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haçienda

Phoebe Porter and Blanche Tilden share more than a studio space. 
Since Porter did a mentorship with Tilden a strong simpatico has 
developed between the two jewellers. They both speak about an 
emotional connection, and a similar philosophical approach to their 
work. Neither are interested in making jewellery just for the sake of it. 
Both want what they make to mean something to the
wearer, and are curious about what attracts people to their work.

Tilden trained in both glass and gold and silversmithing at the 
Australian National University School of Art, Canberra. She quickly 
established a reputation for making jewellery based on repeated 
elements, often in the form of chains. Tilden maintains that, then as 
now, her ‘inspiration comes from the industrial age and it’s associated 
mass production techniques … the industrial landscape and apparatus 
that characterized this era.’ However, the elements have become less 
overtly mechanical, more abstracted from the original function of 
pulley, cog or link.

Porter is a graduate of the same art school where both trained under 
Johannes Kuhnen. There is an unspoken common approach to how 
they work and solve problems that they feel comes from this initial 
training with one of Australia’s leading gold and silversmithing 
practitioners and teachers. After graduation, as well as developing 
her practice in jewellery, Porter spent some time working for 
Thylacine, a museum display company that required skill and 
resourcefulness in making specialist fittings. The experience fed into 
her aptitude for tools and processes, such as those she has developed 
for her series of folding brooches, rings and neckpieces. A growing 
interest in classification and working with multiples suits the way she 
‘combines industrial methods with traditional techniques’, she says.

Tilden’s earlier mentorship with Susan Cohn taught her, she 
acknowledges, ‘how to make jewellery mean something to me: how to 
see what was out there and to make things happen.’ Tilden passed this 
on to Porter, more by example than in any formal sense: in 
conversation, observations and asides, and in the small details that 
are shared when you are in daily contact with someone.

The studio came hot on the heels of the mentorship and was a natural 
progression for both makers. How it came about is revealing of more 
than circumstance alone. The studio was founded in a sequence of 
serendipitous events. On the building there was a leftover sign 
‘Hacienda’. This meant something to both Porter and Tilden: it was the 
name of the Manchester nightclub that gave birth to bands such as 
Joy Division, designed by Peter Saville, who defined industrial chic for 
a generation and had the knack of marrying life and art. They adopted 
the name as their own, and added Saville’s ‘hazard’ stripe to their 
studio. The signature piece for Studio Hacienda continued the theme. 
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Porter recalls ‘Blanche noticed someone wearing a ‘work safety’ 
black and yellow wristband, typical of the current street fashion of 
wearing a band to show an affiliation with a cause’. Tilden followed 
it up and secured the leftover stock. They added a simple stamped 
aluminium tag to the souvenir bracelet. It was to be a celebration of 
their new venture and a gift to friends and colleagues. Quite 
incidentally it became a powerful piece of guerrilla marketing.

In the studio each continues their own individual practice. However, 
constant dialogue helps clarify directions and solutions for both  
in an environment of trust and respect. As Tilden struggled with the 
‘bike chain’ label associated with her earlier work, Porter reflected 
Tilden’s own advice back to her. Tilden found a way forward by finding 
that the appeal of the chain came from a deeper proclivity to grade, 
an inclination to collect that she enjoyed even as a child. Repetition 
is ‘in my brain’, she says. Porter’s aptitude for sorting and classifying 
finds resonance in Tilden’s way of making sense of the world.

There will naturally be a cross-fertilisation of skills and a sharing  
of expertise in particular materials and techniques. For example, 
Tilden’s experience has broadened Porter’s understanding of serial 
production, while Porter’s computer aided drawing skills have 
introduced Tilden to the benefits of electron wire cutting. 

And a collaborative project, General Assembly, is underway.  
The concept exemplifies their common ground: working in multiples, 
exploring the individual impulse to select, combine and adorn, 
alertness to the ubiquitous street styles that pulse through a city.  
It will be a project that involves people in a lively, intelligent 
conversation though the object.

That’s Studio Haçienda.

merryn gates


