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 KNOWLEDGE KNOWLEDGE

 s howing off 
precious stones 
with obscure 
mountings has 

become a synonym of style. An 
invisible setting, as the technique is 
referred to, creates a mosaic of precious 
stones floating seamlessly on a piece 
without visible prongs or other support.

The gemstones are cut individually 
and very precisely with grooves below the 
girdles. Like pieces in a jigsaw puzzle, the 
florets are then locked into a thin metal 
framework of T-rail channels, usually made 
of gold underneath. Crude saw-blades 
made of silk and coated with diamond 
powder are used to cut grooves in the 
gemstones. This technique tends to work 
most effectively on straight-edged cuts, 
such as princess, emerald and baguette. 

Jewellery’s art of the 
perfect setting

ABOVE
Je m’attache ou je meurs 
necklace in white gold, 
diamonds, amethysts 
and rubies, DIOR

by Preeta Agarwal

INVISIBLE SETTING

Theater of theObscure

It was a relatively 
unknown Parisian 
jeweller named Jacques-
Albert Algier who first 
developed and patented 

invisible setting — also 
an ode to Art Deco’s linear 

forms. The method failed to excite Cartier 
when introduced, but was embraced by 
its competitor Van Cleef & Arpels which 
perfected and patented the setting in 1933 
as Serti Mystérieux or ‘Mystery Setting’. 
It was viable only on flat surfaces of 
vanity boxes and jewellery. Later applied 
to more complex curved surfaces, it 
permitted Van Cleef & Arpels’ jewellers 
to create pieces with voluptuous shapes 
that displayed the brilliance of precious 
stones. For two decades, the jeweller 
designed and sold invisibly set jewellery. 
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Highly skilled craftsmen and gemstone 
specialists must ensure that the stones are of the 

FROM TOP
Bracelet in embossed 
gold with invisibly set 
rubies and polkis, 
BIRDHICHAND 
GHANSHYAMDAS; 
Orchid pendant with 
opals, amethysts and 
diamonds, PAULA 
CREVOSHAY; 
Chrysanthème clip set in 
gold and platinum, with 
rubies and diamonds, 
VAN CLEEF & 
ARPELS; Pear-shaped 
earrings with invisibly set 
rubies and polkis, 
BIRDHICHAND 
GHANSHYAMDAS

But with the changing tastes and designs 
of the 1950s, they gradually faded out of 
fashion. Fortunately, technological advances 
in cutting techniques during the 1980s and 
1990s revived popularity of the method and 
made addition of diamonds possible. The 
hexagonal cut also emerged. 

Most invisibly set jewellery use diamonds 
that measure between 1.4 mm and 3.5 mm, 
and weigh between 0.01 and 0.16 carats. 
It is a painstaking process: highly skilled 
craftsmen and gemstone specialists must 
ensure that the stones are of the right colour 
and cut exactly to fit the channels. Emeralds 
are particularly difficult to use since they 
are softer and the first rounds of cutting risk 
damage when the grooves are being created. 
It is also challenging to find emeralds with 
the right match of colour and sufficient 
saturation. 

Invisible setting can prove expensive as 
breakage of stones is prevalent. These days, 
other materials used such as titanium and 
ceramic make grooving cheaper and faster, 
allow tolerances in close precision and 
present a superior polish. A simpler, lost wax 
method — which involves use of wax molds 
to cast the jewellery with the gemstones in 
place — has popularised the method and 
increased production. However, purists like 
Van Cleef & Arpels, Robert Bruce Bielka 

and Gary Agaikyan still prefer to 
practise the technique by hand.

Invisible setting has caught 
on quickly in many countries. 
Renowned Indian jeweller 
Birdhichand Ghanshyamdas 
has perfected the technique, 
adapting it to traditional forms. 
Its Adrishya collection consists of 
floral pieces set with Indian polki 
(uncut diamonds). Invisible setting is 
also applied to modern timepieces like 
the Imperiale Tourbillon by Chopard and 
Vacheron Constantin’s Malte Toubillon 
Regulator. It is said that the technique 
must be performed without error, so 
that the gemstones are secured — thus 
rendering invisible setting an even more 
valuable and respected art form.   
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