Black Pearls

By Anna Bitong

From the waters of French Polynesia and the Cook Islands emerge one of the rarest and most mysterious stones on Earth.

The South Sea black pearl (also known as the Tahitian black pearl), long viewed as a royal symbol, is found only in the Tuamotus, a group of atolls and islands in the South Pacific. 

The black pearl has been alternately known as the “Queen of Pearls” and the “Pearl of Queens,” adorning the necks of Catherine the Great of Russia and the French Empress Eugenie. It has added dark luster to the Russian Crown Jewels and the Austrian Crown. 

In its most perfect state, the black pearl has a smooth roundness and is infused with a multi-color metallic sheen showcasing tints of blue, green, violet, yellow and pink against a black or gray surface. Their unique color adds to their value. 

Size, quality and brilliance affect the selling price of the stone. The average price of a single black pearl can range from $100 for a small pearl of average quality to $10,000 for a pearl 18 mm in diameter and in perfect condition. 

Pearls carry a magical history and a powerful presence. The ancient Greeks and Romans imagined pearls were conceived by a rain drop or dew that found its way into the oyster. Persians anticipated their birth after a meeting of a rainbow with the Earth. In Imperial China, the black pearl was a symbol of wisdom.  

Natural pearls – pearls created without human intervention - were once accessible solely by the very rich, with few exceptions. They are found in just one out of 15,000 pearls oysters. Most natural pearls sold today are vintage pearls. A natural pearl necklace containing identical stones was at one time the most expensive jewelry in the world. 

The Roman General Vitellius financed one of his military campaigns by selling a single pearl earring that belonged to his mother. Cleopatra shocked Marc Antony when in order to prove Egypt’s wealth she crushed a large pearl and sprinkled it into her wine.  The Koran describes a Paradise laden with pearls: "The stones are pearls and jacinths; the fruits of the trees are pearls and emeralds; and each person admitted to the delights of the celestial kingdom is provided with a tent of pearls, jacinths, and emeralds; is crowned with pearls of incomparable lustre, and is attended by beautiful maidens resembling hidden pearls."

While pearls have lost some of their mystique since cultured pearls were created in the early 1900s, their popularity has not subsided and pearls of high quality are still rare. Harvesting oysters to produce black pearls has only a 70% success rate. 

Like high-quality black pearls, white pearls with a rainbow-like opalescence are a rarity. Pink overtones also enhance the value of a white pearl, while green or yellow overtones tend to reduce their worth. 

The most common type of pearl sold in necklaces is the Akoya pearl. This variety is found in Japan and China and ranges in color from cream, gold and rose to silver-white and blue-gray. 

Cheaper pearls contain a thin coating that diminishes their durability and beauty. Less costly pearls usually have an irregular or half-round shape. Freshwater are among the more affordable variety of pearls and come in different shapes and colors – rice-shaped, spherical-shaped, white, peach, pink, lavender. 

Pearls emerge from mussels, clams and oysters, all part of a group of water organisms called pearl mollusks. Once sand, a pebble or other irritant enters the shell, the oyster coats it with layers of nacre, a solid, slippery material. It normally takes around three years for a pearl to form in a seeded oyster. 

One way to determine if a pearl is authentic is to rub it against the edge of your teeth gently. If it has a sandy feel, it is likely real. Conversely, a smooth feel indicates it is probably an imitation. Small imperfections on a pearl’s surface may actually help distinguish a true pearl from an imitation. It is common for a strand of pearls to have some imperfections, although it may reduce the value of a single pearl. 

Throughout history, the main oyster beds have sprouted in the Persian Gulf, along the coasts of India and Sri Lanka and in the Red Sea.     

Oysters producing black pearls are also found in Fiji, Tonga, Samoa, New Caledonia, the Philippines, Hawaii, Panama, and the Gulf of Mexico. 

In the Orient, they are the tears of angels and mermaids. According to Ceylon legend, the tears of Adam and Eve created a lake of pearls. Queen Elizabeth I was so in love with the jewels she had them sewn on all her clothing, affirming that beyond their mystical and fantastical comparisons, pearls serve the earthly purpose of beautifying and beguiling its admirers through centuries and civilizations. 
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