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PREFACE

The plain outer surfaces of pearl oyster shells conceal the lustrous beauty of their
mother-of-pearl lining. Pearl oysters of the family Pteriidae have been fished for thou-
sands of years to satisfy human fascination with mother-of-pearl, an activity which
occasionally uncovered rare and highly prized natural pearls. In the early 1900s, the
ability of pearl oyster tissue to secrete mother-of-pearl was harnessed for production
of cultured pearls. This process, which has changed little since, provides the basis for
a cultured marine pearl industry with a current value of around US$ 500 million per
annumn.

Exploitation of pearl oysters by fishermen seeking natural pearls and mother-of-
pearl, or by pearl farmers, has a rich and fascinating history and the modern pearling
industry does not necessarily reflect the past glories of some countries. While many of
us associate pearls with fashionable jewelry-shop windows and glossy magazines, it is
an industry which also offers economic opportunities to coastal communities in less
developed countries; an industry which involves individuals, co-operatives and fami-
lies, as well as large multinational companies. This book presents an overview of the
utilization of pearl oysters through history, from ancient pearl fisheries to modern pearl
farming.

A large volume of research on the biology and culture of pearl oysters has been
published, predominantly since the 1950s. Major databases show a rapid growth from
55 publications in the 1950s to around 400 in the 1980s and to 860 in the 1990s. Over
the past 20-25 years pearl oyster biology has well and truly become a science. Now
there are new focuses for research in this field including genetics and inheritance,
structure and properties of mother-of-pear] (nacre), mechanisms of nacre formation
and the potential of this process in medical science.

In seeking to be comprehensive, this book brings together contributors from a broad
range of fields, including commercial pearl farming, economics, fisheries biology,
gemology and jewelry retail, humanities and science, to provide an overview of pearl
oyster biology, culture techniques, global pearl production, and the current pearl mar-
ket. We trust that it will be of much interest and assistance to all those who share our
fascination with pearl oysters and their products.

Paul Southgate
John Lucas
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