“Mini Ming” Pearls ahead:
a challenge for Akoya?
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Some twenty years ago some Japanese cultured
pearls reached the market that were special in
two ways. First they were grown in the gonad of
freshwater mussels and second they contained a
shell bead. These so called “Kasumiga pearls” are
internally characterised by two drill holes. The first
one is in the bead when the shell is nucleated,
and later a second hole that is drilled though the
finished product. Production in Japan stopped
however because the water quality fell off and the
quantity decreased.

Since about 2010, Chinese pearl farmers have
been growing similar pearls. These Chinese
gonad-grown cultured pearls from freshwater
mussels are called “Edison pearls” or “Ming-
pearls”, probably an allusion to the Chinese Ming
Dynasty, due to their important size and beauty.
The shell that is used for those pearls is also a
hybrid between Hyriopsis Schlegeli and Hyriopsis
Cumingii. With diameters from an impressive 15 to
over 20mm they have gained world-wide interest
and admiration and are a serious alternative to
South Sea cultured pearls when bleached to white
(Hanni, 2011).

In September 2017 the author was able to admire
a number of small “Ming” pearl, cultured pearls of
7mm at the Hong Kong Jewellery Show. The pearls
showed the pastel colours seen in Hyriopsis shells
and are perfectly round as they were nucleated
with a 5bmm bead (Fig. 1). Cross sections and x-ray
pictures (Fig. 2) revealed that they too had a drilled
bead nucleus as the large “Ming” pearls do (Fig. 3).
According to Johnny Chan, former president of the

Fig. 1 A strand of Chinese mantle-grown beaded freshwater
cultured pearls. The natural coloured pearls have diameters of
7mm and are called “Mini Ming”. Photo © H.A.H&nni @SSEF
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Fig. 2 X-ray shadow graphs of “Mini Ming” cultured pearls
(@ 7Tmm average) with drill holes only in the bead nuclei
(@ Bmm average). Radiograph by SSEF Swiss Gemmological
Institute, Basel (Switzerland).
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Hong Kong Pearl Association and owner of Sea
Pearl (Hong Kong), the “Ming pearls” are produced
in the provinces south of Wuhan where there are
many lakes. “Mini Ming pearls” grow in the mantle
of the same shells that are used for breeding
maxi “Ming” in the gonad. The gonad nucleation is
performed on one-year-old mussels. At 2.5 years
of age six 5mm round shell beads are inserted
into the mantle of both wings of the mussel. At
4 years of age the pearls are harvested. The result
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Fig. 3 A group of “Mini Ming” freshwater cultured pearls, the
examples that have been cut open display the drilled beads
whereas the pearls themselves are not drilled. Diameter of the
shell beads is 5mm, thickness of the nacre layer precipitated
during 18 months is 1mm. Photo © H.A.Hanni @SSEF
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is usually one big “Ming pearl” and 12 “Mini Ming”
per shell (Fig. 4). The thickness of the nacre layer
precipitated over 18 months is 1mm.

The first large production will be ready in 2019. It
is expected that most of the originally pastel colour
7mm pearls will be drilled and bleached white.
They will then form an impressive competition to
Japanese saltwater beaded cultured pearls as an
alternative to Akoyas of similar diameters.
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Fig. 4 Hyriopsis mussel with systematic sketch showing
where the larger gonad grown “Ming pearl” (green) grows, in
comparison to 6 mantle grown mini “Ming pearls”.

Photo © H.A.Hanni @SSEF
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