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 urquoise. Which do you suppose
 came first: the name of the color, or
 the name of the gemstone? If you
 guessed the name of the gemstone,
 you would be correct. The name
 “turquoise” is derived from the 
French words “pierre turquoise” or gemstone 
from Turkey, due to French dealers finding 
exceptionally fine quality turquoise in Turk-
ish gemstone markets dating back to the 17th 
century. Of course, since this fine turquoise was 
coming from Turkish markets, it was assumed 
that Turkey was the source. Only later was it re-
alized that this was fine Persian turquoise from 
the mines of what is now Iran, being transport-
ed to Turkey and sold to European buyers.
 Chemically, turquoise is a hydrated phosph 
ate of aluminum and copper. It is formed gen-
erally by ground water seeping into rock that 
is rich in phosphorous, aluminum and copper, 
and forms most often near copper deposits. The 
mineral-rich water fills voids in existing rocks 
and upon evaporation 
leaves behind the tur-
quoise formation com-
posed of combinations 
of these and other el-
ements that affect the 
final color. Most tur-
quoise mines are found 
in arid, desert localities 
such as the Southwest 
United States, Afghani-
stan, Australia and Chi-
na, in addition to the 

Middle East. 
 There are at least 
42 producing turquoise 
mines located through-
out the Southwestern 
United States including 
Arizona, New Mexico, 
Nevada and Colorado. 
These are in addition to 
the famous Persian turquoise mines in modern 
day Iran, the United Kingdom, and the histori-

cal mines of Egypt and Afghanistan.
 Turquoise forms in a variety of deep blue 
to green colors, with many hues and tones pos-
sible due to variable trace elements. The Carico 
Lake Mine in Nevada produces a deep green 
color turquoise that makes turquoise from that 
mine quite easy to identify. Other mines such 
as the Sleeping Beauty Mine and the Kingman 
Mine, both in Arizona, produce a beautiful 
light to medium dark blue turquoise that is in 
great demand. Other mines in Arizona carry 
such names as the Morenci Mine, White Water 
Mine and Naco Mine. Nevada mines include 
famous names such as Blue Gem Mine, Pilot 
Mountain Mine, Blue Boy Mine and the previ-
ously mentioned Carico Lake Mine.
 The history of turquoise being used for 
jewelry by Native Americans in the region is 
different than what is generally thought. Prior 

T to around 1880, the local Native American 
tribes are reported to have used turquoise to 
make beads, bracelets and other adornments, 
but did not use metals such as sterling silver 
in the process. It was the white man’s arrival 
in the late 1880’s that ushered in the use of 
sterling silver to produce what is often referred 
to as “American Indian Jewelry.” White traders 
recommended that the local Native Americans 
use silver to make the jewelry more wearable 
and more saleable to eastern U.S. markets. 
Verified Native American turquoise jewelry 
produced during this time is extremely rare and 
extremely valuable. However, due to the unique 
nature of the designs and creators, finding 
someone who can perform a proper appraisal 
on vintage Native American turquoise jewelry 
can be a serious challenge. 
 Today, artists from the Navajo Nation 
produce amazing jewelry items in the tradi-
tional “Squash Blossom” design, among others, 
using natural, locally produced turquoise and 

sterling silver. Navajo 
Nation designers are 
as famous for their 
turquoise and silver 
designs as any of their 
designer counterparts 
in New York, London 
or Paris. Names like 
Doris Smallcanyon and 
Tommy Jackson are to 
Native American tur-
quoise jewelry designs 
what Paloma Picasso 
and David Yurman are 
to New York or Paris 
jewelry boutique de-
signs.
 To find the early 
history of turquoise 
requires that we go 
back thousands of years, 
starting around 3000 

B.C. according to most accounts, and going 
back from there. The famous mines of Egypt 
that supplied the Egyptian pharaohs and Egyp-
tian royalty are located in the Sinai Peninsula at 
a location known as Serabit el-Khadim. Based 
on a specimen of Egyptian turquoise donated 
to the ISG Student Reference Collection by 
Alan Hodgkinson, this turquoise is slightly 
greenish blue in color that is quite unique 
among the collection. Egyptian turquoise has 
been discovered in Egyptian burial grounds and 
as jewelry on the mummified remains of Egyp-
tian royalty since the beginning of archeologi-
cal research of the region.
 To get to the earliest, and most famous 
turquoise, however, we must go back anoth-
er 1000 years to 4000 B.C and the turquoise 
mines of northeastern Persia, in what is now 
Iran. Fine quality Persian turquoise has been 
found in gravesites throughout the region 
dating back to that time. The mines are located 
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in the area around modern day Neyshabur, Iran 
and have been producing what is believed by 
many to be the world’s finest quality turquoise 
since these early times. So, early, in fact, that 
Persian turquoise is considered by many to be 
one of the first true gemstones that was worked 
into jewelry items. To this day, top quality 
turquoise is compared in name to Persian tur-
quoise.

 It is interesting to note that even in ancient 
Persia there were gemologists at work, even 
though I am sure they did not worry about 
having certificates on their walls. According to 
an article from the gem and mineral reference 
website: www.mindat.org, authored by Hasan 
Abbasi, the Persians classified turquoise into 
three quality groups (and I will quote directly 
for accuracy):

Left top down: 
 Kingman Mine, 
Arizona; Reconstituted 
Turquoise Block 2; 
Sleeping Beauty Mine 
Stabilized; Old Egyptian 
from Alan Hodgkinson 
to ISG.

Right top down: 
Sleeping Beauty Mine 
Unstabilized; Carico 
Lake Mine Nevada; 
Cornwall UK Mine 
from Alan Hodgkinson 
to ISG; Naco Mine, 
Arizona.
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Top: Tommy Jackson 
Design Navajo Nation

“Angushtari: This is the first quality, 
suitable for the finest jewelry. These stones had 
the rich blue “Persian turquoise” color with 
little marking or matrix.
Barkhaneh: This is the second-quality turquoise, 
much like Angushtari but with more markings 
and matrix.
Arabi: These stones were considered third-rate 
due to a pale blue or green shade or unwanted 
speckles.” 
 What is perhaps most interesting about 
this ancient Persian grading scale is how closely 
modern day turquoise grading scales emulate 
the standards and levels of the ancient Persian 
grading scale. Turquoise of the finest quality is 
rich and even in color, with very little matrix 
in the stone. As the colors tend to fade or mix, 
and more matrix or host rock runs through the 
stone, the quality and value are lowered. When it 
comes to grading standards of turquoise quality 
and value, we find that what is new is very old.
 We cannot 
talk about tur-
quoise grading 
standards with-
out also talking 
about turquoise 
treatments. In 
its finest quality, 
turquoise is a 
very hard stone 
that will take 
a very bright 
polish. How-
ever, some 
very fine color 
turquoise has a 
chalky surface 
that tends to be 
soft and difficult 
to polish. For 
many years, 
this material 
was rejected 
as unusable 
as the mines 
could high-grade their production based on 
the demand for the gemstone. In today’s mar-
ket, however, turquoise mine owners need to 
maximize the volume of saleable material their 
mines produce, so this chalky-type turquoise is 
no longer thrown aside in the mine tailings.
 To make this material saleable it is treat-
ed by a method known as “stabilizing.” Quite 
literally, this treatment stabilizes the chalky 
surface of the turquoise using an applied resin, 
allowing it to take a higher polish and be more 
tenacious for everyday wear and tear. This has 
allowed great tonnage of previously unsaleable 
turquoise to become viable, thereby allowing 
more product to be available to the jewelry 
and gemstone industries. Each mine owner has 
their own “secret recipe” for the stabilization 
process, since the requirements to stabilize the 
turquoise will vary from mine location to 
mine location.

 It must be noted that stabilized turquoise 
is viable, acceptable and important to the 
gemstone markets. Without the stabilization 
process the amount of available turquoise in 
the markets would be far less, meaning tur-
quoise would be far more difficult to find and 
far more expensive when it was found. Proper 
disclosure that a turquoise gemstone has been 
stabilized is required at all levels. However, 
given the various unique aspects of the process 
itself, identifying stabilized turquoise is relative-
ly easy for an experienced gemologist.
 Beyond stabilization, there is one more 
turquoise material we should discuss simply to 
be aware of what is on the market. It is a simple 
economic fact that most commercial produc-
tion of turquoise is sent to Far Eastern cutting 
centers, due to the low labor cost of cutting 
gemstones there. The cutting process of tur-
quoise produces a lot of turquoise dust; natural, 
high quality turquoise dust. It was not difficult 

to see that a 
little bit of glue 
and a bucket of 
turquoise dust 
and one could 
create a block 
of what appears 
to be natu-
ral turquoise, 
reconstituted. 
The interesting 
thing about this 
material is that, 
since it is creat-
ed from natural 
turquoise dust 
and little bit 
of glue, it tests 
like natural 
turquoise in all 
but the most 
advanced testing 
procedures. The 
dealers of this 
reconstituted 

turquoise material sell blocks weighing up to 
several kilos for around US$100.00 per kilo. 
 When cut and set into jewelry, it is virtually 
impossible to separate this reconstituted tur-
quoise from natural turquoise, without advanced 
testing. This is the most important reason why 
I urge turquoise buyers to stay with an AGTA 
member dealer when it comes to turquoise.
 The story of turquoise is one of the 
longest and most fascinating of all gemstones. 
From ancient Persian kings to Egyptian pha-
raohs. From Turkish gem dealers to Native 
American designers. Turquoise has commanded 
the respect and admiration of gemstone lovers 
for centuries. To wear a piece of turquoise set 
jewelry is to wear a piece of romantic gem-
stone history. 
 In the end…isn’t that what gemstones are 
all about?  By Robert James FGA, GG, 
International School of Gemology




