 1950s. 

Smith’s friend, Nicky Peters, who was White, had to interview realtors and sign leases on 

his behalf to secure his shop at 140 West Fourth Street. He tolerated poor living 

conditions in his apartment at 119 Bank Street and witnessed firsthand how racism 

 
159 Russell, Art as Adornment: The Life and Work of Arthur George Smith, page 76. 
160 Russell, Art as Adornment: The Life and Work of Arthur George Smith, 218-219. Russell writes: “These 

volumes further attest to Arthur’s realism about the way racism affected his life, and, for that matter, his 

work. His interest in the subjects of these writings was a daily matter for him. He knew that politics was 

important and he never stopped trying to understand it. This (civil rights) was one of Arthur’s favorite 

intellectual interests.”  
161 Lesser Wolf, “Goldsmith, Silversmith, Art Smith,” 22.  
162 Unfortunately, the whereabouts of this work are as yet undiscovered and if identified will add to the 

long history of the significance of jewelry worn by American First Ladies.  
163 Art Smith, “Jewelry making is my craft,” 14. Smith’s friends and professors discouraged him from 

pursuing a career in the arts. Friends said he would “starve to death” and educators recommended a 

profession such as architecture where Smith would face less racism. 
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ravaged the Bedford-Stuyvesant neighborhood where his mother and sister lived.164 In an 

undated note written in the wake of the assassination of civil rights activist Martin Luther 

King, Jr., (1929-1968), Smith describes racism as a “sickness and disease” that must be 

“de-scourged, eliminated, and purged” (Fig. 62 and Appendix B).165  

Smith’s use of Black models to show his work from 1949 is remarkable when 

considered in terms of the appearance of Black models like Sara Lou Harris Carter (1923-

2016) in national print advertisements and runway shows only from the late 1940s.166 

However, when placed in the context of other Black makers in America in the twentieth-

century this is not unusual. Indeed, one of the ways Black makers managed their 

exclusion from mainstream fashion and art in America was through creating their own 

worlds for these experiences within Black communities from the early twentieth-century. 

Segregation meant using Black models, holding fashion shows for the African American 

community, and supporting African American designers and makers.167 In this context, 

Smith’s efforts must be considered within his sphere of control: his shop and promotional 

material. While Smith displayed images of Black models alongside White models in his 

shop at least from 1953 (Fig. 14), when advertising in mainstream publications like the 

New Yorker, the images use models with White features (Fig. 1 and Fig. 63). However, 

Smith’s artistic choices for the catalog for his 1969 exhibition illustrate that by this date, 

 
164 Russell, Art as Adornment: The Life and Work of Arthur George Smith, 70. 
165 Brooklyn Museum Library, Arthur Smith Papers, Special Collections, Correspondence (1/1948 - 

2/1982).  
166 “Sara Lou Harris Carter a pioneer as model: Wilkes native broke barriers,” Wilkes Journal-Patriot, 

accessed May 1, 2021, https://www.journalpatriot.com/news/wilkes-native-broke-

barriers/article_a75991ae-ddb2-11e6-bf1d-6f7bbe3e598b.html. Sara Lou Harris Carter was the first African 

American model to be featured in a national poster campaign in the 1940s for Lucky Strike cigarettes. 
167 Elizabeth Way, Black Designers in American Fashion (New York, NY: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2021), 

3.  

https://www.journalpatriot.com/news/wilkes-native-broke-barriers/article_a75991ae-ddb2-11e6-bf1d-6f7bbe3e598b.html
https://www.journalpatriot.com/news/wilkes-native-broke-barriers/article_a75991ae-ddb2-11e6-bf1d-6f7bbe3e598b.html
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he was signaling his support for racial equality through promotional content across the 

board. 

Smith’s studies at Cooper Union had introduced him to new means of visual 

communication in advertising, inspired by Soviet avant-garde design. Here, photographic 

images were juxtaposed with text to create layouts with visual interest.168 The use of 

pictorial metaphors, puns, and symbolic typography instantly attracted Smith, who found 

such approaches appealing because of an affinity in his personal life for wordplay. Other 

techniques such as diagonal movement across pages, off-center layouts, and unframed 

photographic images also captured the young artist’s interest.169  

Smith used White and Black models and professional photographers to create 

promotional brochures and advertisements throughout his career.170 Images, shot on black 

and white film, were all made in studio settings like those taken by Lida Moser for the 

catalog for Smith’s 1969 exhibition at the Museum of Contemporary Crafts in New York. 

Two models, one Black, one White, represented by the New York agency, Fashion & 

Film, show Smith’s creations from the late 1950s to the late 1960s. Moser uses different 

focuses and lighting angles to make the images. Jewelry appears against bare skin, and 

 
168 Raizman, History of Modern Design: Graphics and Products since the Industrial Revolution, 268. 
169 Smith experiments with such approaches in the advertisement he placed in The New Yorker magazine on 

May 16, 1953 (Fig. 1). Here, text is arranged on the diagonal and overlaps with an off-center, unframed 

image. The typeface used is bold and dynamic. 
170 Russell, Art as Adornment: The Life and Work of Arthur George Smith, 82. Smith worked with New 

York photographers Lida Moser (1920-2014), Alfred Bush (1918-2002), and Robert G. Schiller. Images of 

Black models are used for Smith’s article for the periodical Opportunity: Journal of Negro Life (Winter 

Issue, 1948); the Museum of Contemporary Crafts, Jewelry by Art Smith (New York: Museum of 

Contemporary Crafts, 1969), Exhibition catalog; and in promotional photographs he used in his shop. 

Smith was always alert for opportunities to have his work photographed such as having a “headshot of a 

gorgeous black female model in front of a backdrop of Maine’s coastal waters” taken while at the Haystack 

school of Craft in 1974 by Michael Fields. Smith liked the results so much that he commissioned a much 

larger, promotional version of the image for his shop and promotional brochure. Also, “Craft in America,” 

Jewelry, accessed November 11, 2021, [24:17], https://www.craftinamerica.org/episode/jewelry. Fields 

says: “This was actually my first real professional shoot. Art was showing a great deal of confidence, faith, 

and belief (in me).”  

https://www.craftinamerica.org/episode/jewelry
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the human form – wrist, fingers, neck, shoulders, face – takes center stage with the work 

(Fig. 64).  

Here, and in images from his archives, Smith unequivocally shows viewers that 

the body he imagines beneath his jewelry could also be Black (Fig. 3). Not only did this 

serve to signal the accessibility of his work to different races, but by insisting that “the 

body” was essential to “complete” his jewelry, Smith elevated Black bodies to art. In this 

manner, Smith reclaims the Black female form, used as a symbol of primitivism, 

concupiscence, and excess in European Modernism, through his representations of Black 

women wearing his designs alongside White women such as illustrated in Figure 65.171 In 

this example, the models Cynthia Youhouse and Tamara Dobson are intentionally 

positioned to hold one another’s faces so that Dobson’s hand rests on Youhouse’s face 

and vice versa. Both wear versions of the Cluster Knuckles ring (Fig. 22). In Smith’s 

mind, the Black female body is not a foil for White femininity and relegated to the 

margins, but an equal with the same power to activate his jewelry.172 Therefore, Smith’s 

engagement with Modernism goes beyond the formal use of abstract biomorphic shapes 

to encompass a strategy of elevating the Black form.173 Craft scholar Glenn Adamson 

says of Smith’s choice to use Black models: “The fact that his chosen models were 

 
171 Kymberly N. Pinder, ed., Race-ing Art History: Critical Readings in Race and Art History (New York: 

Routledge, 2002). 
172 Lorraine O’Grady, “Olympia’s Maid: Reclaiming Black Female Subjectivity” in New Feminist 

Criticism: Art, Identity, Action, eds. Joanna Frueh, Cassandra L Langer, and Arlene Raven (New York, 

NY: Icon Editions, 1994), 152-153. O’Grady writes: “Western culture not only relegates black women to 

the margins of white femininity but also charges them with synthesizing a dialectic of deviance.” Grady 

also notes that “it is the African female who, by virtue of color and feature and the extreme metaphors of 

enslavement, is at the outermost reaches of otherness. Thus she subsumes all the roles of the non-white 

body.” 
173 Denise Murrell, “Prologue: Manet’s Laure and the Histories of Art” in Posing Modernity: The Black 

Model from Manet and Matisse to Today (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2018). Murrell 

highlights the figuration of black women as integral to the development of modern art and the gendered and 

racialized artist-model relationship dominant in the work of White male European artists. 
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African-American, like the artist himself, gave this performance an implicitly political 

charge: in an age where the slogan “black is beautiful” was current Smith was clearly 

celebrating the skin beneath the ornament.”174  

Just as charged is the approach Smith took to telegraph the inclusivity of his 

jewelry to his gay clients. Gay men and women in America in the first half of the 

twentieth-century lived lives that were shaped by censorship, hostility, and anti-LGBTQ 

policing. Threatened with harassment, the loss of their jobs, families, and reputations, 

most people hid their participation in gay life from their straight associates. Smith had 

close connections with the gay community in Greenwich Village, a center for the gay 

rights movement in the US.175 He had lived and worked in the Village for more than 

twenty years when the Stonewall Riots took place in June 1969 – just a five-minute walk 

from his shop.176 He had witnessed decades of LGBTQ activism, struggle, and 

community building preceding this event.177 However, only three of the twenty-nine 

 
174 Glenn Adamson, Thinking Through Craft, (Oxford, UK: Berg Publishers, 2007), 24. Also, Stephanie 

M.H. Camp, “Black is Beautiful: An American History,” Journal of Southern History 81, no. 3 (August 

2015): 686. 
175 It appears that all Smith’s romantic partners were White men he met through the artistic or gay 

community in New York. Russell describes these relationships in some detail in Art as Adornment. Bill 

Grove, an art director, was Smith’s partner from 1948 to 1957. Smith met Grove through the Neal Salon. 

Following this from 1959 to 1962, Smith was in a relationship with John Beaton (1931-2011), a manager at 

IBM. Next, Smith was partners with Geoffrey Haskell, a banker from England from 1963 to 1971. Smith’s 

final relationship was with Charles L. Russell, an accountant from Maine, from 1973 to the time of Smith’s 

death in 1982. Smith depended on his partners emotionally and financially. Russell has played an important 

role in preserving Smith’s legacy, gifting Smith’s jewelry and personal papers to the Brooklyn Museum in 

2007 and publishing Art as Adornment in 2016, the summation of twenty years of research and writing. 

Russell also gave four pieces by Smith to the National Museum of African American History and Culture 

(NMAAHC) in Washington, DC. Smith and his partners engaged with the gay community in New York 

and vacationed at LGBTQ-friendly destinations in the Northeast like Cherry Grove on Fire Island, New 

York, and Provincetown, Massachusetts. 
176 Marla Brettschneider, Susan Burgess, and Christine Keating, LGBTQ Politics: A Critical Reader, (New 

York, USA: New York University Press, 2017), 4. 
177 George Chauncey, Gay New York: Gender, Urban Culture, and the Making of the Gay Male World, 

1890-1940, (Basic Books). 
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publications on Smith refer to his homosexuality, and none offer further analysis to 

consider queer themes in Smith’s work.178  

Like many LGBTQ individuals at the time, Smith lived some part of his life in 

secret to avoid harassment. Coded speech and dress, both to identify oneself to others and 

avoid criminal prosecution, emerged as a means of communication for the LGBTQ 

community. The word “gay” was one such coded term, used in secret until its queer 

connotations became widely known in the 1960s.179 Displaying knowledge of gay 

literature, art, and public figures was another way to signal allyship. These tactics 

emerged as a means for the LGBTQ community to connect, claim space, and support 

each other despite the injunction from the larger society on their civil rights.  

Using words to conceal and protect was a survival mechanism Smith learned to 

wield from a young age. His Jamaican-accented English set him apart from his other 

classmates in the elementary school he attended in Brooklyn. He worked hard to conceal 

his accent not to be the target of bullying. Blending into Brooklyn’s historically African 

American neighborhood required “picking up the accent of ghetto parlance.”180 Smith 

adopted the practice of code-switching, adjusting his speech and behavior to conform 

with his environment when shifting between the worlds of Greenwich Village and 

 
178 Nora Burns, “Art Appreciation: Late designer’s jewelry still draws an eclectic mix of loyal admirers in 

the Village,” New York Blade News, November 28, 1997, pp 26. Nora Burns’ review of Intimate Sculpture: 

Art Smith and his contemporaries, is the first time Smith’s homosexuality is mentioned. The introductory 

essay to the 2009 exhibition of Smith’s work at the Brooklyn Museum, From The Village to Vogue: The 

Modernist Jewelry of Art Smith is the first museum catalog to mention Smith’s sexuality, describing Smith 

as an “active supporter of black and gay civil rights.” The only other article in the literature survey that 

references Smith’s sexuality is Nedra Rhone, “Wearable Art: Modern jewelry is really high art; Art Smith’s 

work is on display at High Museum.” The Atlanta Journal-Constitution, Living section, June 22, 2015, 

page D1. 
179 George Chauncey, Gay New York: Gender, Urban Culture, and the Making of the Gay Male World, 

1890-1940, (Basic Books). 
180 Russell, Art as Adornment: The Life and Work of Arthur George Smith, 65. 
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Bedford Stuyvesant.181 His persona as a professional jeweler was different from the one 

Smith used to pass as “one a da boyz” in Brooklyn.182  

Manipulating language as a means of defense during childhood became a source 

of entertainment as an adult. Smith was legendary amongst friends and family for his 

punning and wordplay. He competed with his friend, theatre director Philip Minor (1928-

1991), to invent the wittiest “drag queen” name.183 The art of female impersonation was a 

popular form of entertainment performed regularly at cabarets and theaters in many 

venues in Greenwich Village.184 Smith explored this art form as a young adult – but 

regrettably, no images of such performances appear to exist.185 Performers adopted stage 

names to accompany their drag personas. These monikers, based on names gendered as 

female, often employed puns – like Smith and Minor’s wittiest proposals, “Natalie 

Attyred” (or nattily attired), and “Emma Chizzet” (or how much is it?). Smith’s repartee 

extended to his everyday speech and also crept into his teaching style.186 After attending 

Smith’s jewelry-making class in 1974 at the Haystack Mountain School of Crafts in 

 
181 Vershawn Ashanti Young, “Straight Black Queer: Obama, Code-Switching, and the Gender Anxiety of 

African American Men,” PMLA 129, no. 3 (May 2014): 467. Code switching refers to alternating between 

languages or language varieties in the context of a single conversation or situation to ally with customs, 

values, and sexual orientation. 
182 Russell, Art as Adornment: The Life and Work of Arthur George Smith, 28.  
183 The expression combines the words “drag,” theater speak for men dressing in women’s clothing, and 

“queen,” gay slang for a man with effeminate traits.  
184 Till, “Madame Chenet: Modernist and Voodoo-Inspired Jewelry designed by Winifred Mason,” 22. 

West Third Street in Greenwich Village had a number of cabarets and bars like The Howdy Club and Tony 

Pastor’s Downtown. The licenses for both establishments had been revoked for being sites of “conduct of 

drag queens, gay men, and lesbians.”   
185 Russell, Art as Adornment: The Life and Work of Arthur George Smith, 121. Russell says: “This duality 

of representation, a pictorial pun, is material for cartoonists and maybe transvestites. Arthur Smith explored 

such matters at an early age.” 
186 Oral history interview with Art Smith, 1971 August 24-31, Archives of American Art, 21. Smith says: 

“The teaching thing I find … almost a frightening challenge at first. I get real stage fright, but it falls into 

place, I can handle the ball apparently as soon as I get in the ring.” 
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Maine, artist and studio jeweler Joyce J. Scott (1948-) nicknamed her mentor “Articulate 

Smith” for his way with words.187  

Such linguistic wordplay, however, went beyond mere entertainment. Smith used 

these skills to craft messages of inclusivity and solidarity with his gay customers through 

text in catalogs and advertisements. For instance, a promotional brochure from 1950 

addresses both “ladies and gentlemen.” The word “ladies” is printed in black text on a 

white ground and its partner, “gentlemen,” appears in white text on a black ground. Each 

word receives equal visual weight; male clients are not an afterthought relegated to 

second place (Fig. 66). Moreover, the text “for aesthetes only” describes the ideal 

customer for a tie-pin and cufflinks set. Here, Smith connects his audience with famous 

“aesthete,” Irish writer, and gay icon Oscar Wilde (1854-1900).188 Another advertisement 

placed in the classifieds section of the Gotham Life magazine in the early 1950s describes 

Smith’s jewelry as “Men’s accoutrements that men enjoy wearing.” This 

acknowledgment that men partake in and enjoy the act of adornment was considered a 

transgressive notion by broader society.189  

By the 1960s, specific colors and symbols, straightforward ways to signal 

allegiance, acquired LGBTQ associations – in particular, green and lavender and the 

lower-case Greek letter, “lambda” (λ).190 Smith repurposed these visual clues as badges 

 
187 Russell, Art as Adornment: The Life and Work of Arthur George Smith, 65. 
188 Charlotte Gere and Lesley Hoskins, The House Beautiful: Oscar Wilde and the Aesthetic Interior 

(London: Lund Humphries, 2000), 69. Also, Russell, Art as Adornment: The Life and Work of Arthur 

George Smith, 291. Russell writes that “(Oscar) Wilde … had captured Arthur’s imagination in more ways 

than one.” 
189 Lillian Faderman, The Gay Revolution: The Story of the Struggle (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2015), 

3-49. 
190 George Chauncey, Gay New York: Gender, Urban Culture, and the Making of the Gay Male World, 

1890-1940, (Basic Books). At Oscar Wilde’s trial for indecency in the 1890s, wearing a green carnation in 

one’s buttonhole came to symbolize allyship with Wilde’s cause. Lavender or light purple, a mix of pink 
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for self-identification to demonstrate unity and shared values. When asked about his 

stone choices in his oral history interview, Smith says, “I can like an individual stone 

because it has an emotional quality about it,” suggesting that he recognized the multi-

dimensional characteristics of hardstones that went beyond superficial appearance.191 He 

uses green and lavender-colored stones often in his work. Jade and chrysoprase 

frequently supply the color green. Likewise, Smith uses lavender, mainly through 

amethysts, in commissions such as the Elegant necklace ca. 1975 (Fig. 16) and Pinky ring 

ca. 1975 (Fig. 67).  

Given Smith’s fondness for verbal puns, his strategy to use visual double entendre 

through concealing shapes in his work is not surprising. A bas-relief, made at Cooper 

Union, offers an early example of Smith’s experiments with dual representation whereby 

changing a shape’s orientation can change its meaning.192 A rectangular panel, made in 

1938 from plaster of Paris and titled Coral Reef, depicts coral, floating seaweed, and sea 

creatures cast in abstract biomorphic shapes (Fig. 68 a). However, when viewed in 

portrait orientation, the floating contours of the underwater scene transform into a 

stylized female figure with flowing hair, breasts, a raised arm, and ruffled clothing (Fig. 

68 b). 

 
and blue or a symbolic merger of the feminine and masculine, is another color associated with signaling 

homosexuality. In 1970, American graphic designer and gay rights activist Tom Doerr (1947-1987) 

proposed the lower-case Greek letter, “lambda” (λ), as the symbol of the New York chapter of the Gay 

Activists Alliance. Four years later, the lambda was declared the international symbol for LGBTQ rights at 

the International Gay Rights Congress in Edinburgh, Scotland in 1974. Also, Vicki L. Eaklor, Queer 

America: A GLBT History of the 20th Century (Westport CT and London: Greenwood Press, 2008), 87-90 

and 138-139. The “Lavender Scare” refers to the elimination of suspected homosexuals from government 

service in the US beginning in the late 1940s, again illustrating the significance of colors associated with 

the LGBTQ community.  
191 Oral history interview with Art Smith, 1971 August 24-31, Archives of American Art, 25-26. 
192 Russell, Art as Adornment: The Life and Work of Arthur George Smith, 121. 
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Similarly, the Modernist silver and jade brooch (ca. 1960), composed of a 

triangular shape, angled wire, and a rounded green jade bezel set stone, when viewed in 

landscape orientation, suggests a spacecraft or rocket ship, influences consistent with the 

space race (Fig. 69 a). However, a stylized version of the letter “lambda” emerges from 

the silver shapes when viewed in portrait alignment (Fig. 69 b). Together with the 

significance of the color green, this strategy illustrates Smith’s use of dual representation 

in his jewelry. Here, the wearer could choose how to wear the pin – to conceal or reveal 

the lambda shape by changing its orientation – thereby changing the wearer’s messaging. 

Such messages were acknowledged, and Smith had several customers who were gay.193 

Before closing, it is essential to recognize Smith’s role in communicating the 

accessibility of his work. He was his own best billboard. After his photograph was not 

included in The New York Times article about his win at the World’s Fair in 1939, he was 

adamant about being photographed with his jewelry – often wearing his work.194 Smith 

did this to be unequivocal about the race of its maker.195 For instance, he was delighted 

when his photograph explaining jewelry making to Mr. and Mrs. Samuel G. Johnson 

appeared in the catalog to Objects: USA (Fig. 70).196  

 
193 Russell, Art as Adornment: The Life and Work of Arthur George Smith, 147. 
194 Russell, Art as Adornment: The Life and Work of Arthur George Smith, 169. 
195 Russell, Art as Adornment: The Life and Work of Arthur George Smith, 165. Smith had favorite styles of 

jewelry he would wear on repeat for many years at a stretch, for example, the Circles-in-Cube ring. Smith 

liked the version of this ring he made for his client Roosevelt Van Williams in 1960 so much that he made 

a similar ring for himself with a jade stone set in the sterling silver circle in 1962 and wore this regularly 

for the next four years. Smith also wore the Floating Opal ring which even if not well designed “was 

wonderful for public relations.” Another favorite piece of jewelry that Smith wore consistently for the last 

ten years of his life was the Saturnian bracelet.  
196 American Crafts Council, Museum of Contemporary Crafts, Objects: USA, The Johnson Collection of 

Contemporary Crafts, (New York: American Crafts Council, Museum of Contemporary Crafts, 1972), 

Exhibition catalog, 2. 
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Further, by inserting his body into the work, Smith used himself to question 

notions of masculinity and femininity and challenge assumptions of the fixed gender 

nature of his jewelry. Here also, this performative aspect of Smith’s engagement with his 

work must be read within the history of “Black Dandyism” or the use of fashion (and 

jewelry) “as a means for men of African descent to exert control over self-presentation 

and craft identities … to defy stereotypical and monolithic understandings of (Black) 

masculinity.”197 Smith, for instance, wore rings, bracelets, belt buckles, necklaces, and 

even brass buttons made for his “own forest green sport coat.”198 When talking about 

Smith in the Craft in America series, Joyce J. Scott says of her mentor, “Art was a man of 

great sophistication and élan. He always had that soignée about him.”199 

Smith’s dress style evolved over his lifetime. In images from the 1950s, he is seen 

outfitted conservatively in collared shirts and suits. One such series pictures him holding 

spools of metal wire and partially finished objects.200 According to Russell, he had 

become a “flamboyant dresser” by the mid-1960s.201 Russell describes a colorful 

wardrobe of fake fur coats, yellow and white striped trousers, and pirate-style shirts.202 

Smith wears his Elegant necklace (ca.1975) in a photograph titled Art Smith at home 

(1979) by photographer and client Arthur Mones (Fig. 71). Smith is posed in a cross 

shape, with his arms resting on the back of furniture, against an exposed brick wall in his 

 
197 Shantrelle P. Lewis, Dandy Lion: (Re)Articulating Black Masculine Identity, April 5 – July 12, 2015 

(Chicago: Museum of Contemporary Photography, 2015), Exhibition catalog. Also, Monica L. Miller, 

Slaves to Fashion: Black Dandyism and the Styling of Diasporic Identity (Durham, NC: Duke University 

Press, 2009), 15.  
198 Russell, Art as Adornment: The Life and Work of Arthur George Smith, 169. 
199 “Craft in America,” Jewelry, accessed November 11, 2021, [23:05], 

https://www.craftinamerica.org/episode/jewelry. 
200 The cover image for the catalog for Smith’s Retrospective in 1990 comes from this series of 

photographs and shows Smith seated outside his shop. 
201 Russell, Art as Adornment: The Life and Work of Arthur George Smith, 72. 
202 Russell, Art as Adornment: The Life and Work of Arthur George Smith, 72. 

https://www.craftinamerica.org/episode/jewelry
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loft. The eleven by eleven-inch necklace spreads across his chest. The posture recalls 

religious images of Jesus Christ juxtaposed with a flaming sacred heart. A cherished 

family photograph from 1921 of Smith at four with an infant brother Marcus, who died of 

scarlet fever soon after, hangs on the wall to his right.203 An industrial chain curves to his 

left, its metal loops echoing the twenty-one links of the necklace. This image, one of the 

last photographs of the artist, is charged with special meaning considering the symbolism 

of the sizeable lavender stone Smith displays over his heart.  

In conclusion, Smith’s experiences as a Black and gay man in America in the 

mid-twentieth-century emerge in his work and methods of communication. He witnessed 

racism and homophobia on a national level while experiencing the discrimination leveled 

at both groups in his own life. Such discrimination shaped his use of advertising and 

photography to send messages of inclusivity and solidarity to Black and gay 

communities. Moreover, Smith catered to the desires of his gay customers to telegraph 

their own messages through colors and symbols in jewelry. Hence Smith’s life and work 

allow for the valuable study of the intersection of studio craft and queer art – and his 

version of craft activism and covert political action. These contributions add to this 

master’s significance as a great American studio jeweler. Not only was he able to outstrip 

the production models of his contemporaries, but he did this while celebrating the parts of 

himself and others that were also Black and gay.   

 
203 Russell, Art as Adornment: The Life and Work of Arthur George Smith, 26. 
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Chapter 5: Conclusions  

 

 

The findings from the preceding chapters show how Smith was highly skilled at 

designing jewelry and creating transformative work that was sensitive to the human form 

while also signaling his support for the Black and gay worlds he inhabited. Why have 

these aspects and motivations been missed in the study of Smith’s work? The 

biographical entry for Smith in the catalog for the Structure & Ornament, Studio Jewelry 

1900 to the Present auction held by Wright/Rago auction houses in February 2020 

provides some clues.204  

Typical of critical writing about Smith starting from 1987, this entry keeps to the 

formal analysis of Smith’s jewelry, here, describing the “large-scale” as well as the 

shapes of his pieces.205 Also typical of such text, the emphasis is on Smith’s studio 

practice, “with only two assistants.”206 And finally, typical of such writing, Smith’s race 

is acknowledged by mentioning his Jamaican antecedents, status as the “only” African 

 
204 Rago/Wright, Structure & Ornament: Studio Jewelry 1900 to Present, Exhibition catalog, no page 

numbers. The entry reads: “Art Smith was one of the most admired mid-century jewelry designers, bringing 

sophistication and drama to large-scale works made for everyday-wear. Smith was the son of Jamaican 

immigrants living in Brooklyn and, as the only prominent African-American jewelry designer of the era, he 

ran an esteemed studio and showroom (with only two assistants) in Greenwich Village for thirty-three 

years. This collection includes Smith’s sinuous, striking works of the 1940s, fashionable pieces from the 

1950s when Smith gained more widespread appeal, as well as a unique prototype of a necklace he designed 

for a friend in the 1960s, when he turned his attention to commissions and unique one-offs for luminaries 

(and close friends) such as Duke Ellington, Lena Horne and choreographer Talley Beatty.” 
205 Appendix A: Twelve exhibition catalogs, eight exhibition reviews, and six articles about Smith from 

1940-2020. 
206 Billops et al., “Mid-Century Jewelry and Art Smith,” Arthur Smith: A Jeweler’s Retrospective (New 

York: Jamaica Arts Center, 1990), Exhibition catalog, no page numbers. In her essay “Mid-Century 

Jewelry and Art Smith” Greenbaum echoes a number of statements she made in her essay on Smith for 

Metalsmith magazine from 1987. Smith’s techniques are described as “naïve way(s) to create jewelry from 

metal” and as “practiced by unsophisticated smiths from primitive cultures.” Greenbaum also writes 

problematically “Art Smith, being an African-American, most certainly absorbed the impact of indigenous 

African art forms. Specific connections to the art of his forefathers are apparent in much of his output.” 
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American studio jeweler, and through his connections to other famous African 

Americans.207 The influence of Smith’s queerness on his work goes unmentioned.  

Whether this last omission is motivated by censorship or oversight, as argued in 

Chapter 4, missing the queer influences on Smith’s work effaces a significant aspect of 

his life and creative motivations that shaped his output and added a distinctive dimension 

to his jewelry. Similarly, obfuscating or glossing over the design aspects of his practice 

also ignores his accomplishments as a designer and the complexities of creating jewelry 

through a fabrication line. In fact, seven of the ten items by Smith in this same auction 

date to between 1949 to 1960, and most of these are part of the standard catalog. It is very 

likely that Smith’s production line made these objects. Lastly, the reasons why Smith is a 

“prominent African American jewelry designer” remain unsaid. As described in Chapter 

4, his approaches to inclusivity and pro-Blackness representations must list among the 

reasons for his prominence.  

These findings show that even established artists like Smith may have incomplete 

histories because of shortcomings in critical writing on craft that only read the work of 

Black and queer makers through aesthetic frameworks and formal analysis. Such an 

approach results in narrowly prescribed interpretations of the work of BIPOC and queer 

makers while making only surface-level references to race and sexuality. Not only do the 

findings of this thesis offer a reevaluation of Smith’s artistic legacy, but such results add 

evidence to support calls for rewriting the histories of BIPOC and queer artists in the 

 
207 Writers also make references to Smith’s connections with the West Indian and Caribbean community of 

Brooklyn, New York, and other African American cultural touchstones, for instance, Harlem, African 

American modern dance and theater, jazz music, Black intellectuals, the NAACP, Marcus Garvey, and the 

civil rights movement. Writers also reference Smith’s experiences with race-related prejudice and violence 

while working in Greenwich Village. 
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US.208 Writing complete accounts of makers from historically marginalized groups can 

create inclusive histories, shine a light on their approaches to making art, fully recover, 

and acknowledge their contributions to American art, craft, and design.209  

Artists like Smith can help to create these inclusive histories. One way is through 

the study of their professional networks. For instance, Smith’s participation in Black 

cultural salons and his connections with Black and gay professionals from the arts in New 

York only reinforce calls already made for further study of these support groups to 

understand their influence on racial histories and LGBTQ studies.210 Archival research 

highlights one example of the networking potential of these influential structures of 

support. Painter Frank Neal, Smith’s salon connection, follows Smith’s spot in the One 

Tenth of a Nation documentary to showcase his hand-painted trays. The documentary 

also features photographer Gordon Parks (1912-2006), another of Smith’s “little 

Bauhaus” associates.211 Smith had worked as a jeweler for only five years, highlighting 

the value of his connections through Beatty to the Neals and onwards to a national 

documentary, albeit one with disturbingly condescending and racist tones. More 

critically, further scholarship can help determine how Smith’s entry into this artist circle 

 
208 Tanya Sheehan, “A Time and a Place: Rethinking Race in American Art History” in A Companion to 

American Art: Companion to American Art, John Davis, Jennifer A. Greenhill, and Jason D. Lafountain, 

eds. (Chichester: John Wiley & Sons, Incorporated, 2015), 195. Also, Jacqueline Francis, Writing African 

American Art History, American Art, 17 no. 1, (Spring 2003): 8-9. 
209 Anthea Black and Nicole Burisch, eds., The New Politics of the Handmade: Craft, Art and 

Design, (London: Bloomsbury Publishing USA, 2020), 7-8. 
210 David Hadju, Lush Life: A Biography of Billy Strayhorn (Northpoint Press, 1997). Also, Tyler T. 

Schmidt, Desegregating Desire: Race and Sexuality in Cold War American Literature (University Press of 

Mississippi, 2013), 120. 
211 Billops et al., “Arthur Smith: An autobiography,” Arthur Smith: A Jeweler’s Retrospective (New York: 

Jamaica Arts Center, 1990), Exhibition catalog, no page numbers. Smith says: “We had a whole big 

establishment, a tremendous enthusiasm, and an exciting group of people contributing to it. It was in the 

midst of compatible neighbors and friends, people like Bill Attaway, Charles Seabry (sic), Talley Beatty, 

Ralph Ellison, Gordon Parks, Bill Stein, Archer Winston, the critic.” 
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may have emboldened him (and other members) to embrace race and queer-coded 

aesthetics in work. 

Another way artists with immigrant backgrounds like Smith can help create 

complete histories of American arts is through studying their immigrant networks.212 

Research finds that “an immigrant (outsider) heritage may offer certain creative 

advantages … a resilience and determination to succeed, a curiosity and openness to 

innovation born of marginality, and an attraction to high-risk pursuits (because 

conventional careers are less open to them).”213 In the early 1900s, the largest number of 

Black immigrants to the US were from the Caribbean.214 This group was close to 13 

percent of the population of New York City in 1923.215 Black immigrants like the 

Smiths’ suffered from the racial prejudices of Jim Crow laws and the economy of pre-

civil rights America that restricted access to housing, credit, and employment 

opportunities for African Americans.  

Moreover, how Mason’s research on the “iconographic contributions of the 

African diaspora” in Haiti influenced her jewelry, and in turn, affected Smith’s practices 

can help to identify African-Caribbean influences on American studio craft.216 While in 

 
212 Francis, “Writing African American Art History,” 8. Also, Randall Morris, “Caribbean American Folk 

Art,” in The New Encyclopedia of Southern Culture. Volume 23: Folk Art, Carol Crown and Cheryl Rivers 

(eds) (Chapel Hill, NC: The University of North Carolina Press, 2013). 
213 Charles Hirschman, “The Contributions of Immigrants to American Culture,” Daedalus, 142 no. 3 

(Summer 2013): 27. 
214 Includes Jamaica, Haiti, Trinidad and Tobago, and the Dominican Republic.  
215 Migration from Jamaica to the US dates from the beginning of the twentieth-century. Jamaicans 

predominated the more than 130,000 West Indians who migrated to the United States from 1899 to 1928. 

This wave of immigration brought the Smith family to New York in 1920. The Smith’s arrived shortly 

before the US put in place immigration quotas in 1924 that limited the number of immigrants allowed entry 

through a national origins quota that favored immigration from countries in northern and Western Europe. 

This was eliminated in 1965 through the Hart-Celler Act. 
216 Till, “Madame Chenet: Modernist and Voodoo-Inspired Jewelry designed by Winifred Mason,” 30. 

Mason received a fellowship grant from the Julius Rosenwald Fund of Chicago, IL in 1945. Her award was 

for travel to the West Indies to study designs “which stem from the folklore and culture of the Negro” and 

to express these designs in jewelry.  
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Haiti, Mason was associated with the Centre d’Art, an art gallery founded by American 

artist DeWitt Peters (1902-1966).217 Here, Mason may have seen the use of scrap metal 

from oil drums repurposed by sculptors like Georges Liautaud (1899-1990) to make 

flattened silhouettes of funeral crosses. Could this practice to cut out shapes from sheet 

metal have influenced Mason’s (and Smith’s) method to cut and shape metal sheets?  

In addition to Smith’s professional and personal networks, his participation in 

numerous Black-only art and craft shows helps with drafting an inclusive history of 

African American studio jewelry – one that goes beyond the stories of Smith and a 

handful of other Black jewelers.218 Archival research of exhibition catalogs and ephemera 

in Smith’s papers at the Brooklyn Museum finds several Black studio jewelers (listed in 

Appendix C), many of whom are absent from mainstream American craft and decorative 

art histories, scholarly texts, and museum collections. The exhibition catalog for 

Contemporary African American Crafts from 1970, for instance, identifies jewelry 

makers Evangeline J. Montgomery (1930-), Winifred Brown (1936-), and Lynde Jordon 

(1913-n.d.). While Montgomery later appears in Samella Lewis’s African American Art 

and Artists, Brown and Jordon’s work is not documented. In another example, The 

Haystack Encounter – Summer of 1974 catalog provides additional evidence of the 

relationship between Smith and his mentee, Baltimore artist Joyce J. Scott (1948-). 

Earlier that year, Smith had taught jewelry making to fifteen students at The Haystack 

 
217 Till, “Madame Chenet: Modernist and Voodoo-Inspired Jewelry designed by Winifred Mason,” 45.  
218 Smith participated in 1969: Twelve Afro-American Artists curated by Lee Nordness Galleries in New 

York in 1969, Handcrafted at the Studio Museum in Harlem in 1972, Black Fine Arts Festival at the 

College of Fine Arts, Illinois State University in Normal, Illinois in 1974, The Haystack Encounter – 

Summer of 1974 at Morgan State University in Baltimore, Maryland, also 1974, and Contemporary African 

American Crafts in 1979. Posthumously, Smith was included in Stop Asking/We Exist held first at the 

Society for Contemporary Crafts in Pittsburgh in 1999 and curated by Joyce J. Scott.  
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Mountain School of Craft (or Haystack) in Deer Isle, Maine.219 Fortuitously, one of these 

students was Scott.220 Scott and Smith even went as far as collaborating on We Two, a 

piece combining Smith’s Half and Half necklace with Scott’s characteristic off-loom 

bead weaving (Fig. 72).221 This necklace, signifying the passing of a torch, foreshadows 

Scott’s illustrious career using glass and craft techniques to make jewelry, sculpture, and 

performance and installation art.222 Later Scott would acknowledge her debt to her 

mentor, describing him as “a loving person and a strong teacher … he saw his job was to 

teach me how to employ his (Smith’s) knowledge into my (Scott’s) work.”223 Smith 

emerges in Scott’s jewelry through the size and scale of her signature, bib-shaped 

neckpieces. Scott’s use of the body as a site of display and dissent also has echoes of 

Smith, though Scott’s version is much more literal. She uses figurative mixed-media 

 
219 Founded in 1950, Haystack Mountain School of Crafts is an international, non-profit, studio program in 

the arts, offering residency programs and workshop sessions to craft-makers and visual artists. In the 1970s 

Haystack experimented with developing programs under different national groupings. In 1972, Francis 

Sumner Merritt (1913-2000), the school’s director engaged weaver Allen Fannin (1940-2004) as co-

coordinator of the Afro-American Craft session for 1974 with the responsibility of identifying Black 

Americans, both teachers and students, to participate in the program. The following makers participated in 

addition to Smith: Frank Cummings (wood), Allan Edmunds (graphics), Allen Fannin (fiber/weaving), 

James Lewis (lecture), Bob Robinson (photography), Mary Taylor (photography), and Curtis Tucker 

(papermaking/printmaking).  
220 Francis Sumner Merritt Papers, circa 1930-1980. Archives of American Art, Smithsonian Institution, 

Series 2: Correspondence, circa 1930-1978. Letter from Francis Sumner Merritt to Art Smith dated 

November 26, 1973. 
221 As the only artistic collaboration between two exemplars in their fields, this necklace is a historically 

significant object preserved by the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston. 
222 Joyce J. Scott is best known for her figurative sculptures and jewelry using free form, off-loom bead 

weaving techniques, similar to a peyote stitch. Each piece is constructed using thousands of glass seed 

beads or pony beads, and sometimes found objects and materials such as glass, quilting, and leather. Scott 

has made work about racism, classism, sexism, violence, and cultural stereotypes. Scott was named a 

MacArthur Fellow in 2016 and a Smithsonian Visionary Artist in 2019. 
223 Sonya Clark, Wesley Clark, Bibiana Obler, Mary Savig, Joyce J. Scott, and Namita Gupta Wiggers, 

“The Black Craftsman Situation: A Critical Conversation About Race and Craft,” in The New Politics of 

the Handmade: Craft, Art and Design, eds., Anthea Black and Nicole Burisch (London: Bloomsbury 

Publishing USA, 2020), 263. Also, “Craft in America,” Jewelry, accessed November 11, 2021, [23:18 and 

24:09], https://www.craftinamerica.org/episode/jewelry. 

https://www.craftinamerica.org/episode/jewelry
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collages, made from glass and metal beads and found objects, to create jewelry that 

comments on race and stereotypes, like the Africa necklace ca. 1980 (Fig. 73).224  

Finally, the study of private and institutional collecting practices in the context of 

Smith’s jewelry highlights the influence of private collectors in defining the American 

studio jewelry canon. Five of the nine museums surveyed received significant gifts from 

private collectors. Moreover, these collectors acquired Smith’s jewelry through galleries 

and auction houses. For instance, private collector Daphne Farrago relied extensively on 

gallerists to acquire works by Smith, including fellow collector Donna Schneier. Schneier 

and Helen Williams Drutt English (1930-) both had careers as professional gallerists. 

This survey finds that only five of the nineteen Black studio jewelers identified in 

Appendix C are represented in these collections. Such findings are consistent with 

arguments that BIPOC artists are underrepresented in museums and private collections.225 

Assuming the model of building studio jewelry collections remains unchanged, if only 

for economic reasons, and museums continue to rely on collectors, it follows that both 

groups must develop strategies to build representative and inclusive collections. As a 

start, it would require identifying makers outside gallery settings. The archives of Black 

artists like Smith are an obvious choice to discover other makers.226 As demonstrated by 

archival research, the potential for such resources to yield valuable insights to build out 

American craft histories is significant. Additionally, the collections of HBCUs, like 

 
224 Sophia Merkin, Maryland to Murano: Neckpieces & Sculptures at the Museum of Arts and Design, 

(New York: The Museum of Arts and Design, 2013), Exhibition catalog, no page numbers. 
225 Chad M. Topaz, Bernhard Klingenberg, Daniel Turek, Brianna Heggeseth, Pamela E. Harris, Julie C. 

Blackwood, C. Ondine Chavoya, Steven Nelson, and Kevin M. Murphy, Diversity of artists in major U.S. 

museums, PLoS ONE, 14 no. 3 (March 22, 2019): 11. 
226 Francis, “Writing African American Art History,” 7-8. Francis recommends studying the archives of 

Black artists to identify other makers and create comprehensive catalogs of artistic output. Francis also 

proposes digitizing such archives to enable future research. 
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Morgan State University, offer valuable resources.227 Alternatively, galleries should 

develop their collection strategies to increase the representation of BIPOC and LGBTQ 

artists. Such approaches are essential for art, craft, and design museums to accurately 

signal the breadth of the American studio jewelry canon. 

This thesis concludes where it began. While no match for Smith and Minor’s 

wordplay, the title, “No Art Without Design,” refers to Smith’s use of design techniques 

to create his wearable “art.” This designation recognizes his use of industrial design 

methods to create studio jewelry at scale, outstrip his contemporaries’ making capacity, 

and democratize access to well-designed work. However, after Smith’s fashion, the 

double entendre in this statement proposes that we also consider how he used design 

tactics to create “Art.” In other words, this reading acknowledges Smith’s strategy to 

design jewelry that reflected his own Black and queer politics, thereby proving the point 

that there was indeed no “Art” without design.  

  

 
227 During Professor James E. Lewis (1923-1997)’s tenure as the chairman of the Morgan Art Department 

from 1950 to 1986, the institution amassed a large collection of over 3,000 works, predominantly of 

African and African diaspora art. 
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Figures 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 1, Charles L. Russell, New Yorker advertisement for Art Smith Jewelry appearing on 

May 16, 1953, 2016, photograph, Art as Adornment: The Life and Work of Arthur 

George Smith, page 58. 

 

 
 

Fig. 2, Library of Congress, One Tenth of a Nation. The Arts [6:48], 1953, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?app=desktop&v=d1WOwaecwTU,  (accessed June 19, 

2021). 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?app=desktop&v=d1WOwaecwTU
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Fig. 3, Unknown Photographer, Model wearing Art Smith’s “Modern Cuff” Bracelet, 

circa, 1948, n.d., photograph, From the Village to Vogue: The Modernist Jewelry of Art 

Smith, Exhibition catalog, page 4. 

 

 
 

Fig. 4, Poster, New York World’s Fair 1939, USA; lithograph on paper; Cooper Hewitt, 

Smithsonian Design Museum, https://collection.cooperhewitt.org/objects/18505121/, 

(accessed June 19, 2021). 

https://collection.cooperhewitt.org/objects/18505121/
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Fig. 5, Art Smith, Combined Firehouse and Police Station, 1939, plans and axonometric,  

Cooper Union, The Irwin S. Chanin School of Architecture Archive of the Cooper Union 

https://archswc.cooper.edu/Detail/objects/20609,  (accessed October 5, 2021). 

 

 
 

Fig. 6, Winifred Mason Chenet, Copper and Brass Diamond Design Cuff, ca.1945, brass 

and copper, 1 3/4 × 2 3/4 × 1 3/4 in., Collection of the Smithsonian National Museum of 

African American History and Culture, http://n2t.net/ark:/65665/fd50c1a99f6-481e-4b49-

94ef-c6cf3605fb4a (accessed June 19, 2021). 

 

https://archswc.cooper.edu/Detail/objects/20609
http://n2t.net/ark:/65665/fd50c1a99f6-481e-4b49-94ef-c6cf3605fb4a
http://n2t.net/ark:/65665/fd50c1a99f6-481e-4b49-94ef-c6cf3605fb4a
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Fig. 7, Art Smith, Modern Cuff, ca 1948, brass, copper, 2 5/8 × 2 5/8 × 4 in., In Private 

Collection. 

 

 
 

Fig. 8, Winifred Mason, Cuff Bracelet, ca. 1945, copper, 2 1/4 x 2 7/8 x 3 1/2 in., 

Brooklyn Museum, https://www.brooklynmuseum.org/opencollection/objects/197335 

(accessed June 19, 2021). 

https://www.brooklynmuseum.org/opencollection/objects/197335
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Fig. 9, Art Smith, Shop Sign and Business Card, n.d., Brooklyn Museum Library, Arthur 

Smith Papers, Special Collections. 

 

 
 

Fig. 10, Library of Congress, One Tenth of a Nation. The Arts [6:41], 1953, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?app=desktop&v=d1WOwaecwTU,  (accessed June 19, 

2021). 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?app=desktop&v=d1WOwaecwTU
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Fig. 11, Coreen Simpson, Breastplate Necklace, ca 1990, in Arthur Smith: A Jeweler’s 

Retrospective. Jamaica, N.Y.: Jamaica Arts Center, 1990. 

 

 
 

Fig. 12, Art Smith, Ellington Necklace, ca. 1958, silver, turquoise, rhodochrosite, 

chrysoprase, and amethyst (or garnet), 17 1/4 x 10 1/4 x 3/4 in., Museum of Fine Arts 

Boston,  https://collections.mfa.org/objects/456451?image= (accessed June 19, 2021). 

https://collections.mfa.org/objects/456451?image=
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Fig. 13, Library of Congress, One Tenth of a Nation. The Arts [6:56], 1953, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?app=desktop&v=d1WOwaecwTU,  (accessed June 19, 

2021). 

 

 
 

Fig. 14, Library of Congress, One Tenth of a Nation. The Arts [7:02], 1953, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?app=desktop&v=d1WOwaecwTU,  (accessed June 19, 

2021). 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?app=desktop&v=d1WOwaecwTU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?app=desktop&v=d1WOwaecwTU
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Fig. 15, Library of Congress, One Tenth of a Nation. The Arts [6:48], 1953, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?app=desktop&v=d1WOwaecwTU,  (accessed June 19, 

2021). 

 

 
 

Fig. 16, Art Smith, Linked Oval or Elegant necklace, 1974, silver and amethyst quartz, 11 

x 10 1/2 x 1/2 in., Brooklyn Museum, 

https://www.brooklynmuseum.org/opencollection/objects/179126 (accessed June 19, 

2021). 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?app=desktop&v=d1WOwaecwTU
https://www.brooklynmuseum.org/opencollection/objects/179126
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Fig. 17, Charles L. Russell, Turquoise Cloud Necklace by Art Smith ca. 1979, 2016, 

photograph, Art as Adornment: The Life and Work of Arthur George Smith, page 200. 

 

 
 

Fig. 18, Lida Moser, Tamara Dobson, ca. 1969, photograph, Jewelry by Art Smith, 

Exhibition catalog, 4. 
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Fig. 19, Art Smith, Lava Bracelet, ca. 1946, silver, 2 1/2 x 2 5/8 x 5 3/4 in., Brooklyn 

Museum, Gift of Charles L. Russell, 

https://www.brooklynmuseum.org/opencollection/objects/179141. (accessed June 19, 

2021). 

 

 
 

Fig. 20, Art Smith, Brass series sketch, n.d., pencil on paper, Brooklyn Museum Library, 

Arthur Smith Papers, Special Collections. 

 

https://www.brooklynmuseum.org/opencollection/objects/179141
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Fig. 21, Art Smith, Ellington necklace sketch, n.d., pen and pencil on paper, Brooklyn 

Museum Library, Arthur Smith Papers, Special Collections. 

 

 
 

Fig. 22, Art Smith, Cluster Knuckles Ring, ca 1968, silver alloy, rhodochrosite, jade, 

turquoise, and zoisite, Brooklyn Museum, Gift of Charles L. Russell, 

https://www.brooklynmuseum.org/opencollection/objects/179142, (accessed June 19, 

2021). 

https://www.brooklynmuseum.org/opencollection/objects/179142
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Fig. 23, Art Smith, Bauble Necklace, ca. 1953, silver and colorless quartz, 9 1/8 x 4 7/8 x 

1/2 in., Brooklyn Museum, Gift of Charles L. Russell, 

https://www.brooklynmuseum.org/opencollection/objects/179132. (accessed June 19, 

2021). 

 

 
 

Fig. 24, Art Smith, Encaged Marble Necklace, ca. 1972, silver and cornelian, 5 x 7 x 1 

1/8 in., Brooklyn Museum, Gift of Charles L. Russell, 

https://www.brooklynmuseum.org/opencollection/objects/179135, (accessed June 19, 

2021). 

https://www.brooklynmuseum.org/opencollection/objects/179132
https://www.brooklynmuseum.org/opencollection/objects/179135


 

83 
 

 
 

Fig. 25, Art Smith, Diminishing Spirals necklace, 1959, silver, 34 3/4 x 3 1/8 in., 

Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, The Daphne Farago Collection, 

https://collections.mfa.org/objects/457310/diminishing-spirals-

necklace;jsessionid=61651A07025BDF806EDE4E947345F023, (accessed June 19, 

2021). 

 

     
 

Fig. 26 a, (left) Winifred Mason Chenet, Copper and Brass Diamond Design Cuff 

[hallmark], ca. 1945, copper and brass, Collection of the Smithsonian National Museum 

of African American History and Culture, http://n2t.net/ark:/65665/fd50c1a99f6-481e-

4b49-94ef-c6cf3605fb4a (accessed June 19, 2021) and 26 b, (right) Art Smith, Modern 

Cuff hallmark, ca 1948, brass and copper, In Private Collection. 

https://collections.mfa.org/objects/457310/diminishing-spirals-necklace;jsessionid=61651A07025BDF806EDE4E947345F023
https://collections.mfa.org/objects/457310/diminishing-spirals-necklace;jsessionid=61651A07025BDF806EDE4E947345F023
http://n2t.net/ark:/65665/fd50c1a99f6-481e-4b49-94ef-c6cf3605fb4a
http://n2t.net/ark:/65665/fd50c1a99f6-481e-4b49-94ef-c6cf3605fb4a
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Fig. 27, Art Smith, Verso of ‘Three Gap’ Cuff in Process, ca 1949, brass, Collection of 

the Smithsonian National Museum of African American History and Culture, Gift of 

Charles L. Russell, http://n2t.net/ark:/65665/fd546fab7e1-7c94-4af9-9bc5-050e8b3f7be0,  

(accessed June 19, 2021). 

 

 
 

Fig. 28, Charles L. Russell, Simplicity neckpiece by Art Smith ca. 1968, sterling silver and 

cornelian, 2016, photograph, Art as Adornment: The Life and Work of Arthur George 

Smith, page 173.  

 

http://n2t.net/ark:/65665/fd546fab7e1-7c94-4af9-9bc5-050e8b3f7be0
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Fig. 29, Henry Moore, The Bride, 1939-1940, lead and copper, 9 3/8 x 4 1/8 x 4 in.,  

Museum of Modern Art, New York, https://www.moma.org/collection/works/80819 

(accessed June 19, 2021). 

 

 
 

Fig. 30, Art Smith, Three Ring Earrings, ca. 1948, brass, 3 1/8 in., Museum of Fine Arts, 

Boston, https://collections.mfa.org/objects/492142/three-ring-earrings-pair (accessed 

June 19, 2021). 

https://www.moma.org/collection/works/80819
https://collections.mfa.org/objects/492142/three-ring-earrings-pair
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Fig. 31, Alexander Calder, Calder’s Circus, 1926-1932, wire, wood, metal, cloth, yarn, 

paper, cardboard, leather, string, rubber tubing, corks, buttons, rhinestones, pipe cleaners, 

and bottle caps, Overall dimensions: Overall: 54 × 94 1/4 × 94 1/4 in.,  

Whitney Museum of American Art, New York https://whitney.org/collection/works/5488 

(accessed June 19, 2021). 

 

 
 

Fig. 32, Alexander Calder, Cufflink, ca. 1930 or ca. 1940, brass, 1 3/4 x 1 1/4 x 1 in., 

Museum of Modern Art, https://www.moma.org/collection/works/81990 (accessed 

October 14, 2021). 

https://whitney.org/collection/works/5488
https://www.moma.org/collection/works/81990
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Fig. 33, Chokwe peoples, Thumb piano (mbira), late nineteenth/twentieth-century, wood, 

iron, copper, raffia, 7 5/8 × 4 1/4 × 1 5/8 in., Dallas Museum of Art, 

https://collections.dma.org/artwork/5332916, (accessed June 19, 2021). 

 

 
 

Fig. 34, Alexander Calder, Necklace, 1941. Silver, inner circumference 26 in., outer 

circumference 34 in., Museum of Modern Art, 

https://www.moma.org/collection/works/81839 (accessed October 14, 2021). 

https://collections.dma.org/artwork/5332916
https://www.moma.org/collection/works/81839
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Fig. 35, Art Smith, Three Hole Cuff, ca. 1946-1979, brass, 3 × 2 1/2 × 2 in., Collection of 

the Smithsonian National Museum of African American History and Culture, 

http://n2t.net/ark:/65665/fd50a10fcfb-e28f-491d-a475-5f321da62da1, (accessed June 19, 

2021). 

 

 
 

Fig. 36, Art Smith, Baker bracelet, ca. 1959, silver, 2 1/2 x 2 7/8 x 3 3/4 in., Brooklyn 

Museum, https://www.brooklynmuseum.org/opencollection/objects/179143 (accessed 

June 19, 2021). 

http://n2t.net/ark:/65665/fd50a10fcfb-e28f-491d-a475-5f321da62da1
https://www.brooklynmuseum.org/opencollection/objects/179143
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Fig. 37, Art Smith, Galaxy Neckpiece, ca. 1960, silver, 10 3/8 x 7 x 2 3/8 in., Museum of 

Fine Arts Boston, The Daphne Farago Collection, 

https://collections.mfa.org/objects/547478/galaxy-neckpiece (accessed June 19, 2021). 

 

 
 

Fig. 38, Art Smith, Stone-in-Cuff Necklace, ca. 1969, silver and chrysoprase, 7 1/2 x 6 3/8 

x 1 1/2 in., Brooklyn Museum, Gift of Charles L. Russell,  

https://www.brooklynmuseum.org/opencollection/objects/179134, (accessed June 19, 

2021). 

https://collections.mfa.org/objects/547478/galaxy-neckpiece
https://www.brooklynmuseum.org/opencollection/objects/179134
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Fig. 39, Charles L. Russell, Insects Cufflinks by Art Smith ca. 1952, 2016, sterling silver 

and 14 karat gold, 1 x 1 x 1 in., photograph, Art as Adornment: The Life and Work of 

Arthur George Smith, page 131. 

 

 
 

Fig. 40, Charles L. Russell, Bel-bel necklace by Art Smith ca. 1949 in brass and rose 

quartz, 2016, photograph, Art as Adornment: The Life and Work of Arthur George 

Smith, page 147. 
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Fig. 41, Art Smith, Patina Neckpiece, 1955, silver, 10 7/8 x 6 1/2 x 3/4 in., Museum of 

Fine Arts, Boston, https://collections.mfa.org/objects/456449/patina-

neckpiece;jsessionid=F2393465E2CBB809AA45412085D8ABCE (accessed June 19, 

2021). 

 

 
 

Fig. 42, Art Smith, Metallic Boa Necklace, ca 1964, silver and eight hardstones, 14 1/2 x 

8 x 1 5/8 in., Brooklyn Museum, 

https://www.brooklynmuseum.org/opencollection/objects/179130 (accessed June 19, 

2021). 

https://collections.mfa.org/objects/456449/patina-neckpiece;jsessionid=F2393465E2CBB809AA45412085D8ABCE
https://collections.mfa.org/objects/456449/patina-neckpiece;jsessionid=F2393465E2CBB809AA45412085D8ABCE
https://www.brooklynmuseum.org/opencollection/objects/179130
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Fig. 43, Art Smith, Half and Half Necklace, ca 1948, brass, 7 × 8 × 1 3/4 in., In Private 

Collection. 

 

 
 

Fig. 44, Art Smith, Half & Half Necklace, 1948, silver, 6 11/16 x 7 9/16 x 7/8 in., 

Brooklyn Museum, Gift of Mark McDonald with thanks to Charles L. Russell, 

https://www.brooklynmuseum.org/opencollection/objects/179389 (accessed June 19, 

2021). 

https://www.brooklynmuseum.org/opencollection/objects/179389
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Fig. 45, Library of Congress, One Tenth of a Nation. The Arts [7:06], 1953, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?app=desktop&v=d1WOwaecwTU, (accessed June 19, 

2021). 

 

   
 

Fig. 46, Art Smith, Brooch and Pendant combination, ca. 1948, brass, copper, Pendant: 3 

1/2 × 3 in., Overall: 12 x 5 in., In Private Collection. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?app=desktop&v=d1WOwaecwTU
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Fig. 47, Art Smith, Catalog Listing for Thong Necklace, ca. 1950, Brooklyn Museum 

Library, Arthur Smith Papers, Special Collections. 

 

 
 

Fig. 48, Art Smith, Open Hole Cuff, ca. 1950, brass, copper, 2 1/4 × 2 5/16 × 1 5/8 in., In 

Private Collection. 
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Fig. 49, Art Smith, Modernist Cuff, ca. 1950, copper, 2 1/4 × 2 5/16 × 1 5/8 in., 

Collection of the Smithsonian National Museum of African American History and 

Culture, https://nmaahc.si.edu/object/nmaahc_2016.173.1 

(accessed June 19, 2021). 

 

 
 

Fig. 50, Bel Geddes Corporation, Business Agreement, May 3, 1950, Brooklyn Museum 

Library, Arthur Smith Papers, Special Collections. 

https://nmaahc.si.edu/object/nmaahc_2016.173.1
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Fig. 51, Art Smith, ‘Three Gap’ Cuff in Process, ca 1949, brass, 3 1/8 × 5 7/8 × 5/16 in., 

Collection of the Smithsonian National Museum of African American History and 

Culture, Gift of Charles L. Russell, http://n2t.net/ark:/65665/fd546fab7e1-7c94-4af9-

9bc5-050e8b3f7be0,  (accessed June 19, 2021).   

 

 
 

Fig. 52, Art Smith, Angular Pin, 1949, brass and copper, 3 7/8 × 3 1/4 × 1/4 in., The 

Susan Grant Lewin Collection, Cooper Hewitt, Smithsonian Design Museum, 

https://collection.cooperhewitt.org/objects/874387543/ (accessed June 19, 2021). 

http://n2t.net/ark:/65665/fd546fab7e1-7c94-4af9-9bc5-050e8b3f7be0
http://n2t.net/ark:/65665/fd546fab7e1-7c94-4af9-9bc5-050e8b3f7be0
https://collection.cooperhewitt.org/objects/874387543/
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Fig. 53, Charles L. Russell, Double Loop medallion by Art Smith 1950, 2016, photograph, 

Art as Adornment: The Life and Work of Arthur George Smith, page 123. 

 

 
 

Fig. 54, Art Smith, Modernett Cuff, ca. 1948, copper, brass, 2 1/2 × 2 3/8 × 2 3/8 in., The 

Susan Grant Lewin Collection, Cooper Hewitt, Smithsonian Design Museum, 

https://collection.cooperhewitt.org/objects/874387537/ (accessed June 19, 2021). 

https://collection.cooperhewitt.org/objects/874387537/
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Fig. 55, Bronzini Ltd., Art Smith Contract, June 16, 1949, Brooklyn Museum Library, 

Arthur Smith Papers, Special Collections. 

 

 
 

Fig. 56, Margaret E. Brown, Margaret Brown Gallery letter, February 22, 1949, 

Brooklyn Museum Library, Arthur Smith Papers, Special Collections. 
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Fig. 57, Art Smith, Moballs Earrings, ca. 1949, brass, Lot 0076, “Art Smith kinetic 

earrings,” Billings, Los Angeles, USA, November 30, 2016, (accessed June 19, 2021). 

 

 
 

Fig. 58, Nanny’s Gallery, Nanny’s Gallery letter, July 19, 1948, Brooklyn Museum 

Library, Arthur Smith Papers, Special Collections. 
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Fig. 59, Art Smith, Bejeweled Necklace, 1966, silver and hardstones, Lot 0108, “A silver 

and hardstone necklace, Art Smith,” Bonhams, London, UK, October 12, 2021, (accessed 

October 19, 2021). 

 

 
 

Fig. 60, Art Smith, Ring, ca.1961, gold, 9/16 x 7/8 in., Cooper Hewitt, Smithsonian 

Design Museum, Bequest of Merle Sternberg, 

https://collection.cooperhewitt.org/objects/68243961/, (accessed June 19, 2021). 

https://collection.cooperhewitt.org/objects/68243961/
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Fig. 61, Art Smith, Silver neck ring and five interchangeable pendants, ca. 1961, silver, 

amethyst quartz, smokey amethyst quartz, carnelian agate, rose quartz, Cooper Hewitt, 

Smithsonian Design Museum, Bequest of Merle Sternberg, 

https://collection.cooperhewitt.org/objects/68243971/, (accessed June 19, 2021). 

 

    
 

Fig. 62, Art Smith, Handwritten note on racism from Art Smith Papers, front and verso, 

n.d., Brooklyn Museum Library, Arthur Smith Papers, Special Collections. 

 

https://collection.cooperhewitt.org/objects/68243971/
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Fig. 63, Art Smith, New Yorker advertisement for Art Smith Jewelry appearing on 

December 5, 1953, ca. 1950, Brooklyn Museum Library, Arthur Smith Papers, Special 

Collections. 

 

    
 

Fig. 64, Lida Moser, Tamara Dobson wearing Mobile Neckpiece (left) and Tamara 

Dobson wearing Mobile hairpin (right), ca. 1969, photograph, Jewelry by Art Smith, 

Exhibition catalog, 1, 3. 
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Fig. 65, Lida Moser, Cynthia Youhouse and Tamara Dobson, ca. 1969, photograph, 

Jewelry by Art Smith, Exhibition catalog, 4. 

 

 
 

Fig. 66, Art Smith, Promotional material, 1950, Brooklyn Museum Library, Arthur 

Smith Papers, Special Collections. 
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Fig. 67, Charles L Russell, Pinky ring by Art Smith ca. 1975, 2016, photograph, Art as 

Adornment: The Life and Work of Arthur George Smith, page 190.  

 

  
 

Fig. 68 a, (left) and 68 b, (right). Charles L. Russell, Coral Reef sculpture by Art Smith, 

1938, 2016, photograph, Art as Adornment: The Life and Work of Arthur George Smith, 

page 121.  
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Fig. 69 a, (left) and 69 b, (right). Art Smith, Modernist Pin, ca, 1960, silver, jade, 4 x 1 

in., In Private Collection. 

 

 
 

Fig. 70, Objects: USA, The Johnson Collection of Contemporary Crafts, Mr. and Mrs. 

Samul C. Johnson discussing silversmithing with Art Smith,” in Objects: USA. 
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Fig. 71, Arthur Mones, Art Smith at Home, 1979, Gelatin silver photograph, 10 1/2 x 13 

1/2 in., Brooklyn Museum, Gift of Wayne and Stephanie Mones at the request of their 

father, Arthur Mones, 2000.89.36. 

 

 
 

Fig. 72, Art Smith and Joyce J. Scott, We Two necklace, ca. 1974, brass, glass beads, and 

leather, 8 x 6 1/2 in., Museum of Fine Arts, Boston,  

https://collections.mfa.org/objects/630394/we-two-necklace?ctx=e4bf3c25-b597-4c45-

8d7f-5793d108a898&idx=19 (accessed October 5, 2021). 

https://collections.mfa.org/objects/630394/we-two-necklace?ctx=e4bf3c25-b597-4c45-8d7f-5793d108a898&idx=19
https://collections.mfa.org/objects/630394/we-two-necklace?ctx=e4bf3c25-b597-4c45-8d7f-5793d108a898&idx=19
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Fig. 73, Joyce J. Scott, Africa, ca. 1980, glass beads and synthetic thread, 14 1⁄2 x 10 x 

1⁄2 in., Smithsonian American Art Museum, https://americanart.si.edu/artwork/africa-

71960 (accessed June 19, 2021). 

https://americanart.si.edu/artwork/africa-71960
https://americanart.si.edu/artwork/africa-71960
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Appendix A: Research Methods, Sample, and Results 

 

The author supplemented the review of primary and secondary sources with 

archival research and formal analysis. Smith’s writing, lectures, oral history interview 

from 1971, and papers at the Brooklyn Museum, Brooklyn, New York, permitted a study 

of his own words and explanations for his work, views on race, and interest in civil 

rights. This material was complemented by the valuable social history of Smith’s life and 

work, Art as Adornment: The Life and Work of Arthur George Smith, written by Smith’s 

partner Charles L. Russell. A formal analysis of jewelry, including digital museum 

archives and pieces from a private collection, permitted the study of materials and 

making techniques. The author interviewed Smith’s gallerist Mark McDonald by phone 

on April 14, 2021. A sample of exhibition catalogs (12), exhibition reviews (8), and 

articles (6) from 1948 to 2020 was reviewed for insights into critical writing about 

Smith’s jewelry.  

 

Exhibition catalogs, listed in chronological order: 

 

1. Walker Art Center. “Modern Jewelry under Fifty Dollars.” Everyday Art Quarterly 7 

(Spring 1948): 6-13. 

2. Museum of Contemporary Crafts. Jewelry by Art Smith. New York: Museum of 

Contemporary Crafts, 1969. 

3. Lee Nordness Galleries. 1969: Twelve Afro-American Artists. New York: Lee 

Nordness Galleries, 1969. 

4. Museum of Contemporary Crafts. Objects: USA, The Johnson Collection of 

Contemporary Crafts. New York: Museum of Contemporary Crafts, 1972. 

5. Morgan State College Gallery of Art. The Haystack Encounter – Summer of 1974: 

Black and White Craftsmen Meet. Baltimore, MD: Morgan State College Gallery of 

Art, 1974. 

6. Brooks Memorial Art Gallery. Contemporary African American Crafts. Memphis, 

TN: Brooks Memorial Art Gallery, 1979. 

7. Fifty-50. Structure and Ornament: American Modernist Jewelry 1940-1960. New 

York: Fifty-50, 1984. 

8. Billops, Camille, James L. De Jongh, Arthur Smith, Toni Lesser Wolf, and Yvonne 

O’Neal. Arthur Smith: A Jeweler’s Retrospective. New York: Jamaica Arts Center, 

1990. 

9. Montreal Museum of Decorative Arts. Messengers of Modernism: American Studio 

Jewelry 1940 – 1960. Paris – New York: Flammarion, 1996. 

10. Brooklyn Museum. From the Village to Vogue: The Modernist Jewelry of Art Smith. 

New York: Brooklyn Museum, 2008. 

11. Holcomb, Melanie. Jewelry: The Body Transformed. New York: Metropolitan 

Museum of Art, 2018. 

12. Rago/Wright. Structure & Ornament: Studio Jewelry 1900 to the Present. Curated by 

Mark McDonald. Lambertville, NJ and Chicago, IL: Rago/Wright, 2020. 
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Exhibition reviews, listed in chronological order: 

 

1. Schiro, Anne-Marie. “Innovative Jewelry: 1940-60.” The New York Times, January 

15, 1985, Style. 

2. Smith, Roberta. “Intimate Sculpture: Art Smith and His contemporaries: Modernist 

Jewelry, 1940-1965.” The New York Times, December 19, 1997.  

3. Burns, Nora. “Art Appreciation: Late designer’s jewelry still draws an eclectic mix of 

loyal admirers in the Village.” New York Blade News, November 28, 1997, 26. 

4. Carib News. “Carib Arts & Entertainment: The Jewelry of Art Smith.” Carib News, 

October 7, 1997, 34. 

5. Fogarty, Kate. “From the Village to Vogue: The Modernist Jewelry of Art Smith.” 

Metalsmith 29 no. 1 (2009): 52-53. 

6. DeDominicis, Jill A. “The Modernist Jewelry of Art Smith.” Ornament 32 no. 3 

(2009): 60-63. 

7. Yaeger, Lynn. “Silver Streak.” Vogue 197 no. 12 (December 2007): 218-228. 

8. Rhone, Nedra. “Wearable Art: Modern jewelry is really high art; Art Smith’s work is 

on display at High Museum.” The Atlanta Journal-Constitution, Living section, June 

22, 2015, D1. 

 

Articles, listed in chronological order: 

 

1. Lesser Wolf, Toni. “Goldsmith, Silversmith, Art Smith.” Metalsmith (Fall 1987): 20-

25. 

2. Bennett, Jamie. “Jewelry Mediating Jewelry.” Metalsmith 18 no. 1 (December 1998): 

24-33. 

3. Benesh, Carolyn L.E. “The Daphne Farrago Collection: Jewelry at the Museum of 

Fine Arts, Boston.” Ornament 31 no. 1 (2007): 60-63. 

4. Markowitz, Yvonne J. “Art to Adorn.” Apollo 175 no. 597 (April 2012): 60-64. 

5. American Craft. “Modernism in Motion.” American Craft 73 no. 5 (October 2013): 

100. 

6. Christiani, Pamela Edwards. “Precious Metals: Talented Black Jewelry Designers, 

Then and Now.” Essence. February 2016. 

 

Museum and Private Collection Sample: Smith’s work is studied and compared 

with other American studio jewelers through a collections review of nine American 

museums with significant studio jewelry collections. These institutions are: 

  

1. Cooper Hewitt, New York, New York 

2. Museum of Arts and Design, New York, New York 

3. Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, New York 

4. Brooklyn Museum, Brooklyn, New York 

5. Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, Massachusetts 

6. Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, Texas 

7. Los Angeles County Museum of Art, Los Angeles, California 

8. Tacoma Art Museum, Tacoma, Washington 
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9. Smithsonian American Art Museum and the Renwick Gallery, Washington DC 

 

Five of these museums received private studio jewelry collections:  

 

1. The Susan Grant Lewin Collection (153 pieces) at the Cooper Hewitt, Smithsonian 

Design Museum, New York 

2. The Donna Schneier Collection (72 pieces) at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New 

York 

3. The Daphne Farrago Collection (more than 600 pieces) at the Museum of Fine Arts, 

Boston 

4. The Helen Williams Drutt Collection (187 pieces) at the Museum of Fine Arts, 

Houston 

5. Boardman Collection of Contemporary Jewelry (over 300 pieces) at the Los Angeles 

County Museum of Art, Los Angeles. 
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Survey Results: Results for work by Smith in museum collections are benchmarked for reference with those of five of his mid-

twentieth-century studio jewelry contemporaries: Alexander Calder, Margaret De Patta, Sam Kramer, Paul Lobel, and Ed Wiener. The 

collection at the National Museum of African American History and Culture (NMAAHC) in Washington DC is referenced for the 

collecting focus on African American history and culture. Joyce J. Scott is also used as a reference for Smith. Smith almost ties with 

fellow Greenwich Village studio jeweler, Ed Wiener for the largest amount of work across nine museums with significant studio 

jewelry collections, 64 to Wiener’s 66. In contrast Joyce J. Scott has 13 pieces of work across these collections.  
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Art Smith 11 3 4 25 18 1 -  -  2 7 

Alexander 

Calder 

-  -  4 -  7 -  -  -  4 -  

Margaret 

De Patta 

-  6 -  1 10 -  -  1 1 -  

Sam 

Kramer 

-  3 1 -  15 -  -  -  -  -  

Paul 

Lobel 

3 -  -  1 4 -  -  -  -  -  

Ed Wiener 21 10 13 3 19 -  -  -  -  -  

Joyce J. 

Scott  

-  1 1 -  2 6 -  1 2 -  
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Appendix B: Transcript of handwritten note on racism from Art Smith Papers  

 

As a New Yorker I have certainly have not lived here unaware of the bigotry and hate 

that is a live part of our sophisticated New York. 

 

I could not restrict myself to the usual protective [illegible] as I left television lamenting 

the death of Martin L. K. Jr. and I walked into a group of parochial high school boys 

conversing on Bleeker (sic) St last week one day at 1 pm. 

 

At the top of his lungs one boy was expressing joy at having the day off from school. 

Another one answered at the top of his lungs we ought to kill more niggers like that. 

 

Not only was this a dangerous, inflammatory statement in our current climate of the 

week, but it is a year round sickness that cannot be tolerated and nurtured one day more.  

 

I find it urgent that active person to person steps be taken like in the elimination of polio 

and syphylis (sic) to de-scourge us – all of us black and white and the more in between 

too. 

 

We need instituted exchange teams to find a gimmick if necessary to infiltrate and burn 

out this disease in a crash program and immediately. There is no precedence for self 

purging in such instances. Slant it as cultural exchange – neighborhood corp (sic), get 

Madison Ave to structure it as their contribution but don’t hope, don’t pray, don’t sweep 

it under the rug. Do it now and for everybodys (sic) benefit, the white, the black, the sick, 

the temporarily well and not so things look better, but because they will be better – and 

because it’s the only right way to be – particularly for New York City. 

 

And then let that be contagious. 

 

Personal note: As a matter of fact these are the sons of men who I had anti-Negro 

confrontations with previous – that is when these children were only being conceived.  
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Appendix C: Underrepresented Black American studio jewelers 

 

Over his lifetime Smith participated in a number of shows dedicated to African 

American art and craft. These were: 1969: Twelve Afro-American Artists curated by Lee 

Nordness Galleries in New York in 1969, Handcrafted at the Studio Museum in Harlem 

in 1972, Black Fine Arts Festival at the College of Fine Arts, Illinois State University in 

Normal, Illinois in 1974, The Haystack Encounter – Summer of 1974 at Morgan State 

University in Baltimore, Maryland, also 1974, and Contemporary African American 

Crafts in 1979. These catalogs also list other Black makers working in studio jewelry. 

Like Scott, a number of these artists make work in multiple media. 

 

 Name Source 

1 Winifred 

Mason Chenet 

Mainstream 

2 Art Smith Mainstream 

3 Joyce J. Scott Mainstream 

4 Phyllis 

Bowdwin 

Mainstream 

5 Tiff Massey Mainstream 

6 Evangeline J. 

Montgomery 

Brooks Memorial Art Gallery. Contemporary African 

American Crafts. Memphis, TN: Brooks Memorial Art 

Gallery, 1979. Also, Lewis, Samella. African American Art 

and Artists. Berkeley-Los Angeles-London: University of 

California Press, 2003. 

7 Bob Jefferson Lewis, Samella. African American Art and Artists. Berkeley-

Los Angeles-London: University of California Press, 2003. 

8 Joanna Lee Lewis, Samella. African American Art and Artists. Berkeley-

Los Angeles-London: University of California Press, 2003. 

9 Charnelle 

Holloway 

Otfinoski, Steven. African Americans in the Visual Arts. New 

York: Facts on File, 2003. 

10 Dindga 

McCannon 

Otfinoski, Steven. African Americans in the Visual Arts. New 

York: Facts on File, 2003. 

11 Mr 

Imagination 

(Gregory 

Warmack) 

Otfinoski, Steven. African Americans in the Visual Arts. New 

York: Facts on File, 2003. 

12 Carroll H. 

Simms 

Otfinoski, Steven. African Americans in the Visual Arts. New 

York: Facts on File, 2003. 

13 Thomas Usher Driskell, David C, and Leonard Simon. Two Centuries of 

Black American Art: [exhibition], Los Angeles County 

Museum of Art, the High Museum of Art, Atlanta, Museum of 

Fine Arts, Dallas, the Brooklyn Museum. Los Angeles: Los 

Angeles County Museum of Art, 1976.  

14 Rona Simpson Driskell, David C, and Leonard Simon. Two Centuries of 

Black American Art: [exhibition], Los Angeles County 

Museum of Art, the High Museum of Art, Atlanta, Museum of 
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Fine Arts, Dallas, the Brooklyn Museum. Los Angeles: Los 

Angeles County Museum of Art, 1976.  

15 Sharon 

Spencer 

Driskell, David C, and Leonard Simon. Two Centuries of 

Black American Art: [exhibition], Los Angeles County 

Museum of Art, the High Museum of Art, Atlanta, Museum of 

Fine Arts, Dallas, the Brooklyn Museum. Los Angeles: Los 

Angeles County Museum of Art, 1976.  

16 Winifred 

Brown 

Brooks Memorial Art Gallery. Contemporary African 

American Crafts. Memphis, TN: Brooks Memorial Art 

Gallery, 1979. 

17 Lynde Jordon Brooks Memorial Art Gallery. Contemporary African 

American Crafts. Memphis, TN: Brooks Memorial Art 

Gallery, 1979. 

18 Wilmer 

Jennings 

King-Hammond, Leslie, and Elisabeth Lorin. Black 

Printmakers and the W.p.a: The Lehman College Art Gallery: 

February 23-June 6, 1989. Bronx, N.Y: The Gallery, 1989.  

19 Akosua 

Bandele 

Nzegwu, Nkiru, and Barbara Glass. Uncommon beauty in 

common objects: the legacy of African American craft art. 

Wilberforce, Ohio: National Afro-American Museum and 

Cultural Center, 1993. 

20 Christina 

James 

Nzegwu, Nkiru, and Barbara Glass. Uncommon beauty in 

common objects: the legacy of African American craft art. 

Wilberforce, Ohio: National Afro-American Museum and 

Cultural Center, 1993. 
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Survey Results: Smith has five times the work of Joyce J. Scott (13) in the museum survey. Other Black makers are Winifred Mason 

Chenet (7), Phyllis Bowdwin (2), Bob Jefferson (1), and Tiff Massey (1). Three additional makers on the list have other art in these 

collections such as prints, mixed media, and sculpture. Scott is only artist with sculpture and jewelry in these collections. 
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Winifred 

Mason 

Chenet 

- - - 2 - - - - - 5 

Art Smith 11 3 4 25 18 1 - - 2 7 

Joyce J. 

Scott 

- 1 
(Also 1 

sculpture) 

1 - 2 
(Also has 

We Two 

necklace 

by Smith 

and Scott) 

6 
(Also 1 

sculpture) 

- 1 2 
(Also 1 

sculpture) 

(No 

jewelry; 

1 

sculpture

) 

Phyllis 

Bowdwin 

2 - - - - - - - - - 

Tiff Massey - - - - - 1 - - - - 

Evangeline J. 

Montgomery 

- - - - - - - - - - 

Bob 

Jefferson 

- 1 - - - - - - - - 

Joanna Lee - - - - - - - - - - 

Charnelle 

Holloway 

- - - - - - - - - - 
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Dindga 

McCannon 

- - - (No 

jewelry; 5 

mixed 

media art) 

- - - - - - 

Mr 

Imagination 

(Gregory 

Warmack) 

- - - - - - - - (No 

jewelry; 5 

sculptures) 

- 

Carroll H. 

Simms 

- - - - - - - - - - 

Thomas 

Usher 

- - - - - - - - - - 

Rona 

Simpson 

- - - - - - - - - - 

Sharon 

Spencer 

- - - - - - - - - - 

Winifred 

Brown 

- - - - - - - - - - 

Lynde 

Jordon 

- - - - - - - - - - 

Wilmer 

Jennings 

- - (No 

jewelry; 

12 prints) 

- - - - - - - 

 


