
Anthems in Color and Paper
Kiff Slemmons

All pieces are made with handmade paper from Arte Papel Vista Hermosa in 
Oaxaca, Mexico. The paper is a combination of cotton and fibers from plants such 
as coyuche, chichicastle, agave, and majahua. Everything is strung like beads on 
leather cords.
Bowls are made of paper and ground clay, polished and or painted

Statement:
 Kiff was invited by the artist and cultural activist Francisco Toledo to contribute 
designs for jewelry made of paper providing income for the artisans. The project 
involved designs using accessible tools, such as scissors and straight edge and most 
important, the hand. What the hand can do with focused attention and care and 
limited technology is exemplified in all the pieces made for this collection. What 
started with a simple request has evolved over the years, now 25.

All designs were Kiff's who made all the initial prototypes. Though Kiff has often 
worked in series, she does not favor reproduction, repeating a design. The artisans 
preferred to make many of the elements in specific numbers and were timid in 
generating new designs of their own. Most all of the pieces were made during Kiff 
and Rod's 2 week vacations. Rod contributed as photographer and translator as he 
is fluent in Spanish. Kiff worked on site at the workshop rather than placing orders 
and leaving. The business part was in their hands. Kiff maintained her full time 
schedule as an artist in her Chicago studio. She did not leave one medium for 
another. Though the work that resulted in paper came about through collaborative 
efforts, Kiff soon made pieces that were totally her own, both conceptually and 
physically. At the same time, the artisans were becoming more sensitive to the 
differences between art and product, and now after many years have the confidence 
to alter Kiff's designs and to come up with their own. Now certain pieces come 
under their own name and the individuality of pieces has become more obvious. 
All along Kiff wanted to give the names of the artisans involved. 



There has been an ebb and flow of artisans but three women have remained as 
accomplished makers and with identities on their own. The project is layered in all 
kinds of ways but has received recognition as art and design. In this exhibition with 
Susan all the pieces are made by Kiff with some elements made by the artisans. All 
the paper is from Kiff's initial purchase of sheets for further ideas....often the 
papers were mistakes and could not be reproduced. There were differences in color 
preferences becoming known as Kiff colors, different from taller colors. This 
whole project cannot be neatly explained in conventional terms. All along Kiff was 
trying to fulfill their needs as artisans and hers as an artist. Mutual trust and respect 
were the most important elements for this rather complicated way of working.

It is hard sometimes for people to understand how much labor goes into such 
making--the paper is made by hand, preparing the fibers for use can also be time 
consuming and certainly the construction involved in some of the pieces is also a 
part of the actual labor. I would say now that many pieces they can make even 
better than my initial prototypes and that is gratifying to see. For me I am always 
thinking of new ideas and can be impatient with too much repetition of the 
elements needed. 

Jewelry has taken years of "education" to be considered as an art form. Often 
preciousness and value associated with the materials of jewelry, denote its 
importance. I have never been drawn to that kind of preciousness and status, 
though gold and silver and precious stones have inherent beauty. I am more 
concerned with preciousness of a different kind. Metaphoric preciousness for 
instance. 


