
		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				The Story of thE PEARL

			

		

	
		
			
				Published in 2023 by OH! Life

				An imprint of Welbeck Non-Fiction Limited, part of Welbeck Publishing Group.

				Offices in London, 20 Mortimer Street, London W1T 3JW, and Sydney, 205 Commonwealth Street, Surry Hills 2010.

				www.welbeckpublishing.com

				Text © Caroline Young 2023

				Design © Welbeck Non-Fiction Limited 2023

				Cover image: Alamy/Grzegorz Czapski 

				Disclaimer: All trademarks, copyright, quotations, company names, registered names, products, characters, logos and catchphrases used or cited in this book are the property of their respective owners. This book is a publication of OH! Life An imprint of Welbeck Non-Fiction Publishing and has not been licensed, approved, sponsored, or endorsed by any person or entity.

				All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means (including electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise) without prior written permission of the copyright owners and the publisher.

				A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

				ISBN 978-1-83861-142-2EISBN 978-1-83861-144-6

				Publisher: Lisa Dyer

				Copy editor: Robert Dimery 

				Design: Lucy Palmer

				Production: Felicity Awdry

				Printed and bound in China

				10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

			

		

		
			[image: ]
		

	
		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
			
				The Story of thE PEARL

			

		

	
		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		

	
		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				CONTENTS 

				Introduction	6	

				Chapter 1: The History of the Pearl	10	

				Chapter 2: Natural and Cultured Pearls	40

				Chapter 3: Regal Gems	56

				Chapter 4: Legendary Pearls	84

				Chapter 5: Pearls in Fashion	104

				Glossary	154

				Index	156

				Acknowledgements	160

			

		

	
		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				6

			

		

		
			
				INTRODUCTION 

				Whether in the form of a single-strand necklace, tear-drop earrings or a lengthy sautoir, the pearl has been prized for more than four thousand years, from ancient Greece and Rome, to Japan, China and among European royalty. Pearls can be beautiful wedding gifts; they symbolize tears when worn in mourning. And as a favourite of Hollywood actresses and socialites, they bring timeless elegance and heighten a youthful glow. The pearl’s luminescent beauty, enhanced by its iridescent sheen, or ‘lustre’, has inspired tributes from writers and the rise of legends to try to explain its phenomenon. All have helped to make this rare gem not only a symbol of wealth, status and power, but also – with its supposed healing qualities – a talisman.

				What makes the pearl so desirable? Emerging from the shell of an oyster, like a gift, it possesses a pure perfection and a singular beauty that synthetic gems can never improve upon. It is formed in a secret underwater world, and unlike diamonds and other gemstones, it can be plucked straight from nature, with no need for further refinements such as sawing or cleaving. The pearl is created within the shell of a mollusc by a lustrous substance known as nacre. When an irritant infiltrates the shell, the mollusc produces nacre as a soothing coating, and, over time, the accumulation of this semi-transparent film creates a solid object. Pearls are one of the most treasured resources, and their rarity, and the difficulty in sourcing them, only adds to their value.

				Traditionally, saltwater pearls were collected in tropical waters by divers who held their breath to gather as many oyster shells as they could. By the end of the nineteenth century, new techniques had arisen 

			

		

		
			
				Previous page: A 1955 photograph by Regina Relang entitled Die Perlenkette (the Pearl Necklace). 

				Opposite: Johannes Vermeer’s Girl with a Pearl Earring (1665) is undoubtedly the most famous painting of a pearl. The artist included pearls in 21 of his works.
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				to culture pearls on a larger scale. Still, matching up pearls to achieve uniformity in necklaces, earrings and bracelets can be a tricky art. 

				The mystery of a pearl’s creation connects it to all that’s sublime in nature. Because of where they are sourced, in ocean reefs, or in rivers and streams, pearls have become associated with mythological aquatic beings, such as sea nymphs and mermaids, and the goddesses of love – Venus and Aphrodite. Their milky sheen further connects them to the moon and the stars. In his poem ‘The Cloud’, Percy Bysshe Shelley imagined binding ‘the Sun’s throne with a burning zone / And the Moon’s with a girdle of pearls.’

				Taoists believe that pearls hold the key to eternal youth, and in Japanese and Chinese folklore they have long been connected with the dragon. Pearls represent purity, innocence and humility, and they are also a symbol of love. In Hindu legend, Krishna drew pearls from the sea to decorate his beautiful daughter on her wedding day. In Europe, the pearl was established as a romantic prize in medieval chivalric times. In King Arthur’s Knights (1911), Henry Gilbert recounts how Elaine, ‘the Lily Maid of Astolat’, gave to Sir Lancelot ‘a sleeve scarlet, embroidered with great pearls’ to wear on his helmet.

				The pearl’s lucid beauty has been a popular subject for artists over centuries. In Johannes Vermeer’s Girl with a Pearl Earring, the mystery is not only the identity of the girl, but also why she is wearing such a large gem. Pearls are one of the most valuable and prized gems, serving to enhance the beauty and the status of their wearer. Marilyn Monroe, Grace Kelly and Princess Diana all adored their pearls, while today, style icons such as Harry Styles and Bella Hadid are proof positive that the appeal of these gems is universal. Vivienne Westwood has noted of the pearl, ‘You could fit it with practically any period and it would look great.’

			

		

		
			
				Opposite: Vivienne Westwood’s Harris Tweed collection, 1987.
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				THE 

				HISTORY OF THE PEARL

				‘… why she is a pearl, whose price hath launched a thousand ships, and turned crowned kings to merchants.’ 

				William Shakespeare, 

				Troilus and Cressida, Act II, Scene ii
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				Legend and Lore

				The pearl was not always called a pearl. In ancient Rome, the silvery, shimmering gems were referred to as margaritae, a derivative from the Greek word margaritari, which in turn was borrowed from the Persian for pearl, murwari, meaning ‘child of light’. It inspired the feminine names Margarita and Margaret, meaning something simple and pure, and also refers to a daisy. According to the Roman writer Pliny, larger pearls were referred to as unio, to denote their uniqueness and singularity; as many a jeweller has found, two pearls are rarely alike.

				It was around the fourteenth century that the word ‘pearl’ emerged. It is believed to have derived from the Latin pirula for ‘pear’, referring to the popularity of pear-shaped pearls worn as earrings and pendants. 

				From their initial discovery, pearls seemed to exist on a magical plain. The gems’ origin was surrounded by myth, with many cultures likening them to tears or dew drops. There are fairy tales about princesses who cry tears of pearls, while a legend in the Sanskrit books tells of the Brahmans’ belief that oysters came to the surface of the sea at night to worship the moon. When they opened their shells, drops of dew fell in and the moon’s rays transformed them into pearls. It was often thought that white pearls were formed in fair weather, and dark ones in dull weather, and that the colour was influenced by the depth at which they were formed, with white ones closer to the surface. The true nature of how a pearl is created was beyond the understanding of scientists until the seventeenth century, at which time one theory still held that pearls were the eggs of oysters. 

			

		

		
			
				Opposite: A Mermaid (1900) by John William Waterhouse. The pearls are believed to allude to the tears of lost, enchanted seafarers.
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				One of the earliest references to pearls occurs in the Greek poet Homer’s Odyssey, written in around the eighth century BCE. He described ‘Earrings bright with triple drops that cast a trembling light … the liquid drops of tears that you have shed shall come again transformed in Orient pearls advantaging their loan with interest of ten times double gain of happiness.’

				Dating from 500 BCE to 100 BCE, the ancient Sanskrit epic the Ramayana makes references to a necklace of 27 pearls, given as a reward to the Hindu god Hanuman for his heroism. A Hindu myth explained the treasures that came from the elements: the air bestowed a rainbow, the fire offered a meteor, the earth presented a ruby and the sea’s gift was a pearl. 

				The world’s oldest pearl is the pale pink, 8,000-year-old Abu Dhabi pearl, discovered in 2017 on Marawah Island, off the coast of Abu Dhabi. It is regarded as evidence that pearls had been used for trade in the Neolithic period, and is the earliest known evidence of pearl fishing. Prior to its discovery, the 5,000-year-old Jomon pearl, a treasure of its native Japan, was considered the oldest of its type. 

				In the ancient Japanese religion of Shinto, pearls were considered sacred. There is evidence that they were used to decorate images of Buddha, while early collections of poetry praised their beauty. In the Western Han period in China (206 BCE–9 CE), the Nanyue king slept in pearls, with pearl-embroidered bedding and pillows stuffed with the gemstones. In both China and Japan, a pearl was placed in the mouth of a corpse, to preserve it and protect the soul.

			

		

		
			
				Opposite: Statue of the Chinese Buddhist monk, scholar and traveller Xuangzang in a temple in San Antonio, Texas, USA.
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				The first discovery of a pearl was likely by accident, when a prehistoric tribe in Asia searched for food along shorelines, and gathered up mollusc shells for their flesh. The glittering prize inside would, inevitably, be used for jewellery and adornment. Much later, it would become a status symbol in ancient Greece, Rome, Persia, India and China. The earliest evidence of pearls being used in this way dates back to the fourth century BCE in the ancient Persian city of Susa. A three-row pearl necklace was recovered from the bronze sarcophagus of an Achaemenid princess (a member of the ancient Persian ruling dynasty) during an archaeological dig in 1901, and is now part of the Louvre’s collection. Another important find is the Aphrodite pin from around 300 BCE, from the city of Paphos on Cyprus. The 17-cm (7-in) long, gold-plated bronze pin, which is topped with a large baroque pearl and a smaller white pearl, is a tribute to the Greek goddess of love. Pearls were often connected with feminine love: the interior of the temple of Venus Genetrix in Rome’s Forum of Caesar was decorated with pearls, in tribute to the Roman goddess of love, beauty and fertility. 

				It’s not just its allure as an adornment that a pearl is appreciated; since ancient times, it has also been thought to possess medicinal powers. In many different cultures, powdered pearls, which could be dissolved in vinegar, were believed to have healing qualities and to be capable of curing everything from indigestion to haemorrhages; they were thought to benefit the liver, clear the eyes, cure deafness and to act as a stimulant. In the ancient world, Hindus and Taoists believed pearls were the key to ever-lasting youth, and in medieval Europe, King Charles VI of France (r. 1380–1422) was given an elixir of pearl powder dissolved in distilled water to help cure his mental health issues. 
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