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Doreen’s Glory - 18ct white
gold, boulder opal, rubies,
sapphires and emeralds

Diamonds might be a girl’s best friend, but opals are
catching the eye of jewellery designers with attitude.

KINGSLEY WALLMAN'S GOAL in life is to funk up the image of the opal, too often
associated with cheap boomerangs and kangaroo skin purses. The founder, with his
architect wife Genevieve Lilley, of contemporary jewellery studio Venerari (the word is
derived from Latin, meaning “to venerate” or “adore”), Wallman finds it hard to
understand why, when Australians are so modern in their approaches to food, wineand

WORDS SUSAN SKELLY apartment living, they can be “trapped in their preoccupation with Victorian pastiche”
when it comes to jewellery.

“The opal is quite an outrageous and luminous stone,” says Lilley. “Tt reminds me of the
ocean and it has a calmness that faceted gems don't have. It also defies logic because it is
such a thin layer, such a strange thing.”

Venerari's designs are strong, modern and arresting, and incorporate both high-
quality opals and coloured gemstones with depths you could almost dive into. In his
elegant jewellery enclave in Sydney's Strand Arcade, Wallman is wearing one of Lilley’s
finest creations — Doreen’s Glory, a ring set with an impressive opal (which Wallman's
father mined 30 years ago) that “bleeds” into a mesh of tiny sapphires and emeralds on
one side and sapphires and rubies on the other, giving the effect of a wave flash with each
movement of the hand. It won second place in the opal section of the 2006 Australian
Jewellery Design Awards, sponsored by the Jewellers Association of Australia. First place
went to another Venerari design called Opalace, a necklace of 40 interconnected gold
shapes anchored by nine Queensland boulder opals.

Since then the pair has continued to push the envelope in opal design, as well as designs
using quality semiprecious gems and unexpected stones such as rutilated quartz, which
resembles fossilised glass. Thisis a team thatis “about colour not flash”. Wallman removes
a signature piece from its display case. It is a geometric assemblage of watermelon and
raspberry tourmaline, amethyst, peridot. tsavorite garnet, blue topaz, sapphire and »
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Clockwise from above: Kingsley ametrine. It's called Manhattan Skyline and has the kind of vibrant 24/7 energy

Wallman anq Genevieve Lilley; that one would expect from such a tifle, ;

the award-winning Opalace;

Manhattan Skyline ring All this is a long way from the life of the first Kingsley Wallman, who was
a lawyer dealing with acguisitions and mergers based in California, a frequent
fiyer on the UK-US route. But becoming a gemologist and businessman was a
neat segue. When the multinational communications company he worked for
in the US was sold in 2003, Wallman lost his job and took off travelling around
the US. Somewhere near Texas, he decided he had become disenchanted with

. law and didn't want to go back to it.

He came up with three business ideas: one was being an art dealer; one was
restoring historic racing cars—he and Lilley share a passion for Alfa Romeos and
car rallies; and the third was gems. The gems won.

Wallman probably didn't know it at the time, but in 1997, while living in
London, his gift of an Australian sapphire to Lilley had been the first step
towards his sea change. At the time, Lilley, whose architecture practice
designs everything from homes to shops, furniture and interiors, wasin
aquandary: sherarely wore make-up or jewellery — there was form, but
where was the function? She put the stone in her pocket and wondered
what to do with it. Eventually she came up with a design that was fluid

and sculptural, modelled itin Play-Doh and posted it home to Sydney to
be made into a ring. It was the prototype of what became a signature
range of flowing, extruded shapes.

Backin Australiain 2004, Wallman realised something had fundamentally
changed in the decade he had been away. "Australia had really opened up to
what washappening globally —in food, architecture, people living in expensive
modern apartments. Cultural cringe had receded. Australian designers were

recognised as being at the pointy end of the market. But it hadn't happened in

jewellery.” There were a handful ofinnovative opal jewellers, but the stone tended
to be, says Wallman, “the runt of the litter”.

Lilley, who had no previous experience in jewellery design, setabout changing
that with her designs, which she says aremore an “approach” than an “aesthetic”.
“What I dois modern. It tends not to be overly decorative, but it needs to be rich,
to use fabulous materials in a luxurious way."

Sheuses mostly the more bespoke square and rectangular opals. Queensland
boulder opals and black opals, from Lightning Ridge, make up only five per cent
of total opal production. They are the opals Venerari uses. Says Lilley, “The opal
isa uniquely antipodean stone and needs to be treated with love and more respect
than is currently the case. People need to be intrigued by it.” &




