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Sumi, or the black colour markings 
on a koi, is regarded by many as 
simply an extra dimension of 
colour which turns our Kohakus 
into either Sanke, or Showa. This 

article looks at the importance of Sumi 
quality, and how it develops.

Sumi is an aspect of koi that carries a 

Sumi isn’t what it used to be. Drawing on his 
experience in the ‘field’, Mike Snaden discusses why 
this is both a good and a bad thing for koi keepers

great deal of importance in Japan. This 
importance is directed not only towards its 
quality, but also its style and where it falls 
on the koi.  

Over the years Sumi has changed 
somewhat – in some ways this is for the 
better, but it has its drawbacks, which we 
will discuss later. 

Not so simple Sumi

Over the years Sumi 
has changed 

somewhat – in some 
ways this is for the 
better, but it has its 

drawbacks

About the author:

Mike Snaden is the proprietor of Yume 
Koi in Bristol, specialising solely in very 
high end koi. He has supplied three out 
of the last four BKKS Grand Champions. 
Mike’s specialised field is water and 
growing koi to their maximum potential, 
as a Japanese breeder would. This 
approach has given him considerable 
insight into koi.  

For Showa to be highly valued it is important to think about Sumi placement. Sumi 
is only appreciated where it falls on white ground, and as you see with this one, 
the Sumi on the white ground is of very high quality. Once the Sumi has fully 
developed, a Showa should still have areas of clean white ground that can be 
appreciated, and preferably all three colours on the face, much like this example
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▼

When culling Sanke 
fry at say one month 
old, the vast majority 
of the ‘keepers’ will 
be heavily covered in 
Sumi, pretty much 
irrespective of 
bloodline

▼

Any koi with an element of Sumi (Sanke, 
Showa, Shiro Utsuri) offers a great deal of 
excitement to the koi hobbyist. This is 
because in many cases the progress and 
change within these koi can occur at an 
astonishing rate, or become something very 
different to what you envisaged. Sometimes 
you can get lucky with such koi, but it is often 
the case that you buy a koi you have high 
hopes for, only to find that it didn’t measure 
up to your expectation. Understanding Sumi 
types and its development can drastically 
reduce the risk of buying koi that won’t ever 
achieve your dream. 

where sumi develops
One of the most important things to consider 
when it comes to Sumi is how it develops, or 
more to the point, where it develops first. This 
will also help you establish Sumi quality, so 
we will cover this point first. In Sanke, Showa, 
and Shiro Utsuri, Sumi will develop at the rear 
end of the koi and closer to the lateral line 
first. It will then work its way up from the 
lateral line and forwards, finishing on the 
shoulder area last. In the case of Showa and 
Shiro Utsuri, Sumi will develop on the head as 
if it were a completely separate entity – this 
will show development much sooner than the 
shoulder area, yet often continue to progress 
even after the shoulder area has finished up.

If you think about Sumi developing in this 
manner, it can make a big difference not only 
in choosing koi with good Sumi distribution, 
but it will also help you choose a koi that will 
end up with a good front to rear balance of 
Sumi when it grows up. This is particularly 
useful to bear in mind when buying Shiro 
Utsuri or Showa, as a koi that has a heavy 
bias of Sumi towards the rear will often 

balance up further forwards as a big koi. 
Whereas, a young koi that is front-heavy on 
Sumi, will almost always end up being very 
front-heavy as a big koi. 

the importance of sumi 
quality
It is important to assess Sumi quality. In 
Sanke this isn’t too much of a problem, but 
when it comes to Showa and Shiro Utsuri, 
you need to get as accurate an idea of Sumi 
quality as you can, as even if the koi develops 
a lot of Sumi, it doesn’t mean that the quality 
of it will be any good. When it comes to 
Sumi, the criteria are exactly the same for 
Showa, as they are for Shiro Utsuri. So, in this 
instance, we will focus on Showa Sumi as an 
example. As I mentioned earlier, Sumi will 
start at the rear of the koi, and deep towards 
the lateral line, and progress up, and 
forwards from this point. So, what we need 

top tip
It is of paramount importance to ignore 
how the Sumi looks if it falls on top of red 
pattern, as it will always look better here. 

This customer’s Shiro Utsuri was nissai, 
and 48cm. You can see there wasn’t a 

great deal of Sumi on the surface in this 
picture, but the few parts of Sumi that 

were showing were of very high quality

This is the same koi, having resided at our place for the past season, and now 
measures 65cm as sansai. Despite running warm summer temperatures, and 
soft water, you can see that the Sumi has developed greatly. When the Sumi 

at the rear end starts to finish, the shoulder area will be far from finished. 
Another two or three years should see the front to rear balance becoming 

very good. The head will also develop greatly over the same period
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Modern day Sanke 
Sumi has a habit of 

developing extremely 
quickly, primarily 
because of the 

Matsunosuke 
influence

to look for, is evidence of good quality dark 
and glossy Sumi. 

Look for some evidence of good glossy 
Sumi around the lateral line area of the tail 
tube (assuming there isn’t good Sumi 
elsewhere on the koi, on white ground). It 
may help to bend the koi a little, as you 
should see the root of the Sumi widening as 
the scales are stretched farther apart. If you 
can see good Sumi that is like lacquered coal, 
then there is hope that you can expect other 
underlying areas of Sumi to come up and be 
of similar quality as the koi grows up. If the 
Sumi is grey in its appearance, or is present 
only in the Fukurin, then there is a high 
likelihood that the Sumi will never come up, 
or will be of low quality. With Showa, you will 
find any Sumi that lies on the red pattern will 
always look blacker than the Sumi that is on 
white ground. The red pattern acts like an 
‘undercoat’ that will always make the Sumi 
look better than it really is, so Sumi on these 
areas must be completely ignored. 

An interesting note with Showa is that you 
are wiser to choose ones where underlying 
developing Sumi looks similar on the red 
pattern, as it does on the white ground, as 
this kind of Sumi will usually become much 
better. If, however, a Showa has a lot of Sumi 
that looks finished where it falls on top of the 

pattern, yet looks like Kage Sumi on all the 
white areas, then this kind of koi is best well 
avoided, as it is most likely that the Sumi on 
the white ground will never come up!

sumi and water quality
With Shiro Utsuri and Showa there is a popular 
belief that water hardness affects Sumi 
development and that soft water will make it go 
down, and hard water will make it develop. 
Whilst this is partly true, it is more the case that 
low quality Sumi is affected in this manner, 
whereby it is influenced by both water hardness, 
and water temperature. But, when it comes to 
high quality Sumi, you will find that it will 
generally develop irrespective of these factors. 

the bowl test
Another way to help you choose Shiro 
Utsuri or Showa is to place them into a 
bowl and watch them for several minutes.

If you do this with a number of 
prospective purchases, you will find that 
some stay looking good for the duration, 
but others will have Sumi that will literally 
turn grey whilst the koi is in the bowl. The 
latter should be completely dismissed, and 
returned to the pond.

This Sanke as tosai had very little Sumi 
showing, but knowing that the Sumi 
would be of the modern Matsunosuke 
style, the plunge was taken

The same Sanke but at four years old and 75cm. As you can see, plenty of 
Sumi has developed in a very short space of time despite not showing 
underlying Sumi. The gamble so far has paid off with this koi, but it is still 
possible that in a year or two, the Sumi could become a little overbearing
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▼

How do you know 
where you are going, 
if you don’t know 
where you came 
from?

When it comes to Sanke Sumi things are 
easier in terms of getting lucky with quality, 
but bloodlines really tend to confuse the issue 
when it comes to choosing and predicting 
Sumi development. So, although the Sumi’s 
apparent quality is a safer issue, the 
development of it is actually more of a gamble 
that requires a good deal of ‘bloodline’ 
understanding in order to get better ‘odds’. 
This is where Sumi starts to get confusing…

the changing face of sumi
Even as recently as 10 years or so ago, Sumi 
was a relatively simple matter as far as Sanke 
is concerned. It was pretty much a case of 
looking for Sumi quality that was apparent on 
the surface, and looking a little more carefully 
for signs of underlying Sumi that was yet to 
surface. Ten years ago, Sadazo was probably 
the most popular lineage of Sanke around, 
and in some ways, it was a good job too! 
You see, Sadazo was very ‘safe’ and 
predictable. Sure, Matsunosuke was also 
around, but not generally so popular in the 
Western World. Kichinai was also popular, 
and had a reputation for being very orderly 
and neat. Nowadays however, it is all so 
much more complicated. 

Modern day Sumi is so much more exciting 
than days of old, but also requires a lot more 

insight. This is predominantly because of the 
introduction of Magoi blood, which was 
initially done by Toshio Sakai (Matsunosuke), 
and Koi No Youhei. Since then, the majority of 
Japan’s breeders have introduced the 
Matsunosuke line into their own Sanke 
breedings in order to increase the size of the 
koi produced. Most breeders however, tend to 
mix this line with other lineages in order to 
produce koi with heavier bodies, but also to 
try to keep the Sumi a little more orderly. 

In Japan nowadays, many breeders’ Sumi is 
criticised for being too unrefined, and 
unpredictable. Although modern day Sumi can 
be very exciting to watch, it has a nasty habit 
of appearing where you least expect it to. This 
‘new’ Sumi that many breeders are producing 
tends to have nice quality and Kiwa, but also 
tends to develop on the surface, rather than 
from underlying Sumi. As such, it is possible to 
buy Sanke of this type, that have very little 
Sumi, and yet as big koi they can become 
overpowering and messy in this department. If 
you pay attention to the breeder’s bloodlines, 
you can identify this kind of Sumi and use it to 
your advantage. What I mean by this, is that if 
a breeder tells you that his Sanke is of 
Matsunosuke bloodline, or from Sadazo line 
for example, this really isn’t enough 
information to go by. For example, if a 

The same koi as Yonsai at 71cm. The interesting thing here is 
the koi is of Kichinai and Matsunosuke bloodlines, and yet the 
Sumi has appeared in the more modern manner of appearing 

where it wasn’t expected. But, the Kichinai influence is largely 
responsible for the refinement within this koi’s Sumi style

This Sanke is of Kichinai bloodline. As 
tosai this koi had a lot more Sumi, but 
during the period of growth between 

nissai and sansai, the Sumi went down. 
With other lines, this transition would 

have happened earlier in life
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Some koi will have 
Sumi return as nissai 
when harvested, but 

most don’t really 
develop greatly until 

sansai and older

breeder’s ‘Matsunosuke’ line Sanke that he is 
offering you is bred from a Matsunosuke 
female, crossed with Sadazo males, you will 
get offspring that will exhibit traits from each 
parent. So, some offspring will inherit the 
modern Matsunosuke Sumi from the mother, 
and some will have Sadazo style Sumi inherited 
from the male side. The same can also be said 
of Beni, and body types. So, don’t settle for a 
breeder saying that his koi come from 
‘Bloodline X’, or ‘Bloodline Y’, try to find out 
the male and female parent bloodlines, as this 
will give you a little more insight. 

the development of sumi
Modern day Sanke Sumi has a habit of 
developing extremely quickly, primarily 
because of the Matsunosuke influence, but 
other Sumi types develop in different ways. 
Sadazo develops slow and steady from 
underlying areas, and Kichinai Sumi can look 
quite prominent in tosai (one year old koi), 
and yet the same koi as nissai (two years old) 
can lose most of their Sumi, only for it to 
re-appear as sansai (three years old) onwards, 
albeit in different places to when the koi was 
tosai. Other Sumi lines can appear to look 
promising, but never surface or develop. For 
this reason, it is important to understand how 
the koi develop as fry. 

fry selection and sumi
Disclaimer time! The following is from my 
own observations of having been in 
Japan for a few summers learning 
breeding and culling, and is purely my 

own opinion, which may not reflect those 
of others. 

When culling Sanke fry at say one month 
old, the vast majority of the ‘keepers’ will be 
heavily covered in Sumi, pretty much irrespective 
of bloodline. This Sumi covering is so heavy the 
Kohaku pattern you are looking for in the 
selection process can be hard to see beneath the 
Sumi. But, from this point on, the Sumi during 
the next few months of the Sanke’s life, will 
slowly recede. But, it is my opinion, that differing 
bloodlines produce different speeds at which the 
Sumi recedes. 

So comparing for example, tosai from 
Matsunosuke, Sadazo, and Kichinai… In 
autumn, many Matsunosuke line tosai will have 
very little Sumi, because it receded very quickly 
during the first summer. Sadazo Sumi on the 
other hand, has receded but retained some 
underlying Sumi as tosai in the autumn. The 
Kichinai koi however, still look more like all the 
other koi did a few months earlier as fry during 
the selection, because the Sumi’s receding 
process has taken place much more slowly. 

You are probably now asking yourself, 
“What is the relevance of all this?” The 
answer is simple, and one that a history 
student gave to me… “How do you know 
where you are going, if you don’t know 
where you came from?” What I mean by 
this is that by understanding how the tosai 
may have looked as fry, and then seeing 
the koi as tosai, you will then have a rough 
idea what the development traits of the 
Sumi bloodline are likely to be. So, if the 
koi looks to have Sadazo line Sumi, you can 
expect it to surface, and to creep a little 
when the koi gets older. 

In the case of Matsunosuke type Sumi, 
you will find some koi with conventional type 
Sumi (because of the other parent being ‘non-
Matsunosuke’), and some will have very small 
flecks of surface Sumi, almost like grey 
scratches in the edges of the scales. The latter 
Sumi is Sumi that has receded very quickly as 
fry, and will very likely develop a lot as nissai, 
and becoming very heavy with Sumi as sansai. 
The cautionary note here is that although this 
kind of Sumi is great fun to watch, if you 
choose one with too many areas of this tiny 
scratchy Sumi, then the koi will most likely 
become very heavy and messy when big. 

Kichinai on the other hand is different, as 
with tosai, the koi will appear to have quite a 
lot of Sumi. But, in the case of the mud pond, 
this Sumi will continue to recede as the koi 
grows from tosai through to nissai. Some koi 
will have Sumi return as nissai when 
harvested, but most don’t really develop 
greatly until sansai and older. This Sumi, 
although slow in developing, often turns out 
nice, and very refined. 

I sincerely hope that this article has been 
of some use to you, rather than confusing any 
issues over Sumi.

This tosai Sanke appears to have conventional 
Sumi, which is Showa Sashi (underlying front 
edge), as well as underlying Sumi. As such, koi 
like these tend to be very safe and predictable

The same koi at the BKKS National Show this 
year, at some 89cm. As you can see, the Sumi 
development is pretty much what you would 
have predicted from when she was tosai

010-014 Mike Snaden October.indd   Sec1:14010-014 Mike Snaden October.indd   Sec1:14 1/9/08   12:56:111/9/08   12:56:11



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket true
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends false
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize false
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile (None)
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 2400
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /PDFX1a:2001
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly true
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox false
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    8.50394
    8.50394
    8.50394
    8.50394
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (Web Coated FOGRA28 \050ISO 12647-2:2004\051)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<

    /BGR <>
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /CZE <>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /ETI <>
    /FRA <>
    /GRE <>

    /HRV (Za stvaranje Adobe PDF dokumenata najpogodnijih za visokokvalitetni ispis prije tiskanja koristite ove postavke.  Stvoreni PDF dokumenti mogu se otvoriti Acrobat i Adobe Reader 5.0 i kasnijim verzijama.)
    /HUN <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /LTH <>
    /LVI <>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /POL <>
    /PTB <>
    /RUM <>
    /RUS <>
    /SKY <>
    /SLV <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /TUR <>
    /UKR <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [651.969 898.583]
>> setpagedevice


