Identification of Jewelry Materials

	
	Substance
	Appearance
	Heft, Temp 
Texture
	Notes
	Odor
	Testing

	
	Amber 
	Honey, yellow, brown, red; trnslct, opq or both
	Very light; warm, resinous or waxy; translucent,  opaque, mixture of both
	Resin; stress spangles in clarified amber; often
‘reconstituted’, insects “tortured”, broken
	Pine
	Effv with nitric acid; rub on wool: attracts a bit of tissue; strain under crossed Polaroid lenses; hot point > white smoke

	Plastics & Resins
	Bakelite, Catalin, Durez  etc.
	Trsp, trnslct, opq; any color but bright white
	Heavy; waxy smooth, never hollow, “clunks”; no mold lines or seams
	Thermoset plastic; no melting or burning; may chip, craze, dull or chg col 1909 – 1940’s
	Carbolic acid (Phenol)
	Bluish streak; 490 > yellow Q-Tip; hot water; hot point w/not penetrate (burgundy spot); acetone won’t damage

	
	Casein
	Shiny, beautiful colors, no mold marks 
	Light
	Damaged pieces may have fine surface crazing
	Burnt cheese
	Acetone will damage; hot point leaves brown ridge

	
	Celluloid 

	Trsp, trnslct & opaque; many colors
	Light, warm, brittle, sl. flexible, thermoplastic
	1890-1920  conf w/ tortoise, ivory, horn
	Camphor
	Hot water or hot point, flammable, ‘sizzle’ 

	
	Cellulose Acetate
	Trsp, trnslct, opq Bright colors; 
	Light; warm, solid or hollow, brittle, sl flexible
	Damaged by water; thermoplastic; nonflammable
	Vinegar
	Hot point or quick test w/ hot water

	
	Lucite (Acrylic)
	Trsp, trnslct, opq, any color or none
	Med weight, warm, waxy smooth, solid
	Thermoplastic; molded first used 1937
	Fruity
	Hot point: sweet or no odor

	
	Horn
	White, beige, yellow to brown  to near-black; Trnsl to opaque
	Light; undulating long fibers; cross sections have concentric rings
	Often carved or pressed; irregular pattern, smooth, or greasy/waxy
	Burnt hair
	Hot point   Loupe

	
	Tortoiseshell
natural plastic
Hawksbill
	Yellowish brown to brown often dyed; semi-trspt to trnslct
	Light; warm; mottled, resinous to waxy 
	Irreg. Pattern, no mold lines; conf w/ plastic, horn Pique’ is inlaid w/ gold or silver
	Burnt hair
	Hot point
UV BW clear & yellow parts

	
	“Lava” 


	White, gray, beige, brown, pale yellow
	Light; Cool, Matte surface,
	High relief carved cameos
limestone/ volcanic mix “pyroclastic”
	
	Visual

	Black & Brown
	Gutta Percha

	Opaque, Cream, Brownish-black, Black, etc. 
	Light, warm, matte surface
	Molded, not carved ’Isodandra Gutta’
	Resin
	Hot tap water  > faint resin odor,  not  burning rubber, becomes sticky 

	
	Vulcanite
	Brownish black, opaque
	Light, warm, smooth;  mold lines 
	Late 1800s, rare
mass-produced
	Burning rubber
	Heat in hands, rub or use hot point; brown streak

	
	Jet
	Very dark brown to black
	Very light

Semi-trsp to opaque 
	Good edges; no mold lies conf w/ ‘French jet’ (glass), Plastic
	Burning coal or oily
	Hot point
Dull to greasy fracture, brown streak

	
	Pietra Dura
	Multi color
	
	Inlay; conf w/ Roman mosaic, Venetian mosaic
	
	Loupe

	
	Bog Oak
(preserved oak)
	Charcoal

Dk brown
	Woody, dry, brittle, wood grain lines, single direction
	Carved, not molded
Irish motifs
	
	Visual

	Glass
	Glass
Paste
’Rhinestone’
	Imitates all gems, jet, shell & stone cameos; no banding
	Med to heavy; warmer than gems; orange peel surf concave facets 
	Gas bubbles tails, feathers, curved lines, swirls, foil backs. Paste: irregular, rhinestones: uniform
	
	Visual
‘Eyeball’ spectrum
Tooth tap
Water does not bead up
Immersion helps inspection

	
	Painted Porcelain 
	
	
	Used on brooches,
buttons, etc. conf w/ transfer pattern
	
	Loupe: brush strokes-paint 
Dots-transfer

	
	Butterfly Wings, Scarab
	Iridescent

	
	1880s-1940s
	
	

	
	Hair
	Multi-strand ropes, cords, wisps
	Light 
Human, horse, etc.
	May be chopped and mixed as a pigment
	Burnt hair
	Visual

	Ivory-Like
	Elephant Ivory
	White, off-white, brown tints; opq  or trnslct 
	Light; warm, waxy luster; any ivory may have ‘bark’ layer remaining
	Cross-hatch or bacon strip pattern. May crack; conf w/ bone, veg ‘ivory’, celluloid, resins
	Burnt hair
	Effv in HCL or nitric acid; nitric will soften; no color chg w/ sulfuric acid; UV: weak to stg whitish; other colors not ivory

	
	Mammoth Ivory
	Same
	Same
	Cross-hatch pattern finer, thinner, closer tog, angles sharper, ‘herringbone’
	“
	surface brownish or blue-green ‘vivianite’ blemishes (desirable) often visible w/ UV

	
	Walrus, Wart Hog, Narwhal.
 Ivory
	Same
	Outer ring of dentine, inner pulpy core
	Walrus somewhat oval; wart hog pinched on 3 sides, narwhal spiral, mostly hollow
	“
	Loupe; walrus: secondary, ‘oatmeal’ dentine; wart hog: squarish, mottled, concentric lines; narwhal: rounded, dented, w/ concentric rings

	
	Bone
	Same
	Sl lighter than ivory
	Hollow, tubular structure, dark dots
	“
	Efv in HCL or nitric acid


	
	Vegetable “Ivory”
	White or lt. beige
	Light; warm; dry
	Grain lines parallel, or dotted; Tagua nut, Coroze nut (SA) Doum palm (C. Africa)
	
	Nitric acid = no effv;
Sulfuric acid = permanent rosy color spot

	Ocean Organics
	Coral
	Pinks to oranges, cream, black, etc
	Heavy

Cavities, wavy fibrous structure
Tree-rings 
	Conf w/ plastic, dyed bone, glass, celluloid
	Burnt hair 
	Efv w/ nitric acid turns black in torch

	
	Pearl
	Many
	Heavy

Smooth to putted, suture lines
	Conf w/ plastic, glass, etc.
	
	Tooth test 
Efv to HCL

	
	Seed Pearl
	
	Smoother than large pearls
	Edge trim; bridal jewelry; horsehair cord on shell backs
	
	Tooth test


	
	Shell Cameo l
	Pinks, tans, etc., layered, no mold marks or lamination
	Light

Carved; laser carved has ‘snow”
	Back has curve of shell; Conf w/ molded glass
composition,  coral, chalcedony
	
	HCL or Nitric acid effervesce
Tooth test

	
	Mother-of- pearl (shell)
	White, golds, tans, multi-color
	Medium
	conf w/ pearl
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	Gold
	Gold, white, etc.
	Heavy
	Many other colors
	Acids; electronic tester

	Metals
	Silver
	Silvery
	Med.
	
	18K test acid blooms blue 

Nitric – plated turns green

Schwerter’s

  Pure – bright red

  Sterling – dark red

  .800 – brown

  .500 - green

	
	Platinum
	White/ gray
	V. heavy
	New alloy  with Cobalt is magnetic
	Nitric – cream

Aqua-Regia - none

	
	Copper
	Reddish
	
	
	Bluish-green “verdigris”

Schwerter’s - brown

	
	Niello
	Black
	Values with underlying metal
	Design incised  compound of silver, copper, lead & sulfur, applied, filed down
	ID underlying metal, visual Niello determination

	
	Shakudo
	Copper color w/ black or purple patination
	
	Copper alloy w/ small amount of gold; often w/ gold inlay
	ID underlying metal, visual Shakudo determination

	
	Shibuichi
	Silvery gray
	
	Copper, 10-40% silver, + traces tin, lead or zinc (high silver content is called “rogin”)
	

	
	White metal
	White
	
	Tin, + 8%  antimony
	Test for tin

	
	‘Pot  metal’
	Grayish
	
	Lead & tin, or miscellaneous mixture
	Eliminate precious metals

	
	Steel 
	Silvery white
	
	
	May be magnetic

	
	Berlin iron
	Black
	Usually painted
	
	Magnetic

	
	Hematite
	Black, gray
	Heavy
Opaque
	Conf w/ Imitation hematite
	None to mod. magnetism

	
	Marcasite
	Gold
	
	Pyrite used in jewelry, “fool’s gold”
	Sight ID

	
	Brass
	Yellow, Red
	
	Copper & zinc
	Schwerter’s – dark brown

	
	Bronze
	Yellow
	
	Copper & 5% to 15%  tin
	

	
	Jewelers Metal
	Yellow
	
	Copper, zinc & tin
	Test for copper

	
	Pinchbeck
	Yellow
	
	Georgian period only; find an expert
	

	
	Palladium
	White
	
	Platinum group
	Schwerter’s - no reaction

Aqua-Regia - red

	
	Nickel
	White
	
	 Magnetic
	Schwerter’s – blue

	
	Nickel Silver
	White
	
	40-87% copper, 7-32% nickel, 5-36% zinc
	Test for copper; strongly magnetic

	
	Tin
	White
	
	
	Schwerter’s – yellow

	
	German silver
	Silvery white
	
	65% copper, 23% zinc, 10%  nickel
	Test for copper, magnetism 

	
	Lead
	Gray
	
	
	Schwerter’s – yellow


