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When an irritant lands in 
your eye or shoe, it can 
become a nuisance. But 
when one lands in the soft 
tissues of certain oysters 
and mollusks, it can become 
a pearl. Pearls are formed 
when a small piece of debris 
gets lodged in a mollusk, and 
the mollusk coats it with thin 
layers of nacre to protect 
itself. The nacre builds up, 
adding layer after layer of 
delicate, iridescent coating. 
The end result is a smooth 
and shimmering gem that 
continues to rank as one 
of the most prized and 
beautiful possessions.

Humans most likely 
discovered pearls tens of 
thousands of years ago while 
searching for food, and the 
precious gems have played 
a role in numerous religions, 
cultures and mythology ever 
since. The ancient Egyptians 
were buried in pearls. 
Romans celebrated them as 
ultimate symbols of wealth. 
The Greeks associated 
them with beauty, love and 

marriage. Medieval warriors 
wore them into battle for 
magical protection.
 
Pearls were associated 
with such high status in the 
1400s that many European 
countries actually passed 
laws forbidding anyone 
but nobility to wear them. 
Expansion into the Americas 
brought about the rapid 
depletion of natural pearls 
in Central American waters, 
with most of them gone by 
the 1600s. It wasn’t until 
some 300 years later that 
pearls could regain their 
widespread popularity due 
to the process of culturing.

Origin of Pearls
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Cultured Pearls vs. Natural Pearls
Cultured pearls are no less 
illustrious than natural pearls; 
they simply had a little help 
getting started. Cultured 
pearls refer to those that 
were born with human 
assistance, typically with 
the insertion of a small pearl 
of piece of shell or mantle 
tissue inserted into the soft 
tissue of the mollusk to kick 
off the process. Once the 
mollusk starts producing 
nacre around the inserted 
objects, it is suspended in 
its natural waters in a wire 

frame and harvested when 
the pearls reach the desired 
size.

Quality of a pearl refers to 
its surface, luster, surface, 
shape, color and size. A 
blemish-free surface is ideal, 
as is a high luster. Shape 
and color relies on personal 
taste, while larger pearls are 
more valuable than smaller 
pearls of the same quality. 
The average size is about 7 
millimeters.
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Akoya Pearls

Akoya pearls come from the 
Akoya oysters in Japan, first 
introduced in 1905 by a man 
named Kokichi Mikimoto. It 
took him 12 years to finally 
produce a round pearl with 
his process, which ended up 
introducing an entirely new 
industry to the world.

• Luster: Thought to have the 
highest luster of all cultured 
pearls, with a bright coating 
and deep-seated glow due to 
the slow formation of nacre 
in cooler waters.

• Shape: Round, semi-round, 
drop and baroque shapes.

• Color: Cream, gold, rose, 
silver-white and blue-grey.

• Size: 2 to 10 millimeters.
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Freshwater Pearls

While saltwater pearls come 
from oysters, freshwater 
pearls are developed in mus-
sels. The process that creates 
the pearl is the same, as is 
the chemical secreted by the 
mollusk. While Mikimoto was 
working with oysters in Ja-
pan, innovators in China were 
advancing and enhancing 
freshwater pearls.

• Luster: Can have brilliant, 
shiny luster if given enough 
time to develop; lower luster 
found in younger pearls.

• Shape: Round as well as 
coins, ovals, baroque, button, 
potato.

• Color: Wide range of 
colors, from pastels to 
intense shades that match 
any fashion.

• Size: 6 millimeters to 8 
millimeters, with larger 
options.
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South Sea Pearls

Considered some of the rar-
est and most valuable cul-
tured pearls, these gems 
are created in the waters off 
Thailand, Japan, Australia, 
Indonesia, Myanmar and the 
Philippines. South Sea pearls 
have been revered for thou-
sands of years, with early 
Australians believing the nat-
ural peals had supernatural 
powers. South Sea cultured 
pearls hit the market in the 
1950s.

• Luster: An extremely thick 
nacre produces a rich, deep, 
satiny luster.

• Shape: All shapes, ranging 
from round to semi-baroque.

• Color: Silver, white, pink, 
gold and other array of 
colors.

• Size: 8 millimeters to 22 
millimeters.
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While often referred to as 
black, these pearls actually 
shimmer with a rainbow of 
colors once thought to have 
come from the god Oro who 
used rainbows to visit the 
earth. Tahitian pearls are not 
cultivated in Tahiti but rather 
throughout the South Pacific 
waters of other islands that 
make up French Polynesia.

• Luster: Range from 
extremely high to low, all of 
which are captivating.

• Shape: All shapes available.

• Color: Vibrant, iridescent, 
nearly metallic colors, 
many with grey surfaces 
shimmering with bold hues.

• Size: Various sizes.

Tahitian Pearls
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Conch Pearls

Unlike pearls formed by 
nacre in mollusks, conch 
pearls are masses of mineral 
matter that come from the 
digestive tract of spiral-
shelled gastropods. Because 
there are no cultured 
equivalents of these gems, 
the conch pearl is extremely 
rare. They are generally found 
in the Caribbean, Indo-Pacific 
Ocean and around Colombia 
and the Florida Keys.

• Luster: Pearly luster with a 
“flame structure” comprised 
of a distinctive surface pattern 
containing a notable flicker of 
light.

• Shape: Oval, elongated or 
baroque shape.

• Color: Pinkish-orange, 
magenta, salmon, gold, brown, 
yellow or white.

• Size: Less than 3 millimeters



8 • Jewelers Trade Shop Ask JTS: A Beginners Guide to Pearls • 9

Pearl Care Instructions
Pearls are delicate, soft and 
require special care. Store 
them in a jewelry pouch and 
never use household or even 
standard jewelry cleaners 
to spruce them up. Pearls 
can be easily damaged by 
perfumes, hairspray and 
other chemicals, steam, dry 
environments and ultrasonic 
cleaners. Wiping your pearls 
with a soft cloth after wear 
can help prevent perspiration 
and oils from eating away 
at the nacre. Any cleaning 
should only be done by a 
professional jeweler, and 
you may want to have them 
annually restrung if you wear 
them frequently.

Pearl fragments were 
discovered in the tomb of 
Persian princess who died 
in 520 BC, and it doesn’t 
look like pearls’ popularity 
will be waning any time 
soon. Whether you side with 
the ancients who believed 
pearls had magical powers 
or simply adore their delicate 
and iridescent flair, pearls 
are sure to remain in fashion 
for many centuries to come. 
Make your own fashion 
statement with the perfect 
pearls from Jewelers Trade 
Shop today.



Downtown Pensacola
JewelersTradeShop.com
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