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A rainbow’s kaleidoscope set exquisitely in stone

by Preeta Agarwal

OPALS

�
�

Earrings with 17cts of 
opal and 15cts  
diamonds, SUTRA

OPPOSITE
Birdcage pendant with 
a 369.55ct boulder opal 
with 18k yellow gold, 
KATHERINE JETTER

pals — multicoloured 
gemstones that play with 
light — reflect nature’s 
elements in all their 

resplendence, from fire and water to the 
night sky and rainbows. They are the only 
gemstones that come in an endless variety 
of colours and look equally at ease by 
themselves, or surrounded by diamonds 
and complementing coloured stones. As 
the name suggests, they show a striking 
play of opalescence and are at the heart of 
many mythological legends.

Legend has it that The Creator came 
down to earth on a rainbow to bring the 
universal message of peace. At the very 
spot where His foot touched the ground, 
the stones became alive and started 
sparkling in all the colours of the rainbow. 
That was the birth of the opals. In much 
simpler geological terms, though, opals 
are a hydrated form of silica containing a 
variable amount of water and are generally 
found in rock fissures. 

No Two Gems Alike
Hailed as the national gemstones of 
Australia, opals are found in abundance in 
various regions of the country, with other 

supplies coming from Brazil, Ethiopia, 
Guatemala, Honduras, Indonesia, Japan, 
Mexico, Russia, and the United States. 
Depending on its type and place of 
occurrence, opals differ in their colours 
and patterns, which occur due to changes 
in weather conditions during their 
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CLOCKWISE FROM 
LEFT
Electric Drop earrings 
with opals and diamonds, 
FERNANDO JORGE; 
Vivaldi ring with pink 
opal, sapphires and 
diamonds, DAMIANI; 
Cate Blanchett wore a 
pair of drop earrings with 
62 white opals to the 
2014 Academy Awards, 
CHOPARD; Signature 
Keepsake bangle stack 
with rhodolite, pink opals, 
sapphires and amethysts, 
EMILY & ASHLEY; 
Ethiopian Welo opal 
earrings with Paraiba 
tourmalines and yellow 
and orange sapphires, 
THOMAS JIRGENS

formation. Black, white, pink, fire, boulder 
and matrix opals are some of the most 
common types used in jewellery. 

Of all opal colours, red against black is 
the most rare, whereas white and green 
shades are most common. They also vary 
in optical density, from opaque to semi-
transparent. With so many factors affecting 
the way they look, no two opals will ever 
look alike.

Opals in Jewellery
Black opals, unlike their name, are not 
exactly black. Their rainbow-like effect 
makes them the most valuable of all opals, 
as they show the most brilliant play of 
colour. The resulting effect best catches 
the eye when mounted amongst diamonds, 
due to the contrast between the two gems. 
White and pink opals have a subdued 
sheen, lending a pretty and feminine look 
to jewellery. From a recent reserve found 
in Ethiopia, the Welo opals are gaining 
popularity due to their bright colours and 
spectacular opalescence. One of the most 
striking of opals is the boulder opal, which 
features a cracked barren landscape with 
colourful molten lava inside. 

Opals that do not show a play of colour 
are called common opals. Again, unlike 
what their name suggests, there are 
some rare common opals. They originate 

Black, white, pink, 
fire, boulder and 
matrix opals are 
some of the most 
common types used 
in jewellery
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Black opals are the most valuable as they 
show the most brilliant play of colour, 
resulting in eye-catching jewellery

from Mexico, known as fire opals, and 
their opacity ranges from transparent to 
translucent, with warm colours of yellow, 
orange, orange-yellow or red. They rarely 
show a slight play of colour, but the colour 
of the stone itself has captured many 
designers’ hearts.

Due to the softness of this gemstone, 
it is generally cut in cabochon shapes. A 
tablet of other gemstones is often used to 
support it from below if it is cut too thin. 

Opals make stunning jewellery. Over the 
years, many designers and jewellery brands 
such as Chopard, Damiani, Stephen 
Webster, Mvee, Sutra, Thomas Jirgens, 
Katherine Jetter, Fernando Jorge, Ornella 
Iannuzzi, Emily & Ashley and many 
more have used these unique colourful 

gemstones in their jewellery collections.

Power of Opals
Ever since the Greek and Roman times, 
opals have been known to possess magical 
energy, like the power of foresight and 
protection from diseases. They are a 
symbol of hope and truth, due to the 
display of all colours of the spectrum, and 
are considered to bring good luck.

It is said that apart from its 
transparency, body colour and occurrence, 
the value of a good opal also depends on 
the play of colour, which appeals to the 
evaluator’s preferences. Opals are like 
human emotions: you always experience 
them different and anew.  

CLOCKWISE FROM 
LEFT
Welo opal earring as 
seen on Countess  
Stephanie Pfuel, 
THOMAS JIRGENS; 

Would you like a drop of 
Tej Madame? earrings 
with 6cts of fire Welo 
opals and diamonds in 
18k gold, ORNELLA 
IANNUZZI; Forget Me 
Knot Bow Crystal Haze 
cuff with black opals, 
diamonds and sapphires, 
STEPHEN WEBSTER; 
White opal ring and fire 
opal ring with a black 
pearl, both from MVEE


