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Tilden is jeweller laureate for the information society. Her métier 
is linking. Like the grass lawns that spread through our suburbs, 
communication networks reproduce themselves through exponential 
connections. The buzzwords of our time—convergence, leverage  
and roll-out—all celebrate the gains in power made through 
strategic links. 

Most of these links are abstract. They take the form of tediously 
worded contracts, or invisible code. In placing a bicycle chain in a 
gallery, Blanche Tilden gives this process a material reality. If you look 
a little closely, however, you will see that Tilden has made a subtle 
change to the linking device. Rather than steel rivet, bolts made of 
glass hold the chain together. Tilden’s bicycle chains are thus only 
for display, and definitely not roadworthy. 

But Tilden’s chains should not be viewed in isolation. They are wedded 
to the context, whether the body or the installation. So what do we 
see here? On the wall is a collection of Tilden’s exquisite handicraft. 
Chains in a variety of assortments offer themselves to the touch. They 
are a joy to handle—the links cascading into the palm like mercury. 
But we are prevented from touching them by a series of real bicycle 
chains, strung up as a security chord. The chains are in different 
conditions, from silver, black and rusted. 

The installation recreates the very move that distinguishes Tilden’s 
brilliant young career. She has craftily transformed an item of 
practical utility into an expressive medium. Of course, there is the 
history of the readymade. Duchamp’s veneration of the bicycle wheel 
figures greatly in the heroic days of conceptual art. But Tilden’s 

“work is more than a readymade. Her intervention is anything but 
passive: the skilled craftsmanship of their assembly is a homage to  
the machine itself.

While tuned to the networked society, Tilden’s chains are also at odds 
with the silicon age. Today’s ‘smart’ machines proudly proclaim ‘no 
moving parts’, as a guarantee of their reliability. Of course, the loss 
is sensual. Well-tuned machines grant confidence in the world. The 
velvety ‘click’ of a Leica camera joined the rank of sensual delights 
such as honeyed sauterne or Alhambra tiles. Today, things work well 
and look bad.

Far from nostalgic, these mechanical pleasures anticipate a post-
digital era. Already, there have been startling advances in wind-up 
technologies, where inventions such as the ‘tensator clockwork 
generator’ mean that mobile devices such as phones, radios and mine 
detectors can be powered by hand. Far from over, the machine age  
may be only just beginning.

Yet while technological leaps are made in all directions, the humble 
bicycle remains settled in its current state of evolution. It is already 
perfectly efficient for its purpose. A computer chip would make no 
difference to its functioning. This self-sufficiency makes it entirely 
suitable as a subject of metal craft, which projects a life into the 
object that is independent of taste. To give this expression requires 
great balance and discipline—Tilden’s hallmark.
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