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o many, working at home and living together
might seem like a recipe for disaster at best
and insanity at worst. But Jack and Elizabeth
Gualtieri, owners of Zaffiro in Portland, Oregon,
seem to avoid the worst-case scenarios by a union
that at times seems almost telepathic. When the
couple talk, they often alternate speaking. Eyes un-
consciously locked on each other, they create one
whole, cohesive, and coherent sentence. This deep
understanding enables them to produce work that
is also whole, cohesive, and coherent.

Their specialty is granulation — not only in 22-
Karat yellow gold, but in different and difficult
combinations of metals. Elizabeth became fascinat-
ed with granulation while studying metalworking
and jewelry at the University of Kansas at
Lawrence. One of her professors, who had studied
under jeweler and well-known granulator John
Paul Miller, showed his class slides of Miller’s
work. During a study abroad program in Italy in
her junior year, Elizabeth encountered Etruscan
granulation in a museum in Florence.

Portland artist/jewelers, Jack and Elizabeth Gaultieri, owners of Zaffiro

oo 1

Jack and Elizabeth
Gaultieri show read-
ers how to make this
“Gold Ring with Platinum
Granulation” in Jewelry
Journal, page 48.

4

prove that living and working together can really work.

BY SHARON ELAINE THOMPSON




Although Jack’s degree was in industrial
design, he had already decided to shift to
jewelry manufacturing by his senior year: his
thesis project was a full-scale jewelry bench.
He had worked for several years as a jeweler
at Goldmakers, a jewelry store in Lawrence
owned by Pete Zacharias. Elizabeth worked
there in sales.

A year after graduation, the Gualtieris
were married; soon after, they moved to San-
ta Fe, where they both found employment in
a design studio that specialized in 22-karat
granulation. Already intrigued by the
process, the two of them learned all they
could. A couple years later, they moved to
Portland, Oregon, and started Zaffiro.

The couple wanted to choose a name that
was consistent with Jack’s Italian heritage;
they use his family crest as their business lo-
80. “We wanted something pronounceable,”
says Elizabeth, with amused practicality.
“Our name is regularly mangled.” (Gwal-tee-
air-ee is the correct pronunciation.) They
chose zaffiro, Italian for sapphire, because, she
says, Z “is graphically a very interesting let-
ter. Being an Elizabeth, I've always been
drawn to the letter Z.”

As with most businesses, Zaffiro
started slowly; the Gualtieris’ prima-

Right: Microcosm pendant

and earrings ensemble, with
boulder opals and faceted fancy
colored sapphire rounds in
granulated 22K gold with 18K gold.
Below: Oceana pin, set with an
American Tennessce River cultured
pearl and faceted pink spinel
rounds (.55 tcw.) in granulated
22K gold with 18K gold.

ry source of income was the con-
tract work they did for jewelry
stores and gaueries. After five
years, says Elizabeth, “we’re
only 10 percent contract.”

“We like to do contract work,”
says Jack. “It’s fun to put other
people’s ideas into solid form.”
And the demands of cus-
tomers means that they don’t
stick to their favorite, tried-
and-true methods; contract
work pushes them to expand
their skills. “It’s a chance to
use different construction |
techniques,” says Elizabeth. &
“The more fabrication skills we
can get a handle on, the better.”

OMETHING FRESH. Al-

though their work in 22-karat

granulation distinguished them
from most jewelry artists at first, in recent years more and
more artists have introduced this technique into their work.
Jack wanted to do something fresh, something new, some-
thing that would set Zaffiro even further apart. He began tin-
kering with platinum granulation on 22-karat yellow gold.
“You're fusing two dissimilar metals with two different melt-
ing temperatures. It’s really hard to do,” he says, in a terrific
understatement.

Jack first assembles the 22-karat piece of jewelry complete-
ly. (In yellow pieces, areas that get more wear and must be
more durable are made in 18 karat; white and rose gold
pieces are entirely 22 karat.) Then he applies the platinum
granules with a vegetable-based enameling glue called Klyr-
Fire. To fuse the platinum granules to the surface, the gold

20

piece must be brought to the melt point without melt-
ing the piece. It requires a deft touch with a torch
and close concentration.

During the fusing process, variations in metal
thickness can act like very sensitive micro-

climates, causing one area to melt and fuse
while another area doesn’t. This is particu-
9 larly troublesome on raised pieces, ex-

plains Elizabeth. To circumvent this problem,
she sometimes applies the granules in groups
and “tacks” them to the surface. “Gold be-
comes tacky or sticky before it melts,” explains
Jack. When granulating a bail, for example, the
granules might be applied to the front surface of
the bail, and tacked, then applied to the “hump” of the bail
and tacked, and so on. Once all the granules are in place and
secure, the whole piece is brought up to heat and fused.

“A lot of platinum granulation is feel and intuition,” says
Elizabeth.

“There is a high failure rate in the beginning,” says Jack.
“If you're not on the mark, or if you pause . . . you try not to
think about anything else, but your mind will wander and all
of a sudden, you've melted it.”

If the work is all 22 Karat, it can still be salvaged, recycled,
realloyed, and reused. (The Gualtieris make all their own al-
loys, wire, and sheet stock as well as their own granules. “It's
one of our little sicknesses,” says Elizabeth.) But if the melted
piece contains platinum with the gold, it has to be scrapped
and shipped back to the refiner.

Because of the popularity of platinum, Jack wanted to
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achieve platinum granulation on
platinum. Until now, the process
has not succeeded because platinum
is unstable when it nears melting
point. “When heating gold, it goes
from melt to puddle. Platinum just
goes to puddle,” he says. But re-
cently he had a breakthrough in the
alloying process. He’s hopeful of
having a finished platinum-on-
platinum piece by summer. Best of
all, he already has a client for it.

While experimenting with the
platinum alloys, Jack developed
white and rose gold alloys that would
allow him to granulate those metals
and fuse them. The first piece of rose
gold granulation “was a beautiful
pendant design. I shot way outside
my skill level because I wanted the
first piece to be dynamic.”

It didn’t work. “I didn’t
think I had the piece hot
enough. If you start doubting
yourself at that crucial mo-
ment, you need to stop. But
you don’t because you're not
quite sure. You think ‘maybe
just a little more.” But that little
bit more trashed it.”

While this kind of creative disaster
may seem daunting, the Gualtieris take
it in stride. “There is a risk,” says Jack.
“You have to be willing to take the
chance you might lose the piece when
you do something different.”

Polishing the granulated pieces is also a challenge; it must
be done carefully so that the round granules do not flatten
out. “We’ve developed a couple polishing techniques to
maintain a high level of clean surface, and keep the granules
crisp and well formed,” says Elizabeth. “Mostly the polishing
depends on using polishing tools properly.

“No average consumer of granulation is going to notice the
polish,” she continues. “Some details are so small, they're just
important to us. When the piece leaves here, we're proud to put
our name on it.”

BSESSED WITH QUALITY. The headaches are

“You have to be willing to
take the chance you might
lose the piece when you do

something different.”

earrings, of gran-
ulated 22K gold with
18K gold, set with .80 tcw of
faceted grape garnet rounds.

polishing does more harm than
good.” But, she says, a lot of the
“failures” walk on the edge; perhaps
someone else would let them pass.
Not the Gualtieris.

“It comes down to, ‘Would you
want your name associated with that
piece?” The answer usually ends up
being no,” says Jack. “But it’s hard to
say that because you have so much
invested in the piece.” That’s where
a partner comes in. “You just need
the other person to say no,” he says.
The Gualtieris learned their com-
mitment to quality from Pete
Zacharias at Goldmakers.
Zacharias taught them that there

is very little difference in the
time it takes to do something
right and to do it half way.
“There is satisfaction in doing
something properly and right,”
¥y says Elizabeth. “Anybody can do

shortcuts. That's the hardest part of
doing a technique that is very labor in-
tensive. Within that technique, there are
some shortcuts, but you end up with an
inferior piece of jewelry. One thing we
never sacrifice is quality construction.”

“Quality is always a big issue with
us,” says Jack. “We talk to each other,
and show each other our pieces. We're
each other’s worst critic.”

The Gualtieris have complementary
strengths that contribute to the creation
of high-quality jewelry. Elizabeth’s
strength is looking at a design and seeing where it needs to
be finished or carried out a bit further. “Lizzie is more visual,
more into the aesthetics of a piece,” says Jack. “I'm more into
how a piece goes together and functions.” When the couple
first got together, Elizabeth would ask Jack what he was try-
ing to say in a piece. He would be looking at Elizabeth’s
work and asking how it would work.

“It's always constructive criticism,” says Jack. “There is
never any competition between us. We help each other make
each project the best we can make it.”

“We're both perfectionists,” adds Elizabeth.

Tuscan Garden

worth the effort, say the Gualtieris. “Platinum granu-

lation is a really good seller,” says Jack. “The plat-

inum enhances the whole look of the piece. It just makes it

stand out. But it takes forever and it's really hard to do.

That's why we only have six pieces out there right now. But
there is a small market for it.”

You don't talk to the Gualtieris very long without realiz-
ing they are somewhat obsessed with quality. They took
three years to strip the exterior of their three-story, early
20th-century home down to the wood before painting. They
are pulling out the original wood window casements, strip-
ping those down and refinishing them.

So it's not surprising that, after fabricating an entire piece
of jewelry, they may scrap it if it has been slightly overfired
or it has not polished up perfectly. “If the process isn’t just
right,” says Elizabeth, “the pieces don’t sell. Sometimes you
can polish a piece back to life, but not always. Sometimes

This to quality, says Jack, “makes all our pro-
jects ten times more complicated than they should be, but when
you see the end result, you're glad you put in the extra time.”

AKING THEIR NAME. Quality itself, however,
‘ .isn’t entirely its own reward. As Elizabeth says,
“you can be the best jeweler in the world, but if no
one knows about you, it does you no good.” So now
with a salable and predictable product, representation in sev-
eral galleries, and dedicated customers, they're concentrating
on the business of selling the work. For the last two years
they have advertised in Designer Jewelry Showcase, a publica-
tion that goes only to jewelers and galleries that carry design-
er work. Their work is represented by several galleries, and
they’ve begun entering more contests: two years ago, Eliza-
beth won second place in the American Pearl Company’s
1999 Vision Award contest.
Continued on page 60



Designing Partners . ..
(continued from page 21)

“It’s been many hours away from
the bench,” says Jack, but it has been
time well spent. “Realizing that that is
actually valuable time even though it is
not spent making jewelry has been a
big lesson,” says Elizabeth.

Their efforts have paid off. The busi-
ness is growing and the 2000 Christmas
season was their best so far. They left
their first trunk show, at Sofia’s, a
gallery in Mill Valley, California, exhil-
arated. They met and sold jewelry to
many clients who already owned one of
their pieces and who came to meet
them and buy more.

“We feel very fortunate to be where
we are,” says Elizabeth. “We would
never take it for granted.”

“[Working for yourself] is a risk,”
says Jack. “But if you spend too much
time stressing about it or worrying
about it, that’s just wasted time.” Eliza-
beth adds, “If you're going to spend a
lot of energy on something, spend it on
design or the business.”

“When we started out, in lean times
we'd sit and sketch,” says Jack. “It's not
always about making something. It's
about doing something and not worry-
ing about it.”

“If you're not on the mark,
or if you pause . . . you try
not to think about any-
thing else, but your mind
will wander and all of a
sudden, you've melted it.”

Jack and Elizabeth Gualtieri

And it's about doing something
beautiful for the client. “There’s a lot
of jewelry that is disposable,” says
Elizabeth, “and that’s sad. We do
something that has a sense of perma-
nence, that will be an heirloom. Some-
thing the client will pass down for
generations, that they will treasure.
We want people who purchase our
work to not only have an aesthetic
connection with it, but some kind of
personal connection with the piece. I
would hope that the jewelry would be
a manifestation of something beautiful
inside the person.”

The Gualtieris have been working to-
gether for 11 years; for seven of those
years, they’ve been married. Far from
driving each other crazy, their partner-
ship seems to have evolved into some-
thing separate, yet very much one. It's
an unusual union that works. ¢

Jack and Elizabeth Gualtieri may be con-
tacted at Zaffiro Jewelers, P.O. Box 86593,
Portland, Oregon 97286, (503) 236-6735.

Sharon Elaine Thompson
has studied gemology,
earning both a GG and an
FGA. She has written ex-
tensively for Lapidary
Journal for the past 15
years.

Sharon Elaine Thompson
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