Opal – it’s very name means precious stone. Described by Shakespeare as a miracle and queen of gems, these shining stones are a source of rainbows and fire. Throughout history opals have touched the human soul.
Wearers of opal were believed to be endowed with their special power. Cleopatra is said to have worn an opal as a lure to attract the attention of Marc Anthony. History records the result. In the middle ages it was believed opals had healing power and could cure diseases of the eye. Many distrusted the opal and saw it as an unlucky stone. During the Black Death in Venice, people saw that opals dimmed as the wearer died, reinforcing their unlucky reputation. While Arabs believed that opals fell from the sky their source is in fact much more down to earth.

Some are found near hot springs where silica and water seep into rock and solidify. Such beautiful gems can take millions years to form another kind of opal is found in Central America, and comes from volcanic rock.  This is known as fire opal due to its rich color and texture. Their fiery brilliance makes them much sought after as jewelry.

The story of the most precious opals begins when the deserts of central Australia were a great inland sea. This retreated producing perfect conditions for opals to form around 30 million years ago. The water in these opals is a remnant from this ancient sea.
Many fossils became preserved in time by the opal, some even preserved organic matter. Opalescent shells have been found along with eels, birds, and wood.  Some miners have professed to finding a human skull, an elephant and even a dolphin’s egg preserved in opal.
The Aboriginals had long known of the presence of opals. To them they represented a dreaming ancestor. The Wangkumara have a legend which tells how they sent a pelican, muda, to explore the Northern Territory. It fell to the ground only to see it was covered with opals. The entranced pelican pecked the opal and sparks flew. This started a fire which swept back to the people bringing them fire for the first time.

Precious opal is now mined in Coober Pedy, aptly named by the aboriginals as “white man in a hole”, where men still chase this elusive gem. Once found, opals are transformed into round or oval shape after skilful cutting and polishing to enhance their play of light.

Opals, a source of desire and wonder from the earliest of man to the present day – truly a queen of gems.
