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Courtesy of the Tanzanite Foundation. The foundation is an
independently positioned, non-profit organisation dedicated
to the development of the tanzanite industry by growing
demand and creating value for all ethically operating and
socially conscious industry stakeholders in the tanzanite
value chain.

The Tanzanite Foundation is committed to making a real
difference to the lives of community members at tanzanite’s
source by contributing to social and economic upliftment
through building medical centers, schools, community
centres, water and electricity supply, infrastructure upgrades,
safety and security and Masai support.

Tanzanite is a rare and precious gemstone
variety of the mineral zoisite. Whilst zoisite
itself is relatively common, the random

presence of vanadium in the same vicinity under
exacting geological conditions created the ideal
environment for tanzanite’s conception. Tanzanite’s
formation is so uncommon that it has been described
as being ‘more astounding than the stone itself’.

The world’s only known source of tanzanite is a thin
strip of land at the foothills of Mount Kilimanjaro in
northern Tanzania, East Africa. Spawned during the
pan-African Event, when the continents collided 585
million years ago, yet only discovered by man in
1967, tanzanite’s geology is so unique that it has
been described as a ‘geological phenomenon’. In
fact, experts maintain that the chance of tanzanite
occurring elsewhere is one in a million.

This geology is rendered even rarer by the fact that
the source is limited to a single generation. Those
fortunate enough to already own tanzanite or those
who purchase it in the next decade or so, will be
the only first-time owners. While for those privileged
enough to inheri t it, tanzanite will become an
heirloom. This rarity has earned tanzanite its own
unique place in the gemstone hierarchy. The historical
two-way split between diamonds and colored
gemstones has evolved into a category triad: diamonds,
tanzanite and coloured gemstones.

The actual discovery of tanzanite remains something
of a mystery, and although there are various versions,
it is not known for certain who found the first
deposits. Although Jumane Ngomo, amongst others,
has been credited with its discovery, the most widely
held view is that in July 1967, a local Masai tribesman
named Ali Juuyawatu discovered a piece of translucent
crystal near Mount Kilimanjaro. Fascinated by its
blue-violet hue, Juuyawatu shared his find with
Manuel D’Souza, a tailor by profession and prospector
by passion, who was looking for rubies in the region.

Believing the find to be ‘vibrant sapphire’, D’Souza
did not realise that he had stumbled on an entirely
new specimen, one of the rarest gemstones known
to man. Gemological tests soon revealed that crystal
had a composition more complex than sapphire and
a color that was more intriguing, alluring and totally
unexpected.

Celebrated American jewelers Tiffany & Co, gemo-
logical pioneers since the late 19th century, heard
about the remarkable discovery in Tanzania. At that
time, Henry B. Platt, great-grandson of Louis Comfort
Tiffany, and later president and chairman, was working
with Tiffany’s President, Walter Hoving, shaping and
directing jewelry collections. It was Platt who first
seized on and marketed the new gemstone, naming
it ‘tanzanite’, after its country of origin, and launching
it at Tiffany’s in October 1968. He described it >>
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TANZANITE - MY BLUE LOVE

The GemEWizard is also known as Menahem Sevdermish, D.Litt., FGA, the architect behind the “Gemewizard”, the GIA approved color communication and grading for
gemstones. He is also President and founder of the European Gemmological Center and College, the Gemmological Association of Israel as well as a founding member of
the ICA. In his spare time, he has authored several gemstone and diamond reference works including “The Dealer’s Book of Gems and Diamonds”.
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TANZANITE
1,000 TIMES RARER THAN DIAMOND

I think every gem dealer has a gem that s/he likes the most. Tanzanite
for me is the essence of gems, my blue love, my true love of the
mineral world, and yes, like a real lover, it does not always behave
the way we expect it to.

It is fascinating as a gem and as a gem product. I fell in love with
the stone on my first encounter with it in the early 1970s when it
was brought by a customer to my gem lab. I don’t really care in what
color it is normally found in nature (brown) and that a short and not
very sophisticated heating process turns it into beautiful blue.

This gem has sent me for the last 30 years, for months on end, to
Kenya and the mines in the Merelani hills in Tanzania where conditions
used to be terrible in the early days, buying in the bush from the
Masai miners and exporting it to the west.

I spent years trying to refine my tanzanite heating process, including
a custom-made computer-controlled oven with many stages and
properties, only to find, fairly late in life, that my gem behaves best
when cooked on a fire or gas stove packed in a cigarette paper.

The history of tanzanite begins in the late 1960s when Christie’s
introduced this fine stone to the international market by launching
a campaign. The stone was accepted with great enthusiasm and
fetched very high prices, well over $1,000 a carat for fine, large
pieces. But due to unstable supplies, the market was limited mainly
to collectors.

When we first arrived with calibrated tanzanite in the US market in
the late 1970s, many dealers were reluctant to look at this soft gem.
One even told me that the gem was so soft (6+ on the Mohs scale
of hardness) that it can crack even if one sneezes on it, which is a
gross exaggeration, but come to think about it, not so far from the
truth. I once had a 15 carat gem that lost its corner when I accidentally
dropped it on the table. (Don’t try it at home!)

The 1980s saw a surge of supply from the mines, which resulted in
greater recognition and appreciation of the stones. By the late 1980s,
supply and demand were both high. Prices were reasonably low
resulting in many designers using this remarkable stone as a
centerpiece for their jewelry. The 1990s saw the golden era of
tanzanite as a commercial product.

Outstanding tanzanites were used for fine quality jewelry, but on the
other hand, inferior qualities of tanzanites, pale or too violet, which
were once considered to be too poor for use in jewelry, are quite
commonly used today. Parcels of tanzanite cut in calibrated sizes
are in high demand.

One should not forget that a fine blue tanzanite of 10 carats could
cost today about $5,000-$10,000 a piece, whereas a similar color
of sapphire weighing 10 carats could cost anything between $30,000-
$100,000 a piece. Because color is so dominant in jewelry today,
big, colorful, sapphire blue, natural stones at a reasonable price is
only feasible using tanzanite.

In 1997, for no apparent reason, the price of tanzanite collapsed
with the gems dropping in value by the day. This caused many people,
including your humble servant, to lose lots of dollars because of his
love for, and loyalty to, the gem. They say it was a flood of gems from
the mine. The prices were down for two years, then from mid-1998
up to mid-2001 they rose sharply, bluing many jewels and reigning
over many TV shopping evenings.

And then came 9/11 and the false rumors that the gem was
generating funds for terrorists... and the prices died for a couple of
years. Since then new players have been in the market, some trying
to stabilize the market and create some kind of a controlled
environment.

Let’s not forget that tanzanite does not have the 1,000 year history
and record of sapphire, hence it is more sensitive to changes.
However, I believe that the fact that there is only one locality in
which the stone is found, coupled with the relatively small supply,
and the ever-growing demand and interest of the world market,
and the fact that the Holy Bible mentioned only one big flood,
tanzanite’s place in the gem-world is secured for many years to
come.

As for myself, my love for the gem is as strong today as the first day
I set eyes on it...

Regards
The GemEwizard

as undoubtedly ‘the most beautiful blue stone
discovered in over 2,000 years’. Tiffany’s initiated
the first tanzanite advertising campaign which focused
on the fact that tanzanite could be found in only
two places in the world, ‘Tanzania and Tiffany’s’.

Tanzanite’s color, poised intriguingly between blue
and violet, is unlike that of any other gemstone on
the world market. It is this new color, vibrant,
individual and youthful, that gives tanzanite a strong,
immediately recognisable identity and contributes
to its unique positioning in both the gemstone and
the fine jewelry industries. It is a color free from
any existing or outdated associations, that provides
instant appeal and an emotional key for end-
consumers, the world’s jewelry wearers, enhancing
the story behind the gemstone, and thereby adding
perceived value.

In gemological terms, tanzanite is trichroic. This
means that in its rough form, it radiates three different
colors from each of its crystallographic axes, namely
blue, violet and burgundy. Once cut and polished,
the stone becomes a kaleidoscope of royal blue,
violet, indigo, lilac and periwinkle. There is a wide
and varied range of hues, catering to different tastes,
but the most distinctive and desirable is the vibrant
violet-blue. Larger stones tend to exhibit more intense
color, fire and brilliance and richly colored tanzanite
typically commands the highest prices. Matching
pairs fetch a significant premium over single tanzanite
because of the rarity of finding two gemstones of
identical color. Given that the probability of finding
rich color in smaller sizes is so remote, small tanzanite
of intense color is currently regarded as excellent
value. The demand for tanzanite among the world’s
jewelry designers and manufacturers is steadily
growing, and will continue to do so as knowledge
of the stone and its qualities is disseminated. 
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