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A Van Cleef & Arpels advertisement for the Lesotho Legend collection in Vogue magazine in 2022.
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INTRODUCTION


Nothing is quite as mesmerizing as a diamond. Throughout history its dazzling brilliance has won hearts, symbolized power, caused family feuds and even been a precursor for war. Whether it’s a simple pair of diamond earrings, a heavily encrusted necklace or an engagement ring passed down through the generations, each and every diamond has a story to tell, and its journey began more than a billion years ago.


For millennia, we have been fascinated by the origin of diamonds, resulting in myths and legends from the possible to the improbable. The word ‘diamond’ comes from the Greek adamas, meaning ‘indestructible’ and ‘unconquerable’, and throughout history diamonds have been believed to give their wearer strength and power.


The first mention of diamonds was discovered in Roman literature from as early as 1 CE where it was written that Cupid’s arrows were tipped with diamonds. The early Hindus believed they were shards of rock created by bolts of lightning – diamond means ‘thunderbolt’ in Sanskrit, an ancient language of India – and the ancient Romans and Greeks thought they were the tears of gods or fragments of stars that had scattered down to Earth.


For centuries diamonds were the preserve of royalty and high society, but during the twentieth century they became synonymous with movie stars, luxury and glamour. Today they are as coveted as ever but are accessible to almost everyone. Whether they are natural, lab-grown, vintage or heirloom, diamonds have the power to make you feel beautiful, confident and powerful. Diamonds tell stories and create memories – they really are forever.
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Cara Delevingne in Chopard diamonds at Cannes in 2015.
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THE HISTORY OF THE DIAMOND


‘A diamond is one of the closest things to forever that we can hold in our hands.’


DeBeers.com
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Portrait of the Empress Marie-Louise, wife of Napoleon I, by Robert Lefèvre. She wears a set of Chaumet diamonds presented to her by Napoleon in 1812.





TREASURE FROM THE EARTH


It is thought that diamonds were first discovered in the Golconda region of southern India between 4 and 6 BCE. Long before cutting and polishing techniques were invented, they did not look like the diamonds we know of today. In their rough form, every stone has an outer skin that makes them appear dull, but this didn’t stop them from being cherished and coveted.


Rough diamonds were first prized as divine objects by Indian rulers and kept as talismans; it was only later that they were incorporated into jewellery. Egyptian pharaohs wore a diamond in the middle of the ankh, a hieroglyphic symbol of a cross with a loop at the top that was believed to preserve immortality. The Romans saw them as indestructible and a giver of strength and courage, so in battle warriors wore leather breastplates studded with diamonds. During the Middle Ages they were used as an amulet as it was thought they had mystical and medicinal powers.


In their uncut form, diamonds were not always considered to be particularly beautiful. In 1286, French scholar Guillaume Durand recorded the first diamond ring used as a symbol of marriage, not for its beauty but more for its strength. He wrote in his priest’s manual, ‘The diamond is unbreakable and love unquenchable and stronger than death, so it suits to be worn on the ring finger, the vein of which comes directly from the heart.’


Things started to change during the tenth century when diamonds reached Europe via the Silk Road trading route. A huge range of goods from carpets and fabrics, ivory, fur, pedigree horses and exotic animals including elephants, lions and camels, to spices, tea and sugar crossed continents between China, the Middle East, India and Europe. Venice was the most powerful trade centre in Europe, its port and watery streets making it the ideal landing point for ships and their precious cargo, which included diamonds.
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The bodhisattva Vajrapani, who holds the diamond (or ‘thunderbolt’) in his hand as a symbol of power and light.





The Belgian city of Bruges had close trading ties with Venice – it was often known as the ‘Venice of the North’ – and during the fourteenth century diamonds began to find their way there. The city became famous for its diamond cutting and polishing, although initially techniques were far from sophisticated. Cutting diamonds was done by hand using another diamond (nothing else was hard enough to cut through the stone). The real technological advance came in 1476 when Flemish jeweller Lodewyk van Bercken invented the faceting ‘scaif’, a polishing wheel using diamond dust and olive oil that was able to quickly cut facets into diamonds with precision. The scaif revolutionized the diamond industry, creating absolute symmetry and allowing light to reflect in completely new ways.


Bruges became known as the City of Diamonds, but it wasn’t to last. Its waterways to the ocean gradually silted up and trade diminished. Less than 100 km (60 miles) away, Antwerp’s ports were opening up and Bruges lost much of its trade, including diamonds, to its neighbour. The route between Venice and Bruges dried up and gave way to new opportunities. Towards the end of the fifteenth century, the Portuguese discovered the shipping route to India around the southern tip of Africa, the Cape of Good Hope, and they soon became the greatest importers of rough diamonds. Thanks to good relations with Lisbon, Antwerp became the new City of Diamonds. But this, too, was to be short-lived.


The majority of diamond workers were Sephardic Jews who, due to the religious intolerance of the Spaniards and the Spanish oppression, had fled north to Belgium. However, because of its links to the Iberian Peninsula, the majority found it difficult to stay in Antwerp and finally settled in Amsterdam, a city known for its tolerance and as a safe haven for Jewish communities. At the beginning of the seventeenth century, Jews from Germany followed and Amsterdam took the title of City of Diamonds, remaining an important centre for cutting, polishing and trading for more than 300 years.
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The 242-carat Daria-i-Noor (‘Sea of Light’) Golconda diamond was discovered at the Kollur Mine in India.





It was only after the success of the new cutting and polishing techniques that diamonds started to be seen as beautiful and worn as jewellery. Until then, other stones such as rubies, emeralds and sapphires were considered to be far more desirable. It was all down to Agnès Sorel, the adored mistress of King Charles VII of France who left his pregnant wife for her in 1444. The ‘Dame de Beauté’, as she was known, was not only famous for wearing her bodice unlaced and exposing her breasts but was the first woman and ‘commoner’ to wear diamonds in public. Only nobles and clergy were allowed to wear jewellery but her officially recognized position of royal mistress allowed her to flaunt her elaborate necklaces, brooches and rings to her heart’s content.


So, diamonds had a new-found beauty and, therefore, desirability, and continued to be popular among royalty who saw them as a status symbol and a way of showing off their wealth and power. In 1530, the first Crown Jewels – including 14 diamonds, 11 of which were set in Queen Claude’s necklace – were established by King François I of France. In 1589, Queen Elizabeth I of England acquired the beautifully clear 26.07 carat Mirror of Portugal from António de Castro, Prior of Crato, which she had set in a gold pendant surrounded by enamelled flowers and hung from a chain. In the eighteenth century, Peter the Great established the Russian Crown Jewels, including the Great Imperial Crown and the Orlov diamond given to Catherine the Great by her lover, Count Orlov (see page 102).
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Agnès Sorel, the mistress of Charles VII of France, accentuated her low-cut bodice with an uncut diamond necklace, at a time when women were prohibited from wearing diamonds in public.
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The Coronation of Napoleon, by Jacques-Louis David, 1807. In the painting Joséphine wears a silver and gold tiara set with 1,040 diamonds given to her by Napoleon.
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Empress Joséphine’s tiara with briolette diamonds created by Fabergé in1890 (above) and a promotion for the auction of the French Crown Jewels in 1887 (below).
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The Imperial Crown of Catherine II the Great is set with 5,000 diamonds, 75 Indian pearls and an enormous spinel.





Up until now, India had dominated the diamond trade, but during the eighteenth century Golconda diamonds were becoming incredibly scarce, and by the early 1800s appeared to have dried up altogether. Then, in 1867, in South Africa, a 15-year-old boy named Erasmus Jacobs pulled a huge misshapen crystal out of the muddy Orange River and the diamond industry changed forever. The discovery of the ‘eureka diamond’ was the start of the ‘diamond rush’ and put South Africa firmly on the diamond map, where it remains today.


Around the same time, British-born Cecil Rhodes landed in South Africa to grow cotton with his brother. After a failed attempt he entered the diamond trade in Kimberley in 1871 when he was just 18 years old. With funding from Rothschild & Co. he began to systematically buy out and consolidate diamond mines with a view to creating a huge monopoly. In 1888, he founded De Beers Consolidated Mines and by 1891 his company was mining 90 per cent of the world’s diamonds.
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Searching for diamonds among the gravel at the De Beers diamond mine in Kimberley, South Africa, c. 1930.
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The Cullinan diamond, c. 1907, was subsequently cut in two and presented to Edward VII for mounting in the Sovereign’s Sceptre.





Rhodes became Prime Minister of Cape Colony in 1890. Often referred by historians as a white supremacist, he managed to do a great deal of imperialistic damage during his time as prime minister by using his political power to expropriate land from black Africans for industrial development and limiting the areas where they were allowed to settle to less than 10 per cent. The fallout of an attempted coup forced him to resign in 1896.


Over the following decades the diamond industry nearly collapsed more than once due to overproduction – scarcity is what gave diamonds their appeal, after all. In 1902, the same year that Cecil Rhodes died, another source in South Africa was discovered by Thomas Cullinan – the Premier Mine (later the Cullinan Mine), which sold to dealer Ernest Oppenheimer. It would produce more diamonds than all of De Beers’ put together.


In 1914, De Beers and Oppenheimer were forced to agree a price-fixing arrangement which resulted in the two companies merging and pooling their diamonds. Ernest Oppenheimer took over as chairman – the De Beers name remained unchanged – and not only was he now manipulating the pricing of diamonds but the supply too.


However, the First World War, the Great Depression of the 1930s and the Second World War took their toll on the diamond industry. People stopped buying them; not only that, they were trying to resell their diamonds. At the same time, during the German occupation 2,800 Jewish diamond workers from Amsterdam were sent to concentration camps, with only 300 of them surviving the Holocaust. The Jews felt that Amsterdam had done little to protect its community and those who returned decided to start afresh in Antwerp. Not only was the city offering its diamond workers incentives to get back to work but its population had protested against the treatment of its Jews. Antwerp is still the world’s diamond capital today.
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Rough diamonds occur in a variety of natural shapes, from an eight-sided octahedron or triangular macle to a ballas, a rough-looking sphere.
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The De Beers advertising campaign in the 1940s that cemented the idea of the diamond engagement ring in the public psyche.





Post-war the diamond industry was in trouble. Since the First World War, America’s diamond sales had plummeted and, other than by the particularly wealthy, Europe was not known for embracing diamond jewellery. In 1947, Harry Oppenheimer (son of Ernest and now chairman of De Beers) came up with an idea. Along with leading advertising agency N.W. Ayer & Son, they pulled off the ultimate marketing campaign – and the slogan, ‘A diamond is forever’ was born.


The plan was to get into the public’s psyche, and they didn’t hold back. Men, who were buying 90 per cent of engagement rings at the time, were told that the bigger the diamond, the greater their love. No stone was left unturned, so to speak. They sent representatives into senior school assemblies and classrooms to promote the virtues of a diamond engagement ring. Over 100 newspapers were fed information on what diamonds and engagement rings the movie stars and pin-ups were wearing. It was impossible to turn the page without seeing the latest Hollywood starlet and her sparkling diamond.


N.W. Ayer’s plan was crystal clear and in their 1948 strategy paper it stated: ‘We spread the word of diamonds worn by stars of screen and stage, by wives and daughters of political leaders, by any woman who can make the grocer’s wife and the mechanic’s sweetheart say, “I wish I had what she has.”’ In 1953 an additional huge stroke of luck happened for De Beers when the song ‘Diamonds Are a Girl’s Best Friend’ featured in the film, Gentlemen Prefer Blondes. Marilyn Monroe further catapulted diamonds into the limelight.


The De Beers campaign was a huge success and played a major role in promoting diamonds and engagement rings. Now they were associated with love and romance, and became the one piece of jewellery that everyone, regardless of wealth, had to have. It’s a legacy that still exists today: approximately 87 per cent of all engagement rings sold contain diamonds and it’s all thanks to a clever marketing idea.
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