
IT’S IN THE GENES 

 

 
Rakel Amanda Stefansdotter Åkermo 

Konstfack 

CRAFT! /ÄDELLAB 

Master 2 

Spring 2018 

 

Tutors: Anders Ljungberg, David Clark, Bella Rune, Birgitta Burling, Hans 

Isaksson, Marie O’Connor 

 

Word Count: 3851 

 



	 2	

Abstract 

 
Through collecting, gathering and transformation I look at the 

materiality in bodies of human and animal. The asymmetrical 

relation rules we have created to approve our behaviour of 

today. I write this paper with the contradicting approach of 

being scientific yet sentimental to the meanings of physical 

matter.  

 

 

Keywords: Animal, human, hair, snake, paper, animalism, 

contemporary jewellery art, sculpture. 
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Bodies as Matter 

 

“A human body is mainly water and bone. Bone is mainly calcium 

phosphate, plus traces of other elements, including stored 

pollutants like lead. The watery parts are tinged with carbon 

and nitrogen, iron and sulfur, chlorine and sodium, and a 

suite of trace elements from arsenic to zinc. All of these 

elements, of course, originated in space and were bundled into 

the planet during the birth of the solar system. They’re yours 

for as long as you live.”1 

 

How can I transform and combine detritus from human and animal 

bodies into a subject that we can relate to our own bodies? 

 

I collect and gather materials that once were a layer of a 

body, with a function. The human hair, dog fur and snakeskin 

are all detritus, an organic matter produced by the decay of 

organisms. An impurity suddenly appears through the 

disconnection of a material from a body. We don’t want to see 

the detritus as it informs us of the decomposition that has 

begun. Decomposing as an in-between state of death and birth, 

a circling force in the ecosystem that we are a part of. I’m 

interested in the reaction a matter can create and the 

meanings we fill it with. Can we look at it in another way 

when it has been transformed and put in a different context, 
or can we look at ourselves differently?  
 

I’m combining materials creating a new one that in turn 

becomes another skin, another layer. Forcing materials upon 

each other, forcing the animal onto the human. Forcing the 

detached human hair onto another body. Creating hybrids of 

animal-human-nature.  
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Gathering Materials 

 

While searching for another purpose of making art, besides 

self-fulfilment, I turned to the found and collected leftover 

materials. The starting point was as a criticism of the 

consumer society but turned into a genuine interest of what 

narrative could be found in a material with a past. I 

discovered that the leftover matter carries a story of what it 

previously had been a part of, the body it once belonged to. 

The leftover material could say something about a place, a 

person or of a situation and can be turned into a reflection 

of these.  

 

My search of materials had brought me to the use of dog fur; I 

had some from a particularly fluffy dog saved in a plastic 

bag. The fluffy qualities made me think of dust bunnies2, which 

consequently led me to digging in to vacuum cleaner bags to 

get hold of enough dust for me to start experimenting. Leading 

to a curiosity of what was actually in the vacuum cleaner 

bags, the combination of human and animal detritus in one bag. 

I started looking at our similarities with animals from a hair 

perspective, what we share and how we separate us with non-

humans. There is also an almost humoristic aspect of us 

wanting to separate us so much from something that is we, like 

the dust and dirt in a vacuum cleaner bag. I have an 

attraction to the uncanny but with, for me, aesthetic values. 

I’m drawn to the FLUFFY dog fur with the variety of individual 

character and colours. The dead and dried out insect like time 

has FROZEN. The in-between space giving me information of a 

snake’s body that has crawled out and MOULTED its own skin. 

The split-second SHIFT from identity to disgusting, when a 

strand of human hair leaves the head.  
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Gathering Methods 

 

ONE necklace a DAY 

Making one necklace a day, a method of getting out of my head 

and in to my hands. Forcing myself into production with the 

time aspect. Choosing one of many collected and stored 

materials and start combining these in a quick fix glue kind 

of way. Always affected by whom or where I collected the 

material. 

 

This method was inspired by jewellery artist Lisa Walkers book 

Wearable3, in which she used ready makes, to create necklaces 

and took selfies with each day. 

 

Results from making one necklace a day: 

 

	
Image 1 Stefansdotter Åkermo Rakel Amanda "Henriette" 2016 

I shared a flat with 

three other girls 

and one of them I 

couldn’t stand so I 

took her filled 

vacuum cleaner bag 

and used the 

contents to make a 

portrait of her.      
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   Image 2 Stefansdotter Åkermo Rakel Amanda "Sluggo" 2015 

 

 

 
Image 3 Stefansdotter Åkermo Rakel Amanda "Killingen" 2015 

  

My dog Sluggo used to have a 

girlfriend called Chika. I 

collected and saved the fur 

from Chika and when the two of 

them had to separate I made 

this necklace for Sluggo so 

that he could be close to his 

girl.  

	

During a period in 

my life I lived on 

a boat by the Oslo 

fjord. Together 

with the washed-up 

sea garbage found 

on the beach the 

remains of an old 

boat-building site 

filled the sand 

dunes with rusty 

nails and tools. I 

collected artefacts 

found on the beach. 

Together with hemp 

and rusty coloured 

glue I joined the 

nails into a 

necklace.  
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Image 4 Stefansdotter Åkermo Rakel Amanda "Untitled" 2017 

 

 

 

 

 

 

	
Image 5 Stefansdotter Åkermo Rakel Amanda "Stranger from Riga" 2016 

	
	

To let even more control go I asked 

my peers to give me one material 

each day. Someone gave me moulted 

snakeskin and just holding it in my 

hands sparked double emotions of 

fear and fascination. This opened 

my eyes to the strong reactions 

this animal’s materiality can give 

to my work.       

	

My hunt for human hair has engaged 

most people I know, always keep an 

eye out and collect whatever hair 

you come about. A friend got me 

this hair, left on the floor from 

the customer before her at a 

hairdresser in Riga. Using fish 

glue, I formed and transformed it 

into a new body. 
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Walking & Moving Matter 

 

WALKING as a METHOD 

 

“I can only meditate when I am walking. When I stop, I cease 

to think; my mind works only with my legs.”4 

            

In “Wanderlust” Rebecca Solnit talks about philosophers that 

throughout history have walked as a part of their mind 

exploring.5 I relate this to my own practice/life. 

 

When I walked into the world of art, it filled my days 

straight away. The dog Sluggo walked into my life at the same 

time and we started walking together. Walking became a method 

of trying to understand art and all the questions this new way 

of seeing the world had brought with it. When I walk, I make 

discoveries, along the path or in my head. I don’t choose to 

go for daily walks, Sluggo decides that. It’s a routine that 

my body systematically follow and my mind has no choice but to 

tag along. I walk and gather materials, I walk and I think, I 

walk my dog and my dog walks me. The walking is a daily 

routine but also an in-between space, a rest without sleep.   

 

The walking can result in me finding something that I need to 

take with me, I never know what that is until I find it. The 

walking can also result in me finding a thought or idea.  

 

Walking is a way of observing what is around, observing 

animals, places or situations that I bring with me and react 

to in my work.  
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THE MOVING MATTER OUT OF PLACE METHOD 

 

Social anthropologist Mary Douglas talks about the definition 

of dirt as matter out of place and argues that “garbage is 

potentially threatening and contaminating, a form of 

materiality that needs to be controlled, managed and reined 

in” and “by separating ourselves from garbage we draw a 

boundary that establishes order, value and identity”6 

 

With the impurity of my work I have the aim to confront us 

with our own materiality. I wish to disturb our obsession with 

cleanliness, which is one way for us to separate us from 

animals.  

 

I move the detritus from where it’s hidden into a new and 

visible context. Making the unseen seen. I choose to move a 

material out of context to relocate, reshape and preserve. By 

shape and scale, I propose a physical or mental approximation 

to the transformed material. 
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Gathering thoughts 
 

The leftover materials from bodies, the detritus, had caught 

my interest and fascinated me on a philosophical and 

existential level. It made me think about how our materiality 

is something we share with all other animals and living 

organisms on this planet. How we are connected through our 

materiality to everything else being alive and when we die all 

the materials we are built up from dissolve into the earth. I 

also think about how disconnected our way of living in our 

society today is to this thought of us being made out of 

material and being part of a cycle, which isn’t constructed by 

us. Connecting this to how we use and abuse some animals as 

material while others are considered family members.  

 

The work of Belgian artist Berlinde De Bruyckere speaks, in a 

dark and melancholic way, about the materiality of bodies. 

From where I see it De Bruyckere makes no differentiation in a 

body of an animal or a human, they are both flesh and are 

equal. The work also contains the notion of attraction and 

repulsion together with the recognizable in the unfamiliar.  

	
Image 6 De Bruyckere Berlinde "Lichaam" (Corps) 2002-2006 

 

	
Image 7 De Bruyckere Berlinde "We Are All Flesh" 2009-2010 



	 12	

The paper 
 

I decided to bring in another material to the exam work, one 

that wasn’t detritus. The paper is instead imitating strands 

of hair after going through a shredder7 but also have the look 

of hay or dry grass. The paper and I became friends when I was 

forced to work with it during a course and resulted with a 

walk-in sculpture in the shape of a hairstyle. Being forced to 

work with paper instead of the real hair and a larger scale 

than the human body, gave way for another way of working which 

I wanted to bring into the exam work. 

 

 

	
Image 8 Stefansdotter Åkermo Rakel Amanda "Joey" 2017 
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With the installation Joey, I wanted to create a physical and 

visual experience of hair combined with something authentic to 

the area of Upplands Väsby, the blend naturally ended up as 

the legendary hair of Joey Tempest8 lead singer of the band 

Europe9. Apart from the local bonds between the two (Joeys 

haircut and Joey growing up there) there is also the 

connection in time. Such as the spirit of the late eighties 

and early nineties in which they both experienced a peak in 

prosperity and fame. Europe had placed Upplands Väsby on the 

world map and the creation of Infra City10 was a big happening; 

at the grand opening king Carl Gustav11 came by to cut the 

ribbon.   

 

With this work, I explored the negative space in a large scale 

and how we physically can step in to that emptiness with our 

own bodies. The body become present in the void, as a ghostly 

relic of something that’s been there, of something gone. The 

emptiness gives an opportunity to imagine us in the remains of 

another body and take its place. The scaled-up version of this 

thought is to actually step into and be able to stand inside a 

head from the past. This connects to my interest of moving 

matter out of place and offers an opportunity to a different 

role for the viewer. To collect and find materials, to cut, to 

separate, to organise and to sort out, and to then put the 

parts together again to form a new body, are methods that I’ve 

used for a long time but that became even more visible to me 

when doing it in this very large scale.  

 

With the attachment of the hair in to the construction of the 

ceiling I wanted to make the hair grow in and out of the 

building, creating dynamics between space and place, past and 

present.  
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The Braid  

 

In my exam work I’m turning the shredded paper into a giant 

braid that is coming out of the wall and continues down on the 

floor. The oversized human has delusions of being grandeur and 

she is unaware of how her hair turns into grass and creating a 

nest for the little baby snakes. The disproportionate human 

who is taking up more space, demanding more, expecting more 

than anyone else. The giant braid trying desperately not to be 

an animal through its rules, organisation and sophistication.  

 

The point of using braiding in my work has connections to 

craft and human history. Braiding as a method for construction 

can relate back to a time when we lived closer and more as a 

part of nature. The visual language of a braid comes with 

simplicity of reading it as characteristic of a human being. 
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Image 9 Stefansdotter Åkermo Rakel Amanda Process image "It's in the genes" 2018 
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The Snake  

 

Many of us humans find that the cold and legless body of a 

snake is hard to relate to and in encounter with a snake the 

code in our DNA shouts DANGER! I have a strong fear of snakes 

myself and I have experienced intense physical reactions such 

as a migraine attack when being surprised by a snake. My fear 

has trained my eye to discover snakes, dead or alive and 

sometimes fake, but I’m trying to replace the fear with 

something else, an interest perhaps.  

 

A snake revealing itself during a walk in the woods creates a 

reaction from us humans and I’m trying to use that instinct of 

reaction as a tool for communication in my work. I associate 

the word instinct with snakes and instinct is very much 

connected to the animal. In my exam work casted snakes are 

there as a representation of the animal and the wild that us 

humans are so detached from.  

 

During a walk in the snake territory of Sätraskogen, a baby 

viper grasping for his last breaths and stops. I take him home 

and store him in the freezer for a while. Gathering the 

courage to handle the body of a snake then translating it into 

a negative space within a silicon mould. Melted wax fills up 

the empty space and creates a new body, which can be 

transformed into metal. Fragility and decay turns into 

permanence; the mortal baby viper body turns into an 

everlasting brooch. Casting is not only about translating a 

form and structure into another material, it’s also a method 

for not having total control of the outcome. Chance can give 

you want you don’t expect and what you don’t expect might be 

what you want. 
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Image 10 Found baby viper 2017 

 

 
Image 11 Stefansdotter Åkermo Rakel Amanda Process image “It’s in the genes” 2018 
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Image 11 Morgan Polly "So Sure of Something" 2015 

  

Looking at my work in relation to that of artist Polly Morgan, 

there is a similarity in the interest of animal bodies and the 

use of dead bodies as a material to make art. Polly Morgan is 

using taxidermy and adding other objects to create 

surrealistic narratives in her sculptures. When looking at the 

sculpture of a snake tied in a knot something gets twisted in 

my mind, it is creepy and quite painful yet beautiful. To me, 

Morgan’s work, sparks existential and ethical issues of 

substance constructing life and what and how do we differ 

material aspects of humans and non-humans? 

 

According to my intellect it shouldn’t matter what we do with 

the remains of a body after it has died. Emotionally I feel 

different. I felt as I was violating the dead baby viper when 

pulling the dead body out of the silicone mould, ripping of 

the skin and deforming the snake’s body.  
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Animalism 

 

The questions regarding the relations humans have to the rest 

of the non-human world are being formulated and debated on 

different platforms within society today. The norms of this 

massive subject are being questioned, norms that are deep 

rooted in us. We see our dominating status over other animals 

as something natural and the norms are in all of our systems.12 

 

Our abuse of animals is somehow legitimized through 

assumptions that they don’t suffer because suffering is 

directly related to brain size.13 In my eyes an aged idea, that 

intelligence would determine if a consciousness exists or not.  

 

In 2012 a group of predominant scientist declared that humans 

are not the only ones who has a consciousness, all mammals and 

birds and many others animals also possess the neurological 

substrates that forms the consciousness.14	

 

We have created a distance to other animals and living things 

and the distance to ourselves as animals. My exam work is 

visualizing the material connection we have with earth, that 

we can’t escape being a part of. Can an understanding of our 

own materiality spur a spark of motion in our inner animal?  
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The Human Hair 

 

In my exam work the human is visualized through hair. In 

addition to the large paper braid I use the actual hair 

collected from friends and strangers. I see hair, both the 

real and the illustrated, as a communicative material because 

it is a part of our bodies and easy for us to relate to. Hair 

is both linking and separating us from other mammals, we do 

share this material aspect at the same time as we have less 

bodily hair and more concentrated volume on our head and that 

grows longer than other animals.  

 

Gender and identity are central themes for many artists 

working with hair and I am aware of the many cultural and 

historically conflicted associations of using hair 

artistically or politically. My intention is not to make 

issues of gender or social/cultural practices central with my 

work; my perspectives are from a material point of view. My 

point is, as communicated in the starting quote of this paper, 

that we are a temporary construction of physical matter, which 

could make us equal to other animals.   

 

I am aware of the feminine connotations that a braid might 

bring out but my intention is not to point at any feminine 

aspect, I’m pointing at the human body, nothing more and 

nothing less. My addition to the gender debate would be as an 

aim to try to neutralize the female body and female 

attributes. Referring back to Mary Douglas theory, braiding 

can be seen as a way for us humans to organize and control one 

of our material aspects, a way for us to separate us from 

animals.  
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In my exam work I let a wisp of human hair and a cut off braid 

soak in fish glue to transform into ornamental brooches. The 

wet look of the hair gives a notion of something uncanny but 

yet familiar. The knowledge of the hair being a brooch gives 

us the idea of putting the detached hair close to our own 

body.  

	
Image 13 Process Image “It’s in the genes” Human hair and fish glue 2018 

 

For me the dead animal and hair holds no magical or protective 

powers, it’s only a material that once was a part of a body 

and a life. Yet I did cut off a wisp of silver hair from my 

grandmother’s head after she passed away earlier this year. 

What will I do with the silver hair is still unclear but it 

contains preciousness through being the only material left of 

her body. The memory of a life manifested in a physical 

matter, something that can be touched, a scientific type of 

magic. 
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Strong emotions can be connected to a lock of human hair from 

a loved one’s body and are to be found throughout history and 

cultures. Saving a lock of baby hair in a necklace or a box, 

like a treasure. Keeping the hair of your dead husband and 

wear them as mourning jewellery like the Victorians of the 

Victorian era15.  

 

“Hair is at once the most delicate and lasting of our 

materials and survives us, like love. It is so light, so 

gentle, so escaping from the idea of death, that, with a lock 

of hair belonging to a child or friend, we may almost look up 

to heaven and compare notes with the angelic nature-may almost 

say, I have a piece of thee here, not unworthy of thy being 

now.”16 
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The Framework 

 

How can I transform and combine detritus from human and animal 

bodies into a subject that we can relate to our own bodies? 

 

My field of studies are within craft and contemporary art 

jewellery but my ambitions are to reach outside these labels 

and in to a utopian label-free and broader context. I have a 

complicated relationship to the field of contemporary art 

jewellery, which I believe to be a narrow field within arts 

and crafts. For me there is also an issue of whom I make the 

art for, who is the receiver except for the collector of 

contemporary art jewellery?  

 

The contemporary art jewellery scene is in my eyes too 

cautious and I find myself disconnected too much to the 

aesthetics to be found in the genre. There are of course 
examples of artist within the field that are exploring 

different expressions and aesthetic values, like Lisa Walker 

who I mentioned in the beginning of this paper. I do believe 

that there is potential for the field to update and expand so 

that the field can open up to a new and broader audience where 

maybe jewellery isn’t the main subject but perhaps the wearer 

of the jewellery or the context that the jewellery is placed 

in.  
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Jewellery has potential to be a platform for communication 

through the understanding we have of what jewellery is, 

something we attach to ourselves and wear on our body. By 

referring to my work as jewellery I believe there is an 

immediate link to the imagination of bringing the object and 

material close to our own body and therefore creating a 

relation to that and perhaps questioning our perceptions of 

that material. 

 

When I went to a contemporary art jewellery exhibition for the 

first time it was a big disappointment. Everything was shown 

either hung on the wall or in a glass cabinet, all very two-

dimensional and I remember thinking where is the body? In my 

own work, I have wanted to show that body, which I felt, was 

missing. I have explored the negative space of a body, by 

exaggerating the shapes from a body in the jewellery itself.  

 

There is a natural connection and relevance for the human body 

within the genre as a potential wearer of the artwork.  

I believe that the ability to wear something can take place in 

your mind. So just by referring to an object as jewellery we 

can create an image in our minds of wearing it. 
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In my exam work I have worked with the idea of what a brooch 

is and the function it has to create an image of wearing that 

material and subject on our body. In this work, I’m embracing 

the brooch for the first time, which I have been dubious 

towards but now has filled a purpose. The baby snakes are made 

into brooches but in the installation, they are sculptures, 

the knowledge of them as brooches are to be discovered. When 

that discovery is made, I hope another layer of the work 

reveals itself. The human hair is also made into brooches to 

force the rejected material upon you, even if it is only in 

your mind. I think there is a possibility that we view the 

work differently depending on what we think it is. The 

distance we might feel to a sculpture might shift by being 

given the information that they are also wearable jewellery. 

This is all an attempt by me to discuss some of the 

hierarchies within arts.  

 

By bringing other elements into jewellery contexts perhaps the 

jewellery together with the audience can swell, or the 

jewellery can bring in new perspectives in some fine arts 

setting. Or bringing the fine arts audience into a jewellery 

exhibition, then we can talk about moving matter out of place! 

In the next step animals are moving into the fine arts and the 

jewellery people into the zoo. What will happen then? Will 

there be chaos in the universe?  
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Now 
 

The work is in a constant motion, constantly expanding and 

shifting, moving and transforming. Confusions of what is being 

said, done and made are always present. With doubt and 

excitement, I am balancing on a fine line of being lost and 

knowing exactly where I’m going. Abandoning a material or a 

thought, the necessity of leaving the work open, for as long 

as needed.  
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