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Sometimes the hardest thing is to ask the right question. 

 

 

We often make the mistake of getting caught up in finding the right 

answers that we forget to ask the right question.  

 

With this in mind, my dissertation will not originate from the main 

subject, which is identity, but through the use of an attribute, in 

this case the pearl necklace, try to portray it.  

 

In this sense, I pose the question if one can reach an understanding 

of identity through the narrative of the pearl necklace.  

 

 

Wearing jewellery enables us to transmit exterior signs of interior 

states and they can work as a bridge between the intimate and 

personal sphere and the public space.
1
 Help us to reach beyond our 

physical limitation and give us access to new experiences. 

 

We have an emotional investment in objects: they serve as containers 

of memories, social codes and status, historical functions and 

promises and therefore they form a link between us and the outside 

world. They help us navigate as social beings, as mediators, to 

understand our surroundings and adapt to new situations, but they 

also work as reinforcement to the sense of self.
2
 

 

Psychoanalyst D.W. Winnicott talks about the transitional object 

that both separates the self from and unites it to others. It offers 

an understanding within a social context and through that we can 

experience individuality.
3
 The concept of  transitional object is 

interesting to discuss in relation to the pearl necklace, both in 

the aspect of the individual and in a social context. 

 

                                                             
1
 Bernabei, Roberta. Contemporary Jewellers. Berg. 2011. p.79 

2
 Attfield, Judy. Wild Things – the material culture of everyday life. Berg. 2000. p.130 

3 Ibid. p. 133  
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Winnicott states that clothing and textile, because of their 

intimate qualities and it being on the border between the private 

and the public, plays an ever more important role for our 

understanding of the inner self and of the outside world.
4
  

 

This would also be the case for jewellery. Its dependence on the 

body, reaction to its movements and shape, and the fact that it 

creates a new interaction and space for us, make jewellery the 

mediator to help us understand the self.
5
 

But a more interesting aspect of jewellery, that separates it from 

other objects, clothing and textile, is that it serves no basic 

function for human survival, as do other tools and clothes. 

 

 

Shells dating back 70,000 years, have been found with small holes 

in the same place; evidence of threaded jewellery, this is described 

by scientists as storage of information outside the brain.
6
  

There seems to be a human need for jewellery: may it be out of pure 

curiosity, as experience of the border of the body and the sensation 

of putting something on it and transforming its shape, as a 

communication, a language between individuals in a group, or as pure 

adornment and decoration. Either way, this need instead of a basic 

function, makes jewellery the ideal attribute to try to portray 

identity.  

 

The pearl necklace will, in this dissertation, play the role of the 

main character as well as be the attribute through which the 

portrayal will act out. By using its role as a piece of jewellery, 

history, material culture and social context, I hope to reach an 

open understanding of how we can see and look upon identity. 

 

 

                                                             
4 Ibid. p. 121 
5
 Lidemann, Wilhelm & FH Tier/Idar-Oberstein. ThinkingJewllery – on a way towards a theory of jewellery. Arnoldsche Art 

Publishers. 2011. P. 107 
6 Bernabei, Roberta. Contemporary Jewellers. Berg. 2011. p.122 



5 
 

 

Why the pearl necklace is a myth: 

 

 

 

Around the turn of the century [1900] there is a story told 

about a ball at the Royal Palace in Stockholm. The glamorous 

wife of the Danish legation secretary, paraded with a 

startling pearl necklace. Suddenly the string burst and the 

pearls rolled down the floor of the “Vita Havet”. In horror 

people rushed and threw themselves down on the floor to 

help. The owner however stood still and seemed unconcerned 

over what was happening. –Oh, by all means let them be, they 

are not genuine.
7
 

 

 

 

I will start by describing the concept of myth and how it is 

constructed, in order to explain why the pearl necklace is a myth. 

The French literary historian and critic Roland Barthes, who is one 

of the post-structuralism greatest protagonists, suggests that 

everything can become a subject of a myth and that we find myths 

everywhere, from fashion, movies and toys to the commercial for 

washing powder.
8
  

 

The myth is a communication or message that is created by a system 

that also suggests how we should read and interpret it. Its purpose 

is not to lie, but to distort and create a more natural and obvious 

form that can easily be taken in and accepted as a fact.
9
  

This fact however is created within the system and can only be 

considered a fact within the social context in which it is 

constructed. Thus the myth of the pearl necklace becomes a fact only 

within the western society and mainly within the bourgeoisie.  

 

By stating something as if it were a fact, Barthes suggests that 

this “something” is neutralized and becomes a natural part of our 

reality. 

                                                             
7
 Michanek, Cecilia. Smycken – En modern bok om guld och glitter. Informationsförlaget. 2000.  p.62 

8
 Barthes, Roland. Mytologier. Arkiv förlag. 2007. p.201-202  

9 Ibid. p.214, 222 
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If we take the commercial for washing powder as an example, which 

almost always show the women of the household eagerly demonstrating 

the amazing qualities of the product: this of course implies that it 

is the woman and not the man, who is expected to take care of the 

laundry. The commercial is not trying to hide this. On the contrary, 

it upholds it as if it were a fact, and as Barthes suggests, it 

neutralizes the notion that a woman’s place is in the home.
10
 In this 

way class belongings, gender roles and ethnicities can be 

maintained. 

 

Barthes defines myth like a language and we can make anything into a 

subject of language, but he points out that a myth is a different 

kind of language because it is a message connected to a context 

through development. Therefore there are no eternal myths, for it is 

the human history which converts reality into myth.
11 

A bottle of red wine is a signifier that relates to a specific 

signified: a fermented, alcoholic beverage. What the myth however 

has done, is that it took away the importance of this history of 

signified as a part of its content (it is still there, but has lost 

its worth) to make room for a new meaning, a new signified: the idea 

of wine being healthy, good for the blood pressure and that it is 

okay to have a glass of red wine daily. As opposed to spirit, red 

wine is healthy and something you enjoy relaxing with when with your 

family.  

In other words, a myth is based on a form where its history has been 

taken out from its content, in order to create a new meaning, based 

on the intentions of the myth.
12
 However, myths are constructed 

within the system out from a social context and do not belong to 

some big conspiracy. Though Barthes states that the strong 

bourgeoisie uses myth in order to maintain the existing power 

structures within a society.
13 

 

                                                             
10

 T.Johansson & F. Miguel,Kultursociologi, Studentlitteratur,1996, p.195; Barthes, Roland. Mytologier. Arkiv förlag. 2007. 
p.196 
11 T.Johansson & F. Miguel,Kultursociologi, Studentlitteratur,1996, p.195; Barthes, Roland. Mytologier. Arkiv förlag. 2007. 
p.213 
12

 Barthes, Roland. Mytologier. Arkiv förlag. 2007. p.210-211 
13 Ibid. p.236-239 
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So, perhaps, when seeing a bottle of red wine, family feasts in the 

French countryside spring to mind. 

 

This signification, which is the sum of the signifier and the 

signified, both of which are inseparable, creates the myth. 

 

 

 

Pearls have been used for decoration throughout history, from 

kings and queens to courtesans in the renaissance. Dangling drops 

from the ears, sewn into lavished garments or threaded on string 

into a pearl necklace. But it is throughout the modern era that the 

pearl necklace develops into what I like to refer to as the myth of 

the pearl necklace. From being merely intended as a valuable but 

decorative object, the increasingly growing and strong bourgeoisie 

take the pearl necklace and make it into a signified for their 

position and status within the society. It is also used as a 

transitional object within its social context to mark the transition 

from childhood to adulthood. Pearl necklaces are often given as gift 

in ceremonial events such as the confirmation or graduation. 

Socially important persons like Coco Chanel, Grace Kelly, Jacqueline 

Kennedy and Barbara Bush are icons with strong images that use the 

pearl necklace as an attribute to create a persona and a 

recognizable identity. 

 

As with any other myth, it is emptied of its signified: of being a 

small round object made of layers of calcium carbonate (which  is 

created when a shelled mollusk is defending itself from a parasite 

or a grain of sand) and threaded on a string.
14
  

 

And as I will show, a new signified is created: that of elegance, 

status, social power, virtue, class, sophistication and bourgeoisie.   

 

 

                                                             
14 Ribbing, Magdalena.  Smyckeboken. Askelin & Hägglund. 1984 . p. 74 
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The pearl necklace can still be a precious heirloom and a decorative 

piece of jewellery, but that does not affect the fact that, within 

the myth, the pearl necklace represents power, elegance, social 

class and pure sophistication. This fact is so deeply rooted  in the 

modern society of the western world, that purely the pearl necklace 

shape is enough to hold the myth. 

 

 

Be it made of plastic, fake or real, the  pearl necklace upholds the 

myth and it is an accepted notion within our western culture, where 

the social meaning becomes more important than its pure material 

value. As seen in the example of the ball at the Royal Palace in 

Stockholm that I mentioned earlier, no one questioned the 

authenticity of the pearl necklace that the wife of the Danish 

legation secretary wore. Her position, the strong iconic reference 

and the signified of the pearl necklace, made the question 

irrelevant. 

 

Though I cannot help but  wonder if we, by using a plastic pearl 

necklace, somehow disarm the myth. By accepting and recognizing it 

as a myth, we take it to a new context, that of the individual. 

Because as Barthes points out: there are no eternal myths. 

 

 

If we take a look at the  contemporary jewellery scene, this is 

something that makers within the field often work with. Meaning 

based jewellery, where the materials support the story without any 

hierarchy. I will give examples of this further on in the 

dissertation. 
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Subject-Object relation: 

 

 

 

“Conservative at first, she 

bought five strands of small 

pearls. Eventually, the size 

grew into lager pearls that 

became her signature. Those 

three strands of pearls are 

almost like wearing shoes-some 

women could not go out without 

them.”
15
 (American Jeweler 

Kenneth Jay Lane, on Barbara 

Bush)  

She wears them night and day, 

someone- maybe it was Mrs. Bush 

herself- once said that if she 

ever removed that pearl 

necklace her elegant head would 

drop off, plunk.”
16
 

Barbara Bush 

 

 

This relation to the wearer is what makes the pearl necklace such an 

interesting piece of jewellery. You become one with the object and 

therefore you also become a part of the myth.  When wearing a pearl 

necklace you do not just represent social class, elegance, good 

taste, social power and sophistication, but rather you become its 

realization.  

This attribute in form of the pearl necklace transforms the subject 

into the myth and therefore makes it possible for the myth to 

continue to exist. A myth can only live as long as it is being used 

and is an accepted notion within a social context. 

 

                                                             
15

 Lane, Kenneth Jay; Miller, Harrice Simons. Faking It. Harry N. Abrams, INC., Publishers. 1996.  p. 142 
16 Ibid. foreword by Suzy.  p. 7 
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The body is not just a canvas for the jewellery. Wearing jewellery 

induces a dialogue with the body because of the interaction between 

the body and the piece.
17
 You become one with the piece and therefore 

an object, but you are still a subject and this creates a subject-

object relation. But this merge also creates a new form-in the case 

of the pearl necklace from being a representative, a symbol, to 

becoming it- and that makes it possible to put it in a new context. 

 

This transformation, becoming, is what is so important when it comes 

to personal objects and their impact on our sense of self and 

identity, which do not reduce them to static symbolism.
18
  

 

A piece of jewellery can communicate a strong sign of self-respect 

and a mark of identity.  

 

 

For example, a tiny brooch, figuring three chickens, was worn by a 

Dutch woman during the German occupation in the Netherlands from 

1940 to 1945. The three chickens represented the three daughters of 

Princess Juliana, the future of the Royal House of Orange. The 

oldest daughter, the first chicken, is now Queen Beatrix of the 

Netherlands and the other two are her sisters Irene and Margriet. 

This piece represents the identity of the Dutch under occupation and 

puts the person wearing it both in a social context (belonging) and 

in a historical event.
19
 As the pearl necklace places the wearer in a 

socio-demographic context and belonging, so does the brooch of the 

three chickens, marking the wearer’s identity in both an individual 

and national context and belonging. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
17 Bernabei, Roberta. Contemporary Jewellers. Berg. 2011. p.79 
18

 Attfield, Judy. Wild Things –the material culture of everyday life. Berg. 2000. p.147 
19 Lidemann, Wilhelm & FH Tier/Idar-Oberstein. ThinkingJewllery – on a way towards a theory of jewellery. Arnoldsche Art 
Publishers. 2011. p.315  
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Objects worn on the body become an active participant in the 

exploration of identity and meaning. As mentioned in the 

introduction, they work as tools that  enable us to understand 

ourselves and the surroundings, according to this newly created 

subject-object relation. They act as signs of communication, social 

agreements and serve to uphold our socially constructed belonging. 

They interact with the body and can change the body silhouette. 

 

But we also become aware of our own body; they create a kind of body 

and self-awareness.
20
 

 

This awareness of the self and the outside is a system of co-

relation: 

 

 

 

 

 

To summarize, jewellery is an art medium within the private and the 

public space, which offers a personal relationship and an encounter 

between the wearer, viewer and the actual piece. It is an invitation 

to a conversation, an action or a reaction. The body is a portable 

scene and the wearer chooses what and when to perform. Jewellery 

acts as an extension to the wearer’s personality, group belonging; 

it is asking questions or claiming its opinion about the reality in 

which we live in, about our society, our surroundings and ourselves. 

                                                             
20 Bernabei, Roberta. Contemporary Jewellers. Berg. 2011. p. 235 

 

The experience of wearing 
jewelry 

The experience of seeing 
someone wearing jewelry 

The experience of someone 
seeing you wear jewelry and 

a possible reaction to it 
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The performance: 

 

 

 

The action of putting on a pearl necklace is that of a performance. 

Like the actor who enters the stage as Lady Macbeth, the pearl 

necklace and the wearer act out the myth, through performance. The 

wearer and pearl necklace are not separated from each other, but a 

unit that brings the myth to life by being present in the context of 

a subject-object relation. They enter the stage as sophistication, 

elegance, power, grace and bourgeoisie.  

 

 

The performance is an interaction between the viewer and the 

performer and in the performance the body is the metonym for 

presence. But it is in this presence within a performance that the 

body disappears (from being seen as it is) for the purpose of a new 

meaning.
21
 

 

A performance only exists in the present. It cannot be stored, 

recorded or documented and as soon as it is reproduced in any way, 

it becomes something else.
22
  

 

In the performance the body makes the myth (meaning, signified) of 

the pearl necklace both present and active and takes it from its 

form as a representative.  By wearing the pearl necklace, a person 

becomes the equivalence of elegance, high social class and power.  

However, when trying to reproduce it, in a photo for example, the 

non presence of a reality, a present body makes it into a signified, 

a representative of elegance, high social class and power. 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
21

 Phelan, Peggy. Performancekonstens ontologi: representation utan reproduktion, ur Koreografier i skriftserien Kairos. 
Raster förlag. 2008. p.216  
22 Ibid. p. 209 
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In the performance Rest energy by Marina and Ulay, there is a 

potential deadly threat against Marina. Ulay is the person holding 

the weapon, but in the act of his body weight being the trigger, he 

becomes the object of threat. His body and the arrow becomes one and 

the performance turns it into a life and death situation. 

 

“Standing across 

from one another in 

slated position. 

Looking each other 

in the eye. I hold a 

bow and Ulay holds 

the string with the 

arrow pointing 

directly to my 

heart. Microphones 

attached to both 

hearts recording the 

increasing number of 

heart beats”.
23
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Marina Abramovic & Ulay ,"Rest energy",1980. 

 

This picture is not, nor can it ever be a reproduction of that life 

and death situation. But the performance manifests the thin line 

between life and death as performing the pearl necklace manifests 

the bourgeois position within society and the presence that the body 

enables, brings it to life and into an accepted notion within the 

social context. 

 

                                                             
23 http://www.medienkunstnetz.de/works/rest-energy/ 

http://www.medienkunstnetz.de/works/rest-energy/
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Artist – who has worked with the pearl necklace: 

 

 

 

There are several artists within the contemporary jewellery field 

who have worked with the pearl necklace in some way or referred to 

it. The intentions and meanings vary a lot, but, the pearl necklace, 

because of  its strong message and association, works as a perfect 

host to create a new form by putting it in a new context.  

 

 

Hair is seen as a sensual and very personal material. A loving 

gesture and act is to cut off a beloved one’s lock of hair and wear 

it in a locket around the neck as a precious remembrance.  

 

But in this piece Hair necklace from 

1995, artist Mona Hatoum takes her 

own hair and makes it into a pearl 

necklace: in this way, it becomes 

non personal to a viewer in its use 

of an extremely private material. 

Here it becomes disgusting and  has 

no sentimental use for an outsider. 

 

The use of the pearl necklace´s shape and reference, makes the 

material choice in this piece stick out in a disturbing and 

intrusive way. There is a shift in value when the hair is removed 

from the body, from bring a highly valued material that indicates 

health, beauty and power. To be cut off fragments from the body, 

dead matter or dirt, as Mary Douglas would have called it, in her 

book Purity and Danger, matter in the wrong place,
24
 which means that 

the hair is supposed to be attached to the head and when cut off, it 

becomes dirt, something disgusting and maybe even contagious. 

 

                                                             
24 Johansson, Thomas. Miegel, Fredrik. Kultursociologi. Studentlitteratur.2002. p. 129-130 
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So from being a signified for status, sophistication and high 

society, the story here might be that of the low-paid cleaner who 

has to pick up the hair from the shower drain everyday in the 

suburban house and who could never afford the pearl necklace that 

lays in a velvet box upstairs, in the master bedroom. 

 

 

 

Who is wearing the best piece of jewellery? 

 

Turbo Princess is a conceptual 

piece of jewellery by Ted Noten 

from 1995. He was asked to make a 

pearl necklace for a contemporary 

art event. He found a dead mouse 

one day in his studio, and decided 

to make a pearl necklace for it. 

And so it became a necklace within 

a necklace, and it is meant to 

confront the viewer with the question, “Who is wearing the best 

piece of jewellery? The person who puts on the necklace (a piece of 

modern art) or the mouse adorned with pearls?” 

 

Like when wearing a plastic pearl necklace that is not trying to 

portray anything that it is not, here I believe that the myth is 

disarmed, or a mockery is being made of it. Be it a slap at the 

bourgeoisie or at the contemporary jewellery field itself. 

 

 

As it can be observed, the myth of the pearl necklace, its strong 

characteristics and immediate recognition, is very useful for 

contemporary jewelers in creating meaning based jewellery that, for 

instance, wants to question social structures and codes. 
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Conclusion: 

 

 

 

The use of the pearl necklace as an attribute to portray identity, 

instead of letting identity be the origin of this dissertation, has 

led me to end up with a system for how one can see and look upon 

identity. By looking the pearl necklace as an object through its 

social context, it is possible to open it up for an understanding of 

its relation to and impact on the individual, the wearer and thus 

also for the viewers’ understanding and reaction to it. 

 

The world is not constructed of entities, but on relations. Thus it 

makes no sense to try to understand it through the notion of a 

predefined entity.  

 

 

The myth of the pearl necklace makes us aware of the important roles 

objects play in our everyday lives, in order for us to read and 

understand ourselves, others and our surroundings. But it also shows 

that society and time determine their signified, their meaning and 

create a myth. 

Though it is important to recognize that the myth is just that, a 

myth and not an entity. This understanding of co-relation between 

objects and their use in  society, is important to acquire when 

reflecting upon identity through the subject-object relation. 

 

The subject-object relation makes us a part of the object and 

therefore we become its signified, its meaning, which is constructed 

within the system. This transformation creates a new form, which 

makes it possible to put it in new contexts. This enables us to act 

out through the objects and create identities and personas. Mrs. 

Bush put it so elegantly when she allegedly said that if she ever 

removed that pearl necklace her elegant head would drop off. She 

connected herself and her identity with that pearl necklace 

embodying that unity also in form of an icon. 
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The performance makes us see ourselves in relation to others. The 

action of acting out, being instead of representing, makes the 

performer vulnerable and open for reaction. But it is in this 

presence of response that the new context can affect the 

individuals’ present. 

 

We do not confirm identity by the reproduction of us in a mirror. 

The mirror only supplies us with an image, an object of 

representation.  

Identity is manifested, understood and changed through social 

relations, embodied and accepted through a material world which our 

body allows us to experience. 

 

 

So by taking a personal everyday object and understand it in a 

social context and in relation to the body and individuals, one gets 

a deeper and more complex understanding of what identity is, how it 

is constructed and what potentials it possesses. 
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