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Otto Jakob, a craftsman
whose baroque creations
pay tribute to old masters

Above, La Pietra II,
from 2009, is a
cross pendant of
white gold with
Pietra Dura ornaments of black,
white and yellow
jasper. Left, Hand
with Chameleon,
from 2006, is made
of yellow gold and
decorated with
enamel and ornaments painted in liquid gold. Below,
an ape head carved
from Brazilian
jasper sits on a
white gold ring.

to the work of Italian goldsmiths, from
the Renaissance artist Benvenuto Cellini to Fortunato Pio Castellani, the 19th
century designer.
On his own, he taught himself how to
weave gold into chain and make ropetwist decoration. He mastered the technique of cloisonné enamel, and the art of
gold granulation, an Etruscan practice
dating to hundreds of years before the
Christian era, in which tiny grains of
gold are applied to a metal surface and
heat-fused, one by one, with infinite caution, into place.
‘‘I never feared failure,’’ Mr. Jakob
said: ‘‘I knew I could overcome any
technical problem.’’
His creations from the outset bore the
marks of his training as an artist, but
also his personal and characteristic concern for microscopic details and his
taste for the one-of-a-kind.
‘‘Baselitz had taught me to paint fast
and furiously on a large canvas,’’ he
said: ‘‘But in the end, I turned to hard
discipline and microscopic work.’’
Early in his new career Mr. Jakob
gained the attention of his former mentor, Mr. Baselitz, who acquired some of
his pieces, and the financial support of
one of Mr. Baselitz’s dealers, Hans
Neuendorf, who bought virtually all of
his production for the first few years.
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Ailing jewelry industry
revives as Japan rethinks
priorities after tsunami
BY MIKI TANIKAWA

It was probably one of the most spectacular falls of any industry in any modern
economy.
The Japanese jewelry industry was
riding high at ¥3 trillion, or $32 billion, in
revenue at its peak in 1990, which was
also the pinnacle of Japan’s economic
boom, which saw a huge inflation in real
estate and other asset values. It then
slid for two decades straight, to a low of
less than ¥900 billion in 2011. But industry leaders say the bottom has finally
been reached, and signs of a turnaround
are everywhere.
A recent report by Yano Research Institute, a market survey firm, said sales
of jewelry last year rose 1.8 percent to

‘‘The events made us realize that a piece of
jewelry can sustain people’s hearts and spirits.’’

"
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¥911 billion. It predicted that a mild recovery would bring revenue back to ¥1
trillion by 2015. Many industry watchers
credit the turnaround, in part, to the most
unexpected event of the new century:
the earthquake and tsunami in 2011 that
left 20,000 dead or missing and wiped out
entire towns in northern Japan.
The devastation made people rethink
life’s priorities: Sales of engagement
and wedding rings soared, said Hisao
Kato, a director of the Japan Jewelry Association in Tokyo.
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Mr. Neuendorf would sometimes offer pieces of his jewelry as gifts to important art-collecting clients, he said.
Helped by that exposure, Mr. Jakob
quickly became a favorite with German
artists, collectors and art dealers.
‘‘Otto also got commissions from
artists back then,’’ said Daniel Blau, Mr.
Baselitz’s son and the owner of the
Daniel Blau gallery in London and Munich, in an interview from London. ‘‘He
would develop ideas with them and
translate them into a piece of jewelry.’’
‘‘Otto carved amazing jewelry in
ebony and you could see he was an
artist and sculptor,’’ Katrin Bellinger, a
long-time client and Old Masters drawings dealer, said in a telephone interview from London.
‘‘His pieces were collected by those in
the know,’’ she said. ‘‘They were impossible to find, and that created his
JOHANNA JAKOB/OTTO JAKOB
mystique. Otto became the jeweler to
the German art scene in the 1980s.’’
Of these, 70 percent are one-of-a-kind,
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Japan’s luxury department stores, said
of a young
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pearls were taking off. ‘‘Sales have been
ture — one of the worst-hit regions — featured brooches with two intertwined

quite good since September 2012,’’ he
said, with growth running at double-digit
percentage rates in the past six months.
The impetus is coming partly from
high-net-worth individuals seeking to
hedge against likely long-term yen
weakness brought on by the anti-deflationary policies of Prime Minister
Shinzo Abe’s new government.
‘‘My business is very brisk right now,’’
said one gem trader based in Toronto,
who asked not to be identified because
he sells to wealthy individual clients in
Japan. ‘‘Especially high-net-worth individuals want to reduce their cash positions out of fear that currency values
may plummet. They are buying jewelry
for long-term investment and as a
means of portable wealth.’’
If natural disasters and a slumping
currency have been good for the jewelry
market, Mr. Ito said, more ‘‘good’’ news
lies ahead.
‘‘Sales taxes are going up, and that
might spur buying toward the end of the
year,’’ he said. Japan’s sales tax rate is
due to rise to 8 percent from 5 percent in
April next year, and to 10 percent in October 2015.
Meanwhile, a smaller trend has
emerged that industry insiders say they
have never seen before: some men are
buying jewelry for themselves.
Japan’s conservative business culture, where men wear only navy blue or
grey flannel suits, traditionally frowns
upon ostentation. ‘‘For decades, the industry launched all sorts of campaigns
to promote jewelry for men; they all
failed,’’ Ms. Nagai said. ‘‘But suddenly,
men have begun wearing brooches at
parties and evening gatherings.’’
Put it down, insiders say, to the baby
boomer generation, having a last fling
as it enters the twilight years.

