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porcelain, gold, and – hidden 
under the gold – brass.

“Brass is a sassy material,” 
says the jewelry designer, who 
never wears jewelry herself, 
preferring to make for others. 

“When I teach, I always start 
with brass. It teaches you how 
to control your tools; you’re 
going to have fight it to do what 
you want to do.” The concept 
of plating the brass with gold is 
Reifen’s way of asking what we 
value. For her, the piece’s worth 
lies in its artistry, not its market 
price or the rarity of the material. 

Born and raised in Israel, Rei-
fen has seen jewelry symbolize 

jeweler ted noten entombs 
rats and revolvers in acrylic; 
Karl Fritsch oxidizes gold  
rings until they look like brute 
iron. In her own way, New 
York-based jewelry designer 
Ruta Reifen uses materials to 
express ideas too. Her work is 
less about decay, though, than 
inexorable growth, the enrich-
ing synthesis of opposites,  
and whimsy. 

Reifen, 28, has worked  
with plaster, paper, and copper; 
her Floral Charades series (2011- 
present) features epoxy, thread, 
and auto paint. The Waiting  
for Godot rings (2009) combine 

hardship, war, and religion as 
often as not, and, “because you 
wear it on yourself, it defines 
you,” she says. “That’s danger-
ous. I don’t want the work to  
be inherently political. The 
aesthetic value is paramount.”

Reifen “fell in love” with 
jewelry making at age 17, when 
she took an evening course in 
silversmithing, continuing her 
studies at Shenkar College of 
Engineering and Design near 
Tel Aviv, then at the Rhode 
Island School of Design. When 
she graduated last year, she 
moved to New York, where  
by day she designs jewelry for 

upscale fashion houses. She was 
chosen to represent Brooklyn, 
where she lives, in Core77 maga-
zine’s New York Design Week 
exhibition in May. 

Initially, her own work was 
material-focused, tactile, and 
abstract. The move to the Unit-
ed States made it more narra-
tive, says the designer, who  
has also studied acting full time: 

“Adornment and performance 
and theatricality are very simi-
lar ideas.” In Reifen’s work, 
illusion, artificiality, and beauty 
direct us back to nature and 
reality. The colorful organic 
compositions of the Floral  

Charades necklaces are lac-
quered with plastic car paints. 
They question the importance 
of an object’s “authenticity”: 
Are we more drawn to a meticu-
lously landscaped garden or to 
the jungle? 

“Digital media has altered  
the way we recognize something 
to be genuine,” she explains. 

“We’re often more attracted to 
the unreal. We prefer the edited, 
polished image and, to me, that’s 
ridiculous and funny.”

Material opposites, the por-
celain and cement in her Petite 
Foreal rings (2010) evoke ele-
mental forms: volcanic pumice, 

coral, or beeswax. “Porcelain 
takes a lot of time; you gamble 
with it, [you] don’t know if it’s 
going to work,” Reifen explains. 

“Cement is immediate. Applied 
like paint or corrosion over the 
metal, it gives the impression 
that these materials are growing 
on one other, that there’s a nat-
ural process at work.” Indeed, 
they burst through an earthen 

“crust” of gold-plated brass that, 
despite an untamed appearance, 
is actually the ring’s precisely 
sculpted setting.

“Jewelry is meant to be worn 
on someone’s body. The body 
completes the piece. The idea 

of that private exchange, that 
intimate moment with a strang-
er, is what justifies the craft,” 
Reifen says with a touch of 
wonder in her voice. “I’m on 
their finger. Isn’t that crazy?”  
~shonquis moreno

rutareifen.com
Reifen is represented by Gallery 
Loupe in Montclair, New Jersey. 
Her work will be part of “Forecast,” 
an exhibition at Penland Gallery 
in North Carolina through Sep-
tember 16. Shonquis Moreno con-
tributes to publications such as 
Wallpaper* and Fast Company, 
as well as design books by Gestalten. 

On Our Radar
The Intimate  
Exchange

Ring PG101f,  
2009; porcelain,  
gold-plated brass

Log & 5Rings,  
2011; copper, auto  
paint, epoxy, thread
5.5 x 21.7 x 3.1 in.
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Ring FCG301, 2010
concrete, brass

Necklace FCP01, 2010
concrete, brass, patina
18.5 in. long

Pendant FCP02, 2010
concrete, brass, patina
6.3 x 3.5 x 1.2 in.

Ring PG103s, 2009
porcelain, black under-
glaze, gold-plated brass
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Below:  
Ring PG125f, 2009
porcelain, black under-
glaze, gold-plated brass
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