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The wondrous world of Jude Sharp – a photo exhibit on the creative process
Stepping behind the gate near the back of Jude Sharp’s lovely jewelry store on North Queen Street in downtown Lancaster is like entering a different world entirely. It is a place that exudes old world
craftsmanship with countless numbers of unusual looking tools
and equipment lining the walls and well-worn workbenches. Further toward the back of her workshop, Jude’s beautiful dog,
Quincy, keeps a keen eye on the activity. It’s a wondrous place
that few customers ever get to see.
“Tell me what you want to do today,” Jude says as she works on
finishing a new custom designed broach for a customer.
“Otherwise, I’ll just keep on working here.”
I explain that I have come to her store and workshop with photographer John Powl to try to capture in photos and words the essence of the creative process that Jude uses, and has used over
her nearly 50 year career in designing and creating unique jewelry
for men and women. Although not possible to capture everything
that could possibly come up in her work in crafting custom jewelry,
I hope to convey some insight into the special skills and craftsmanship it takes to do what she does.

The Design Idea
The first step in the process of creating a piece of custom jewelry is
meeting with the customer to learn about what they are looking
for and what they like. Sometimes, the customer has a very definite idea of what they want, either bringing in a photograph or
drawing of a piece they have seen elsewhere that they like, or
picking something out of the online portfolio of photographs of
the thousands of pieces Jude has done in her career. In some cases, a customer will select several pieces of which they like certain
aspects, and ask Jude to come up with a design that melds together what they consider the best characteristics of those pieces into
a new creation.
Jude then takes that information and sketches out or makes notations on the photographs, drawings or other descriptive information from the customer so she can begin building the piece in
wax form to create a model, or mold.
Jude then meets with the customer to review the model and
sketch design to see if any changes are needed and get approval to
proceed. “It’s a lot easier to make changes to a wax model than a
cast piece,” Jude notes.

Casting
For pieces requiring casting, Jude sends a wax model to a casting
factory. Most pieces use a lost wax method to cast the piece
(which destroys the wax model). But in some cases, depending on
the type of metal used in the piece, the casting house makes a rubber mold of the model and casts from the mold. Jude receives the
raw unfinished piece from the casting factory and begins work on
finishing the piece to the customer’s specifications.
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Finishing, setting and assembling
Jude’s workbenches show the old world patina of many years of turning
out thousands of pieces of jewelry. One is for work in wax to create the
models for casting some of the pieces or components of jewelry. One is
for metal work, which Jude uses for cutting, soldering, and adding engraved, incised or textured elements to the piece. Different types of
tools line the benches for different types of processes or work.
In the center, another bench holds some equipment, such as a pneumatic, or air, hammer and the associated air compressor, and an engraver’s block. Another bench holds a piece of equipment for polishing,
with the entire wall above it displaying different gradients of polishing
wheels from Tripoli (coarse) to Rouge (fine). Most pieces will go through
many levels of polishing to get a beautiful, almost mirror finish.
“It’s tedious, actually,” Jude says referring to the finishing process. “You
go from the coarsest grit, to another, to another, until the finest grit.”
She quotes a jeweler friend who she says sums it up very well, “tedium is
our medium.” And you get a sense after spending time with Jude that
her calm, friendly and steady demeanor is well suited for the patience
needed in this work.
Precious or semi-precious stones, if part of the design, are acquired and
prepared, setting(s) created, and the stone(s) set into the finished piece.
Sometimes a customer will bring in stones they want to use, or sometimes they bring in another piece of jewelry that they want stones removed from and re-used in the new piece. In other cases, Jude purchases stones to use in the piece. When the piece is completed, it is photographed and added to Jude’s portfolio of work and then presented to the
customer.
Jude does not show many signs of slowing down in her nearly 50 year
successful career. She seems to relish each assignment to exercise her
creative mind in new directions. That’s good news for the people of central Pennsylvania who seek her out to make jewelry creations that commemorate important milestones in their lives, or just express their personalities to the world.

Pendant
In this piece, the customer “panned” in a muddy stream in North Carolina and found a ruby that she wanted to form the centerpiece of a pendant. The customer found a piece in Jude’s portfolio that was similar to
what she wanted, so Jude made sketches and notes on a photograph of
that piece to come up with a new custom design. Jude sent the ruby out
to be cut and then made a wax model of the setting for the ruby and
sent it to the casting factory that created a rubber mold of the model
and cast the setting in 14 karat rose gold. Jude then filed and polished
the casting and set the ruby. She also made some additional components of the pendant using white gold “findings,” which are pieces of
metal that can be cut and shaped into various parts and components of
a piece of jewelry. Jude also acquired and set a diamond into the piece.

Ring
In this piece, the customer brought in a photograph from a newspaper
ad for a ring similar to what the customer was looking for, with a desire
to accommodate some stones that she provided. Jude did a sketch for a
design similar to the photograph and then created a wax model. The
model no longer exists because the casting was done using the lost wax
method. Jude did the setting and soldering in of the stones and the
piece was completed.
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