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Naomi Sarna

he fine art of engraving and carving gems is 
an ancient tradition dating back thousands 
of years to the early cultures of Mesopotamia 

(modern-day Iraq, Kuwait, the north east of Syria), 
and later, the Minoan world (which included parts 
of Greece and Cyprus). The earliest known lapidary 
work, in it’s most basic form, is thought to have 
occurred as far back as the Stone Age.

Although some 21st century tools are quite 
different, the actual process of cutting, carving and 
engraving is the same today as it was in antiquity. 
Ancient carvers used fine grit, sometimes crushed 
garnets and a treadle turntable or carborundum 
stones. This is still common today, in India and 
China with jade carving.

The ancient techniques of gem carving are an art 
in themselves, and it can take decades to master 
them, but Naomi Sarna became a renowned world-
class gem carver in just five years. Her carvings 
and jewellery, made from her gems and pearls, 
have won numerous Spectrum Awards, considered 
by many to be the most esteemed and prominent 
creative accolades in the jewellery design industry.

“I feel I am a part of the history of gem carvers, 
partially because of my time at the Academy, 
an historical institution, where they teach in a 
classical fashion, and partially because I have a 
carving of American Sunstone in the Permanent 
Collection of the Smithsonian in Washington D.C. 
and partially because of all the wonderful awards 

A RENAISSANCE WOMAN

and recognition I have received as a gem carver 
and jeweller using my carved gems.”

Naomi Sarna is a master carver, an extremely 
talented creator of collectible, magnificent gem 
carvings and precious, fine, one-of-a-kind jewels. 
It all sounds so simple, but like most overnight 
successes, Naomi’s natural ability came from a 
lifetime of artistic experience and thought. One 
of her earliest memories is moulding some clay 
and discovering the pleasure of working with her 
hands.

“As a child, I made jewellery from seashells, and 
I was already interested in flowing lines and the 
interplay of light and shadow.”

As an art student in her early twenties, Naomi 
studied stone carving and sculpture at the 
Pennsylvania Academy of Fine Arts in Philadelphia, 
the oldest art school in the United States. “It was 
one of the happiest times of my life, says Naomi, 
“We were all there because we wanted to be artists, 
and the heritage of the Academy was profound.”

The young student became fascinated by drapery, 
particularly in classical sculpture and Renaissance 
painting. “I like to incorporate this love of the flow 
of fabric into my gem carvings and set pieces,” she 
says. “An opal becomes a piece of gathered fabric, 
and a prism of refracted light. I am always looking 
for the long, sensuous line to define what a stone 
could and should be.”

Being able to envision a sculpture within an uncut 
block of stone, a gem or piece of wood, and 
bringing it to life by carving and cutting away, is 
one of the greatest skills a sculptor can have. It’s 
an almost magical ability to see the unseen, and 
it’s something quite evident in Naomi’s work.
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Aquamarine Brooch - $150,000      
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Sea Shell - $85,000

Pasha Ring - $98,000

River Wind - $75,000  

“I think of my pieces as more than sculpture; the 
carving of the gem is only one part of the vision. 
The gem in its setting must also be in balance 
because there is a harmony between the jewel 
and the wearer. I enjoy the challenge of finding 
that balance and harmony through the discipline 
of crafting exquisite jewels. A true jewel is one 
that once removed leaves its imprint, its memory, 
where it was, where it was meant to be.”

Naomi wishes to create timeless designs inspired 
by the stones themselves, where her work speaks 
to the viewer, asking them to reach out for the 
piece, with a desire to explore the lines and caress 
them.

“What I found to be pleasurable to create, I want 
the owner to find pleasurable to hold and wear.”

Although now living and working in New York, 
Naomi was born and raised in Montana, and can 
ride a horse, milk a cow, shoot an arrow, and 
that’s presumably just before lunch; after which 
she begins to work on these stunning pieces of 

First Wave brooch - $28,000

jewellery. With successful multiple careers in 
psychoanalysis, medical hypnotism and real estate 
behind her, this truly renaissance woman is now 
able to devote her life to her earliest passions for 
sculpture and jewellery.

At some point, Naomi decided that buying faceted 
stones was mostly limited to standard shapes and 
sizes.  She wanted to experiment and bought a 
faceting machine, and found it was interesting, 
educational and fun for a short time, but faceting 
was a mechanical process and she wanted to be 
more creative and free with her work.

“I bought a carving arbor, which is a glorified 
electric screwdriver, and started to experiment with 
breaking the rules I had learned in faceting. I felt 
that the shapes could be softer, more interesting 
and still retain the flash and sparkle of faceted 
gems. The process was fairly quick.  It was almost 
as though the heavens parted.  I was back to 
sculpture again, without the formulas required in 
faceting. The last thing I do when making a carving, 

however, is to tweak the angles of the grooves I’ve 
carved so the light will jump and sparkle as they 
would in a faceted gem.  My pieces are alive with 
color, brilliance and scintillation.”

In 2014, Naomi won awards in the the American 
Gem Trade Association’s competition for the “Best 
Use of Pearls,” with an 18k rose gold necklace 
with white cultured pearls accented with pink 
diamonds. She also won Platinum Honours for 
Men’s Wear with her “His and His” rings featuring 
natural orangey-brown diamonds

Naomi works with a variety of gems in creating 
her jewellery (especially opal and topaz), but her 
approach to working with pearls is very different 
to the way she shapes and carves gemstones. 
Whether using natural or cultured pearls, Naomi’s 
artistic choice is to leave them in their original 
shape, often choosing to use the most unusual-
shaped pearls.

Her brooches and rings are designed to fit in such 
a way that when they settle into place, they sit 
perfectly and look just as she intended them to.

“You know how rings flop over to the side,” she 
says, “Mine are designed to go over to the side 
right away. The way I designed the shank, it has to 
go over this way. It becomes a part of your hand.”

Tanzania

L’Heure Bleu

One of Naomi’s creations is the world’s largest 
fine-colour tanzanite carving, L’Heure Bleu. The 
stunning 275-carat piece, was recently awarded 
first place for gem carving by the American Gem 

Trade Association. It was created to benefit the 
Maasai people of Tanzania, who’s ancestral lands 
are the world’s only location of tanzanite.

“The Foundation was eager for me to carve a piece 
of tanzanite but the government of Tanzania does 
not allow pieces of more than one gram to leave 
the country, except as mineral specimens. I was 
invited to go to the mine and pick out my pieces 
and carve them there, which I did.”

On her first trip to Tanzania, Naomi was asked to 
do some humanitarian work, and it was there that 
she was given the opportunity to teach the Maasai 
ladies to make jewellery from pieces of tanzanite 
and wire.

“I cannot tell you how privileged I felt meeting these 
wonderful people, and being of service to them. I 
knew they would be very talented in making wire 
jewellery with tanzanite, because they have a long 
tradition of making bead collars.”

The Maasai community have no electricity or 
running water, and little access to basic needs 
such as eye glasses and pencils. The sale of this 
spectacular carving will help provide fundamental 
needs to a wonderful community, and includes a 
deluxe four person trip to Tanzania, including a 
wonderful safari. 

The buyers will also get to meet the Maasai ladies 
and their families and be given a tour of a tanzanite 
mine. Most importantly, it will benefit a people who 
are in great need.
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The Maasai ladies, Hayley Henning & Naomi Sarna




