GEMOLOGY

How do I become a gemologist?
I have been interested in gemstones, crystals, and the study of them, and I was really interested in what was required to become a gemologist. What classes could I take in high school to prepare me in college and what college specializes in geology?
Answer: 
I taught at a gemological institute for several years. The students came from varied educational backgrounds. Some were fresh out of high school, but a good number were degree holders and professionals. 

Is there any course of study that may give a student a distinct advantage over another? Of course. But because the field of gemology is so wide, and because it straddles BOTH art and science - I think, to succeed, all a student really needs to show is passion for gemstones.  Take whatever classes interest you in high school, because you don't need to specialise in Geology to study Gemology. It's very simple - all you need to do to become a gemologist, is to sit for a gemological diploma. 

There are several respectable institutes that offer this. 
For example: Graduate Gemologist (GG) from Gemological Institute of America (GIA), Accredited Gemologist (AG) from the Asian Institute of Gemological Studies, based in Bangkok. 

With your GG or AG diploma, you may opt to sit for a higher diploma - the FGA - offered by the most respected gemological association in the world - Gemmological Association of Great Britain. 

After you've gone through these courses, you will have earned the right to write "Gemologist" under your name!

For the record, my degree is in the Arts & Social Sciences, and I hold a postgraduate in Human Resource Management. As you can see - neither of which is at all related to gemology!

Hope that helps! Good luck on your path to becoming a gemologist!

What do I need to become a gemologist? 

Answer:

To become a gemologist, you need to get a gemology diploma. To become a competent gemologist however, you need a combination of a gemology diploma and plenty of experience in the gem and jewelry Industry. 

Diploma in Gemology
Try the GIA for a Graduate Gemologist diploma(GG). It will cost about $14K on campus and $7K off-campus. Alternatively, the Asian Institute of Gemological Sciences (AIGS) in Bangkok (one of the gem industry's best kept secrets) offers an equivalent diploma (Accredited Gemologist/AG) at less than half the price and twice the experience! This should take you about 6 months if you're studying full-time. 

Experience in the Jewelry Industry 
As someone already in this industry, I can assure you that there is no substitute for experience in this field. Many employers will be looking for this, especially in the appraisal line. However, we all have to start from somewhere...if you are totally new to this and haven't got time to do a 6-month diploma program yet, you may want to get a crash course in gems and jewelry. For e.g. the Accredited Jewelry Professional Diploma offered by the GIA. It's $600 (correspondence only) and can be completed in 35 days. Certification is desirable but may not be essential for entry-level staff as some employers will provide on the job training and subsequent formal training.


How do I become a gemstone appraiser? 

Answer:  

To become a gemstone and jewelry appraiser, you might need one or a combination of the following:
1. Experience in the Jewelry Industry 
2. Diploma in Gemology
3. Appraisal Certification

Experience in the Jewelry Industry 
As someone already in this industry, I can assure you that there is no substitute for experience in this field. Many employers will be looking for this, especially in the appraisal line. However, we all have to start from somewhere...if you are totally new to this, you may want to get a crash course in gems and jewelry. For e.g. the Accredited Jewelry Professional Diploma offered by the GIA. It's $600 (correspondence only) and can be completed in 35 days. 

Diploma in Gemology
Try the GIA for a Graduate Gemologist diploma(GG). It will cost about $14K on campus and $7K off-campus. Alternatively, the Asian Institute of Gemological Sciences (AIGS) in Bangkok (one of the gem industry's best kept secrets) offers an equivalent diploma (Accredited Gemologist/AG) at less than half the price and twice the experience! This should take you about 6 months if you're studying full-time. 

Appraisal Certification
Enquire at the American Society of Appraisers regarding their appraiser credentials. Some of the courses they offer:
* Gems & Jewelry Appraisal Theory, Methods and Application
* Introduction to Personal Property Valuation
* Personal Property Valuation Methodology - Research and Analysis
* Personal Property Valuation - The Legal and Commercial Environment 
http://www.appraisers.org/
Or try the Jewelry Insurance Appraisal Institute regarding their Certified Insurance Appraiser course. 

Certification is desirable but may not be essential for entry-level staff as some employers will provide on the job training and subsequent formal training. 

Try browsing through some of these sites for information: 
http://www.jewelryappraiser.net
http://www.certifiedjewelryappraisal.com
http://www.jewelryexpert.com/aboutus/Jew...
What kind of gemology tools do I need?
I am starting a collection of gemstones and I want to become a gemologist.  What tools should I buy? And do you have any tips for collecting gems?

Answer: 

First of all, you should get a basic college degree. It might help to major in Geology, Mineralogy, Chemistry etc but this isn't necessary. Many Gemologists are graduates of Arts, Engineering, Social Sciences etc. After you graduate, you can enrol in a diploma program that will award you with a Gemology Diploma.  *Please note that a degree is not a requirement for entry into the diploma program! I just think it will help you in your career! 

Next, you'll need a good textbook. I recommend Webster's GEMS. (Webster, Robert (1994), Gems, 5th Edition, Redwood Books, Great Britain, ISBN 0-408-70573-6). 

Tools? If you haven't enrolled in Gemology school, all you should buy for now is a good 10X triplet loupe, a pair of gemstone tweezers and a cleaning cloth, and practise using them at home.

If you are enrolled in school or already have some gemology basics, you may want to purchase a refractometer, spectroscope, dichroscope, polariscope, microscope and perhaps even a specific gravity scale.

You may not need to buy everything! This is what I own:
* A 10X loupe by Bausch & Lomb - 10X is best as it gives you a wide field of vision and it isn't too difficult to focus. Make sure your loupe is is achromatic (colorless) and aplanatic (doesn't show distortions).
* 2 pairs of tweezers. One is M & the other is XL so that I can use them on different sized stones. Some gemstones can be huge and may ruin the tension on smaller-sized tweezers.
* Dichrosope. I use this to make a quick distinction between double refractive and single refractive colored gemstones. And also to check out how pleochroic a stone is.
* Dark-field loupe. This works like a tiny 10X microscope! Very useful!
* Emerald filter. This isn't strictly for emeralds of course. Mine is a Hanneman-type filter which I use to detect fluorescence in some stones. e.g. rubies. 
* A large cleaning cloth. This is large enough for me to lay stones on and still use a corner to clean a specimen which I want to inspect.
Everything fits into a small bag which I can conveniently throw into my handbag. 

Tips for collecting gemstones? Ok, here's my personal experience:

1. What's your budget?
You'll need to work within this obviously! When I first collected gemstones, I didn't have much money! I started small - with affordable stones like quartz, garnets & tourmalines. Also, as I was just beginning to learn about gemology, I bought crystal samples and selected many stones just for their inclusions. Later, when I started working and was able to allocate a larger budget to my collection, I started buying better quality stones and also started specialising in only a few types of gemstones, e.g. Jade. 

2. Decide what you want!
Budget aside, what do you want to collect? Which gemstones do you find most interesting? Why do you want to collect them? For crystal samples? Inclusions? Re-sale? Investment? Heirloom pieces? Rarity value? Once you know what you want, GO FOR IT!


What books do you recommend for a new gemologist or a gemstone collector? 

Answer:  When I taught gemology this was the reading list I recommended to my students. 

Basic Handbooks
•Schumann, Walter (2000), Gemstones of the World, Revised Edition, Sterling Publishing Co Ltd, NY, ISBN 0-8069-9461-4
•Hall, Cally (1994), Gemstones, Dorling Kindersley, UK, ISBN 0-7513-2731-X

Advanced Handbooks
•Liddicoat, Richard T. (1993), Handbook of Gem Identification, 12th Edition, GIA, USA, ISBN 0-87311-020-X
•Webster, Robert (1994), Gems, 5th Edition, Redwood Books, Great Britain, ISBN 0-408-70573-6

Other Readings
•Anderson, Basil & Payne, James (1998), The Spectroscope and Gemology, WBC Book Manufacturers, UK, ISBN 0-943763-18-5
•Gubelin & Koivula (1992), Photoatlas of Inclusions in Gemstones, ABC Edition, Switzerland, ISBN 3-85504-095-8
•Sinkankas, John, (1984), Gem Cutting, 3rd Edition, Van Nostrand Reinhold Co., USA, ISBN 0-442-27630-3
•Wood, Betty (1984), The Healing Power of Color, Destiny Books, NY
•Yale, Parvey, Garland et al (1980), Color, Marshall Edition Limited, The Netherlands 
•Zwimpfer, Moritz (1985), Color Light Sight & Sense, Schiffer Publishing Ltd

General Colored Stones
•Federman, David, (1988), Modern Jeweler’s Gem Profile, Vance Publishing Company, USA
•Suwa, Yasukazu, (1994), Gemstones Quality and Value, Vol. 1-3, GIA & Suwa & Sons Ltd, USA
•Wise, Richard W, (2003), Secrets of the Gem Trade: The Connoisseur's Guide to Precious Gemstones, Brunswick House Press, USA, ISBN 097282239-9

Corundum
•Hughes, Richard (1992), Ruby and Sapphire, ISBN 0-9645097-6-8

Jades
•Gump, Richard, (1962), Jade: Stone of Heaven, Doubleday & Company Inc, NY
•Ng, John & Root, Edmond (1984), Jade For You, Jade N Gem Corp of America, USA
•U Nyan Thin, (2002), Myanma Jade, Mandalay Gems Association, Myanmar

Opals
•Downing, Paul B. (1992), Opal Identification and Value, Majestic Press, USA, ISBN 0-9625311-2-X
•Cram, Len, (1994), Beautiful Opals, Robert Brown & Associates (QLD) PL, Australia, ISBN 1-86273-075-X

Beryl
•Sinkankas, John & Read, Paul G, (1986), Beryl, Butterworth & Co. Ltd, USA, ISBN 0-408-01543-8

What is the best way to learn about gemstones?
I am just getting into jewelry making and at this point am trying to learn on my own. Wondering the best way to REALLY learn about gemstones as I feel that it is very important to ensure my customers are receiving top quality gems in my designs? Also, how to go about finding reputable places to buy gems? Lastly, I'd appreciate a quick overview of the rating system for gems such as AAA and does radiated, heated, dyed treatments increase/lower value? Thanks in advance for your help!

Answer:  

Ideally, to be competent in gemstone grading, you'll need to have several years of market experience in buying/selling gemstones, as well as a good formal education in grading/appraising gemstones. Since you will eventually learn from handling stones, I'll talk about getting a formal education.

Many people choose to go to GIA to get an education in gemstones. That's good because GIA is reputable and will help give your clients confidence in your knowledge. However, some of the best places to get a gem education are the least well-known. 

I used to work for Asia's oldest gemological institute: The Asian Institute of Gemological Sciences. It is headquartered in Bangkok, the gem capital of the world. It has an excellent diploma program that includes gem identification, synthetic and treated stones and colored stone & diamond grading and appraisal. The true value-add in going to AIGS is not just the established program it offers, but the huge collection of gemstones available to you for practise. Not even GIA offers as many stones or hours in the lab for practise. The added plus point of going to Thailand, is the unique opportunity to network and make contact with the many gem dealers here in Thailand, as well as others who use Bangkok as a base - e.g. dealers from India, China, Burma, Sri Lanka, Africa etc.

As to reputable places to buy stones, well - I'm not sure where you are and can't really answer that. I can say this however, Bangkok has a plethora of gem shops and dealers who can supply you with any gem you need and at any price category. Chances are that the person you buy your stones from comes to this part of the world to source for his.

There is no one system in use with regards to the grading of gemstones. (This leaves things open to general market ideals and to one's personal taste which isn't a disadvantage in my opinion.) In general, the purer and more saturated the color, given that tone is balanced and cut is desirable, the higher quality the stone is deemed to be. Premiums are given for natural material, although this also largely depends on the type of stone and its variety. Treatments of any kind should be disclosed. Again, whether it lowers the value depends on the type of stone. 

For a rough gauge on prices b/o quality and also basic information on treatments, try "The Guide". It publishes wholesale gem prices in the US. Check www.gemguide.com for subscriptions and more information.

Are online gemstone identification courses any good? 

Answer:

It depends on what you want out of the course.  If it's just a certificate or diploma you want, then online gem identification courses will give you a basic knowledge and a piece of paper. If you want to be truly adept at practical gem identification, then perhaps not.

When I worked for a gemological institute in Bangkok, I saw many students pass their diplomas despite skipping class and practical sessions. However, when they were put to the real test - i.e. when they had to identify a gemstone in the field or out in the market - they failed miserably. 

Bottom-line is - you need to log many, many hours of actual gemological practice in order to be able to identify gemstones accurately. 

Some issues to consider:
* How many hours of hands on gem identification practise does the online course offer? How does it compare with an on-location program?
* How large is their gemstone collection? How accessible are they to you for practise?
* Will you have access to their facilities (e.g. library, student lab) after you complete the course?
* Does the school offer other courses to complement the course you plan to take? Are there supplementary courses? Refresher courses? Regular updates on new gemological information? Seminars etc?

How do you fold gemstone papers? 

Answer:

There is a standard way that is used in the gem industry. Old-hands joke about being able to tell an amateur from an experienced gem dealer just by observing the way he/she folds the stone papers.  How to fold them right?  The easiest way is to go out and buy a set of stone papers from a shop. Try gemology schools or even jewellers. If you want to DIY, then I will try to describe it to you. It's hard to visualize, but here goes!

1. OK, first you need a rectangular shaped piece of paper of medium weight. Like origami, we need to make some folds as guidelines. 

Now, let's start! 
2. Fold it so that you divide the length into 4 equal sections. Fold it again so that the width is divided into 3 sections, the center section slightly wider than the side sections. 

With me so far?
3. Now open up the paper flat and position it on the table surface so that the bottom two corners of the width are closest to you and the length is perpendicular to you. 

4. Place your gem into the FIRST fold and fold the paper up from the bottom. Then, fold in the two sides. Lastly, fold the last two sections of the width UP. And voila! Your gem is safely in your stone packet!

Is there any particular Refractometer that is better for gemstone identification? 

Answer:

I'm using an old GIA Refractometer from the eighties. They don't make them like they used to! It is in very good condition although the lead glass could do with some polishing. The scale is slightly off, but I make do by adjusting my readings accordingly.

I think most refractometers out on the market are equally good as long as you perfect your technique of viewing the shadow edges, and also keep them well maintained. For instance, clean the lens carefully and coat it with some petroleum jelly to prevent oxidation before storing it up.

Can you recommend a good online gem forum?

Answer:

Try these two. Very active forums, lots of information and free tutorials too! Some of the top names in gemology pop by once in a while. http://gemologyonline.com/Forum/phpBB2/i...
http://www.yourgemologist.com/ISGForumsB...
GEMSTONES

How can I identify gemstones? What are their main characteristics?

Answer:

Although there are exceptions, gemstones should theoretically be material* that is:
1. Beautiful
2. Rare
3. Durable

* Most gemstones are minerals, but there are some that are organic e.g. amber, pearl, ivory.

Fashion also plays an important influence. For instance, Tanzanite, while gorgeous, is NOT durable. It is soft and cleaves(breaks) easily. But it is a popular gemstone now because Tiffany's marketed it strongly in the 80s. 

How can we identify gemstones? Gemologists usually identify gemstones by looking closely at the stone's physical and optical properties, e.g. color, hardness, brilliance, luster, inclusions, pleochroism, refractive index, heft/specific gravity etc. Advanced equipment such as infrared spectroscopy can also identify stones using chemical analyses. 

How to pick a good gemstone? Well, unless you have had some sort of training in gemstone grading and appraisal, it would be difficult for you to differentiate gemstone quality just by reading up. The only way to be able to grade gemstones competently is by learning on the job from a trained practitioner or expert and by getting as much practical experience as possible or by getting a formal gem education.

As a rule of thumb, just remember that the market puts a premium on pure color, balanced tone, good cutting and appropriate clarity level for that type of stone.

How do I recognise uncut gemstones? 

Answer:

There are several ways to help identify uncut gemstones:

1) Crystal Habit of the rough
Different gemstones come in different crystal habits. For e.g. Sapphires are usually found as hexagonal bipyramids, Garnets come in cute rhombic shapes like dodecahedrons, Calcite in a oblique oblong shape, Emeralds in hexagonal prisms and so on. If you can recognise the crystal habit of the uncut stones, you would be one step closer to identifying the gemstone. 

2) Specific Gravity (Density)
You can either make your own hydrostatic machine (google it!) or use one that is specially made for gemstones. It is simply a ratio between the weight of the gemstone in the air versus in the water. This is a fairly indicative test. For e.g. Sapphires & rubies will be 4, Diamond 3.52, Jadeite 3.33 and so on. Expect some variations if your rough has many inclusions or has a lot of foreign material/rock in/on it. 

3) Observe Inclusions
If you are an experienced gemologist, you might be able to loupe the rough material and identify the gemstone based on its inclusions. If you have access to advanced lab equipment - better still. Some inclusions are typical of certain stones. For e.g. Corundum (ruby & sapphire) often has tiny needles intersecting at 60/120 degrees. A common inclusion in Tourmaline is liquid that comes in elongated irregular forms.

4) General Observation
Does it feel heavy? Does it have heft? Is it hard or not so hard? Do a scratch test. Is it tough? Using a small bit of rough, attempt to break it. How does it fracture? Does it cleave? or is the fracture choncoidal? splintery? Different gemstones react differently. For e.g. Calcite and Fluorite will cleave perfectly, Jade will show a splintery fracture. Most other gems will give a conchoidal fracture effect.

A good place to start to learn about rough gems is this mineralogy site:http://www.mindat.org It's the largest internet mineralogical database.

How do I identify gemstone quality?

What's the difference in between Pigeon's blood ruby and common rubies? Cornflower Sapphires, and non Cornflowers?  How to differenciate them, is there a website, or can anyone tell me how to identify them?

Answer:

Pigeon blood red and Cornflower blue are trade terms for top quality color in rubies and sapphires. Unfortunately, these terms are used indiscriminately to sell gemstones and therefore mean very little! 

Unless you have had some sort of training in gemstone grading and appraisal, it would be difficult for you to differentiate commercial, good and fine quality gemstones via a website or even through Yahoo Answers.

How to identify fine color: 

As a general guide, the market puts a premium on PURE color that has a balanced tone. 

If you are looking for a good ruby, it should be pure red with absolutely no browns and have a tone that is not too light or too dark. For sapphires, pure blue without any greens or greys is best. Again, tone should be balanced.

This rule of thumb can be applied to almost all stones, although there are exceptions and variations. For example, Japanese buyers put a premium on rubies that are pinkish-red. American buyers sometimes reject these stones as rubies because they consider them to be pink sapphires! UK buyers seem to have a higher tolerance for dark toned sapphires, whereas in Europe, buyers prefer a lighter or more balanced tone. So, as another answerer replied earlier, quality grading can indeed be subjective. Lots of this information & experience will be gained when you start to actively buy and sell stones.

Educating yourself: 

The only way to be able to grade gemstones competently is by learning on the job from a trained practitioner or expert and by getting as much practical experience as possible. 

Of course, this is a rather niche trade and you might be hard-pressed to find an employer or mentor who is willing to teach you. The alternative is to head for an established school that will not only give you firm fundamentals in gemstone identification and grading, but access to plenty of sample stones for your practise. 

I'm sure the GIA immediately comes to mind, but one of the industry's best kept secrets is the Asian Institue of Gemological Sciences (AIGS) based in Bangkok, Thailand. It has the largest collection of sample stones for student use in the world and the added advantage of being located in the gem capital of Asia, making it great for seeing plenty of stones and for networking.

You can find more information at these websites:
http://www.aigsthailand.com/
http://www.yourgemologist.com/
http://gemologyonline.com/
http://gemwiseblogspotcom.blogspot.com/
What is the difference between precious and semi-precious gemstones?

Why is the purple amethyst more expensive than a blue topaz ?.Is a purple amethyst or a blue topaz a gemstone or a semi precious gemstone?

Answer:

In the past, precious stones referred to Diamond, Ruby, Sapphire & Emerald. Semi-precious referred to all other gemstones. Although these terms are still used by consumers and some jewelers, Gemologists do not differentiate gemstones along the "precious" "semi-precious" line because it is grossly inaccurate. 

For instance, tourmalines are usually considered "semi-precious". However, a fine Paraiba tourmaline is more expensive than many rubies and sapphires. In this day and age, the "precious" "semi-precious" classification is meaningless. 

To answer your question: There is no difference. ALL gemstones are precious. Amethyst is generally more expensive than blue Topaz because of a higher market demand for it. Both are not particularly rare, although Amethyst is possibly the rarer material.

Prices differ because of a variety of factors. For instance, rarity, market demand, marketing, treatments available and accepted, fashion etc. 

Rarity on its own does not guarantee that a gemstone will be more expensive. Market demand is equally important. Have you heard of Painite? Taafeite? Will you pay "big money" for them? The answer is probably "No". The reason is not only because they are rare and are not available in large/commercial quantities, but also because the market doesn't know them and therefore there is low demand for them.

Gemstone prices: Is there a website or source that can tell me how much gemstones cost? Is there a website or anything that can tell me how much certain gemstones are worth? I'd like something that would tell me how much they are worth per carat, and maybe for the certain colors and qualities. I know the 4 C's would change a lot of that, but I was hoping if there was a site that could tell me all I need to know, about how much certain gemstones are worth per carat, etc. Also, do the gemstone prices fluctuate like gold and silver prices? Thanks

Answer: 

"The Guide" publishes wholesale gemstone prices in the US which you can subscribe to at US$195 a year. Their website is www.gemguide.com. It gives a very comprehensive price range for most commercially important gemstones, differentiating between gemstone quality, color varieties, sizes and in some cases, gemstone origin.

This is useful if you are able to grade gemstones somewhat competently, i.e. if you can tell the difference between a commercial, good, fine and extra fine stone, you will be able to get a rough idea of the price range. Even so, the range can be very wide. For e.g. Good quality Tsavorite under 1 ct ranges from 160-300 per carat. Extra-fine Blue Sapphire between 4-6cts ranges from 6000-8000 per carat. 

In reality, stone pricing is subjective. 

Unlike Diamonds, colored gemstones are not graded using a universal grading system. While everyone wants a Diamond that is white and bright, it is not so for the colored stone market. Take for example Ruby. The market ideal is pure red. However, Japanese love their pinkish red. So while a pinkish-red Ruby might be worth $200 in Japan, it may only sell for $150 in the US, where they are less desired.

Furthermore, unlike Diamonds, there isn't a single channel distribution system for colored gemstones so prices can really vary from place to place.

Do gemstone prices fluctuate like gold and silver? Due to its lack of liquidity, the answer is no. The prices rise and fall like any other commodity but you won't see anything as dramatic as gold!

What are the top ten most expensive gemstones? 

Answer:

Except for Diamond, which is expensive because of tight controls over its supply and heavy marketing to drive up demand, the prices of most other gemstones vary based on their rarity (availability), origin, size, shape, cut, color, clarity and so on.

In fine qualities (and all things equal), these gemstones are generally the ones that command top dollar:
* Diamond (especially D-Flawless in large sizes and fancy colored Diamonds)
* Ruby (especially Burmese & Stars)
* Sapphire (including Padparadschas & Stars)
* Emerald (especially Colombian)
* Jade (especially Burmese)
* Pearl (especially Natural Pearl & South Sea Cultured Pearls)
* Alexandrite (especially Russian & Cat's Eyes)
* Paraiba Tourmaline
* Chrysoberyl Cat's Eyes
* Opals
* Tsavorite
* Red Spinel
* Demantoid Garnet 
[I've listed more than 10 as prices to overlap depending on quality and size]

How do I tell difference between several blue stones?
I need to know how to tell the difference between 3 gemstones, Paraiba apatite, Paraiba tourmaline, blue topaz…

Answer:

To the trained eye, the first test would be color. Although apatite, paraiba tourmaline and blue topaz may look similar, slight nuances in their hue will give clues as to which is which. However, even experts sometimes confuse them. Try looking at their physical and optical properties closely, e.g. hardness, inclusions, pleochroism etc.

Compared to Topaz (8) and Tourmaline (7-7.5), Apatite is soft. It is only 5 on the MOHs scale of hardness. However, as testing for hardness is destructive and it probably isn't practical to scratch your stones, look for other signs. Are the facet edges worn or adraded? Any chips, fractures? Does the surface look like it needs re-polishing? 

Tourmaline can be a tad brittle, and may show some signs of wear as well. However, Paraiba varieties tend to be more included than both Apatite and Topaz. Typical inclusions: channel-like trichites, needles and crystals. Also, rotate the stone to see if there are directional differences in color (pleochroism). Tourmaline has especially high pleochroism. Paraiba Tourmaline also ranges in shades of neon green to neon blue. Blue is of course more valuable.

Unlike apatite and paraiba tourmaline, blue topaz is almost always eye clean. It is also not unusual to find them in large sizes. You may see cleavage in Topaz. Look for what looks like a straight plane in the stone. If the stone has been cut with the table perpendicular to its main crystal axis (c-axis), the cleavage plane should be parallel to the table.
OTHERS

How do I take care of Diamonds and other stones?

I bought jewelry cleaner that says it is safe on porous stones. Is a diamond a porous stone?  It says "This formula contains no butyls, phosphates, bleach or ammonia. It is safe for use on all porous stones, such as pearls, opals, coral, onyx, and turquoise." I bought it to clean my engagement ring but I don't want to ruin it.

Answer:  

No, diamond isn't a porous stone. Your jewelry cleaner will be safe to use on it. 

Take care though: diamonds are very hard but can break with a single well-placed blow. Rubies and sapphires are tough gems but even they can chip if hit sharply. Also, don't put just any gemstone in an ultrasonic cleaner. Diamonds and rubies and sapphires will be fine but many other gems may not be! 

Diamonds, rubies and sapphires, and other single-crystal gems can be cleaned with a touch of ammonia in water to remove all films and add extra sparkle.

Opaque gemstones like lapis lazuli, turquoise, malachite, require special care. Never use an ultrasonic cleaner and never use ammonia or any chemical solution. These gem materials should just be wiped clean gently with a moist cloth. These gemstones can be porous and may absorb chemicals, even soap, and they may build up inside the stone and discolor it.

The reason why these materials need more care than transparent gemstones is that these materials are essentially rocks, not crystals of a single mineral. Think about it: when you put a rock in water, it absorbs the water and is moist all the way through. A single crystal gem like sapphire will not absorb water: all the molecules are lined up so tightly in the crystal that there is no room for water to enter.

Opals also require special care. Never use an ultrasonic, never use ammonia, and avoid heat and strong light which can dry out the water in opals.

Organic gems like pearls, coral, and amber should only be wiped clean with a moist cloth. Due to their organic nature, these gems are both soft and porous. Be careful about chemicals in hairspray, cosmetics, or perfume: they can, over time, damage pearls in particular.

To find out more about gemstones, head to The International Colored Gemstone Association website http://www.gemstone.org/. They have a large and comprehensive database on most colored stones available commercially.

How expensive are green Peridots? 

Are peridot gemstones (the green ones) very expensive? What's a ballpark price range, or a Web site I can visit for accurate information? And is a good peridot more or less expensive than a good diamond, if I want it for a ring?

Answer: 

Peridots are very affordable gems. The price depends on their quality (color/cut/clarity) as well as their size. If you are looking for a ring size Peridot, you're probably looking at stones of about 1ct to 10cts. Here is the price range (USD/ct) for Peridot stones of this size as listed in the Spring/Summer 2006 Guide *:-

1-5ct 
Commercial 3-16
Good 16-30
Fine 30-60
Extra Fine 60-85

5-10ct 
Commercial 8-24
Good 24-65
Fine 65-100
Extra Fine 100-150

Unless you have been trained to grade stones, it will be difficult for you to be able to tell apart a good stone from an extra fine stone. My advice would be to see a trusted gem dealer or jeweler. In general, look for clean stones that are well proportioned with a good finish. Pure green is ideal ("summer grass green"), followed by Yellowish green and then last on the scale, Greenish yellow.

Do be careful with a Peridot ring. Peridots are not very hard (6.5 on the MOH's hardness scale vs 10 for Diamond and 9 for Ruby & Sapphire), can be a tad brittle and susceptible to acids (creams, hair products).

* The Guide publishes wholesale gem prices in the US. Check www.gemguide.com for subscriptions and more information.

Why has my Peridot lost its color? 

I bought the ring three years ago and its gemstone is supposed to be a faceted "Starburst Peridot", but recently it has become a cloudy white hue...is it a faux gem or something?

Answer:

Peridot is not normally treated. There is also no commercial synthetic for Peridot. It is a lovely stone but it is a little soft (hardness about 6.5) and brittle. It is susceptible to certain chemicals (acids) & thermal shock so it needs a bit of care, especially if it is set as a ring.

I need to see your stone to be sure, but here are some questions that might lead you to solve this mystery:

First off, are you certain this stone is a Peridot? Most jewellers are not gemologists and may not be able to correctly identify a stone. If proper gemological tests have not been conducted on this stone, it could turn out to be anything! 

If you are certain it is a Peridot: 
Do you wear your ring often? Do you use creams or sprays? Do you cook or clean with it on? Observe the surface of your stone. Is the polish dull? Are the facets abraded? These cut factors can affect the quality of color of your stone and may cause a stone to look "cloudy".

How do I take care of Opal? Can it be repaired? 

Can anyone tell my how to repair an opal ring. I am aware (now) that the stone is very fragile, but what happens if the stone has been chipped? I have a large opal ring with quite a big chip in the middle and a thin crack. Is there any way of filling the crack with gel or buffing the stone to get rid of the crack? Also, where would I go to get this done? Would jeweler’s do this or just stone specialists? Thanks for your help!

Answer:  

Opal is basically Silica with up to 10% of water (yes - water!)

Opal is neither hard nor tough. It is only 5.5-6.5 on the hardness scale and may easily be broken as it is also brittle. However, the main problem with Opal is that it is prone to dehydration. This causes some stones to "crack", or as it is termed "craze". 

Very competent scientists are working to stabilise craze-prone Opals and to repair those which are already crazed. However, crazing is currently still irreversible. Once a stone starts to craze, the condition of the stone will only get worse.

What you may be able to do is to get a jeweler to see if he can contact a specialist to polymer impregnate your Opal to stop further crazing and to repolish it so as to disguise the chip. This may cost as few people opt to "repair" their Opals. You may find it more economical to buy a new Opal for your ring, especially if it is of commercial quality.

Can I polish a stone at home?
I have a Neptune Topaz ring that's emerald cut. The top facet has scratches. Is there a good way to get rid of them? A Neptune topaz is a blue topaz with a "rainbow" effect. It's a sea-blue version of the mystic topaz that's so popular.

Answer:

Unfortunately, no. The only way to get a good polish on your stone is with fine diamond powder on a lapidary wheel. 

You can make your own home-made "lapidary wheel", but it won't give you very good results. (In Burma, the locals facet by putting the rough stone on a dopstick and scraping it at the appropriate angles on a block of metal that has diamond powder on it. The result is a faceted stone, but with very poor polish and dimensions.)

Some commercial Topaz is coated to give it a funky rainbow look, or more vibrant shades like pink & green. These are sold under the trade-name “Mystic Topaz”.  Most Mystic Topaz are coated on the pavilion, so you may be able to re-polish it without losing the rainbow effect or the color. However, some are coated on the table or on the whole stone. Repolishing such stones will drastically affect their appearance! My advice is - don't bother re-polishing it. It'll probably be cheaper to get it replaced.

The best thing to do is to go to a jeweller to see how you can salvage it. Sometimes, the cost of repolishing a stone may be more than the cost of replacing it! 
RUBY & SAPPHIRE

What colours do Sapphires come in?

Answer:

Sapphires come in every color! Sapphire is a corundum. Without a prefix, sapphire refers to only the blue variety of corundum. Reds are called Ruby. Sapphires also come in pink, yellow, orange, green, violet, white (colorless) and every hue in between. Sapphires even come in parti-colors (e.g. green & yellow) and black! They may also feature phenomena such as asterism (star effect) or color-change (similar to Alexandrite, but usually from blue to purple/violet).

What is the difference between pink Sapphire and pink Tourmaline? 

Answer:

They are two different minerals with different properties. 

Sapphire is a Corundum which really is aluminium oxide. Tourmalines are trigonal borosilicates of the cyclosilicate superclass. 

I'll cut through the science and just explain this to you as if you were choosing one or the other as a piece of jewelry. (I hope that's what you were looking for!)

Sapphires are harder and less brittle, and therefore the more durable of the two. Even so, Tourmaline is not considered a fragile stone and can withstand reasonable abuse. Both stone make great jewelry stones!

Both stones are pleochroic, which means that they can show different colors in different directions. Of the two, Tourmaline has stronger pleochroism. If you observe a Pink Tourmaline carefully, you may see some orange or purple flashes. This is less obvious in Sapphire.

To the trained eye, Pink Sapphires and Pink Tourmalines may have slight nuances in hue that can help differentiate one stone from the other. A trained eye can also differentiate the two based on inclusions. For instance, Tourmalines often have liquid-like channels called Trichites, color zoning in a triangular or Y-shape and also exhibit a doubling of facets due to the way light refracts in the crystal. Sapphires often have small crystals and needle-like inclusions.

Prices of Pink Sapphires are generally higher than Pink Tourmalines. For wholesale prices of stones in the USA, check "The Guide". "The Guide" publishes wholesale gemstone prices in the US which you can subscribe to at US$195 a year. Their website is www.gemguide.com

Are Sapphires rarer than Diamonds?

Answer:

First of all, diamonds are not as rare as people think. The perception that they are rare is perpetuated by heavy advertising and marketing. Billions of dollars are spent to keep demand high. It is no secret that the prices of diamonds are also kept artificially high through tight supply chain management, ie. a limited number is released to a select few distributors who in turn re-sell it down the supply chain. The exceptions? Fancy colored diamonds, large sized diamonds with good color, clarity and cut grades, phenomenal diamonds (color-change) etc.

Back to your question. It's hard to give a straight answer because it really depends. There are so many variables! Size, Quality, Origin etc...

To make things simple, I'll just put it this way - an extra, extra fine sapphire (ie. top quality) from Kashmir or Burma is rarer than the majority of D Flawless diamonds; and a mediocre sapphire is as rare as a mediocre diamond.

Gemologists do not differentiate gemstones along the "precious" "semi-precious" line because it is grossly inaccurate. For instance, tourmalines are usually considered "semi-precious". However, a fine Paraiba tourmaline is more expensive than many rubies and sapphires. In this day and age, the "precious" "semi-precious" classification is just meaningless. ALL gemstones are precious. In particular, I think many fine colored stones such as Tanzanite, Tsavorite, Jadeite, Red Spinel and so on, are much rarer than diamonds in general.

What is the difference between natural Sapphires and man-made synthetic Sapphires?  I am looking into getting a loose sapphire gemstone - round cut and about 1 to 1.5 carats. It is more important to me to get the size and COLOR I want than the prestige of it being "natural." I don't have a large budget for the stone (only a couple hundred dollars at most), which is the main reason why I can't just go out and buy a dark blue natural sapphire. My question is what are the major differences between natural and man made sapphires (besides price) - what are the pros and cons of both. I am worried about one being more breakable than the other or less scratch resistant or something. 

Answer:

Synthetic sapphires are lab-created either by flame fusion method or flux-melt method or less commonly, by hydrothermal method. They have the same physical, optical and chemical properties as natural sapphires. Some lab-created sapphires may be included, although most are clean. Since they have the same properties as naturals, they will not scratch or chip more easily than a natural stone. 

Prices of synthetic sapphires depend on the method of synthesis used. In general, FF sapphires are much more affordable than FM sapphires. (Depending on the quality and color, FF's can cost as little as a few cents a carat and FM's can cost over a hundred a carat.) I found a 3ct sapphire (allegedly hydrothermal) on Ebay for 0.99cts! 


As a gemstone enthusiast and a gemologist, my advice is to buy natural! There is just NO comparision. Why buy a cold, clinical man-made substitute when you can own a rare stone made by mother earth and enjoy all the romance, mystery and adventure that comes with it?

Good blue sapphires are a pure saturated blue or violet-blue with a even tone. If clean and well-cut, these will fetch a premium in the market and can cost a bomb! However, lighter blue sapphires can be just as lovely, can be lively and clean, and best of all - will fit into your budget quite nicely.

BTW, natural sapphires aren't just blue! They come in almost every color of the rainbow. If a good stone in the blue variety is beyond your budget, why not opt for an equally pretty pink, orange, yellow, purple or violet? There is even a rare color-changing variety!

Is yellow Topaz a substitute for yellow Sapphire? 

How much cost difference between two and is it good to wear pearl ring with it?

Answer:

Yellow Topaz and Yellow Sapphire are both gemstones in their own right and I don't think either is a substitute for the other.

Prices vary considerably depending on quality and size. In general, good Yellow Topaz under 3cts can range between US$15-$55/ct. Good Yellow Sapphire under 3 cts will go for about US$40-$90/ct.

Personally, I think Yellow Sapphire makes for a better jewelry gemstone, because it is more durable than Topaz. Sapphire is 9 on the Moh's Scale of hardness; Topaz is 8. Topaz also has an unfortunate physical property - basal cleavage. If hit at a vulnerable spot, Topaz will break easily. 

As for whether it is good to wear with a pearl ring depends largely on your pearl, the design of the ring and on your sense of aesthetics. I don't see why it can't be used with pearl really...
Do clear/colorless Sapphires exist?

Answer:

Yes, colorless sapphires exist! To tell sapphire (corundum) apart from quartz or another type of gemstone, you can make some simple observations:

Hardness - Attempt to scratch it with a piece of quartz. If it does not, you have a crystal that is harder than quartz. Your blade isn't going to work because the hardness of steel usually ranges from 5-7. Sapphire is 9.

Crystal features - Note the type of crystal habit that the stone comes in. Sapphires usually grow as hexagonal bipyramids. Quartz usually comes in a rhombohedral habit.

Specific Gravity - This is probably the best test to do if you have no access to gemological equipment. You can build your own hydrostatic scale (google it!) and then calculate the SG of your rock by finding the ratio between the weight of the gem in air vs in water. The SG of corundum is 3.9-4. Quartz is lower at 2.56.
Is there such a thing as a "white" Sapphire?

Answer:

Yes, there are. 

To many people, Sapphires are blue. However, Sapphires (Corundum) come in a whole myriad of colors! You can find them in pink, orange, purple/violet, green, black, parti-colors etc. There are even color-change varieties! (Red corundum is called Ruby)

In its purest form, Sapphire (Aluminium Oxide) is colorless and is called "White" Sapphire. Colored varieties are the result of impurities. For e.g. Blues are colored by iron & tianium, Pinks by chromium, Yellows & Greens by iron and so on.

Although a gemstone in its own right, white Sapphires are often seen as an economical alternative to Diamonds. They have a hardness of 9 on the Moh's scale and are therefore very durable. The refractive index is 1.76-1.77, which is lower than Diamond (2.41) but higher than Quartz (1.54). (This means it has a lower brilliance potential than Diamond, but makes an attractive stone compared to Quartz.)

Is Sapphire worth more than Topaz? 

Answer:

Not necessarily. It depends on the quality of stones.

Color is very important when we talk about colored stones. Not just the quality of the color (ie saturation & tone) but also simply - what color it is. 

To cut a long answer short - commercially valuable stones include blue sapphires, pink sapphires, padparascha sapphires, imperial topaz, pink topaz and orange topaz. Other varieties may not be so valuable. For e.g. green sapphires, yellow sapphires, black sapphires, bi-color sapphires, blue topaz, white topaz, brown topaz, mystic topaz and so on.

That said, "all things equal", the price of a good blue sapphire is almost always higher than a good imperial topaz.

Is Kashmir Sapphire the best Sapphire in the world? 

Answer:

A student from New Delhi showed me some Kashmirs he had purchased last year. They were indeed Kashmirs (we checked the inclusions) but they were one of the worse cut stones I'd ever seen. Plus they were badly zoned with (at best) a fair color grade. 

My point is, the finest Kashmirs (and I've seen some at the Christies auctions) are the most beautiful, vivid yet velvety blue sapphires on the face of this earth. But your average Kashmir could be as average as a sapphire from any other locality. 

I understand the buzz about origin (Golconda Diamonds/Kashmir Sapphires/Mogok Rubies etc), but we shouldn't judge gemstones by their "genetics". I've seen fine Burmese sapphires that would have knocked the socks of Kashmir enthusiasts. 

Prices for fine Kashmirs? It's a seller's market! That's the best (and worse) thing about fine quality colored gemstones. They are so genuinely rare (as opposed to diamonds) they are worth whatever someone will pay for them!

What is "created" Padparadscha Sapphire? 

Answer:

A created padparadscha sapphire is a synthetic sapphire that is pinkish-orange in color. 

To give you more detail, I'll break my answer down into 2 parts - one to explain "Padparadscha", and the other to explain "Created Sapphires".

Padparadscha is a rare pinkish-orange sapphire. They are said to be the color of the lotus flower at first bloom. Traditionally, these came only from Sri Lanka (then known as Ceylon). In recent times, pinkish-orange sapphires have been found in other localities as well. e.g. Quy Chau, Vietnam; Umba mines, Tanzania.

Created sapphires are sapphires that have been made by man, i.e. synthetic stones. Synthetic sapphires are generally produced via two main types of synthetic processes - Flame fusion & Flux melt. Flame fusion stones can be manufactured in a matter of hours and are very affordable (a few cents a carat!). Flux synthetics can take months to grow and therefore cost more to produce (can sell for more than a hundred a carat!). Hydrothermal synthetic sapphires are not as common, and can also be costly.
What do uncut, unheated Rubies look like? 

Answer:

It depends on the quality & origin of the material. 

Some natural (raw) ruby rough is pale pink or dull red when mined. After heat treatment, it improves to a more saturated pinkish-red or brighter red. 

Some natural ruby rough has blue color zones in it, specifically those from MongHsu, Myanmar. After heat treatment, this zone disappears and the color is improved but is replaced by dense white clouds. 

Very fine quality unheated ruby rough doesn't even need to be treated! It looks vivid red or pinkish-red straight out of the ground!

If you like Ruby & Sapphire stones, you MUST read Richard Hughes' book of the same name. It's full of information & photos! Check out his website: http://www.ruby-sapphire.com/
Are Rubies only red and no other color? 

Answer:

Rubies are Red Corundum. They belong to the same family as Sapphires. Most people think of Ruby as Red and Sapphire as Blue. What a pleasant surpirse they receive when they find out that Sapphires come in orange, purple, green, black, yellow etc and Rubies come in a myriad of Red shades like pure red, orangey red, pinkish red, brownish red etc. Nature's factory is fun & quirky!

To a color scientist, there is no Pink. Technically, Pink is Red at a lower saturation. Using this logic, there should be no distinction between Ruby & Pink Sapphire. Think about Blue. We don't have a special name for light Blue Sapphires. 

However, the market reality is that we do make a distinction between Rubies & Pink Sapphires. One of the reasons is because Rubies usually command a higher price than Pink Sapphires. 

Where do we draw the line bewteen a Ruby & a Pink Sapphire? In general, it is b/o saturation levels. Higher saturation reds are considered Ruby. Lower saturation reds are Pink Sapphires. However, having personally handled stones of superb saturation that would still be considered to be Pink Sapphires, I would have to say it's best to use your own judgement on a case by case basis. 

To make things even more interesting, perception also varies from country to country. Many Pinkish Red Rubies (so favoured by the Japanese) are called Pink Sapphires by Americans.

Should you buy or not? If the price is fair, and you like the look of the stones - go ahead!
What is a 5ct Afghan Ruby worth?

Answer:

If you've put this question in "Investing", then it is worth nothing. Gemstones of poor quality (ie. poor color, clarity and /or cut) are not worth your investment unless they have something special about them - ie. they are extremely rare or they have a unique or special inclusion etc.

You haven't elaborated why you think your stone is of "poor condition" so it's difficult to say how much its monetary worth might be. It depends largely on color, clarity and cut. 

Assess your stone by asking yourself these questions:
Is it a pure red? Pinkish-red? Orangy-red? Or does the red have undesirable brown modifiers? Is it transparent? Is it translucent or opaque? Are there visible inclusions? Are they distracting? Do they affect the stones aesthetics and/or durability? Is it cut well? Is the stone cut too deep or too shallow? Is it balanced? 

Stones that are pure red, transparent, eye clean & well cut will fetch the highest market prices. Stones with poor color that are opaque, included and poorly finished will not be worth very much.
How do Star Sapphires form? 

How do the stars get into the stone?
Answer:

"Stars" and "Eyes" in gemstones are the result of the reflection of light on tiny needle or tube-like inclusions.

Gemstones that only have one set of needles will show an eye. For example, Chrysoberyl Cat's Eye.

In sapphire, there are 3 sets of needles (oriented in 3 directions) intersecting at 60/120 degrees. Think of an asterisk! When cut and polished correctly, this results in a lovely star that makes star sapphires so captivating. 

How do these needles form in sapphire? During the formation of the sapphire crystal, high temperatures allow impurities to mix into the solid solution. As the solution cools and the crystal forms, these impurities may crystallise out in a specific pattern within the host sapphire. This "unmixing" process is called "exsolution". In sapphire, rutile is unmixed to form the needles that give rise to a star! 

I've kept my answer short and simple. If I missed something or if you need a more detailed explanation, drop me a message and I'd be glad to help. I recommend these books if you are serious about sapphires and gemstones: Richard Hughes "Ruby & Sapphire"; Webster's "Gems".

How do I tell a good quality Star Sapphire? How much are they worth?
Answer:

Where I work, we judge star stones using several guidelines. Here are some that may help you judge the value of your stone:

Color - What color is your star sapphire? Blues are most valuable. There are also fancy colored ones like pink, green, grey, black etc. Those are less valued than blues. Whatever it is - is the color saturated? Is the tone balanced? Is the physical distribution of color even or is there color zoning?

Clarity - Is the material relatively clean or are there visible inclusions? Where are they located? Are they obvious or subtle? Do they affect durability? Is the material semi-transparent, translucent, semi-translucent or opaque?

Cut - Is the cabachon balanced? Or is it lop-sided? Is it top-heavy or just right? Is it well-polished?

Star - Is the star sharp? Are all the legs present and complete? Is it centered? 

Size/Carat - Large sized stones of good quality over 5cts are rare and therefore more valuable! 

My experience...I sold a top quality 10.74 carat Blue Star Sapphire last year. It was perfectly round, although a little heavy on the bottom. Pure blue color with no greys. Good saturation with a medium tone. Translucent. Clarity was good. Superb finish. US$14K. And that was already considered a reasonable price. 

Pricing a stone is very. very complicated. However, as a very very rough estimate - an average stone of under 5 cts may sell for $60-300/ct per carat (varying widely from stone to stone and location to location).


JADE

How to purchase Jade jewelry and not get ripped off?

I will be travelling to Hong Kong for vacation and would like to purchase some Jade jewelry. If there are any Jewelers out there with advice on how to proceed, I would love to hear from them.  I am already aware of the Hong Kong Tourism "stamp of approval" so I can shop at "endorsed" dealers, but I'd still like to be an educated customer.

Answer:

Jade is one of the most difficult gemstones to buy if you don't know a reliable source or if you don't know your jade. And I say this despite being a collector of jade and a gemologist by profession.

Hong Kong? If you are looking or something fine, try the Emperor group of jewellers. Of course, there are other reliable jewelers (the chains usually are), but you must be prepared to pay a premium for reliability. 

If you are going to local markets like the famous Jade Market, then be prepared for imitations, simulants and plenty of treated and dyed material. On the other hand, it's not expensive and it can be very enjoyable hunting for jade there. You might even find something nice for a reasonable price. (I did!!!)

Before you buy anything, you should have some idea of how to differentiate fine quality jade from commercial & utility quality jade. Here are some guidelines:

Color
Greens and Lavenders command most, followed by fancy colors like red, yellow, black etc. Look for pure and intense color. Undertones of grey or brown are not desirable.

Clarity
Color alone is not enough. Good jade must also have a good translucency and texture. Visualise a glowing glob of pure color that has a glassy or honey-like texture! It should also be free from blemishes such as clouds (white inclusions), black spots, distracting veining and host rock material.

Cut & Carat
The ideal size for a cabachon is approximately the dimensions of a man's thumbnail. It should be balanced, sufficiently thick and polished to a glossy luster. The luster should look as if it is wet or oily. You may have observed many stones of rather attractive coloring that unfortunately look dull and/or dry. This is undesirable. It is not known widely, but it takes a good craftsman is able to "read" the graining of the rough material to get the best polish. Jade that is cut too thin projects a false translucency and suffers durability problems. 

A premium is paid for antique jades, antique jade jewelry, and good jade carvings.

How can I tell good quality Jade from bad quality Jade? 

Answer:  

It takes a lot of hands on experience to be able to grade the quality of jade. Put imitations, simulants, synthetics, assembled and treated material into the equation and it becomes much more difficult.

It would take a thick book chockful of pictures to explain, but I can't do that so I'll be brief here! Here are some guidelines as to what makes good quality jade:

Color
Greens and Lavenders command most, followed by fancy colors like red, yellow, black etc. Look for pure and intense color. Undetones of grey or brown are not desirable.

Clarity
Color alone is not enough. Good jade must also have a good translucency and texture. Visualise a glowing glob of pure color that has a glassy or honey-like texture! It should also be free from blemishes such as clouds (white inclusions), black spots, distracting veining and host rock material.

Cut & Carat
The ideal size for a cabachon is approximately the dimensions of a man's thumbnail. It should be balanced, sufficiently thick and polished to a glossy luster. The luster should look as if it is wet or oily. You may have observed many stones of rather attractive coloring that unfortunately look dull and/or dry. This is undesirable. It is not known widely, but it takes a goodcraftsman is able to "read" the graining of the rough material to get the best polish. Jade that is cut too thin projects a false translucency and suffers durability problems. 

A premium is paid for antique jades, antique jade jewelry, and good jade carvings. 

Look out for jades that have been bleached, dyed or both, assembled, coated etc. Also be aware that jade has many simulants e.g. Chrysoprase, Aventurine Quartz, Maw-sit-sit, Serpentine, Bowenite etc....
How can I tell if something is Jade? 

I found it while walking on a beach in Costa Rica. It looks like jade and feels smooth just like jade after I polished it up.  Its dark green with inclusions of lighter greenish flecks and its size is 3/4"X1/2"X1" and is about as hard as an Emerald.

Answer:

A dark green stone with light green flecks could be jade. But it could be something else too....a quick trip to the jeweler or to a gemologist will solve it! Really, all you need to do is get a specific gravity measurement on it (i.e. a ratio between how much the stone weighs in air versus in water). Jadeite is 3.33 and Nephrite is 2.95.

However, there are a few quick tests & observations you can conduct at home that might shed some light on what you have.  Hold the stone in your hand. Does it feel cool to touch? (You may have seen Chinese or Burmese people touch jade to their cheeks to test its coolness as a sign of authenticity.)   Observe the texture of the material. If there is a fracture, the texture should be splintery and rough. If it shows fairly smooth flat surfaces and "faults" (cleavage planes), you may have another type of green stone. e.g. Amazonite.   If it is polished, does it look like it has a "dimpled" skin? Can you see tiny veining on the surface? If it is translucent, does the material look slightly fibrous?

If the ancient Chinese had no natural source of Jade, where did they find their Jade?

Answer:

Jade refers to two different materials: Nephrite Jade and Jadeite Jade.

There is no Jadeite source in China. Almost all Jadeite imported into China now is from Myanmar (Burma). In fact, till today, the only known source of coveted Imperial Jade (Greens & Lavenders) is Burma. Jadeite is relatively "new", in that it was only discovered in the late 17th to 18th century and made popular during the Qing (Ching) dynasty during the reigns of Emperor Qian Long.

On the other hand, Nephrite Jade has been known, revered and used in China from more than 5000 years. This is, even today, refered to as the True Stone of Heaven by the chinese. The main source of Nephrite desired by the chinese come from the Eastern Turkestan (Xin Jiang province). Eastern Turkestan covers 1.6 million square km, one sixth of the present Chinese territory. It is located in Central Asia, it is bordered by Kazakhstan to the north, Mongolia to the northeast, and Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan to the northwest and west. This is where the famous KunLun mountains are located.

As in ancient times, the mutton-fat white variety of Nephrite jade is most valued. Rare colors like yellow, deep black and violets, bright greens, reds etc, as well as artistic carvings, especially two-color carvings (usually white and caramel-brown) are also valuable.
What do the different carvings of Chinese jade signify? 

I know that the hand-carved shapes of Chinese jade stand for different things. The animals of the Chinese zodiac are representative of themselves, for example. But there are other shapes... butterfly, vase, etc. and I was told that each of them had some meaning.
Answer:

Yes, almost everything is symbolic of something in Chinese culture! It would take a THICK book to even begin to scratch the surface of Chinese symbolism & motifs!

I've listed a few common symbols and their general meaning:

Butterfly - Emblem of joy; Symbol of summer

Bat - Sounds similar to the character for happiness: Fu(2). Emblem of happiness and longevity. The design of 5 bats is a pictorial rebus for the "5 Blessings" ie old age, wealth, health, love of virtue and natural death(!). Often symbols of bats are so decorative that they apear to be butterflies.

Flowers - Certain flowers represent different times of the year. For e.g. Peony:Spring, Lotus:Summer, Chrysanthemum:Autumn and Plum Blossom:Winter.

Vase - The gift of a vase symbolises "peace" as the sound of the character for vase is similar to the character for peace.

Bamboo - Commonly known as "the friend of China". It is an emblem of longevity because it is durable and evergreen adn flourishes throughout the winter.

There's not much information online I'm afraid. Not that I know of anyway. However, there are books you can rfer to on this subject matter. A standard reference volume for many students of China/Chinese culture is, "Chinese Symbolism & Art Motifss" written by C.A.S. Williams. ISBN 0-8048-1586-0. It explains essential cultural symbols and contains interesting information on Chinese beliefs, customs, arts and crafts, food, medicine etc. I own this book and I think you will find it useful.
What's the value of Jade? Is it valuable?
Answer:

It depends on the quality of the jade material. And unless one has been trained to quality grade Jade, it will be difficult to differentiate utility/commercial/good/very good/fine and extra fine quality Jade.

Poor quality jade is very affordable. Just head to any sidewalk jewelry shop or to a street bazaar to see how available and affordable it is.

Fine jade is very, very valuable. To get an idea of what fine quality looks like and the prices commanded, go to the auction house websites to browse their catalogs. I like Sotheby's - http://www.sothebys.com (Registration is required before you can browse, but it doesn't take more than 2 minutes!)

But because you've posted this under "Sculpture", I should say that if the jade quality of a sculpture or carving is mediocre, then the appraisal of the piece in question will be decided more on the artistic value and/or antique value.
