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Natural pearls of ≈ or 
<2mm in size are 
traditionally known 
internationally as “seed 
pearls” or in Japan by a 
quaint term which relates 
to poppy seeds, and 
translates into English as 
“Keshi” “ケシ”.



Since ancient times, in Japan, small 
pearls (≈ or <2mm) were called “ケ
シ” (Keshi) and mainly used as 
medicine.

In 1883 the word “ケシ” (Keshi) 
officially appeared at the First 
Fisheries Exposition where Mie 
Prefecture exhibited tiny pearls as “
ケシ”. 

At that time all “ケシ” (Keshi) were 
natural. 



“Japan is fortunate to be surrounded by a sea 
inhabited by Akoya oysters (Pinctada fucata 
martensii), with their beautiful nacre. Research 
on pearl culturing in this country proceeded in 
secret at the end of the 19th century, and by the 
beginning of the 20th century, ahead of the 
developments in Europe, the first techniques for 
producing spherical pearls (i.e., free pearls) were 
already established. 

In Japan, by the end of the 19th century the 
mother-of-pearl Akoya oyster was on the verge 
of extinction because of overfishing for natural 
pearls, which were traded overseas at very high 
prices.”

Kiyohito Nagai (2013) - Pearl Research 
Laboratory, K. Mikimoto & Co., Ltd.,



One of the lesser-known but fascinating parts 
of Japanese culture is that of the Ama pearl 
divers. 

Ama (海女 in Japanese), literally means 
‘woman of the sea’ and this is recorded as 
early as the year 750 in the oldest Japanese 
compilation of poetry; the Man’yoshu. 

These women specialised in freediving some 
30 feet down into the cold water. Utilising 
special techniques to hold their breath for up 
to 2 minutes at a time, they would work for up 
to 4 hours a day in order to gather abalone, 
seaweed and other shellfish.

海女

Ama



Jewellery made from seed pearls 
were greatly appreciated in the 
USA and Europe and were popular 
during the Victorian era (1837-
1901) but more specifically they 
were popular from 1840 - 1860 
when seed pearls were copiously 
set into Parures (comprising 
necklaces, bracelets, earrings and 
brooches). 



This dress of silk, lace, gold braid 
and seed pearls was designed for 
Victoria by Eugene Lami and is 
thought to be the most glamorous 
of the surviving clothes made for 
her



The incredible gown from 1851, 
designed in the style of Charles II’s 
court, features a bodice decorated 
with seed pearls.





Queen Victoria’s 
pink coral and seed 
pearl bracelet



However, once the culturing 
process had become a commercial 
proposition in Japan, and it was 
discovered that pearls of “seed 
pearl sizes” accidentally formed 
both within (the Akoya oyster) and 
close to the Gonad, and that the 
external appearance were similar 
to the natural Keshi, of a previous 
era, so these accidentally cultured 
pearls were also termed simply as 
“Keshi” as at the time there 
appeared to be no way to 
separate these from the original 
natural seed or Keshi pearls.
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Hence the definition of “keshi” in the CIBJO Pearl Book, 
that was developed under the guidance of the Japanese 
pearling industry, reflected the difficulty in distinguishing 
between the natural keshi and the cultured keshi-

5.102. Keshi  

“an old Japanese trade name for a small saltwater 
natural or non-beaded cultured pearl that is 
essentially baroque in shape”.

“Note: the term Keshi used without qualification has 
been misused and is not recommended terminology 
for any type of pearl product unless qualified with 
either ‘natural’ or ‘cultured’, whichever is 
appropriate”.

HOWEVER – technically, distinction between the 
natural and the cultured keshi of small sizes has 
become easier. 



X-ray 
Microradiography 
today has 
advanced 
considerably 
from the early 
20th century. 



X-RAY MICRORADIOGRAPHY
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SEED PEARLS
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Globally the market for seed pearl jewellery is 
limited in 2019 to the Gulf states where 
designs are typically local and differ 
considerably from the 1850’s European and 
United States designs.  Generally these pearls 
are sourced from the Arabian gulf.  

One should mention at this point that since 
the advent of the freshwater cultured pearls 
many Indian and Gulf jewellery items 
containing natural seed pearls have been 
salted, sometimes significantly, with similar 
looking freshwater cultured pearls. 







The 1995 and 1996 International pearl design contests pointed 
the way towards a significant change in the industry use of the 
term Keshi. 

Winning designs that contained non-bead cultured pearls 
produced within both Pinctada margaritifera and Pinctada 
maxima were described as Black South Sea Pearl (Keshi) and 
Shirocho (Silver lip) Keshi. 

At the Las Vegas CIBJO Congress the Italian delegate pointed out 
this misuse of Keshi. 

Then the definition of Keshi was altered in Bern Congress in 
1999 as follows …….



Keshi =

§Material: Cultured pearl

§Variety: Seawater cultured 
without a nucleus

§Commercial name: Keshi 
cultured pearl



At present Japan Pearl Promotion Society (JPPS) has 
reacted to the situation and recommends pearl 
dealers not to use words such as “dust”, “seed” 
and “poppy” for the indication of Keshi cultured 
pearl, since these words mean natural pearls. 

In reality, however, it is ridiculous to apply these 
words for the larger sized cultured Keshi from the 
Silver and Gold lipped P. maxima and Black 
Lipped P margaritifera Pearl Oysters.



While these keshi [non bead] cultured 
pearls produced in Pinctada maxima 
and P margaritifera are larger than the 
traditional ”keshi” they still occur in and 
close to the gonad of these pearl oysters; 
they occur as a consequence of the 
culturing  operation. 
Right – large keshi cultured pearl in P. maxima
partially in the gonad, Photo by Nicholas Sturman. 



A non-bead-cultured pearl before removal from its 
host. The pearl is positioned in the gonad region 
and away from the mantle, where natural pearls 
are usually recovered. Photo Nicholas Sturman. 
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cultured pearl 
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A non-bead-cultured pearl (Keshi) still in the light 
brown cultured pearl sac before removal from its 
host. Again, the pearl is positioned within the 
gonad region and away from the mantle. Photo 
Nicholas Sturman. 
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A non-bead-cultured pearl (Keshi) positioned near 
the gonad before removal from its host. Photo 
Jeffery Bergman.
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It is a fact that the pearling industry has adopted and corrupted the 
usage of the original Japanese term ‘Keshi’ (“ケシ”) – in common 
with many other words within the English and other languages - and 
we need to clearly redefine its use as follows -

• Saltwater natural pearls of ≈ or <2mm in size should be termed 
“natural seed” pearls when produced in naturally formed pearl 
sacs, regardless of the producing mollusc.

• Saltwater non bead cultured pearls of any size should be termed 
“[optionally the name of the producing mollusc] keshi cultured 
pearls”, when produced in and around the gonad in cultured 
pearl sacs regardless of the producing mollusc.



Within “naturally formed pearl sacs” mostly in the mantle but truly in 
almost any part of the mollusc apart from in and around the gonad.







Pearls in the adductor muscle 



Pearls in the mantle lip



Pearls in the mantle hinge
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Adductor scar

Various natural pearls within the
adductor scar and
elsewhere in the shell



It might be reasonably stated that there is far more variation in the 
positioning and growth of natural pearls than there is with their 
cultured cousins. 
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