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1. Karl Marx, The Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844 (New York: International
Publishers, 1964), p. 207.

The value of a thing differs from the so-called equivalent given for it in trade . . .
and if the economist were honest, he would employ this term—“price”—for trade
value. But he has still to keep up some sort of pretense that price is somehow
bound up with value, lest the immorality of trade become too obvious.

Karl Marx, 18441

Diamonds are expensive because they are plentiful and ugly; agates
are cheap because they are rare and beautiful. Apart from making my
dismal science (economics) colleagues wince, there is a grain of truth
in this improbable paradox, which has to do with the history of
value and the ends to which “precious gems” have been put. The
value of stones has changed over time, and there is little that is in-
herent in the nature of the diamond to exalt it over purportedly
lowly agates and other “semiprecious” stones. “Little,” as we shall
see, but not “nothing.”

That observation leads to my first thesis: that there is a conspiracy
of sorts that props up the value of diamonds and other “precious
stones”—a joint embrace, one could say, between manufacturers and
consumers, bilkers and brides, with intrigues and subtleties unparal-
leled in the annals of consumer culture.

One of my larger hopes is to upset this priority of precious over
“semiprecious” stones—by suggesting that it was a cascade of social
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and political events that rocketed diamonds to the top of the gem-
stone hierarchy.2 The primacy of the diamond has to do, I will argue,
with a complex confluence of cultural currents, including the timing
of their discovery; the manner in which they were marketed; chang-
ing legal relations surrounding marriage, especially the softening of
“breach of promise” statutes; the growth of cross-ethnic intercourse;
the rise of mass consumer culture;3 and (not to be overlooked) intrin-
sic exploitable qualities of the stones themselves—notably hardness
and homogeneity—which rendered them ideal for a new kind of
“social currency” that emerges at the end of the nineteenth century,
serving to facilitate the marital bond.4

How did such a colorless5 and unimaginative stone become the
sine qua non of marriage? How did we come into a world where the
majority of women in the richer parts of the globe expect a diamond
as proof of engagement, the modern version of bride-price? How do
we understand this ceremonious cement of marriage, the commod-
ity that is both costly and indispensable, “permanent” and yet unre-
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2. This historical polemic is part of a book I am writing on figured stones, lapidary aes-
thetics, and the rise and fall of the diamonds/rockhounding hobby, titled Agate Eyes.

3. The surge in diamonds’ popularity early in the twentieth century can be seen as part
of a larger decline of interest in gaudy ornamentation. This was partly due to the aus-
terity surrounding the First World War, but it also meshed with larger moves to ration-
alize dress and work habits. Diamonds became fashionable with the loss of the bustle
and corset, with the lessening of ornamentation on bodies and buildings, with the
simple architectural styles favored by (e.g.) the Bauhaus School. The clear, colorless di-
amond, graduated only by size, with its easy-to-read purchase formula, fit very well
with this new aesthetic. Diamonds were simple, streamlined stones—and not “baroque”
in any sense. Diamonds could also be produced in standardized sizes, which allowed
their purchase to be, in effect, automated. These were no-brainer stones, and in this
sense, they did for gemstones what cigarettes did for tobacco, or shell casings did for
ammunition. Diamonds did for jewelry what MacDonald’s did for the evening meal;
the diamond became a kind of gemstone Big-Mac, albeit an expensive one.

4. Helzberg Diamonds’ 1998 Guy’s Engagement Manual, handed out to prospective buy-
ers, asks the husband-to-be to keep in mind that buying a ring “is not a horror show;
it’s a romantic adventure.” The manual also enumerates “Twenty Great [Marriage] Pro-
posals,” including: “Romantic: Rent a suit of armor from a costume company or the-
ater group and a horse from a local stable. While in armor, ride up on the white horse
to her house and offer to be her prince for life.”

5. Of course there is color in some diamonds: the same brownish-yellow in an agate,
for example, is “champagne” in a diamond, etc. The overwhelming majority of gem-
grade diamonds, however, are clear (“white”) to yellow-brown, with white as the mar-
ital mass-market standard. Colored diamonds (“fancies”) have recently become fash-
ionable among the very rich, though the rarity of these stones (roughly 1 per 10,000
whites) makes them “exclusively toys of rulers and royalty” (Emmanuel Fritsch, “The
Nature of Color in Diamonds,” in The Nature of Diamonds, ed. George E. Harlow [Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998], p. 23).



cyclable—not to mention brittle and burnable—the mass-marketed
luxury good that everyone says is beautiful, yet few seem able to
identify without the assistance of experts?

(Ironically, it is the homogeneity of diamonds—their plainness—
that makes it necessary for experts to be involved in their selection.
Jewelers and gemologists are required to guarantee that the stone in
question is genuine since consumers will rarely have a clue.6 That is
why many faceted diamonds come with “papers” certifying authen-
ticity—from agencies like the Gemological Institute of America, the
European Gemological Laboratory, the American Gemological So-
ciety, or the International Gemological Institute. Diamonds are gen-
erally so plain as to be indistinguishable [to the untrained eye] from
other common materials of lesser value—like Fabulite, the trade
name for synthetic strontium titanate [SrTiO3], which boasts a
higher refractive index even than diamond [by about 10 percent],
causing diamond apologists to sneer that it is “too flashy.”)7

Part of this story is already familiar: I’m referring, of course, to the
stranglehold the De Beers empire has maintained over the mining
and sale of diamonds since the end of the nineteenth century. No
other cartel has been so lasting, so effective, so durable.8 Its success
can be traced to many different factors: South African leniency (or
impotence) vis-à-vis an industry that dominated the national econ-
omy; a complex system of distribution that rewards fidelity and pun-
ishes the rogue seller; and a penchant for advertising savvy that
helped engineer an image of the diamond as “forever” and “a girl’s
best friend,” the exclusive gemstone proof of masculine matrimonial
devotion.

Diamonds are, of course, forever in several important senses: for-
ever hyped on Seinfeld reruns, forever urged on by media ploys, and
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6. Diamonds are among the world’s most homogeneous stones, but that is the whole
point: you don’t want them to look different, if they are to do what they are supposed
to do in the betrothal ritual. You want them all to look the same, because (a) their func-
tion is to display the marital promise, which must be clear and unambiguous; and (b)
you want the buyer—typically the groom—to be able to buy his girl a stone without
any particular expertise or even any aesthetic preferences. He only has to have money,
and even the amount he should spend is carefully prescribed. She will be pleased, be-
cause diamonds are a store of value and a display of commitment; they also are neutral
and will go with practically any outfit.

7. Eric Bruton, Diamonds (Radnor, Pa.: Chilton, 1970), p. 10.

8. There are two good accounts of the cartel: Edward Jay Epstein, The Rise and Fall of
Diamonds (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1982), and Stefan Kanfer, The Last Empire:
De Beers, Diamonds, and the World (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1993). See also
the 60 Minutes exposé, “Diamonds: De Beers’ Monopoly on the Diamond Business,”
aired on CBS Television on February 18, 2001.



“forever yours” if you try to sell one, since they are made to be re-
tailed only once. (Edward Jay Epstein in the 1980s claimed that the
resale value of a stone could be as little as one-tenth what you origi-
nally paid for it.)9 But there is a more subtle side to the story, which
springs from qualities inherent in the diamond itself—qualities that
make it the perfect stone to serve as the fusing bond of marriage, the
luxury good that is also a mass-market item.

Diamonds triumphed, I will argue, because they are “stones with-
out qualities”; they dazzle and sparkle, but at the end of the day they
all look pretty much alike. They are, in fact, the world’s most homo-
geneous stones: pure elemental carbon, of course, with an inflexible
crystal structure, but also consistently small, unpatterned, easily
greased, and inoffensively neutral—I would say bland10—with virtu-
ally no marks of origins or history, distinguished only by weight and
by cut, qualities imposed by the cutter. They differ in this respect
from heterogeneous stones such as agate, the patterned stone par ex-
cellence; diamonds are the “anti-agate,” the Velveeta cheese of the
gemstone kingdom, albeit priced like Reggiano parmesan11 and with
the implicit imprimatur that nearly everyone thinks they have to
like them.

It is actually the homogeneity of diamonds, their absence of char-
acter, then, that is central to their success. No one will deny that the
stones are pretty in certain superficial respects—but then so is Coke-
bottle glass, when properly cut to exploit its refractive index. (Try
this, it really works!) The triumph of diamonds has to be understood
in terms of their symbolic functions—which have to do with PR and
marital history (including laws designed to stop “gold diggers”)—but
also their physical peculiarities, which facilitate particular sorts of
cultural and economic exploitation. Diamonds are the hardest of all
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9. Edward Jay Epstein, “Have You Ever Tried to Sell a Diamond?” Atlantic Monthly 249
(February 1982): pp. 23–34.

10. “When I saw a real diamond in a lady’s ring one day I was so disappointed I cried.
Of course, it was very lovely but it wasn’t my idea of a diamond”: the words are Anne
Shirley’s in L. M. Montgomery’s 1908 Anne of Green Gables (New York: Bantam, 1976,
p. 95); Anne had read about diamonds and had imagined them to be “lovely glimmer-
ing purple stones”—like amethysts, in fact (with thanks to Abigail Lustig).

11. The price of gem-grade diamonds increases dramatically with weight. In Britain in
1823, for example, brilliant-cut stones weighing under a carat sold for 7–8 pounds per
carat; three-carat stones, however, sold for 70–80 pounds per carat, four-carat stones for
100–130 pounds per carat, and six-carat stones for 230–250 pounds per carat. The
prices were already standardized enough to be reduced to formulae: the value of the bril-
liant cut, for example, was reckoned by squaring the weight in carats and multiplying
this by eight, the resulting product being the value in British pounds sterling. See John
Mawe, A Treatise on Diamonds and Precious Stones (London: Longman, 1823), pp. 10–14.



stones, which is why they tip the edges and blades of many of the
world’s drilling, sawing, and grinding tools. Diamonds are also white
and pure, and deeply ideological, and that too must be part of our
story. But first some whirlwind history.

The Political Geography of Adamas
An appreciation of diamonds goes back more than two millennia.

The first apparent reference—in Sanskrit—dates from 300 B.C. in In-
dia, though, as with many ancient words, there is some uncertainty
as to what was actually being talked about. The word we use today
derives from the ancient Greek adamas, meaning “indestructible” or
“unconquerable,” but that term has designated very different sub-
stances. Ovid used it in the first century B.C., but he may have been
referring to iron—a common use of the term beginning in about the
eighth century B.C., as when Aeschylus has Prometheus bound in
adamantine chains, with no metaphor intended. Late classical refer-
ences often seem to be to corundum of one sort or another—mean-
ing low-quality ruby or sapphire, but perhaps also emery from the
Isle of Naxos, a non-gem black aluminum oxide commonly used in
the ancient world as a cutting powder.12 As recently as the eleventh
century A.D., medieval lapidaries (following Pliny) confused what we
would call diamonds with other hard, clear, and translucent stones,
like quartz or sapphire. The famous Lapidarium of Marbodus (ca.
1071, written in Latin hexameter) distinguishes Indian adamas
(clearly a diamond in our sense) from the adamas of Arabia, Cyprus,
and Greece, the latter two of which seem to be silicates of one sort or
another (unlike our diamond, which is elemental carbon in a crys-
talline state).13

The problem of matching stones with ancient names is difficult
and often impossible. Pliny’s famous Historia naturalis, for example,
describes the physical and medicinal properties of hundreds of
stones whose referents are today obscure; we have no way of know-
ing what he meant by “lizard stone” or “flesh stone” or “tree-eyed-
stone” or “crab stone” or “Lesbian stone,” for example, since there is
no way to match up the word with the thing. Philologists have shown
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12. Charles W. King, The Natural History of Gems, or Semiprecious Stones (London: Bell
and Daldy, 1870), p. 201.

13. Frank Dawson Adams, The Birth and Development of the Geological Sciences (New York:
Dover, 1938), p. 153. Johnson and Richardson’s nineteenth-century Persian–English
Dictionary lists almas as “a diamond; glass; a pen-knife; a tooth; sharp, piercing or cut-
ting iron; strenuous, active”; almasi khaldar is “a diamond with a black or red mark
(worthless)”; almas-para is a glowworm or spark; almas-tarash is a diamond cutter or
diamond dust; almasi means “cut into angles or facets” (p. 95).



that many of the stones he talks about cannot be what they might
seem: so topazus is not topaz, sappirus is not sapphire, and smaragdus
included many stones that cannot be emeralds.14

Pliny distinguished six different kinds of adamas, three or four of
which were probably diamonds in our sense. His “Indian diamond”
is probably the gem-grade article, ditto his “Arabian diamond”—
which is most likely the Indian stone from a different trade route.
His “millet seed” adamas could be just small diamonds from the
same source, and his “black diamond” (siderite) could be either what
we call “carbonado”, a non-gem diamond used to edge cutting tools,
or (more likely, since he says it can be carved) iron pyrite. His “Mace-
donian diamond” is probably quartz crystal (like our “Herkimer” or
“Quebec” diamonds), and his “Cyprian diamond” is probably also
some kind of quartz or sapphire.15 Earlier uses of the term are almost
certainly not what we would call diamond: Charles W. King in his
Natural History of Precious Stones suggests that the adamas of Plato
was probably sapphire, and that the adamas of Theophrastus may
have been emery.16 These confusions are difficult to resolve without
further study of ancient texts and gemstone trade routes, not to
mention more intimate acquaintance with the kinds of gems you
can actually find in these regions.

Similar ambiguities can be found in early Chinese accounts of dia-
monds. The classical term chin-kang (literally “gold-hard” or “metal-
hard”) first appears in Buddhist writings of the later Han dynasty
(25–220 A.D.), where it was used to translate the Sanskrit vajra, desig-
nating the thunderbolt wielded by Indra and, somewhat less
metaphorically, “that which is hard, firm, and indestructible,” in-
cluding specifically (and later exclusively) the diamond. Later terms
include kun wu or kun kang, meaning “jade-cutting knife,” capturing
the fact that diamond splinters were mounted in sticks to carve or
pierce hard stones. Diamonds seem to have been used in China pri-
marily as cutting or etching tools—rarely as jewelry—which may ex-
plain their occasional confusion with what is clearly corundum.17

The “hard clear stone” was sometimes used in Ming dynasty materia
medica,18 though it is unclear how common this practice was.
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14. Pliny, Natural History, book XXXVII.24, 90, 107–109, 115.

15. Ibid., 57–59.

16. Charles W. King, The Natural History of Precious Stones and of the Precious Metals
(London: Bell and Daldy, 1870), p. 41.

17. S. Howard Hansford, Chinese Jade Carving (London: Lund Humphries, 1950), pp.
109–110.

18. http://www.amnh.org/exhibitions/diamonds/myths.html, reporting on the American



For most of recorded history, all known diamonds (in our sense)
came from India—mostly from one single valley, in fact, in the King-
dom of Golconda in the gorge cut by the Krisna River in what is now
the state of Hyderabad. In the ancient world, the location and fea-
tures of this valley were shrouded in mystery. Alexander the Great
was said (by al-Kazwini’s Aristotle) to have been the first to make it all
the way to the valley, whereupon he “retrieved diamonds from a pit
guarded by snakes whose gaze would kill a man.”19 Later versions have
diamond hunters tossing meat into the valley, prompting vultures or
eagles to retrieve the stones, which stick to the fatty meat. This “Val-
ley of Diamonds” legend has been retold in countless forms: you find
it in al-Kazwini’s 1288 Wonders of Creation, in Marco Polo’s 1298 Book
of Marvels, in the Thousand and One Nights of Arabian fame, and in
the Seven Wonderful Voyages of Sinbad.20 These tales invariably stress
the perils associated with travel to the region, which may well have
been heavily guarded. The Hindu custom of sacrificing cattle with
the opening of new mines—whereupon birds would carry away the
flesh—has been linked to the meat-dropping element in the story.21

The Valley of Diamonds legend was probably a deliberate ruse by
diamond merchants to disguise the true source of the stones.22 Dia-
monds were caravanned northward into Europe from Hyderabad,
through Persia and Turkey into Constantinople, or shipped west-
ward, via the Red Sea, to Alexandria and thence into Venice.
Antwerp became a cutting center in the sixteenth century, following
Vasco da Gama’s circumnavigation of Africa and the opening up of
India to naval trade. Prior to this time, however, and no doubt for
some time thereafter, handlers found it advantageous to keep silent
on their sources, lest they lose them to competitors. Rarities are of-
ten kept rare by limiting output (as with oil or Bruneau jasper) or by

Proctor / The Great Diamond Hoax 387

Museum of Natural History’s popular 1997–1998 “Nature of Diamonds” exhibit,
funded by the Diamond Information Center for De Beers.

19. Julius Ruska, “Das Steinbuch aus der Kosmographie des al-Kazwini,” Beilage zum
Jahresbericht 1894–5 der Oberrealschule Heidelberg (1896), p. 35. See also Bruton, Dia-
monds (above, n. 7), p. 6.

20. The “Valley of Diamonds” legend appears most famously in the 544th night of the
Thousand and One Arabian Nights, though there are several precedents: Archbishop
Epiphanius of Salamis (d. 403) told a similar story about the jacinth or ruby, for ex-
ample, and other elements of the tale are drawn from traditional Persian, Hindu, and
Arabic cosmologies. There may even be a Medusa resonance, since both stories share
forbidden entries, petrifying stares, fatal snakes, etc.

21. George F. Kunz, The Curious Lore of Precious Stones (1913; New York: Bell, 1989), p. 76.

22. Samuel Tolansky, The History and Use of Diamond (London: Methuen, 1962); see also
Bruton, Diamonds (above, n. 7), p. 6.



limiting access (as with mushroom jasper or condor agate—both of
whose origins are still secret). What is also interesting about the Val-
ley of Diamonds legend, though, is how it incorporates certain prop-
erties of the actual stone. The sticking of the stones to freshly cut
meat, for example, captures the fact that the diamond has a greasy,
water-repellent surface, allowing it to stick to fat or wax. That is a
fact still in use today, since diamonds are mined by sluicing dia-
mond-rich kimberlite gravels over large rotating drums covered with
a thick layer of grease: the diamonds stick to the grease, which is pe-
riodically scraped off and melted to release the precious gems.

Stones from the Indian subcontinent include many of the most
celebrated gems ever found: the Hope Diamond, now in the Smith-
sonian, acquired by the French collector Jean-Baptiste Tavernier and
brought to Europe in 1642; the Black Orloff, one of the few known
gem-grade black diamonds, once known as the Eye of Brahma; the
Koh-i-nûr or “mountain of light,” held by the rajas of Malwa as early
as 1304 and faceted around 1530, eventually acquired by the East In-
dia Company and granted to Queen Victoria; the 140-carat Regent
from the Indian Partial Mine, one of the last big diamonds found in
India, in 1701; the beautifully engraved Jahangir, said to have hung
from the beak of a jeweled peacock on the Mogul emperor’s throne.23

The Great White African Invention
India’s monopoly of gem production began to erode in 1725, when

diamonds were discovered near what is now the town of Diamantina,
in Minas Gerais, Brazil, 500 km north of Rio. They were soon discov-
ered in other parts of that country, and the failure to control their sup-
ply resulted in a crash in prices. Indian diamond interests responded
by suggesting that the Brazilian stones were not really Brazilian at all,
but rather Indian stones of inferior quality, leading some Brazilian
miners to ship their stones to Goa, in Portuguese India, whence they
could be sold as “Indian gems” with the proper pedigree.24 The Brazil-
ians responded with equal disbelief when the South African deposits
were discovered in the 1860s, as did South Africans when Russia an-
nounced that it, too, had diamonds.
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23. The conventional hagiography of diamonds is well displayed in Bruton, Diamonds;
Joan Y. Dickinson, The Book of Diamonds: Their History and Romance from Ancient India
to Modern Times (New York: Bonanza Books, 1965); Tolansky, History and Use of Dia-
mond (above, n. 22); Victor Argenzio, Diamonds Eternal: The Story of the World’s Most
Coveted Gem (New York: David McKay, 1974).

24. Mawe, Treatise (above, n. 11), p. 53; Dickinson, Book of Diamonds (above, n. 23), p.
12. In his Treatise on Diamonds and Pearls, 2nd ed. (London: C. and J. Ackers, 1751),
David Jeffries asserts that the diamonds brought from Brazil were simply the refuse of
Indian mines exported from Goa to the Brazils and thence to Europe.



The story of how diamonds were discovered in South Africa has
become the stuff of legend. The first known find was a five-carat
stone plucked from a riverbank near Platberg in 1859; the stone was
soon thereafter purchased by a priest from its finder for five pounds.
(No one knows what eventually happened to this diamond.) The
first “authenticated” find came in 1866, when a fifteen-year-old Boer
boy by the name of Erasmus Jacobs picked up a large and shiny peb-
ble, which turned out to be a twenty-two-carat diamond now known
as the “Eureka.” The boy had been sent to cut a stick with a Hotten-
tot shepherd boy named Klonkie, and it was actually Klonkie who
first noticed the stone on the south bank of the Orange River, near
Hopetown, and kicked it over to Erasmus, who kept it and used it in
the game of “five-stones.” His mother gave it to an itinerant trader
by the name of Schalk van Niekerk, who famously used it to scratch
a pane of glass in the Jacobs’ home; the pane is still on display today
at the Colesberg Museum,25 and must be something like Sutter’s Mill
in the national mythology of white South Africa.

Much of what happened after this time is already familiar, and I
will sketch only the barest bones of the story. Diamond prices fluc-
tuated wildly in the early years of the diamond rush, sometimes
down to a few shillings per carat. As the world’s annual production
rose by a factor of ten, and then a hundred, the question became:
how do you avoid a plummet of prices? How do you prevent over-
production, and what do you do with the enormous and increasing
supply?26 (In 1998, global production of rough diamonds was offi-
cially 115 million carats [23,000 kilograms, or 23 metric tons], val-
ued at $6.7 billion, with finished diamond jewelry topping out at
more than $50 billion. Given the recent sensitivity over “conflict
diamonds,” however, some stones may be circumventing official
channels, which would push these figures higher—see below). The
solution ultimately arrived at was similar in certain respects to what
happened with gold, which was also booming in this period, both
from the discovery of new sources and from mechanization of the
extraction process. Gold, of course, already had a venerable outlet in
the form of coinage—and numismatists will know that many of the
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25. Kanfer, Last Empire (above, n. 8), pp. 16–36; Bruton, Diamonds (above, n. 27), p. 27.

26. The cartel’s power to control prices was already recognized—and lambasted—by
the communist gemologist Herbert Hardt in the DDR in 1954: “Why is the diamond so
much more expensive than all other precious stones? Is it such a rare stone? No, it is
not so rare, and could be much cheaper. Every year, huge quantities are produced, mil-
lions of carats. But the diamond mining companies in the capitalist countries allow
only a limited number of stones onto the market. . . . What do they achieve thereby?
The prices of these precious stones remain stable!” (Herbert Hardt, Schöne edle Steine
[Berlin: Verlag Neues Leben, 1954], pp. 20–21).



world’s first gold coins date from the 1860s. But what to do about
diamonds?

The diamond engagement ring was one of the greatest triumphs
of mass consumer marketing. The “tradition” is said to date back to
1477, when Austria’s Archduke Maximillian presented his fiancée,
Mary of Burgundy, with a diamond engagement ring, but diamond
ownership remained very much an aristocratic frill until the discov-
ery of the South African stones. The South African boom “democra-
tized” diamonds to a certain extent,27 and by the 1920s you find
“Good Manners” manuals recommending diamonds for American
brides.28 The big marketing push did not come until the late 1930s,
however, when Harry Oppenheimer of De Beers Consolidated
Mines, Ltd., hired the N. W. Ayer advertising agency to boost dia-
mond sales. Plans for the campaign were ambitious. The company
arranged for movie stars to flaunt the company’s jewels, and Holly-
wood screenwriters were approached to include “diamond themes”
in movie scripts. Producers were urged to diamondize their films: in
1941, for example, Paramount Pictures was cajoled into changing
the title of its Diamonds Are Dangerous to Adventures in Diamonds—
following a De Beers promise to advertise the film in jewelry shops
across the country. By 1940, the Ayer agency had placed 3,500 dia-
mond movie stories and 16,500 diamond news stories in magazines
such as Brides, Reader’s Digest, and the New York Evening News.29 Dia-
monds were equated with patriotism, as when headlines and bill-
boards announced “How Diamonds Spark the Wings of War and
Peace” and “War Gives Impetus to Diamond Cutting.”30 U.S. Justice
Department officials investigated the company for war profiteering
shortly thereafter, challenging the implicit message that diamond-
buying would somehow aid the war effort; diamond sales were un-
deterred, however, and returns to De Beers shareholders doubled in
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27. Diana Scarisbrick, “The Diamond Love and Marriage Ring,” in Harlow, Nature of
Diamonds (above, n. 5), p. 168.

28. “An engagement ring is a matter for serious thought on the part of the young man.
The best that his pocket can afford is what he desires, and a ring that will please his fi-
ancée’s taste is even more important. Either by asking her directly, or from someone
who knows her preferences, he finds out her desire and tries in every way to fulfill it.
The solitaire diamond, as large and perfect as he could afford, has been for many years
the standard engagement ring” (Ethel F. Cushing, Culture and Good Manners [Memphis:
Students Educational Publishing, 1926], p. 183).

29. Janine Roberts, Glitter and Greed: The Secret World of the Diamond Cartel, esp. chap.
4, “Selling the Diamond Myth,” accessible on the internet at
http://www.macha.f9.co.uk/d-Ch4-selling.html.

30. Kanfer, Last Empire (above, n. 8), p. 271.



1940 and again in 1941. Profits continued to rise when, in 1943, the
company managed to have the price ceiling on diamonds lifted.

The campaign accelerated after the war. Ayer sent ad men to lec-
ture American high-school children on “the unique and fascinating
history of diamonds” as part of the company’s effort to reach “thou-
sands of girls in their assemblies, classes and informal meetings in
our leading educational institutions.”31 An advertising blitz
launched in 1948 announced that diamonds were “forever” and “a
girl’s best friend”—slogans coined by the Ayer agency that appeared
in thousands of newspapers and magazines,32 and eventually in
movies like Gentlemen Prefer Blondes, where Marilyn Monroe and
Jane Russell sang “Diamonds Are a Girl’s Best Friend.” Accompany-
ing the blitz was also a new formula, according to which an engage-
ment ring should cost a bridegroom two months’ salary, before
taxes. The intention was to automate the ring-selection process, but
it also had the effect of class-coding brides-to-be, enforced by a
process of shaming used occasionally even today by diamond mon-
gers: “Spend less and the relatives will talk; spend more and the rel-
atives will rave.” It would be difficult to overestimate the success of
this effort. Whereas early in the century almost no one in the United
States owned a diamond engagement ring, by 1950 about half of all
brides would receive one. By 1960 the figure had risen to nearly 80
percent.33 Even working-class brides were expected to be able to dis-
play a diamond.

The crusade was also extended to Europe and other nations. In
Japan in the late 1940s, fewer than 1 percent of Japanese women re-
ceived a diamond engagement ring.34 Diamonds were not even al-
lowed to be imported. De Beers in the early 1960s mounted a cam-
paign to “democratize diamonds,” and by the 1970s three-quarters
of all Japanese brides were getting diamonds. Similar campaigns
successfully conquered Britain.35 The diamond cartel still spends
$200 million per year on direct marketing, but also sponsors
women’s magazines, celebrity auctions, and design competitions. It
also organizes media theme-plants—paying screenwriters to script
stories featuring diamonds in popular television shows such as Bay-
watch with global viewerships.
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31. Ibid.

32. “Glass with Attitude,” Economist 345 (December 20, 1997): 113–115.

33. Kanfer, Last Empire (above, n. 8), p. 272.

34. Ibid., p. 7.

35. Bruton, Diamonds (above, n. 7), p. 14.



Along with Coca Cola and Marlboro cigarettes, diamonds have
become successfully equated with modernization and have even be-
gun to penetrate the marriage markets of India, China, and Africa. It
is hard to name a more consequential propaganda campaign; it cer-
tainly has been more lasting than anything Goebbels or Stalin ever
dreamed up, perhaps more successful even than the tobacco sales-
manship of Philip Morris and R. J. Reynolds, and all without the ad-
vantages of physical addiction. The genius of De Beers was to have
constructed an entirely new kind of currency, a social currency (in the
form of diamond engagement rings) that eliminated the diamond
glut and rescued the industry, while also transforming gemstone
tastes and marital ceremonies.

Diamonds as Social Currency
Now, economists would have us believe there is “no accounting

for taste,” a principle so at odds with common sense that Latin is in-
voked to polish it—I mean, of course, de gustibus non est disputan-
dum, the title of the famous 1977 paper by Gary S. Becker and
George J. Stigler.36 To give these misanthropic Nobelists their due, I
should note that there are indeed some striking oddities in the his-
tory of valuations: the Aztecs and Incas prized jade and other green
stones over gold (“feces of the gods,” as Peruvians called the sunny
metal);37 ancient Persians valued pearls over diamonds; the Sumeri-
ans, Babylonians, and Hittites all valued silver over gold. There are
even peoples known to have cherished copper above all other met-
als. A comparable modern fact is that aluminum used to be a “pre-
cious metal”: the silvery, feather-light element was not discovered
until 1808, and for fifty years prior to its commercial extraction from
bauxite in the second half of the century, it was more valuable even
than gold. A bar of aluminum was exhibited alongside the Crown
Jewels of England at the Paris Exhibition of 1855.

Many of these early valuations can be linked to beliefs about the
healing or oracular powers of stones,38 but stones were also associ-
ated with certain kinds of rank and privilege. In ancient Rome, there
were elaborate restrictions on the kinds of stones or metals a senator
or a commoner could wear: freed slaves were barred from wearing
gold, for example, though some are known to have evaded the ban
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36. Gary S. Becker and George J. Stigler, “De Gustibus Non Est Disputandum,” Ameri-
can Economic Review 67 (1977): 76–90.

37. Jeffrey Quilter, “Metallic Reflections,” Science 282 (1998): 1059.

38. Changing views of the magical or medicinal powers of stones—powers to generate
heat or light, to heal or destroy, or to predict the future—are well documented in Kunz,
Curious Lore (above, n. 21).



by painting their rings to give them the appearance of iron.39 There
were similar restrictions in China, where jade was the most highly
valued gemstone, especially the uniform, translucent variety said to
resemble the green in a peacock’s tail in sunlight: white jade was re-
served for the emperor, green for the princes, water-blue for the great
prefects, while other members of the bureaucracy had to settle for
lesser qualities. Commoners were allowed to carry only lower-grade
“jade” badges—which were probably most often quartzes of some
sort.40 Sumptuary laws in medieval France barred women from wear-
ing diamonds in public; according to an edict of Louis IX (1214–
1270), only the king could wear such stones. Agnes Sorel in the fif-
teenth century was apparently the first to defy such laws by openly
wearing diamonds; as mistress to King Charles VII, she made dia-
mond jewelry fashionable in the French court.41

Given these changing valuations, and changing fashions, it is
hardly surprising that diamonds have not always been at the pinna-
cle of the gemstone hierarchy. In medieval Europe, they ranked be-
low rubies and emeralds, and by one reckoning had actually slipped
to seventeenth place in the rankings that medieval lapidaries ac-
corded precious stones.42 The legendary breastplate of the high priest
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39. “The wearing of a gold ring, because it was a sign of patrician and later of free birth,
had such a high value in the eyes of the Romans that some freedmen used the sub-
terfuge of wearing a gold ring with a dark coating, so that it would appear to be of
iron” (George F. Kunz, Rings for the Finger [New York: Lippincott, 1917], p. 13). We don’t
yet have a good history of gemstone sumptuary laws.

40. Berthold Laufer, Jade: A Study in Chinese Archaeology and Religion (1912; New York:
Dover, 1974). Gemstone class ranks can be found in China as early as the Middle Neo-
lithic: the Ritual of the Zhou, composed during the Warring States period, states that
“according to rites, the emperor is entitled to use quan, the dukes mang, the marquises
zan and the earls lie”—each of these being defined as different qualities and quantities
of jade and “pseudo-jade” (Roger Chow, Sparkling Splendours: The Art of Ancient Chinese
Carvings on Rock Crystal and Agate [Hong Kong: The Chinese University of Hong Kong,
2000], p. 29). Chow argues that the demand for “pseudo-” or “non-mainstream jades”
(such as agate or jasper) was increased by such restrictions; he also points out that com-
moners would sometimes use jade ornaments illegally in their funerals to demonstrate
uplifted status (p. 37).

41. George Harlow, “Following the History,” in Nature of Diamonds (above, n. 5), pp.
130–131; Dickinson, Book of Diamonds (above, n. 23), pp. 52–58.

42. Bruton, Diamonds (above, n. 7), p. 10. Benvenuto Cellini in his 1568 Treatises on
Goldsmithing and Sculpture prized both rubies and emeralds higher than diamonds. He
also recounts in his autobiography how an enemy once tried to poison him by putting
crushed diamonds in his food; the supplier fortunately (he thought) substituted citrine,
however, and he was therefore (he thought) saved: see Harlow, “Following the History”
(above, n. 41), p. 129. John Hyacinth de Magellan in 1788 noted that high-quality ru-
bies above 3 1/2 carat in weight were more valuable than diamonds equally heavy: see



of the Bible included jasper (leshem) and agate (shebu) along with
emerald (nofek) and “diamond” (yahalom),43 and prior to the nine-
teenth century, agates and jaspers could be found bedecking royal
crowns. It is only with the nineteenth century that “see-through
stones” reach the undisputed apex of the gemstone hierarchy.

What, then, accounts for the rise of diamonds? What was it about
them that allowed them to become the sine qua non of marriage,
the ultimate symbol of fidelity? Part of the story I have already men-
tioned: diamond engagement rings were invented to absorb the glut
of stones flowing from the South African mines. The trick worked,
and demand rose fast enough to keep prices healthy, despite massive
increases in supply. It is also revealing, though, how diamonds first
became fashionable to the middle classes in America in the 1890s.44

From early on they were associated with the new wealth and glitz of
American show-biz, and eventually with Hollywood and Mafiosi.
Diamond Jim Brady (1856–1917), the flamboyant New York railroad
tycoon, used to wear more than a thousand diamonds, a practice
later continued by Liberace, Cher, and Elizabeth Taylor (a recent
American Museum of Natural History exhibit featured the diamonds
of Liz Crawford). Diamonds are now so associated with Hollywood
glitz that it is difficult to look at the diamond-studded crown jewels
of Europe without thinking: kitsch!

Diamonds became popular at about the time that annual style
changes were entering American culture—a time when clothing
fashions were emerging, along with automobile fashions, and much
else as well. The rise of the diamond fashion is coincident with the
rise of mass consumer culture,45 though diamonds were also unusual
in being both a luxury good and a mass consumer necessity—some-
thing like a house or car in having a rite-of-passage aspect, but not
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Axel Cronstedt, An Essay Towards a System of Mineralogy, trans. John H. de Magellan, 2
vols. (1758; London: Charles Dilly, 1788), vol. 1, p. 135.

43. Yahalom (literally “smiter”) has been commonly translated as diamond—today’s He-
brew meaning—though the stone by that name in the Old Testament is almost cer-
tainly some other kind of stone, given its size and the fact that it was engraved; the
most likely candidates are emerald or (more likely) an engraved onyx: see Harry
Emanuel, Diamonds and Precious Stones, 2nd ed. (London: John Camden Hotten, 1867),
pp. 38–47. The biblical passage in question can be found in Exodus 39:10–13.

44. Adrienne Munich, “Heart of the Ocean: Diamonds and Democratic Desire in Ti-
tanic,” in Titanic: Anatomy of a Blockbuster, ed. Kevin S. Sandler and Gaylyn Studlar (New
Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers University Press, 1999), pp. 22–35; Penny Proddow and Marion
Fasel, Diamonds: A Century of Spectacular Jewels (New York: Harry N. Abrams, 1996).

45. Gary Cross, An All-Consuming Century: Why Commercialism Won in Modern America
(New York: Columbia University Press, 2000).



fixed to a particular time or date (vs. the 1957 Chevy, 1983 Cabbage
Patch doll, etc.). Diamonds were supposed to be classic, timeless, eter-
nal, a consumer good without the distraction of fashion changes. The
hardness of diamonds was supposed to reflect the durability and per-
manence of marriage—an interesting shift from earlier militaris-
tic/masculinist connotations. (In ancient and medieval India, Ma-
harajahs often owned diamonds for symbolic reasons, but rarely
displayed them or wore them as jewelry; and in China, diamonds
were used as cutting tools for nearly two thousand years prior to be-
ing used in jewelry. European kings and princes wore diamond rings,
a privilege only rarely enjoyed by their female counterparts.) Dia-
monds in the nineteenth century were cast as a stable, albeit newly
invented, “marital tradition” in a sea of endless novelty: you don’t
update your diamond, or turn it in for a newer model.

Diamonds were therefore unusual in being sentimental in ways
that your car or even your house were (theoretically) not. When
your wife died you could sell her car, but you really were not sup-
posed to sell her ring. This of course had felicitous implications for
the diamond monopoly. The new “tradition” of giving a diamond
engagement ring gave the monopoly a stability few other industries
could enjoy. Most people got married, so most people needed dia-
mond rings. Demand was always high, since marriages were not go-
ing to go away. Diamonds might be “eternal” in some physical sense
(see below, however)—but that was not a problem, since diamond
rings were always supposed to be bought fresh for each marriage.
You were not supposed to buy a used ring, and (again) you were not
supposed to sell your ring. Diamonds were supposed to be as perma-
nent as your marriage; abandoning your ring would be like aban-
doning your marriage. Even when you died, the ring was not to be
sold, but rather passed on to another generation as an heirloom. At
some point in the future diamonds would presumably begin to ac-
cumulate, like hyphenated surnames—but that was a difficulty left
to the future.

The diamond industry therefore had an excellent solution to the
problem of overproduction. Diamonds were the perfect consumer
good: always in demand, attached to a stable social relation, durable,
and yet only satisfactory when purchased new. There was the prob-
lem that you needed only one, barring divorce and remarriage; the in-
dustry eventually responded to this little difficulty by inventing “re-
marriage rings” marking 25th anniversaries, 10th-year “eternity rings”
(in the 1980s), and, most recently, diamonds to be worn by men.

There are two other social features important in the triumph of
diamonds, the first having to do with the rise of cross-ethnic mar-
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riages, the second having to do with the failure of courts to enforce
breach-of-promise legislation. Cross-ethnic marriages were on the
rise in the Americas at the end of the nineteenth century, giving rise
to ambiguities in the rituals to be followed. There was also the fact
that in an urban society you cannot really give a pig or a cow as a
bride-price; a new kind of social currency46 was needed to ease the tran-
sition, to cement the exchange. The giving of a diamond worked
well in this context: you no longer needed to negotiate a complex
dowry or a bride-price—the diamond ring cut through all of these
hoary rituals, and eventually reduced the process to a simple ques-
tion of mathematics: how much do you earn? The “two months’
salary” rule for the price of a ring helped formalize and routinize the
marital exchange, softening a potentially stressful event while also
padding the diamond mongers’ wallets.

Diamonds coincidentally also came to function as insurance
against being jilted by your bridegroom. There is an important sea-
change in Anglo-American marital law around the turn of the cen-
tury, when diamonds were becoming popular: courts that had once
granted hefty sums to jilted brides became reluctant to enforce
“breach of promise” legislation.47 Women suffering broken engage-
ments had previously been entitled to sums equivalent to the settle-
ment of divorce, but fin de siècle courts were increasingly reluctant to
rule on whether an engagement had been genuine or fake. This was
partly a response to the rise of “gold diggers”—women falsely pro-
claiming an engagement, or exchanging marital vows just to extract
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46. A currency—i.e., money—is traditionally supposed to have four qualities: durabil-
ity, homogeneity, portability, and divisibility. It must also be neither so rare that it is
difficult to procure, nor so common that it is easy to counterfeit. Diamonds meet these
requirements, though there is also a sense in which diamond engagement rings are
more like signals of a rite of passage, since they are (theoretically) not supposed to cir-
culate beyond their initial purchase and giving; the fact that diamonds are also stores
of value, however, means that they can in fact return into circulation—in the event of
a broken engagement, for example. Nineteenth-century British property laws recog-
nized this, barring diamond jewelry from “heirloom” protection (e.g., in divorce or
separation disputes, where one party would claim an object as a non-negotiable family
treasure)—the reasoning being that jewelry containing precious stones could be broken
up and resold. Diamonds were therefore already considered something like currency in
this sense, or rather like bullion, since the presumption was (from the legal point of
view, at any rate) that jewelry was not something that could evoke “family pride.” Ca-
role Slade mentions this latter fact in her discussion of Anthony Trollope’s 1873 novel
The Eustace Diamonds: see Carole Slade, “The Value of Diamonds in English Literature,”
in Harlow, Nature of Diamonds (above, n. 5), pp. 171–178.

47. For a modern legal review, see Neil G. Williams, “What to Do When There’s No ‘I
Do’: A Model for Awarding Damages under Promissory Estoppel,” Washington Law Re-
view 70 (1995): 1019ff. With thanks to Gillian Hadfield.



funds from the prospective husband—but it was also part of a larger
unwillingness of courts to adjudicate “subjective” familial affairs or
the intricacies of romance. Diamonds stepped in at this point, serv-
ing both as proof of engagement and as insurance against the even-
tuality of a breakup. If your man left you, you still had the ring; dia-
monds in this sense helped fill the void created when courts vacated
the “private space” of marriage.

There are several other ways you could say that diamonds are the
quintessentially “modern stone,” but let me note in summary only
three. First, there is the fact that, being small, hard, and featureless,
they are easy to circulate, easy to display, easy to hide, and (there-
fore) an excellent store of value in transit. The price of diamonds
doubled in the French Revolution, for example, as wealthy elites re-
sorted to them as a mobile source of value.48 Jews fleeing Nazi Ger-
many similarly changed whatever wealth they could into diamonds,
which they then hid in an effort to evade Nazi laws barring the
transfer of wealth out of the Reich. Hong Kong tripled its imports of
cut diamonds from the United States in 1963, following political in-
stabilities in that colony, prompting Business Week to chirp that
while girls might be De Beers’ best friend, the company’s second-best
friend was the political refugee.49

Second, the modern diamond is the product not just of PR and
Seinfeld ads, but of Euclid, Newton, and Edison: geometry gave the
facet, optics provided the optimal angle of refraction to give it max-
imum glitter (a problem not worked out until the eighteenth cen-
tury), and electricity made it sparkle. Even diamond apologists con-
cede that the stones look best in bright electric light—especially
polycentric light.50

Finally, the diamond is a facilitator of modernity as well as one of
its most glitzy products. Diamonds enable modernity by simplifying
cross-ethnic marriages, by adding luxury to mass consumption, and,
importantly, by providing the modern industrial world with cutting
and grinding tools of unprecedented durability. As the hardest of all
stones, diamonds can mark other stones (or metals) without being
marked themselves; they are the “unmarked markers.” Diamond-
tipped tools are a sine qua non of the modern economy, and gem
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48. Emanuel, Diamonds (above, n. 43), p. xi.

49. Dickinson, Book of Diamonds (above, n. 23), pp. 34–35.

50. Ibid., p. 60; compare, however, Bruton, Diamonds (above, n. 7), p. 134, where the
opposite view is put forward. Recall that it is not it is not until the century of Edison
that royal crowns are exclusively decked out with see-through stones.



diamonds might even be seen as a profitable side product of the de-
velopment of industrial-grade cutting tools.51 No other gemstone
does such heavy cultural work.

The Stone Without Qualities
The preciousness of diamonds is obviously a social artifact (the

point is practically a cliché), but I would take this one step further to
suggest that it was certain features of the stone itself—its homo-
geneity, its clarity, its historylessness—that allowed it to become the
standard of marriage at the pinnacle of the gemstone hierarchy. I
want to stress the word standard, because it is their amenability to
standardization that allows diamonds to function as a social cur-
rency. In this sense, De Beers and I would agree that there are inher-
ent features of the stone that lend themselves to this unique status
as the gemstone of marriage. Where we might disagree, however, is
how these features function.

The diamond industry argues that diamonds are indestructible
and of incomparable beauty. As the American Museum of Natural
History in New York put it, in its 1997–1998 De Beers-funded ex-
hibit: “diamonds are uniquely dazzling, elegant, regal, unyielding,
pure, and cool.”

Against this propaganda, it should be pointed out that diamonds
are not in fact “forever.” They are brittle and will break with even a
moderate tap of a hammer,52 and will burn when touched to a suffi-
ciently hot flame. Neither fact seems to be widely known, and the
myth of indestructibility embedded even in the etymology seems to
be unquenchable. It is an old miner’s trick—traceable to a miscon-
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51. Bruton makes the opposite claim, that the search for gem-grade diamonds subsi-
dizes the exploitation of industrial stones (and keeps their prices low): see his Dia-
monds, p. 17. Mawe in his 1823 Treatise (above, n. 11) noted that diamond cutting tools
make it possible to enjoy the beauty of other stones: “the fine Cameo and Intaglio owe
their perfection to the diamond, with which alone they can be engraved. The beauty
of the Onyx would yet remain dormant, had not the unrivalled power of the diamond
been called forth to the artist’s assistance. The carnelian, the agate, or Cairn-Gorm can-
not be engraved by any other substance; every crest or letter cut on hard stone, is in-
debted to the diamond—This is not all, for without it blocks of crystal could not be cut
into slices for spectacles—agate for snuff-boxes, etc.” (p. 26).

52. Diamonds are very hard, but they are not very tough. Toughness is quite different
from hardness: hardness indicates how easily a stone may be scratched, toughness how
easily it may be broken. Diamonds are brittle, which means they can easily be ground
into a powder. They are actually far more brittle than jade, agate, and hundreds of
other stones, all of which are more “forever” in this sense. Jade, for example, is far
tougher than any diamond, and is therefore very difficult to break up with a hammer.
Samurai swords have been carved from jade, which you could never do with dia-
mond—even if stones large enough could be found.



ception propagated by Pliny53—to claim that a diamond will break
an anvil: stones are brought to the scam artist, who “tests” one by
tapping with a hammer; the stone is crushed to dust, and the unfor-
tunate finder is told that what he or she has found is just worthless
quartz. The rest are then bought for a pittance.

This deception provides one of the clues to the value of the stone,
circling as it does around the fact that it is not immediately or obvi-
ously attractive. The “diamond in the rough” is famously nonde-
script:54 greasy and lackluster, the largest ones are invariably kicked
around by kids or first sold for a pittance, the finders being unaware
of what they have found. The famous Florentine diamond owned by
Charles the Bold, duke of Burgundy, in the fifteenth century, was
plucked from the dead duke’s body by a soldier and sold as “a large
lump of yellow glass” for a florin as a souvenir.55 The 3.1-kilocarat
Cullinan was pulled from the wall of the Premier Mine in South
Africa by the mine superintendent on an inspection trip, who was
sure it was a lump of yellow glass. Diamondologists repeat such sto-
ries with the gloat (or envy) of the real estate agent dreaming of how
Manhattan was bought for a trifle from the Indians. The miseries of
miners are usually omitted from such accounts—as are the bodily
routes by which many of the more valuable stones must have
reached their final resting points.

Colonic smuggling was a perennial problem for many early mine
managers.56 This was such an acute problem in South Africa a cen-
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53. Pliny, Natural History, book XXXVII.57. Pliny also states that a diamond can be bro-
ken only after maceration in goat’s blood (book XXXVII.59), a legend that Tolansky, in
History and Use of Diamond (above, n. 22), suggests may have arisen to camouflage the
art of cleaving. See also Bruton, Diamonds (above, n. 7), p. 6; and esp. Friedrich Ohly,
Diamant und Bocksblut: Zur Traditions- und Auslegungsgeschichte eines Naturvorgangs von
der Antike bis in die Moderne (Berlin: Erich Schmidt, 1976). Some diamonds are heat-
sensitive, and will actually cleave from the warmth of the human hand.

54. Muhammed at-Tamimi in the tenth century A.D. commented on how odd it was
that kings would fight to possess the stones “even though they have neither beauty nor
luster,” having only “the color of salt or starch” (Jutta Schönfeld, Über die Steine
[Freiburg: Klaus Schwarz, 1976], p. 114). Compare the seventh-century A.D. view of
Isidore of Seville, who in his great encyclopedia observed that diamonds were “small
and dull” (Harlow, “Following the History” [above, n. 41], p. 129).

55. Dickinson, Book of Diamonds (above, n. 23), p. 104. Modern production methods
are designed to maximize rates of total carat output, at the expense of preservation of
exceptionally large and rare stones. The way the ore is crushed virtually guarantees that
large stones will be destroyed—since no stone larger than about 50 carats can survive
the pulverizing process.

56. Most diamond mining operations today are highly automated to deter filching—
vacuum machines are used instead of whisks, for example, on the desert coast of Na-



tury ago that miners were forced to undergo a “digestive confine-
ment” of several days, during which time their feces would be scru-
tinized to guarantee that valuable stones were not being smuggled
out. (One is reminded of how clams or oysters are “tanked” to get
them clean.) The incentive to smuggle was obviously great, since a
large diamond could be worth more than the lifetime wages of a
hundred African diggers in the heyday of apartheid. Miners were in-
novative in this regard, sometimes even cutting holes into their skin
to hide the precious rocks. No one knows how many of the great
crowns of Europe or the bosoms of fine ladies have been bedecked
with stones having passed through such orifices, but the number
cannot be insignificant.

It is not easy to identify a diamond—finders and miners are often
fooled, but so are even the owners of cut and mounted gems. Dis-
reputable jewelers are notorious for substituting cubic zirconia (CZ),
yttrium aluminum garnet (YAG), white topaz, rock crystal, clear sap-
phire, or even glass in rings brought in for repair or resetting. What
is most remarkable, though, is how easily people are fooled: imagine
driving in your brand new BMW for repair and driving out with a
beat-up Chevrolet Impala, and not ever noticing the switch! (ABC’s
Prime Time Live has several times exposed this diamond scam.)57 New
synthetics are going to make the process of identification even more
difficult. Small wonder, then, that De Beers has been toying with the
idea of selling “branded” or “designer” diamonds, with logos or
serial numbers microetched onto the stone—a move also prompted
by the effort to distinguish “good De Beers” diamonds from bad
“blood” or “conflict diamonds.”58
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maqualand in South Africa, where beach-washed stones are mined. The employees of
Namdeb, the mining consortium organized by De Beers and the Namibian government
to collect these stones, are periodically X-rayed to discourage smuggling; the employ-
ees have tried a number of means to circumvent these checks, including the use of car-
rier pigeons to fly out diamonds. For a review, see Matthew Hart, “How to Steal a Dia-
mond,” Atlantic Monthly 283 (March 1999): 28–34.

57. “Everyone’s Best Friend: Beating the Tricks of the Diamond Trade,” aired on ABC
TV’s Prime Time Live, November 4, 1993, and January 31, 1999. John Mawe in his 1823
Treatise (above, n. 11) states that even “the most practised eye” could be fooled by dia-
mond imitations (e.g., using foil or paste), and that the best method to detect such
scams was to apply a file to the girdle of the finished stone (pp. 8, 22).

58. Lauren Weber, “The Diamond Game, Shedding Its Mystery,” New York Times, April
8, 2001, pp. 1; 11 (Business Section). In the fall of 2001, industry representatives and
human rights groups agreed that all shipments of rough stones must contain certifi-
cates of origin. The United Nations was expected to ratify the agreement in early 2002,
though as of December 2001 there was still an estimated $1 million in illegal diamonds
flowing out of Angola every day.



Diamonds are not, in other words, what they are usually made
out to be. Which reminds me of a conversation I once had with a
Persian mystic friend, a follower of the great Jelaluddin Rumi. I com-
plimented him once on his haircut, whereupon he turned to me and
said: “it’s not the cut, it’s the hair.” Diamonds present the opposite
spectacle: it’s all in the cut.59

Conflict Diamonds
The question of diamond’s homogeneity has recently gained an

additional political edge, insofar as worries have grown over how to
distinguish “good” and “bad” diamonds, judged by whether they
have been used to support armed conflict in sub-Saharan Africa. Dia-
mond politics have always been dirty, but moral transgressions ac-
celerated in the late 1990s, when it became obvious that rebel
groups of diverse sorts were using diamonds to finance military in-
surrections. In the late 1990s, for example, UNITA rebels in Angola
earned more than $4 billion from the sale of diamonds mined in
rebel-controlled territories; the money was used to finance Joseph
Savimbi’s struggle against the Marxist party that has run the country
since the former Portuguese colony gained independence in the
1960s. Global Witness, a British human rights organization, says
that the stones are smuggled across the border into Shangombo, Kal-
abo, and Mwinilunga in Zambia, where they are “certified” (i.e.,
“laundered”); they are then shipped to Amsterdam, London, and
New York, where they are cut, polished, mounted, and sold to deal-
ers throughout the world. Half a million people have died in the An-
golan conflict, which diamonds have helped finance.60

Diamonds have also helped fuel brutalities in Sierra Leone where,
since 1991, tens of thousands of people have been killed or muti-
lated in a bitterly fought war to overthrow the government.61 In July
2000, the United Nations Security Council issued an international
ban on the import of rough diamonds from that country, but the
homogeneity of diamonds has thrown up an obstacle: how does one
tell, in Amsterdam or Tel Aviv, whether a particular diamond has
come from (bad) Sierra Leone or (good) South Africa?

Right-minded jewelers have struggled over how to distinguish
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59. For the history of faceting, see Dickinson, Book of Diamonds (above, n. 23), pp.
45–73; Bruton, Diamonds (above, n. 7), pp. 159–179.

60. See Project UnderGround’s “Drillbits & Tailings,” January 7, 1999,
http://www.moles.org/ProjectUnderground/drillbits/990107/99010704.html.

61. Ian Smillie, Lansana Gberie, and Ralph Hazelton, The Heart of the Matter: Sierra
Leone, Diamonds and Human Security (Ottawa: Partnership Canada, 2000).



“conflict” from “legitimate” diamonds, but so far to no avail.62 Mil-
lennium Diamond of New York City, for example, advertises that it
sells only “conflict-free diamonds”—but admits that it is hard or im-
possible to make the distinction. The problem is that, unlike ivory or
agates, diamonds are so uniform that they cannot (so far) be traced
to a particular origin. They are apparently unmarked by the particu-
lar kimberlite pipes from which they are dug. That was the conclu-
sion of a January 10, 2001, meeting called by the Clinton adminis-
tration to address the problem: more than a hundred mineralogists,
gemologists, and politicians scratched their heads, and came up
empty. Some had hoped that diamond pipes would have different
chemical signatures in different parts of the world, but so far noth-
ing of the sort has been found.63

The difficulty is partly due to the homogeneity of crystalline car-
bon, but also to the stinginess of De Beers, which has made it diffi-
cult for scholars to obtain site-sourced diamonds for chemical and
mineralogic analysis. It is possible that pipe-specific signatures could
be identified if more uncut diamonds were made available for study,
but at present these are handed out only to certain favored scholars
(e.g., Jeffrey Harris of Edinburgh University). Until they are more
freely available—through a mineralogic “diamond bank” of some
sort, for example—many of the most pressing questions asked by
diamondologists are likely to remain unanswered.

The good news in all of this for De Beers, of course, is that it has
suddenly found itself being defined as the source of most of the
world’s “good diamonds.” The fact that no one can tell the good
from the bad, combined with the ease with which diamonds are
smuggled, means that it is going to be difficult to implement the
United Nations ban with any force. De Beers’ concerns in this realm
should not be viewed uncritically, however, since the entire “conflict
diamond” issue can be seen as simply the latest in a string of moves
to prop up its diamond business. The hypocrisy of this sudden out-
pouring of moral conscience is rather striking: the company has
never apologized for its century-long support for apartheid, and
even now, it remains mute on many of the abusive labor practices
tolerated by its Indian affiliates. In the cutting shops in and around
the town of Surat, for example, in the southeastern part of Gujarat,
an estimated 64,000 children—some as young as eight or nine—are
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62. The Diamond Trade Network lists several dozen articles on the topic of “conflict
diamonds”; see http://www.diamondtrade.

63. Lisa Krieger, “The Gems of War: Large-Scale Diamond Smuggling has Intensified the
Search for a Scientific Test to Identify a Stone’s Nation of Origin,” San Jose Mercury
News, January 30, 2001, pp. 1–26.



involved in cutting diamonds for the company, and health regula-
tions are virtually nonexistent.64 Conflict diamonds are big news,
but what is the company doing about abuses already within its ca-
pacity to remedy?

If people get sufficiently angry over diamonds’ being used to
bankroll brutalities, could diamond consumption as a whole suffer?
(A 1999 estimate put the fraction of “blood” or “conflict diamonds”
at about 3.7 percent of the world’s total production, so there is a
nontrivial chance that a diamond you buy in New York or Paris will
be tainted.) Could publicity in this realm cause a popular retreat
from diamond wedding-wares, the way consumers in the sixties and
seventies turned against ivory, alligator shoes, and fur? (One can, in
principle, distinguish elephant ivory from “fossil walrus” or “mam-
moth” ivory—which are legally imported—though I suspect that
some illegal goods get “redefined” as fossil ivory to circumvent the
ban.) There are, after all, many other stones as attractive as dia-
monds (or more so) that are not, as one recent critic put it, “the
cause of widespread death, destruction, and misery.”65 Will conflict
diamonds open people’s eyes to other kinds of gems?

Rocks vs. Minerals and “Race-Mixing”?
The 1933 Oxford English Dictionary defines “semiprecious” stones

as those “that may be cut and polished but are not of sufficient value
to rank as gems.” The distinction between precious and semiprecious,
though, is relatively recent. The earliest OED entry for the latter term
is 1905, and it seems not to have been in common use until the end
of the nineteenth century, though it can be found as early as the
1870s in English and the 1860s in German.66 The popularity of the
term seems to have grown after De Beers mounted a propaganda
campaign to boost the prestige of diamonds above all “colored”
stones, with its semiobvious racial resonance. The term semiprecious
came to be widely used at about the time that words like “semiskilled”
and “semiliterate” were coming into fashion, the gemologic point
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64. Roberts, Glitter and Greed (above, n. 29), esp. chap. 15, “The Child Cutters of India,”
at www.icon.co.za/~howzit/bloodiamonds/d-contents.htm. The stones cut by Indian chil-
dren are generally too small or of insufficient quality to be sent to Antwerp or Israel;
some are only .005 carats, or a thousandth of a gram.

65. Smillie, Gberie, and Hazelton, Heart of the Matter (above, n. 61), p. i.

66. Charles W. King uses the term in the title of his 1870 Natural History of Gems, or
Semiprecious Stones (above, n. 12). Grimm’s famous 1877 Deutsches Wörterbuch still calls
Jaspis an “Edelstein,” though the word Halbedelstein was also already in use, defined as
a “stone of inferior hardness and beauty in comparison to truly precious stones” (vol.
10, p. 2266); G. Lange used the term in the title of his Die Halbedelsteine aus der Familie
der Quarze und die Geschichte der Achatindustrie (Kreuznach: R. Voigtländer, 1868).



being to denigrate stones that are opaque rather than transparent,
patterned rather than plain, diverse and local rather than homoge-
neous and mineralogically “pure.”67 The term was eventually applied
to other commodities, like metals—tin, for example, has been called
a “semiprecious metal”—but it must also be said that agateers and
others outside the diamond realm have often found the term offen-
sive. The great Lelande Quick, for example, in his 1963 Book of Agates
chastised those who took the term to mean “semi-worthless”; he
predicted the demise of the idiom, while bemoaning also the trend
among jewelers to single out and sanctify the diamond, classing all
other gems as “colored stones.”68

Of course, people have always believed that some stones are more
precious than others. Jerome Cardan (1501–1576), the Italian as-
trologer and encyclopedist, was one of the first to formalize the dif-
ferent degrees of value in stones, classifying all brilliant and translu-
cent stones as gems, and reserving the term precious stones for gems
that were also small and rare. Diamond, emerald, and sapphire were
given the highest rank, being brilliant and transparent; below these
were the opaque stones like onyx, followed by those “formed by the
conjunction of the two other kinds” of stone, such as jasper.69 It is
not yet clear, though, how many people followed Cardan’s rules.
Agates and other nontranslucent stones, for example, were still rou-
tinely considered “precious stones” well into the nineteenth cen-
tury. Laurent Natter included agate, chalcedony, and other cryp-
tocrystalline quartzes in his 1754 Treatise on the Ancient Method of
Engraving on Precious Stones,70 as did most other writers on gemologic
topics prior to the twentieth century. Agates were discussed in Louis
Dieulafait’s 1871 Diamonds and Precious Stones and in Harry
Emanuel’s 1867 book by the very same title.71 As late as 1933, the
OED defined agate, first and foremost, as “a precious stone.”

(We also have to keep in mind that the idea of a single scale of
“preciousness” is to some extent a modernist abstraction: stones
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67. George F. Kunz, in Gems and Precious Stones of North America (1892; New York:
Dover, 1968), states: “Strictly speaking, the only precious stones are the diamond, ruby,
sapphire, and emerald, though the term is often extended to the opal” (p. 310).

68. Lelande Quick, The Book of Agates and Other Quartz Gems (Philadelphia: Chilton
Books, 1963), pp. 1–2.

69. Bruton, Diamonds (above, n. 7), p. 8.

70. Laurent Natter, A Treatise on the Ancient Method of Engraving on Precious Stones (Lon-
don: self-published, 1754).

71. Louis Dieulafait, Diamonds and Precious Stones, trans. F. Sanford (London: Blackie,
1874); Emanuel, Diamonds (above, n. 43).



have been valued for many different reasons—magical or medicinal,
for example—which must have led to myriad incommensurable
scales of appraisal. The reduction of all values to price—Marx’s
lament in the quote that heads this essay—is a consequence of both
the growth of trade and Weberian Entzauberung; though in the gem-
stone context, it is easy to see why certain stones might be easier to
standardize along a single price axis than others.)

De Beers’ campaigns were certainly crucial for the spread of dia-
mond love, but there were clearly also other forces at work. One
heretofore neglected element, for example, is the watershed distinc-
tion made between rocks and minerals toward the end of the eigh-
teenth century. A mineral is a chemically homogeneous substance,
whereas rocks can be made up of several different minerals. Quartz
is a mineral composed of chemically pure silicon dioxide; granite, by
contrast, is a rock composed of quartz, mica, and feldspar. The dis-
tinction was significant, for whereas there are theoretically infinitely
many different kinds of “rock,” allowing for slightly different ad-
mixtures of the constituent mineral components, there is a limited
number of minerals—only about 4,200 on earth, by recent counts.72

The distinction between rocks and minerals was developed by
Axel Cronstedt in Sweden in the second half of the eighteenth cen-
tury, not long after the distinction between chemical elements and
compounds, and about when Antoine Lavoisier was deflating the
idea of phlogiston. The period is a remarkable one: mineralogy be-
comes essentially a subbranch of chemistry, and the search is
launched to identify pure “mineral species” comparable to organic
species. The rhetoric of purity was central in the effort. Following
the analytic methods developed by Lavoisier, Abraham Gottlob
Werner—best known today for his advocacy of Neptunism, the idea
that water dominates geogenesis—in a posthumous 1817 treatise
identified 317 separate mineral species, including most of those fa-
miliar today, such as quartz, feldspar, mica, and schist.73 This was fol-
lowed by efforts to explore mineral hardness, as in the famous scale
developed by Friedrich Mohs in Germany in the 1820s. James D.
Dana’s 1837 System of Mineralogy culminates the mineralogic revolu-
tion, by which time most of the important minerals had been iden-
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72. Roughly two thousand minerals were known by the beginning of the twentieth
century, and new ones have been discovered ever since at the rate of about twenty per
year. A comprehensive list, from Abelsonite to Zykaite (with pictures), can be found at
www.webmineral.com. See also Ernest H. Nickel and Monte C. Nichols, Mineral Reference
Manual (New York: Van Nostrand Reinhold, 1991).

73. Abraham Gottlob Werner, Abraham Gottlob Werner’s Letztes Mineral System (Frey-
berg: Graz und Gerlach, 1817).



tified—including diamond, which the Cambridge chemist Smithson
Tennant had identified as elemental carbon in 1796.

The distinction between rocks and minerals also carried with it a
certain snobbery, especially in a climate where “species” (and of
course races) were supposed to be kept distinct. Rocks (such as agate
or granite) were boundary-crossers that did not fit well in the newly
ordered systems of mineralogy, being mixtures of minerals, and not
pure substances. The 1830 Edinburgh Encyclopedia defined agate, for
example, as “a compound mineral, formed of different simple min-
erals, as chalcedony, carnelian, jasper, hornstone, quartz, heliotrope,
amethyst, indurated lithomarge, and opal, joined together irregu-
larly”; Edwin W. Streeter in his 1877 book Precious Stones and Gems
distinguished between “jewels, or gems proper, perfectly pure” and
“half pure precious stones, colored or tinted”—the latter including
stones like agate, which he derided as a stone that “strictly speaking,
does not belong to mineralogy.”74 Agates, jaspers, and other stones
once valued for their figure or pleasing colors as lusus naturae or
“sports of nature” were no longer minerals in any systematic sense,
but rather impure conglomerations of minerals, with accidents of
form considered mineralogically insignificant.75

Ideas do not develop in a vacuum, of course, and it is important
to recall that the nineteenth century was a time when race-mixing
was beginning to come under sharp attack, especially from slave-
owners and their apologists threatened by Enlightenment pro-
nouncements that all men should be equal. The racial doctrines that
would do so much damage in the twentieth century were just be-
ginning to crystallize in the middle of the nineteenth, and it would
be interesting to know to what extent there were parallel develop-
ments in mineralogy and gemology, leading to the elevation of
“pure” minerals over “mixed” rocks and culminating in the invidi-
ous distinction between precious and semiprecious gems—the for-
mer being clear and chemically pure, the latter being mixed and
chemically suspect.

The turning point in this regard may well have been the rise of
scientific mineralogy, which led to the recognition that while some
gems were (chemically pure) “minerals,” most were (chemically im-
pure) “rocks.” Diamond for example, regarded in the eighteenth
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74. Edinburgh Encyclopedia, vol. 1 (1830), p. 207; Edwin W. Streeter, Precious Stones and
Gems (London: Chapman and Hall, 1877).

75. Figured stones have a long and storied history, albeit heretofore only lightly
touched upon by historians; see, however, Lorraine Daston and Katherine Park, Won-
ders and the Order of Nature 1150–1750 (New York: Zone Books, 1998).



century as a species of “siliceous earth,”76 was discovered to be a
tightly packed lattice of pure carbon, a chemically pure substance,
and therefore entitled to its own status as a separate mineral species.
Sapphires and rubies were likewise shown to be composed of the alu-
minum oxide known as corundum (or alumina, or Al2O3), meaning
they were one and the same mineral species, differing only in the
colors bestowed by minute traces of metallic oxides. More complex
stones, like jasper or agate, resisted simple chemical analysis. Clear
agate was chemically indistinguishable from quartz (albeit “cryp-
tocrystalline”), but agates and many other complex rocks often had
difficult-to-decipher inclusions from several different quarters of the
mineral kingdom, along with complex structural features that were
hard to unravel. Agates could be colored by various and sundry met-
als and metallic oxides, salts, and sulfates—a geodiversity that de-
prived them of any unique status in the world of minerals. The very
diversity that made an agate beautiful became an insult to the eye of
the mineralogist: agates lost their status as “precious” minerals and
became “semiprecious” rocks.77

Whether and/or to what extent racial ideologies played any role
in this is not yet clear. What we do know, however, is that recent
years have seen a growing move to dispense with the term “semi-
precious.” The Gemological Institute of America for several years has
been trying to discourage its use, as have several leading jewelry de-
signers (Susan Harris of Los Angeles, for example, who has polled the
million-odd readers of her webpage for alternate expressions, such as
“the exotics”).78 Diamond mongers still like to see the carbon crystal
as in a class by itself—though even they have been bitten by the bug
of diversity, judging from the recent craze for “fancy” colored dia-
monds. German lapidaries have long opposed the semiprecious desig-
nation, and it may be no coincidence that Germans have one of the
lowest diamond-wearing customs of the industrialized world. That
may also have something to do with the historical association of di-
amonds and Jewry, since De Beers made it difficult for Germans to
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76. Cronstedt, Essay (above, n. 42), pp. 123–133. Cronstedt’s commentator recalls Isaac
Newton’s delightful characterization of diamond as “an inflammable substance coagu-
lated” (p. 132).

77. Mineralogists have long since stopped making such distinctions (precious vs. semi-
precious), of course, and one could argue that it was precisely via such indifference, or
value-neutrality, that the key steps into mineralogic modernity were taken. For a cri-
tique of such a thesis, see Robert N. Proctor, Value-Free Science? Purity and Power in Mod-
ern Knowledge (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1991).

78. http://susanharrisdesigns.com/pages/page25.html.



get diamonds in the Nazi era, though the boycott was eventually cir-
cumvented.

Adamant Futures
The fact that diamonds are clear, white, and watery does not

make their future any easier to fathom. Cracks have appeared in the
diamond cartel, though no one has yet flooded the market: not the
Russians, who have vaults full of diamonds, nor the Canadians, ex-
cited by their recent discoveries in the Northwest Territories, nor the
Australians, who know a good thing when they see it.79 Diamond
smuggling finances some of the seamier wars in central and south-
ern Africa, but the quantities reaching the market seem not to have
eroded prices terribly far. Prices have fallen somewhat since their peak
in the early 1990s, but demand remains fairly high, as the stone re-
tains a ritualistic value. Many people think they need a diamond to
get married, just as they think they need a coffin to get buried—and
in both cases there are professionals eager to magnify your sense of
need while lightening your wallet.80 The cost to the economy is pro-
found: if the average U.S. marriage lasts eleven years (= 132 months),
and if diamonds were to accompany every marriage, then the two
months’ salary rule would soak up quite a lot of cash—nearly 2 per-
cent of the entire GNP, by this back-of-the-envelope computation.
Even if the reality is only a tenth of this figure (more likely, since not
everyone remarries, not everyone gets a diamond, and even those
who do don’t always follow the salary rule, etc.), that is still a chunk
of cash. A 1991 estimate for the world jewelry market was $50–60 bil-
lion, 80 percent of which was diamonds. Americans at that time
bought more than a third of the world’s supply, putting annual con-
sumption in this country alone in excess of $12 billion.

Diamond rings were popular in an era of sexual inequality, when
women required a bride-price of sorts to ensure against a broken en-
gagement or a vacating husband. In a more egalitarian society, and
especially one with a less rigid sense of ornamental aesthetics, the
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79. Australia now produces more diamonds—by carat weight—than any other country.
In 1999, Australia produced 27 percent of the world’s diamonds, or about 30 million
carats, most of which were of industrial quality. Total global production that year was
about 112 million carats, about half of which were gem-grade stones. Botswana is still the
largest producer in terms of value. Global production figures for the eighteen nations pro-
ducing diamonds can be found at www.diamondregistry.com/News/world.htm. The story of
the discovery of Canada’s diamond bonanza is beautifully told in Kevin Krajick, Barren
Lands: An Epic Search for Diamonds in the North American Arctic (New York: Times Books,
2001).

80. Jessica Mitford, The American Way of Death Revisited (1963; New York: Vintage, 2000).



diamond fashion may lose some of its appeal. The habit could also
suffer if the purely ritualistic aspects come to be questioned, or if
more creative betrothal aesthetics come into fashion.

Another cloud on the diamond horizon could be the availability
of gem-grade synthetics or substitutes. Fabulite (= strontium titanite)
and cubic zirconia are two traditional favorites, but there are newer
threats. In recent years, a clear gem-grade silicon carbide (Moissan-
ite) has been produced with a hardness exceeding 9 on the Mohs
scale and much of the look and feel of diamond. It would not be ter-
ribly hard for a disreputable jeweler to promise diamond and deliver
Moissanite. Fancy laser-driven machines—like the “Adamantis
Moissanite Detector” made by Fargostein, Inc., of Memphis, Ten-
nessee81—have already been introduced to distinguish diamond
from Moissanite. On the other hand, the buffaloed buyers of such
gems may not be disappointed, if all they are really after is a clear
hard rock with flash and facets which will easily pass as a diamond.

The really serious competition may come from synthetic dia-
mond, which is theoretically indistinguishable from the real McCoy.
General Electric produced the first gem-grade stone in 1971,82 and
since this time diamond making and marketing has been launched
by the Sumitomo company and (predictably) De Beers. The process
is still expensive, but costs are falling.83 Synthetic diamonds are al-
ready being used in jewelry, but General Electric etches a micro-
scopic signature on every stone it makes, to allow jewelers to distin-
guish synthetics from the genuine article. The Gemologic Institute
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81. Fargostein’s machine costs about $600 and can be used only to distinguish dia-
mond from silicon carbide. The company has also sold thousands of more-conven-
tional testers to discriminate diamond from cubic zirconia and YAG, using heat con-
ductivity (which does not work on Moissanite). Further information is available from
the company at 901-325-4103.

82. Synthetic diamond manufacture requires pressures in the tens of thousand of at-
mospheres, and temperatures in the thousands of degrees Kelvin. When diamonds
were finally synthesized in Sweden and the United States in the mid-1950s, the pres-
sures used were comparable to having the Eiffel Tower stand on a one-cent piece. The
invention of tungsten carbide in the 1930s allowed containment vessels to be con-
structed that could withstand such pressures; see Alan T. Collins, “Diamonds in Mod-
ern Technology: Synthesis and Applications,” in Harlow, Nature of Diamonds (above, n.
5), pp. 255–272.

83. See the PBS Frontline film, “The Diamond Empire,” aired February 1, 1994. A num-
ber of other companies now market synthetic diamonds, among them the Ultimate
Diamond Company, which sells blue and other fancy stones; Tairis, a joint Thai-
Russian company, which has offered deep yellow diamonds; the Morion Company,
which markets diverse Russian gems; and the First Diamond Group, which offers dia-
monds weighing up to three carats for about $1,000 per carat.



of America runs a seminar on “Detecting Synthetic Diamonds,” us-
ing optical and visual tools (synthetics often have a higher metal
content and certain optical oddities), but most experts agree that the
day is not far off when 10-carat stones produced in the laboratory
will fully mimic the natural stuff. If the process becomes easy
enough for popular production, will jewelers foist such stones onto
an unwary public? Will consumers care whether they are getting a
stone grown in the earth or a laboratory product?

It is possible that people will continue to prefer real diamonds, on
the grounds that “reality” should be privileged, even if it takes ex-
perts wielding microscopes to authenticate it. After all, the situation
is not so different now with Fabulite and Moissanite—since most
customers already cannot tell the difference, even with these “easy”
fakes. It might also be that “real diamond” comes to have a kind of
brand-name significance: you buy De Beers, not because you worry
about whether anyone could actually tell real from synthetic, but be-
cause the company will guarantee the real thing, with all the appro-
priate stamps and signatures. (De Beers has invested heavily in the
synthetic business, “just in case.”) There are many valuables that are
difficult or impossible to authenticate, where buyers must simply
trust sellers—one example being certain Indian artifacts: it is often
impossible to date an American Indian spearpoint, which is why
“papers” or a label or a good origins story helps buttress authentic-
ity; a naked point without papers, without provenance, has much
less value (e.g., on Ebay, where dozens are sold every day). The same
may come to be true of diamonds. Diamonds could come with pa-
pers certifying authenticity, meaning they were found in “good
ground” and not made in a pressure chamber or funneled through
bloody rebel hands. De Beers could become a kind of trademark for
conflict-free ten-on-the-Mohs-scale crystalline carbon—the way Ivory
soap is boosted over Procter and Gamble’s, though the products
might be indistinguishable.

It could also be that synthetic diamonds will eventually come to
replace the genuine article, just as synthetic pearls have replaced the
naturally seeded gem, with little apparent loss. With modern cultur-
ing techniques, synthetic pearls are pretty much indistinguishable
from naturals, and the fact that the cultured varieties still have to be
grown in oysters gives them a certain organic authenticity. The situa-
tion could be similar for synthetic diamonds, since no one has yet
found a way to grow diamonds without the extremely high temper-
atures and pressures (over a million atmospheres) that mimic the
conditions required for stones grown in the earth. I suspect, though,
that the price of the synthetic sort will eventually fall, bringing the
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natural down with it. The modernist aesthetic that favored the pure
and elemental diamond may come to grief in this laboratory–nature
confusion—a nice payback, one could say, for those who hyped the
“purity” of the natural stone. Natural-diamond aesthetics peaked in
the plastic era, and it seems somehow fitting that machines can now
make the genuine article.

The contrast with highly figured stones such as agates could not
be stronger. Agates are heterogeneous and differentiated, and radi-
cally marked by place. They can be artificially dyed, darkened, or
even infused with dendrites, but they cannot be created whole from
their constituent quartz and metal ions—and I will probably not live
to see such a synthesis (unless curiosity somehow joins with money
in this direction, which is always possible). Even if you do make an
agate from scratch, I imagine it will be a very different stone from
that which is found at Ojo Laguna in the Chihuahua Desert, or at
Horse Canyon, California. One can imagine approximations, but it
is likely to be quite some time before agates need “papers.” And with
diversity keeping prices down, one cannot imagine such a thing as
“conflict agate” . . . .

I would like to end this essay on a positive note, with a plea for geo-
diversity, and a plug for those many figured stones derogated with
the rise of scientific mineralogy and precious stone (read “clear
stone”) supremacy. There are, after all, many other stones with in-
sufficiently appreciated figural beauty—agate being just one ex-
ample. Agate is a storied stone, a local stone, a stone with marks,
with attitude. It is the “antidiamond.”84 Agates are stones you can
find; diamonds are stones you must buy. Agates are individuals; dia-
monds are species in the abstract (and rather invidious) mineralogic
sense. Agateers can often tell you where a stone comes from in the
earth, within half a mile or so, or less; agates are profoundly histori-
cal in this sense, more rooted even than plants or animals—and with
the capacity to go extinct (once Lagunas are gone, they are gone for-
ever). Agates have character, which contrasts sharply with the ahis-
toricity of diamonds. That is what I meant by launching this esssay
with a jab about the relative prices of agates and diamonds: agates
are cheap because they are all so different, and cannot function as a
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84. Friedrich Schelling in 1803 characterized diamond as “quartz that has achieved
self-consciousness”; I would prefer to have it regarded as eviscerated or trumped-up
quartz, quartz that has lost its qualities. The Schelling quote can be found in his “Vor-
lesungen über die Methodes des akademischen Studiums” (1803), reprinted in Ernst
Anrich, Die Idee der Deutschen Universität (Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchge-
sellschaft, 1956), p. 31.



currency; diamonds are expensive because they are essentially all the
same. And that, I would argue, is the key to the enduring triumph of
adamas. Diamonds can be graded and sold in standardized lots;
agates cannot. Diamonds are all the same; agates are not. The diver-
sity of agates has lent them their beauty; while the homogeneity of
diamonds has allowed them to rise to the pinnacle of the commer-
cial gemstone hierarchy. Down with diamonds! Up with agates!
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