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Lapidary artists have been around since humans 
walked the Earth and the field continues to grow. 

“This field is never going to go away. There’s 
always going to be an opportunity for someone 

to craft a jewel,” said Robert Mendoza, the production 
manager for ULTRA TEC. “I was in high school when 
Joe Rubin, ULTRA TEC’s president and leader for 
over 50 years, allowed me to work side by side with 
him. He taught me so much.” 

Robert said he can spot someone with what he calls 
the “gem-cutting gene” because of their questions and 
the way they examine a stone. These creative souls 
view the intrinsic worth of an object of beauty. 

REACHING YOUNGER ARTISTS
Robert says they have noticed a younger demograph-
ic’s interest in cutting gemstones. Apprenticing to 
learn the skill is no longer a must. It’s now possible to 
learn from a myriad of sources granting more access 
for everyone. 

Part of the reason so many gem cutters turn to 
ULTRA TEC is because of its solid foundation. 

“We help them achieve the ideas they have in their 
mind. At the end of the day they have something 
tangible,” noted Mendoza. ”Joe Rubin started with 
a good design that we’ve been perfecting over the 
years. The ULTRA TEC V5 is the best machine to 
cut gemstones. It carries all the precision to cut 
gemstones.” 

CONTINUING TO PERFECT 
The ULTRA TEC team enjoys hearing from its cus-
tomers and often innovates based on suggestions. 
An example is when they created a digital angle 
display (DAD) that reads to one-one hundredth of 
a degree. 

“When you are gem cutting, you deal with a lot of 
angles. The key is to be able to repeat the angle every 
single time,” noted Robert. “No one else has one that 
dials down as precisely. We are very proud of this 
device.”

QUALITY & VERSATILITY
Besides the quality and versatility of the design of 
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the ULTRA TEC machines, people appreciate that 
while other faceting machine companies have come 
and gone, ULTRA TEC supports its people and 
products.

“ULTRA TEC is a traditional American company. 
Everything is done under one roof. This company 
is based on ethics, honesty and integrity,” said 
Mendoza. “It makes people happy. We want them to 
enjoy the hobby.”

THE CONNECTION OF MINE TO  
MARKET - NOREEN MASAKI
Tanzania is known for gemstones, but if Noreen Ma-
saki has her way, it will also be the hub of lapidaries.

“Tanzania is exceptionally rich in gemstone 
deposits of different varieties,” explained Noreen who 
has been teaching lapidary classes for over 20 years in 
Tanzania. Her goal, besides creating beautiful pieces, 
is to teach people to appreciate the relationship 
between the rough gem and the final product. This 
is relevant when it comes to encouraging artisans 
within her own country.

“Today we export a lot. Tanzania is trying a lot, but 
marketing is not there yet,” she said. This is why she 
tries to impart the benefit of adding value to the rough 
stone. Instead of just digging the gems and selling them 
outright, if the local miners learn to cut them, they can 
make a better living. “Some of my students are miners, 
some are jewelers, geologists and gemologists. Most 
of them are beginners with whom I share what I have 
learned and my passion for beauty and precision.”

GETTING STARTED
Cutting gems wasn’t Noreen’s original career objective. 
Growing up in the foothills of Kilimanjaro, she went 
to the city of Dar es Salaam for an education and 
different life.

“I sent job applications for anything available and 
applied to many of the scholarships for university 
studies,” she said. “By luck, I found training and a 
job opening at the African Mineral and Geoscience 
Centre by the Southern and Eastern Mineral Centre 
where I was trained as a lapidary for four weeks. Then 
I was hired with a two-year contract.”

Tanzanite concave  
cut by Noreen Masaki
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Amethyst cut by 
Noreen Masaki

Her keen mind and excellent eye made 
her an exceptional student. “At that time 
learning about gems was a completely new 
thing to me,” she said. “At the end of the 
four weeks, I loved to work with gems.”

She said they used the ULTRA TEC V2 
during her initial work. “What inspired me 
was the outcome of a faceted gem — the 
light reflection, colors, overall brilliance and 
irresistible beauty. Over time I learned that 
not all gems which are cut show their beauty 
and brilliance and that it had something 
to do with optical laws and the type of 
machine used. I was lucky to learn precision 
faceting of gemstones with the best machine 

and from the best teacher who 
respected the optical laws and 

procedures.”

CURRENT WORK
Noreen now utilizes the 

ULTRA TEC V5 for her 
students and her own work. 

Her students go home with a 
finished stone on their first day 

and much of this is because of the quality of 
the machine.

“I’ve tried so many (different machines),” 
she said. “The ULTRA TEC V5 is really 
precise. I do not need surprises when I cut 
my stones. I like the mast of the ULTRA 
TEC V5, especially the cheater that helps to 
find any facet if correction is needed.”

When Noreen works with a stone, 
she said, “I give priority of the pavilions 
first because they are responsible for 
the brilliance of the stone.” She said the 
drawback of cutting this way is to possibly 
cut more of the stone than she’d prefer if the 
angles aren’t spot on.

”We first cut it in our heads,” she said. ”I 
explain the laws of light reflection within 
the stone before you cut it. Each stone has 
its own properties. If the stone has a higher 
refraction index you cut it at lower angles.”

Noreen sees the beauty in her stones, 
as well as her students, and through her 
exceptional talent and high-quality ULTRA 
TEC faceting machines, she’s creating a new 
generation of gemstone artists.

Ron Snelling 
working with 
ULTRA TEC 
VL Classic.
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Fantasy cut designs 
from Ron Snelling.

ANSWERING THE CALL - STEVEN 
TYLER MANCHINI
Steven Tyler Manchini, also known as 
Steven Tyler the Designer, began making 
wire-wrapped jewelry in 2012 because “it 
allowed me to have a part-time job while I 
was in school.”

After obtaining his degree in biology, he 
continued making jewelry and exploring his 
creative side. “I love science, but every day I 
was there I was thinking about my bench,” 
Steven said. 

ALWAYS LEARNING
Heeding his inner muse, Steven took classes 
and taught himself Gem Cad modeling to 
switch the direction of his vocation, includ-
ing working with renowned designer Nolan 
Sponsler who taught him the art of faceting. 
“I’m learning as much as I can. We all share 
the knowledge,” he said. 

The desire to learn pays off for everyone 
who marvels at Steven’s unique vision 
when gem cutting and creating jewelry. A 
combination of talent and dedication is the 
perfect recipe for one-of-a-kind pieces.

“I sit at my bench eight to 14 hours a day. 
I work seven days a week,” he said. ”I just 
sit at my bench and start the process. It’s 
the passion for the work that’s driving it.” 
He believes it’s a matter of being present 

and finding inspiration in the basic steps as 
much as anything. 

“All the geometry and geometric stuff 
is what inspired me,” he said. “I love the 
Fantasy machine from ULTRA TEC. As 
much as I love flat faceting, the Fantasy 
machine inspires me.”

The Fantasy machine gives him the 
latitude needed to explore the geometric 
patterns that catch his eye. “I like the build 
of the machine,” Steven commented. “It has 
an infinite amount of styles that you can do. 
I had to splurge.” 

PROFESSIONAL GOALS  
& FAVORITE GEMS
Steven’s goal of having a piece in a museum 
was realized as his piece “Alsace Aurea” (the 
Golden Moose) was accepted in the Maine 
Mineral and Gem Museum’s “Big Find” event. 

Steven cut a rare 25-carat, bi-color 
Maine tourmaline from the Dunton Gem 
Quarry and off-set it with two, locally 
sourced, tourmalines cut with the ULTRA 
TEC Fantasy machine. They are all set in 
golden moose antlers creating the ultimate 
celebration of New England jewelry. 

Although it’s like choosing a favorite child 
to pick preferred gemstones, as a true New 
Englander, Steven appreciates working with 
regional specimens. “I really like tourmaline. 
You can do a lot with it.” 

Every generation brings something new 
to the cutting bench, and Steven offers an 
artist’s eye with a scientist’s attention to 
detail that breathes life into his one-of-a-
kind gemstone designs. 

Noreen Masaki
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Top Left:
Steven Tyler 
Manchini, best 
known as Steven 
Tyler the Designer.

Bottom Right:
Alces Aurea 
- The Golden 
Moose - 25ct 
bi-color Dunton 
Mine tourmaline, 
accented by two 
custom cut Dunton 
Mine tourmalines 
by Steven, with 
a pavé of VS 
diamonds. 14kt 
White Gold. 18 and 
24k Yellow Golds. 
Displayed at the 
Maine Mineral 
Museum, Bethel, 
Maine

REPRESENTING QUALITY -  
RON SNELLING
Ron Snelling’s interest in gem cutting began 
in the mid-1960s when the parents of his 
future wife started a local rock club. He is 
now the Colorado representative for ULTRA 
TEC and still belongs to a rock club. “I am 
one of the cutters in the group. I do not dig 
in the dirt,” he laughed.

Ron purchased his first ULTRA TEC in 
1990, and is an admirer of the company and its 
products. “They keep upgrading and offering 
parts,” he said, including supporting the 
longtime workhorse, the V2, which emerged 
on the market nearly 50 years ago. The reality 
is that ULTRA TEC machines don’t become 
obsolete, the company simply continues to 
improve designs to meet the customers’ needs. 

“My favorite is the VL (Classic),” Ron 
noted. “I got to be part of the research and 
development and put in a little information, 
among other experts, to build it.” He also 
owns an ULTRA TEC V5 and a Fantasy 
machine making him the ideal person to talk 
to lapidaries about what they want to do with 
their designs.

Ron is happy to share his knowledge about 
how to best adjust the machines for a given 
task. Whenever someone has a question in 
his region, he is the expert with the answers. 
“I do enjoy sharing this,” he commented.

THE HOOK & A CALLING
Ron said one of the most amazing steps in 
cutting a gem is when the stone is finished 
and the cutter removes the wax, allowing the 
gemstone to come to life. “That’s probably 
the hook (for this hobby),” he mused.

Over the years Ron found his calling 
bringing already-cut gems back to life. “A 
friend has a jewelry store and asked me if I 

could do repairs,” he said. “Sometimes there are 
stones, like tanzanite, that are pretty beat up. 
When you resurface it, the color comes back 
into it. The best part of all of this is repairs have 
paid for my hobby and my equipment.” 

HOBBY TRENDS
Ron has noticed a trend in the hobby. “It’s 
interesting how the popularity has gone 
up. What we’re seeing is a resurgence of 
20-somethings.” He noted some amazingly 
talented younger artists are entering top-
notch competitions and winning.

At one point there was more of a feeling of 
competition and some degree of secrecy in 
techniques in the gem-cutting community. 
But Ron said he views gem cutting like 
music. “There are only so many chords to 
play, but there are different ways to play 
them. You need to play it your own way.”

While Ron often works with whatever 
gemstones need his attention the most, he 
said given the chance to work with a certain 
variety, “I probably enjoy quartz the most 
because they’re large, they’re plentiful and 
you can do so much with them.”  

Amy Grisak calls the “Treasure State” of Mon-
tana home, the ideal location for her fascination 
with rocks, gems and fossils. She is the author of 
the Nature Guide to Glacier and Waterton Lakes 
National Parks and Found Photos of Yellow-
stone, and readers can follow her adventures at 
amygrisak.com.  






