
There are six types of precious coral 
from deepest red to porcelain white 
and none are endangered. 

Did you know that Mediterranean Rubrum coral 
is still dived for by hand by around 50 licenced 
divers at a depth of 50 metres? Japanese and 
Taiwanese coral is even deeper; at a depth  
of 80 metres to 300 metres and can only be 
harvested by a submersible with strict quotas.

It is reef and shallow water coral, such as golden 
and black coral, that are endangered. These  
are known as common coral and reside on  
the global CITES protection list. 

CORAL…. DID YOU KNOW?
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A suite of handmade Mediterranean coral jewellery, including  
a tiara and stomacher for a 19th century European royal family 

member. Now in the Liverino coral museum in Naples 
‘Oxblood’ Rubrum coral beads, the best colour money can  

buy of this type. Viewed courtesy of Enzo Liverino 

A new harvest of Rubrum coral from the Mediterranean  
at the Livorino workshops 

 The range of size and colour variation of Momo (Magai)  
and Midway coral from Japan and Hawaii respectively.  

Courtesy of Enzo Liverino  



Did you know that coral was used in Rome  
as early as 1500 BC? It has been used as 
amulets in the Catholic faith for centuries 
and revered in Buddhism. To this day it is an 
expression of status and wealth in Benin in 
Africa, Poland and Ukraine and it has been 
used as currency across the world. 

In the Mediterranean, coral harvesting has been 
documented since the 15th century and its 
secrets and systems were passed down through 
each generation of a family. This industry was 
particularly buoyant at Torre Del Greco, a 
beautiful fishing village on the slopes of Vesuvius. 
Which for decades in the 1800’s saw almost 
every local family involved in the coral trade in 
some form from diving to forming the beads to 
selling the strings of coral. This development and 
success of the coral industry at Torre del Greco 
was arguably thanks to Ferdinand IV of Bourbon, 
who worked to regulate the fishing of coral 
from this area of Naples and protect local jobs. 
He recognised the huge demand for beautiful 
coral jewellery and religious accessories, the 
ownership of which was seen as a status symbol 
across Spain, Italy, Poland and Ukraine, which 
lasts to this day.  Look through several Old Master 
paintings and you may well find coral pieces to 
denote protection and wealth.  

Even good things come to an end and the 
Mediterranean monopoly on coral supply was 
to change in the 1870’s when a different species 
of coral, ‘Momo’ coral was discovered in Japan 
and later in Taiwan and Hawaii.  These finds 
would open up coral appreciation to the world 
and the largest market for coral is now the Far 
Eastern market.
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Pierre Louis Joseph de Coninck

Ernst Lafite

Benin bronze in the Royal Collection Rossetti 

Omo N’Oba N’Edo Uku Akpolok Opolo,  
Oba Ewuare II, the Oba of Benin 



Collectors are starting to wake up to the beauty 
of coral that Cartier and Van Cleef and Arpels 
have been giving to their high net worth clients 
for over a century. 

Precious coral, particularly antique and vintage 
pieces, are becoming very sought after and 
gaining good prices at European auctions. Keep 
an eye out for depth of colour and condition, 
and a smattering of diamonds is always nice too. 

Did you know that the size of coral necklaces 
depend on the type and size of coral branch? 
Mediterranean coral can grow up to eight 
millimetres in diameter, however Midway  
coral from Hawaii up to 20 millimetres. Each 
piece of harvested coral from deep in the 
ocean is cleaned, divided and polished by 
hand into perfect beads, then matched into 
earrings and necklaces. It can take over a  
year to make a larger sized necklace. 

There is a huge market in China and the Far 
East for the top quality Oxblood and Momo 
coral pieces. So much of the finest coral will 
make it’s way there and prices rival that of 
fine jade. 

However, you may well have vintage pieces
in your jewellery box and I strongly suggest
you review their value. It may just surprise you.
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Cartier – 1960’s 

Vintage Coral 

A four row coral bead necklace, the 
graduated coral beads on knotted 
strands to plaited backs

Dreweatts 1759
Auction Date: 08 Mar 2022
Estimate: £800-£1,200 GBP
Sold on auction: £28,000
Lot location: Newsbury, Berkshire

Lot : 402

A boucheron, onyx, coral and diamond 
bangle, ring and ear clip suite

Dreweatts 1759
Auction Date: 23 Nov 2022
Estimate: £800- £1,200 GBP
Sold on auction: £8,500
Lot location: Newsbury, United Kingdom

Lot : 292

An exceptional coral bead and 
diamond sautoir necklace comprising 
a single row of seventy-one

Elmwood’s
Auction Date: 21 may 2020
Hammer prince: £1,200 GBP
Lot location: London, United Kingdom

Lot : 221

https://auctions.dreweatts.com/past-auctions/drewea1-10283/lot-details/1d4fc44d-f1d0-4d97-ab86-ae37012b8028
https://auctions.dreweatts.com/past-auctions/drewea1-10333/lot-details/20d68eaf-cb73-407b-920c-af3900cb5f00
https://www.the-saleroom.com/en-gb/auction-catalogues/elmwoods/catalogue-id-elmwoo10063/lot-599782e8-504e-47c2-b405-abb900557f42

