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Dive into the seductive 
enchantments of pearls

by Preeta Agarwal

PEARLS

�The argarite
Spectrum
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Cuff from the Tropics 
collection featuring a 
golden South Sea pearl 
set with diamonds in 18k 
white gold, JEWELMER

Ear clips from the Fleur 
d’Amour collection 
featuring diamond 
encrusted petals 
cradling a 15mm metallic 
cherry pink pearl, 
SCHOEFFEL
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CLOCKWISE FROM 
TOP LEFT
Cape made of a soft 
white gold chain that 
displays 162 beautiful 
grey Tahitian pearls from 
the Masterpiece Soiree 
collection, DAMIANI

Pendant in rose and 
black rhodium gold 
with brown diamonds, 
rubies and freshwater 
pearls from the Bollicine 
collection, UTOPIA 
JEWELS

Venus earrings in 
18k white gold with 
diamonds and white 
Australian pearls, 
STEFAN HAFNER

Ring with white and 
brown diamonds and 
pearls in 18k white gold 
from the Captured 
Pearls Collection, 
PALMIERO

P earls have radiated 
beauty and purity for 
millennia. Amongst all 
precious gemstones, 

there are only a few ones produced by living 
organisms, and pearls are the most famous 
and lustrous of them all. Natural pearls are 
formed when an irritant or parasite becomes 
lodged in the tissue of an oyster. The oyster 
responds by secreting a calcium carbonate 
substance called nacre to coat the intruder, 
which, over a long period of time, forms a 
natural pearl. As natural pearls are next to 
impossible to find nowadays, the remaining 
ones will always come with a hefty price tag.

Human ingeniousness and intervention 
made possible the cultivation of pearls. 
Cultured pearls are real pearls, grown 
organically inside oysters in the same way 
as natural pearls, except that the ‘nucleus’ 
irritant is manually inserted into the oyster 
by the pearl farmer. Quicker but not easy, 
the process still requires pearl farmers to 
sort through 10,000 pearls before a 16-inch 
single strand of beautifully matched pearls is 
assembled. 

Most natural pearl locations have now 
been turned into cultured pearl farms, and 
the pearls found from these locations have 
been named after either the location of 
origin, or their shape and size.

Freshwater  
Cultured Pearls
Freshwater pearls, as their name implies, 
are formed in freshwater mussels and are 
now primarily produced in China. Their 
colour depends on the type of mussel they 
come from, ranging from various pastel 
shades of white, cream, pink and peach, to 
black, purple and tangerine. Sizes can vary 
between 2mm and 13mm. Although larger 
sizes are very rare, the most common 
freshwater pearls found are between 
4mm and 7mm. Not all freshwater pearls 
are spherical, but due to the high 
quality that they are produced 
in, even a small percentage 
of spherical pearls amount 
to large numbers. They 
are more affordable 
than Japanese Akoya, 
White South Sea or Black 
Tahitian pearls, but with 
improvement in technology 
and resultant increase in size and 
lustre, their prizes have started to rise.
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Akoya  
Cultured Pearls
Akoya cultured pearls grow in their 
namesake Akoya oysters that live in the 
ocean, usually in protected lagoons. Known 
for their lustre and quality, they are more 
valuable than freshwater pearls. Nucleated 
with round beads, Akoya pearls are usually 
spherical and range from 2mm to 11mm in 
size. Anything above 10mm is rare because 
of the small sizes of the Akoya oyster. The 
non-spherical ones are baroque, semi 
baroque or even beads. The Akoya pearl is 
either white or cream in body colour and 
typically has a rose, cream or ivory overtone. 
These type of pearl may also be treated to 
achieve a black body colour.

Tahitian Cultured 
Pearls
One of the more fascinating pearls of recent 
times, Tahitian Pearls first appeared in the 
jewellery industry in mid-1970s. Coming 
from the islands of French Polynesia, they 
are in Black Lipped oysters. They are the 
only pearl to achieve a black body colour 
naturally and are typically very large, ranging 
from 9mm to 16mm, with a record breaking 
one at 26.95mm. Tahitian pearls, although 
mostly dark, can come in a wide range of 
hues, including black, gray, silver, green, 
blue and purple, even peacock colour. Their 
larger sizes, unusual colours, rarity and high 
production costs result in higher prices. 

South Sea  
Cultured Pearls
South Sea pearls are saltwater pearls 
cultivated from oysters found in the South 
Seas, centering in Northern Australia and 
South East Asia. Their larger sizes of 9mm 
to 20mm, beautiful white, silver or gold 
colour, rarity and thicker nacre layer set them 
apart from other cultured pearls. South Sea 
pearls are often found in oval, button, drops, 
baroque and semi-baroque shapes.

Freshwater cultured pearls are more 
affordable than Japanese Akoya or 

Black Tahitian pearls

CLOCKWiSE FROM 
TOP LEFT
Josephine necklace with 
diamonds featuring two 
South Sea pearls, BIBIGI

Necklace composed 
of five strands of 539 
graduated saltwater 
natural pearls completed 
by an 18k white gold 
and brilliant-cut 
diamond-set clasp, 
Sold at TIANCHENG 
INTERNATIONAL 
Spring Auction 2014

Two-finger rings 
in 18k white gold 
featuring natural 
baroque South Sea 
pearls and diamonds, 
CONTINENTAL 
DIAMOND

Earrings in rose gold 
and 1.62ct diamonds 
featuring blue Baby 
Akoya pearls (natural 
colour) from the Twist 
collection, QAYTEN
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Keshi pearls are not cultured 
pearls, but are a by-product of 

the culturing process

Keshi Pearls
One of the most unusual types of pearl, 
Keshi pearls are not cultured pearls, but 
are a by-product of the culturing process. 
A Keshi pearl is formed when a previously 
cultured oyster spontaneously produces a 
pearl due to an irritant. Layers of nacre are 
secreted over this irritant, and a Keshi is 
formed in exactly the same way a natural 
pearl is formed. Due to the lack of a beaded 
nucleus, they often come in random shapes 
but are very lustrous. They are available in all 
sorts of beautiful colours, from blue and grey 
to yellow, white, green and even purple.  

FROM TOP
Bracelet in embossed 
gold with invisibly set 
rubies and polkis, 
BIRDHICHAND 
GHANSHYAMDAS; 
Orchid pendant with 
opals, amethysts and 
diamonds, PAULA 
CREVOSHAY

FROM TOP
Bracelet in embossed 
gold with invisibly set 
rubies and polkis, 
BIRDHICHAND 
GHANSHYAMDAS; 
Orchid pendant with 
opals, amethysts and 
diamonds, PAULA 
CREVOSHAY

1. Buy only from a reliable source.
2. Learn about Shape, Size, Lustre and Surface. Size is directly related to the weight of the 

pearl; thus, the larger the size higher the price.
3. Make sure the surface of the pearl is smooth and free of marks. 
4. Check for similarity as well as uniformity in colour, shape and finish.
5. Match shades in adequate light when buying pearls of the same colour. 
6. Learn about the various lengths of necklaces before buying pearls: A collar fits directly 

against the throat. A choker rests at the base of the neck. The princess length reaches near 
the collarbone. A matinee length is usually 20 to 24 inches; and the opera length is 30 to 36 
inches. The longest length, known as the rope, refers to all strands longer than 36 inches. 

Tips For Buying Pearls
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Necklace in 18k white 
gold, 6mm to 12mm 
South Sea baroque 
pearls, and 1.49ct 
diamonds, YOKO 
LONDON

Three-Bird brooch in 
750 white gold with 
South Sea Keshi Pearls 
(20.14g, 7.4mm-14mm), 
white and brown 
diamonds (2.51 carats) 
and rubies, HODEL 
SWITZERLAND

Earrings featuring 
Tahitian Keshi pearls and 
diamonds, LA PUTRI

Diamond earrings 
with South Sea pearls, 
SCHREINER


