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KARLSRUHE, GERMANY

BY NAZANIN LANKARANI

Ignoring thewinter stormragingoutside
last month, Otto Jakob tended his collec-
tion of exotic cactuses from the Kalahari
Desert, Saudi Arabia andMadagascar.
Winters can be harsh in Karlsruhe, a

city in southwest Germany, but the
plantsare thrivingon their shelvesabove
theold-fashioned radiatorsofMr. Jakob’s
workshop, where they play the role of
muse and inspiration for his jewelry.
‘‘Onbaddays, I fear noonewill under-

standmywork,’’Mr. Jakob said in an in-
terview. ‘‘But so far, I have been lucky.’’
Mr. Jakob’s output defies classifica-

tion by style or period. Amix of mediev-
al and modern, fantastical design and
flawless technique, his jewelry raises
ornament to the status of artwork.
Formally trained as an artist, he aban-

doned that vocation early but still stays
closely in touch with the art world. For
the past six years, he has been one of the
handful of fine jewelers invited to exhibit
at the annualEuropeanFineArtFair, Te-
faf, in theDutch city ofMaastricht, an ex-
clusive gathering of the world’s top art
and antique dealers and jewelrymakers.
The fair is virtually his only public

showroom. ‘‘Presentingmy jewelry in a
traditional shop is out of the question,’’
he said: ‘‘It does not belong there.’’
Until this year, his booth, confusingly,

wasassigned to the fair’s antique jewelry
section: ‘‘Visitors used to walk in and
ask what period a piece belonged to,’’ he
said. ‘‘People cannot believe this jewelry
ismodern and that Imake itmyself.’’
This year, he has moved to the con-

temporary section, alongside Graff,
Hemmerle, VanCleef&Arpels, Chopard
and Buccellati.
‘‘Otto Jakob was first selected as a

newcomer in Tefaf Showcase, an initia-
tive we launched in 2008 to allow re-
cently established galleries to exhibit on
a one-time trial basis,’’ said Ben Jans-
sens, chairman of Tefaf’s executive
committee.
‘‘We chose him based on his striking

designs and his crossover appeal to col-
lectors of jewelry, antiquities, design
and contemporary art. His pieces were
so outstanding that the following year,
we offered him a permanent stand.’’
Mr. Jakob’s fare presented at Tefaf

this year is true to his decorative vocab-
ulary. Rock crystal and carved ebony,
spinels, brown diamonds and vibrantly
colored cloisonné enamel decorate styl-

ized figures of snails, dragons and
chameleons — elements that define his
lexicon of motifs.
Ever present are his cross pendants,

including the Kristallkreuz, in rock
crystals from Pakistan, embedded with
golden-green inclusions of oil, tar and
gas. The center, set with a red spinel, is
held by ruby- and diamond-set tentacles
and backed by a white gold relief.
‘‘To mix unexpected elements with

precious materials is to celebrate
nature,’’ Mr. Jakob said. ‘‘I like to show
the fingerprint that nature’s processes
leave in the rock.’’
The Kristallkreuz cross is shownwith

a white gold chain of partially oxidized
links, set with 252 brown diamonds al-
ternating with a dense cluster of 1,275
micro pavé-set white diamonds, theme-
ticulous settings executed, as in most of
Mr. Jakob’s pieces, using amicroscope.
The Corona ear pendants combine

Gothic shield-like elements with gray-
ish blue Burmese spinels and diamonds
— brown diamonds, diamond briolette
beads, andmicro pavé-set brilliants.
As with all of Mr. Jakob’s pieces, both

front and back are sculptured. On aver-
age, each one-of-a-kind piece takes
nearly 100 hours tomake.
His workshop, cluttered with high-

tech instruments, is housed in an Art
Nouveau building, typical of the city’s
early 1900s architecture, where he lives
upstairs with his family.
He moved to Karlsruhe in 1977 from

Munich to studyat the local art academy
with a star of the German art scene,
Georg Baselitz: but after a three-year
apprenticeship, ‘‘I realized I would nev-
er become an important artist,’’ he said.
‘‘It was a harsh truth — especially

since I had no idea what else to do.’’
Still, within a few weeks, Mr. Jakob,

then 27, found himself a new direction,
turning a childhood hobby to practical
use.
‘‘I was always good with my hands

and could twist metal into something
very close to jewelry,’’ he said.
His wife, Veronica, a high-school

sweetheart, recalled a school trip to
Rome at age 17: Mr. Jakob saw a hand-
made ring being sold by a street vendor
and promised tomake one for her.
‘‘He shaped a metal string into a

flower andmademe a ring,’’ Mrs. Jakob
said. ‘‘All my friends wanted one.’’
Drawn instinctively to his new career,

Mr. Jakob said the reawakening of his
youthful enthusiasm brought a burst of
creativity that guided his hands for the

next three decades. ‘‘Suddenly, I could
imagine entire collections in my head,’’
he said. ‘‘Ideas were rushing so fast,
there was no time to sketch them, I had
to jot them down.’’
Taking an unconventional learning

route, Mr. Jakob set out to teach himself
the jeweler’s crafts by visiting mu-
seumsand studyingEtruscan,medieval
and Renaissance techniques.
His preferences, he said, quickly went

Otto Jakob, a craftsman
whose baroque creations
pay tribute to old masters

TOKYO

BYMIKI TANIKAWA

Itwas probably one of themost spectac-
ular falls of any industry in any modern
economy.
The Japanese jewelry industry was

riding high at ¥3 trillion, or $32 billion, in
revenue at its peak in 1990, which was
also the pinnacle of Japan’s economic
boom, which saw a huge inflation in real
estate and other asset values. It then
slid for two decades straight, to a low of
less than ¥900 billion in 2011. But indus-
try leaders say the bottom has finally
been reached, and signs of a turnaround
are everywhere.
A recent report by Yano Research In-

stitute, a market survey firm, said sales
of jewelry last year rose 1.8 percent to

¥911 billion. It predicted that a mild re-
covery would bring revenue back to ¥1
trillion by 2015. Many industry watchers
credit the turnaround, inpart, to themost
unexpected event of the new century:
the earthquake and tsunami in 2011 that
left 20,000 dead ormissing andwiped out
entire towns in northern Japan.
The devastation made people rethink

life’s priorities: Sales of engagement
and wedding rings soared, said Hisao
Kato, a director of the Japan JewelryAs-
sociation in Tokyo.

Ailing jewelry industry
revives as Japan rethinks
priorities after tsunami

‘‘Those were changes of a sentiment-
al nature,’’ he said. ‘‘It took that kind of
change to turn around themarket.’’
The Yano institute report said that

sales of luxury goods had been expected
to drop after the disaster, but instead
‘‘sales of bridal jewelry rose’’ and
‘‘pricey items sold at department stores
began to find more buyers, dispelling
the badmood.’’
The buzzword of 2011 in Japan,

kizuna, or bond with loved ones, was
given an extra push when the industry
ran TV commercials featuring the story
of a young couple, Rei Takahashi, 25,
and Tomoe Haga, 24, in Miyagi Prefec-
ture — one of the worst-hit regions —

who became engaged soon after the ca-
tastrophe.Whena franticMr. Takahashi
finally found his girlfriend at a shelter,
he immediately proposed, offering her
his mother’s ring, which had been re-
trieved from the ashes of the burned-out
family home.
Kizuna became a leadingmotif in jew-

elry design, said JunkoNagai, vice pres-
ident of the Japan Jewelry Designers
Association. ‘‘The events made us real-
ize that a piece of jewelry can sustain
people’s hearts and spirits — not just
decorate people,’’ she said.
A special exhibition that the design

association sponsored in February 2012
featured brooches with two intertwined

‘‘The events made us realize that a piece of
jewelry can sustain people’s hearts and spirits.’’
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Drawing inspiration
from natural beauty
and artistic mastery

JOHANNA JAKOB (TOP); TAMARA IMBRIANI/OTTO JAKOB

In disaster’s wake, designs for bonding

strands of precious metal and double
heart-shaped rings, one placed atop the
other. Ms. Nagai, herself a designer, has
come up with a necklace made of mul-
tiple rings that a wearer can configure.
‘‘The idea is that by connecting the
rings, the bearer feels the connection —
until you finally connect with the ring
with diamonds, which comes at the
end,’’ she said.
Tokyo jewelers say that buying

triggered by the tsunami is now gather-
ing amomentum of its own. Satoru Ito, a
senior buyer with Takashimaya, one of
Japan’s luxury department stores, said
sales of diamonds, sapphires, rubies and
pearls were taking off. ‘‘Sales have been

quite good since September 2012,’’ he
said,withgrowth runningatdouble-digit
percentage rates in the past sixmonths.
The impetus is coming partly from

high-net-worth individuals seeking to
hedge against likely long-term yen
weakness brought on by the anti-defla-
tionary policies of Prime Minister
Shinzo Abe’s new government.
‘‘Mybusiness is verybrisk right now,’’

said one gem trader based in Toronto,
who asked not to be identified because
he sells to wealthy individual clients in
Japan. ‘‘Especially high-net-worth indi-
viduals want to reduce their cash posi-
tions out of fear that currency values
may plummet. They are buying jewelry
for long-term investment and as a
means of portable wealth.’’
If natural disasters and a slumping

currency have been good for the jewelry
market,Mr. Ito said, more ‘‘good’’ news
lies ahead.
‘‘Sales taxes are going up, and that

might spur buying toward the end of the
year,’’ he said. Japan’s sales tax rate is
due to rise to 8 percent from 5 percent in
April next year, and to 10 percent in Oc-
tober 2015.
Meanwhile, a smaller trend has

emerged that industry insiders say they
have never seen before: some men are
buying jewelry for themselves.
Japan’s conservative business cul-

ture, where men wear only navy blue or
grey flannel suits, traditionally frowns
upon ostentation. ‘‘For decades, the in-
dustry launched all sorts of campaigns
to promote jewelry for men; they all
failed,’’ Ms. Nagai said. ‘‘But suddenly,
men have begun wearing brooches at
parties and evening gatherings.’’
Put it down, insiders say, to the baby

boomer generation, having a last fling
as it enters the twilight years.

JAPAN JEWELRY DESIGNERS ASSOCIATION

The theme of inter-
connectedness
runs through
artist-designed
jewelry like a
brooch from Atsuko
Aoki, far left, a ring
fromNorikoMat-
sumoto, center, and
a brooch by Yumiko
Suganuma.

to the work of Italian goldsmiths, from
the Renaissance artist Benvenuto Cel-
lini to Fortunato Pio Castellani, the 19th
century designer.
On his own, he taught himself how to

weave gold into chain and make rope-
twist decoration. He mastered the tech-
nique of cloisonné enamel, and the art of
gold granulation, an Etruscan practice
dating to hundreds of years before the
Christian era, in which tiny grains of
gold are applied to a metal surface and
heat-fused, one by one,with infinite cau-
tion, into place.
‘‘I never feared failure,’’ Mr. Jakob

said: ‘‘I knew I could overcome any
technical problem.’’
His creations from the outset bore the

marks of his training as an artist, but
also his personal and characteristic con-
cern for microscopic details and his
taste for the one-of-a-kind.
‘‘Baselitz had taught me to paint fast

and furiously on a large canvas,’’ he
said: ‘‘But in the end, I turned to hard
discipline andmicroscopic work.’’
Early in his new career Mr. Jakob

gained the attention of his formerment-
or, Mr. Baselitz, who acquired some of
his pieces, and the financial support of
one of Mr. Baselitz’s dealers, Hans
Neuendorf, who bought virtually all of
his production for the first few years.

VOLKER KIRSCHNER/OTTO JAKOB (LEFT, ABOVE AND BELOW)

Otto Jakob said
that to mix unex-
pected elements
with precious ma-
terials ‘‘is to cele-
brate nature.’’ Far
left, earrings made
of Burmese jade
quatrefoils moun-
ted in white gold.
Left, a gold fern-
leaf amulet with
enamel-filled en-
gravings and pink
spinels. Below, an
ebony raven sits
upon rock crystals
in yellow-gold
pendant earrings.

Above, La Pietra II,
from 2009, is a
cross pendant of
white gold with
Pietra Dura orna-
ments of black,
white and yellow
jasper. Left, Hand
with Chameleon,
from 2006, is made
of yellow gold and
decorated with
enamel and orna-
ments painted in li-
quid gold. Below,
an ape head carved
from Brazilian
jasper sits on a
white gold ring.
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Fight to renew
a royal legacy,
stone by stone

JAIPUR, INDIA

BY KIMIKO DE FREYTAS-TAMURA

In amodern, air-conditioned office away
fromthedusty roadswherehonkingcars
and motorbikes swerve around camel-
driven carts,GaganChoudhary squinted
at an emerald through a spectroscope:
like most of the green stones sent to his
laboratory these days, it would turn out
to be not quitewhat it seemed.
‘‘It’s like detective work,’’ he said.

‘‘Every stone is different. Some are so
sophisticated that in some cases we
spend at least two hours on an emerald.’’
As deputy director and head tester at

Gem Testing Laboratory in Jaipur, Mr.
Choudhary sifts through thousands of
colored stones each year, determining
whether they are natural, laboratory-
created, or treated with resin and injec-
ted with color to give a false brilliance.
The outcome: Nearly 95 percent of

the emeralds, 99 percent of rubies and at
least half of the sapphires tested these
days are, in one way or another, unnat-
ural, he said in an interview.
Artificial treatment is not uncommon

to correct flaws in gems, but it is illegal if
not properly disclosed to buyers.
Amid soaring prices in the global

marketplace for top-quality colored
stones, Jaipur’s gem cutters and jewel-
ers have increasingly found themselves
outbid for supplies by larger and better-
financed rivals, and some are turning to

subterfuge tomake good the shortfall.
For centuries, Jaipur attracted the

world’s best gems to be cut, polished and
mounted, a tradition harking back to the
early 18th century when the ruling Ma-
harajaSawai JaiSingh II founded thecity
as the capital of Rajasthan. A dedicated
patron of the arts, he drew the best artis-
ans from all over India to craft jeweled
sword hilts, pendants, earrings — even
ankle bracelets for the royal elephants.
Over time, Jaipur’s craftsmen earned a
reputation for their skill in cutting partic-
ularly brittle stones like emeralds.
But that heritage is now under threat

from a combination of shifting market
forces and new competitors, notably in
China and Thailand. In an expanding
market for colored gems, fueled by the
wealth of emerging economies and now
worth an estimated $10 billion a year,
Jaipur’s craft industry is being muscled
aside by big companies that can effec-
tively control supply and prices with
their financial and marketing fire-
power.
‘‘There’s a real shift in global power,’’

said Alexander Mees, a colored gem ex-
pert at JPMorgan Cazenove. ‘‘The
colored gem market is still fragmented
and lessmature thandiamonds, sowe’re
likely to seemore large-scale companies
as consumer preferences rise.’’
Gemfields, for example, based in Lon-

don and 48 percent ownedby the private
equity group Pallinghurst, controls 28
percent of the world’s supply of emer-
alds through its Kagemmine in Zambia.
It markets its gemstones through the
luxury brand Fabergé, which
Pallinghurst merged into it in January.
Diamonds historically had the largest

share in gems, but growing demand,

particularly from emerging markets,
has pushed companies to seek new op-
portunities in colored stones.
‘‘The high end of the industry is very

strong, as rich customers are looking
for new stones people have never heard
of, like rubellite, greengarnet or spinel,’’
said Jean-Claude Michelou, vice presi-
dent of the International Colored Gem-
stone Association, who is a World Bank
consultant. ‘‘People are looking for ex-
ceptional, rare, big stones.’’
Meanwhile, auctions have seen re-

cord-breaking sales as clients from the
Middle East and China snap up gem-
stones as investment assets.
Marketing efforts by giants like Gem-

fields have helped smaller miners who
have seen prices for their stones rise —
often to levels beyond the reach of some
of Jaipur’s businesses.
Traditionally, Jaipur’s gem buyers

procured stones directly and individu-
ally from miners and rough-stone deal-
ers. Now, increasingly obliged to com-
pete at auction, they are having to band
together to bid jointly against bigger
rivals—and still ending up as underbid-
ders for the better quality stones.
Faced with all these challenges,

Jaipur’s industry is fighting a rearguard
action for survival.
‘‘We don’t want Jaipur’s 300-year-old

gem business to disappear,’’ said Rajiv
Jain, a former chairman of India’s Gem
and Jewelry Export Council, who has
led efforts to restore the country’s high
status in the industry.
Squeezed out of the market for high-

grade gems, some jewelers have resor-
ted to treating the stones with heat or
resin in order to raise their value, with-
out disclosing the treatments to unsus-

pecting buyers.
Local media last year reported a

‘‘crisis of confidence’’ in Jaipur after a
string of scandals in the city’s legendary
Johri Bazaar, where resin-coated gems
were allegedly sold as untreated.
Mr. Choudhary of Gem Testing Labo-

ratory said the number of gems sent by
wary buyers to his lab for testing had
soared in the past year.
Mr. Michelou said he was working on

a global certification and tracking sys-
tem for colored gemstones similar to the
one already in place for diamonds.
‘‘Jaipur is now in the middle jewelry
market—and it is very difficult for busi-
nesses because the market for them is
gone,’’ he said.
Chitan Sharma, head of a family jew-

elry business that used to include sever-
al celebrities among its clients, said
profit had been halved by the financial
crisis in Europe—particularly in Spain,

which used to be an important market
— and the high price of gold. To survive,
he said, his company fired some work-
ers and switched to 9-carat gold from 18-
carat for its gem settings.
China has risen as a serious competit-

or, setting up cutting centers and jew-
elry manufacturing facilities, and buy-
ing stones in bulk to take advantage of
economies of scale.
‘‘In opaque stones, China has taken

over,’’Mr. Jain of the export council said.
BangkokandHongKonghavealsode-

veloped as important stone-cutting
hubs, while mining countries like Tan-
zania are increasingly developing local
cutting expertise to capturevalue-added
revenue. In 2003, Tanzania introduced
legislation banning exports of raw tan-
zanite to India, its biggest importer.
Mr. Jain, who in the 1990s pioneered

the cutting and polishing of the blue-vi-
olet gemstone in Jaipur, said hewas try-
ing to break the impasse with the Tan-
zanian government by offering to train
Tanzanian students in Jaipur.
‘‘I’ve told them, ‘Treat us as your

partners,’ ’’ he said. ‘‘Three hundred
years of history and experience cannot
bemade in three years.’’
He is also trying to change mentalit-

ies in India, where many people value
certain gemstones over others purely
for astrological reasons, and prize clar-
ity or cut less thanWestern buyers.
‘‘We need to market our identity bet-

ter in India,’’ he said.
He is also urging the government to

step up exploration for new gemstone
deposits, building on efforts in the past
decade to open up new diamond fields.
The Indian government granted a li-

cense to Rio Tinto in 2011 to mine dia-
monds in Madhya Pradesh, and the lo-
cal government gave the green light to
start development in 2012. Rio Tinto
began exploring for diamonds in Ma-
dhya Pradesh in 2001 and discovered
diamond-bearing lamproites, or volcan-
ic rocks, in the Bundelkhand region of
the state in 2004 — the first new find in
India inmore than 40 years.
‘‘In the future — who knows? — new

stones may be discovered,’’ Mr. Jain
said. ‘‘And as long as there are women
on the face of this earth, therewill be de-
mand. I’m an optimist. Jaipur will be-
come stronger. But we have to fight
every day.’’
At the testing lab, whenever a big,

pure emerald does come his way, Mr.
Choudhary says he takes his time to
marvel at it.
‘‘It’s a feeling you cannot express,’’ he

said, taking a deep breath.

Gem industry of Jaipur,
beset by rivals and fakes,
is struggling to survive

Mr. Neuendorf would sometimes of-
fer pieces of his jewelry as gifts to im-
portant art-collecting clients, he said.
Helped by that exposure, Mr. Jakob
quickly became a favorite with German
artists, collectors and art dealers.
‘‘Otto also got commissions from

artists back then,’’ said Daniel Blau,Mr.
Baselitz’s son and the owner of the
Daniel Blau gallery in London and Mu-
nich, in an interview from London. ‘‘He
would develop ideas with them and
translate them into a piece of jewelry.’’
‘‘Otto carved amazing jewelry in

ebony and you could see he was an
artist and sculptor,’’ Katrin Bellinger, a
long-time client and Old Masters draw-
ings dealer, said in a telephone inter-
view from London.
‘‘His pieceswere collected by those in

the know,’’ she said. ‘‘They were im-
possible to find, and that created his
mystique. Otto became the jeweler to
the German art scene in the 1980s.’’
Looking for greater access to the pub-

lic, Mr. Jakob later ended his exclusive
relationshipwithMr.Neuendorf: ‘‘I had
to know what others thought about my
work and if my pieces would actually
sell,’’ he explained.
Helped by some timely exposure in a

German fashion magazine, he obtained
financing from a local bank.
‘‘We only had four finished pieces at a

time,’’Mr. Jakob said. ‘‘If a fifth custom-
er came, there was nothing left to sell.’’
Today, Mr. Jakob, 62, employs nine

craftsmen in his workshop, working up
variations aroundwhat he calls 50 ‘‘new
ideas’’ to produce about 200 hand-made
pieces a year.

Of these, 70 percent are one-of-a-kind,
usually more complex, designs, and the
rest are limited series. Prices range
from ¤6,000, or about $7,800, into the
hundreds of thousands.
Reflecting a penchant that he has for

using wood and rock crystal, the value
of his pieces often is derived less from
the materials than from the craftsman-
ship and artistry.
‘‘It is not jewelry that is in your face,’’

Ms. Bellinger said.
ForMr. Jakob, it is often aboutmaking

everyday,wearable things, exceptionally
well: ‘‘A piece of jewelry is sophisticated
when it leaves a thief indifferent but
turns the connoisseur’s head,’’ he said.

Crafted in nature’s image
JAKOB, FROM PAGE S2

Clockwise from
above: Gagan
Choudhary, the
head tester at Gem
Testing Laboratory
in Jaipur; a cascade
of colorful gems in
the city; some of
the green stones
sent to G.T.L. turn
out to bemerely
masquerading as
emeralds.

Intense greenish-
yellow diamonds
decorate the center
of these earrings,
providing a base
for petals carved
in ivory and
chrysoprase.

JOHANNA JAKOB/OTTO JAKOB

FERNANDO BENGOECHEA/BEATEWORKS/CORBIS
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"CAMéLIA"
RING WHITE GOLD AND DIAMONDS


