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« DESIGNS Pearl Facts/Guarantee Sheet

The pearls you have just purchased are called freshwater or sweetwater pearls. They are “cultured,”
which means that the mollusks that grew them were implanted or seeded by humans. Practically all
pearls sold today are cultured. Your pearls are most likely products of China or Japan.

Freshwater pearl cultivation can be traced as far back as the 13th century in China. It was in Japan
that they were first grown and harvested commercially. Today they are grown in mussels, most often
the sankaku.

Cultured pearls are formed by a mussel when a small piece of mantle has been inserted and becomes
an irritant. The mantle is the membranous tissue which secretes nacre and lines the inner surface of a
shelled mollusk. The mussel covers the irritating tissue with nacre. This nacre is the protective pearly
substance for which a pearl is so highly valued. The shape of a pearl is determined in part by the
shape of the irritant.

Until the 1930’s, a small shell bead and a piece of mantle were inserted as an irritant. However,
around this time it was accidentally discovered that only a piece of mantle is necessary. This
simplified technique results in pearls having more nacre than pearls which have a shell bead nucleus
inserted as well. It was also discovered that after the first harvest, mussels can spontaneously grow
pearls a second and third time.

Freshwater pearls come in all many colors: creamy yellow, pink, grey and white are their

predominant natural hues. Even though some are bleached, dyed, or irradiated to enhanc_




