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From our earliest introduction to stone 
collecting, many of us have been engaged in the 
question of whether suiseki is comprised of only 
natural stones or if modified stones can be 
included as well.  Several recent articles have 
provided viewpoints and detailed historical 
background on this question.  If you have 
answered this question for yourself, perhaps 
you can stop reading now; however, if you are 
still seeking clarity, it is my hope that this article 
might assist you. 
 
How we approach seeking an answer is often 
based on our backgrounds, beliefs, and who 
has, or is, influencing our opinions.  As a stone 
collector with a background in photography and 
science, the default approach to answering 
difficult questions for me is to conduct 
extensive research through discussions with 
knowledgeable people, reading articles and 
books, and looking outside the specific 
question’s area of focus to see if there might be 
an answer in a like field of study.   
 
In framing the discussion, let’s start it this way: 
Covello and Yoshimura first defined suiseki for 
us in English “as naturally formed stones 
admired for their beauty and for their power to 
suggest a scene from nature or an object closely 
associated with it.”  Is the Covello and 
Yoshimura definition the ONLY one possible? 
We now know that, at least in Japan, this is not 
the only way stones have been appreciated, and 
even if such a definition did exist at some point, 
it has changed with time and has never 
remained a static, constant definition. Many of 
you, however, are seeking clarity to this very 
question for yourself.  The answer to this 
question is it depends more on your own view 
than you might think.  More importantly, we 
might even ask of ourselves whether we are 
asking the right question.   
 
The externally stated problem is perhaps best 
stated as follows: For me, does suiseki only 
consist of natural stones? The difficulty with 
determining an answer for yourself is there are 
differing answers/opinions depending upon 

whom you ask.  Each side strongly makes a 
case, defending with vigor their perspective, 
and sometimes – oftentimes – decrying their 
perspective as “correct” and the other’s 
viewpoint as simply “wrong”. 
 
For us to decide, must we attempt to 
objectively evaluate each viewpoint, research 
their conclusions for authenticity and accuracy, 
and then make a declaration into which camp 
we now belong.  Is it reasonable to assume we 
can answer this natural vs. worked stone 
question by itself without adding additional 
context?  Should it be framed in the perspective 
of more than one viewpoint?  It is my belief that 
we must, otherwise this natural vs. worked 
stone debate can potentially lead us in the 
wrong direction. 
 
Let’s start with why do we even care whether 
the stone is natural or worked?  Stop for a 
moment and be truly introspective as to why it 
matters to you.  Forget what you’ve heard, 
read, or thought before.  Seek within yourself 
on what basis does this question matter.  Can 
this question even be answered without placing 
it into the context of why we enjoy suiseki? Do 
we enjoy suiseki because we love nature or 
because we find beauty in these stones or 
perhaps because we simply love to engage, 
communicate, and enjoy the art form?  Is it one 
of these or all of these? 
 
Stones have been an art form for centuries 
albeit often defined by different names: 
bonseki, suiseki, viewing stones, and the like.  
So, what is the aesthetic for these?  First, let’s 
look at the word “aesthetic” as it begins to shed 
some light on our problem. 
 
Aesthetic:  

 
Adjective: concerned with beauty or the 
appreciation of beauty. 
 
Noun: a set of principles underlying and 
guiding the work of a particular artist or 
artistic movement. 
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Let us evaluate our problem in the context of 
the aesthetic of stones: how we define beauty 
and what set of principles underlies and guides 
us in this art movement. 
 
Many have attempted to clearly define 
aesthetic.  In Nickolas Pappas’ article entitled 
Plato’s Aesthetics, it states “the core concepts 
of aesthetics are beauty, imitation and 
inspiration.”  Both Hume and Kant indicated 
“though we cannot directly find a standard of 
beauty that sets out the qualities that a thing 
must possess in order to be beautiful…”  Does 
the aesthetic by its definition of “concerned 
with beauty or the appreciation of beauty” then 
establish yet another conundrum, that is, 
defining the qualities that a thing must possess 
in order to be beautiful?   
 
Can we collectively define a standard of beauty 
or at least quantify and agree upon the qualities 
that something must possess?  I believe we 
have encountered another problem as qualities 
of beauty are defined differently in various 
cultures.  Understanding what Japan believes 
represents beauty and comparing that to a 
Western viewpoint is a good start. 
 
In Crispin Sartwell’s article Beauty, published in 
the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 2017, 
he noted “among the qualities that can be 
derived from the assumptions of traditional 
Japanese aesthetics Donald Keene has 
distinguished suggestion, irregularity, simplicity, 
and perishability.”   
 
In this same article, it reads “the classical 
conception is that beauty consists of an 
arrangement of integral parts into a coherent 
whole, according to proportion, harmony, 
symmetry, and similar notions.  This is a 
primordial Western conception of beauty.” 

A conundrum has arisen as one critical 
component of the Japanese aesthetic is 
irregularity whereas in the Western aesthetic it 
is symmetry.  Can beauty contain and express 
both qualities?  Do we now need to embrace or 

reject one set of qualities for our aesthetic 
based on our own cultural perspectives? 

What becomes apparent through this research 
of aesthetic and beauty is that there are 
multiple attributes and qualities that are both 
congruent and incongruent across cultural 
boundaries.  This sounds terribly familiar with 
our natural vs. worked stone problem, doesn’t 
it? If our culture embraces one definition of 
beauty and that definition is not fully contained 
in another culture’s definition, are we to use 
our own definition or theirs? Or do we develop 
a new hybrid definition that contains some 
qualities of both?  

I dare not even attempt to address the 
difficulties of language barriers within the 
definition of beauty and our understanding and 
application of them.  It is known that certain 
words have no direct counterpart from one 
language to another.   Now, add to this problem 
what Donald Richie’s book A Tractate on 
Japanese Aesthetic, 2007, states: “Traditional 
Japanese aesthetics still lacks a definition. There 
were and are, however, plenty of terms in 
Japanese (wabi, sabi, aware, and more) but 
these all refer to qualities, to parts of an 
assumed by unnamed whole.” 

The problem is now even more protracted if we 
in the West want to adopt the Japanese view of 
aesthetic as it relates to stones.  We are faced 
with attempting to understand not only the 
aesthetic but the very words that help to define 
it.   

It appears that we must define, or accept, an 
aesthetic and its core concepts. We can use 
these then to determine for ourselves if our 
aesthetic allows both natural and worked 
stones. 

Plato’s following definition is very appealing: 
“The core concepts of aesthetics are beauty, 
imitation and inspiration.”  The order of these 
concepts should not be lost on us.  Beauty is 
listed first and importantly so.  Beauty is often 
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found in things that imitate other natural 
things.  When we hold a small stone resembling 
a mountain in our hand, it is recognized that 
this is an imitation of a mountain range in which 
we have seen beauty.  This originating view, the 
actual mountain range, is inspiring to us.  Its 
majesty in size, color, depth contributes to our 
reactions in seeing and experiencing it.  The 
aesthetic quality of this suiseki mountain stone 
thus imitates the beauty of the one found in 
nature resulting in many of the same visceral 
reactions. 

But what about aesthetic used as a noun: a set 
of principles underlying and guiding the work of 
a particular artist or artistic movement.  A set of 
principles in many cases has unfortunately been 
further defined as a set of rules.  In some 
instances, the principles are easily agreed upon 
and in others, not so much.  It has been often 
stated that the Japanese aesthetic for stone 
color is primarily black, or a dark color, with an 
exception of red for Akadama stones.  Yet is this 
often-stated rule true?  In suiseki, there is a 
term for five-color stones – goshiki-ishi.  If you 
thumb through stone books from the 1960s 
published in Japan, you see lots of examples of 
stones in the colors of red, blue, green, yellow, 
white, etc.  This is another example where our 
understanding of what was acceptable is 
incomplete.  It also sends a warning to us that 
making such sweeping statements as “…the 
Japanese aesthetic for stone color is primarily 
black” only makes furthering an understanding 
of truth even more difficult.  It might be wise to 
first ask ourselves if our understanding of the 
principles is complete and correct. 
 
Are principles needed or even valuable for an 
aesthetic?  Yes, it can be agreed they are.  
Principles help the analytical side of humans.  
We set boundaries with principles. For stones, 
those principles incorporate shape, texture, 
color, hardness, etc.  To what context should 
these principles be applied?  

Many view the Japanese aesthetic as based on a 
mimetic theory – those things found or based in 

nature.  This thought was supported from the 
aesthetician Ueda Makoto who said: “In 
premodern Japanese aesthetics, the distance 
between art and nature was considerably 
shorter than in its Western counterparts.”  Also, 
the novelist Tanizaki Jun’ichirō has written in 
that important aesthetic text In Praise of 
Shadows: “The quality that we call 
beauty…must always grow from the realities of 
life.”  Should we therefore then incorporate 
into our view of the aesthetic of suiseki those 
qualities found and represented in the beauty 
of nature?   It certainly seems so. 

The concept of beauty is a key quality in most 
culturally defined definitions of aesthetic. This 
being the case, we should be able to evaluate 
both natural and worked stones to see if the 
aesthetic principle of beauty exists. 
 
Often, in complex problems when the solution 
is hard to identify, scientists look to other fields 
of study to see if similar problems exist and 
what findings have been uncovered that might 
lead to a solution for their respective problem.   

As stated earlier, photography has played a 
major role in my life both as a hobby and a 
profession. Today a raging debate is occurring 
over the concept of pure (natural) photographs 
or post-processed photographs.   This argument 
centers on photographers who believe that a 
“true and pure” (someone, please define what 
that means) photograph is one that comes 
straight out of the camera with no post-
processing whatsoever.  They have even coined 
a term for it – SOOC (Straight Out Of Camera).  
This group believes that the photographer must 
have sufficient skill to see a photograph, 
capture it digitally or on film, and reproduce it 
as SOOC.  A second group adheres to a view 
that a photograph taken with a camera can, and 
often should, be “developed” using modern 
tools such as Adobe Lightroom™ or Adobe 
Photoshop™.   

Photographers tend to support one of three 
ideals in this debate: 1) SOOC only; 2) create 
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photographs using available tools; or, 3) either 
is fine if the photo expresses and communicates 
a story. 

Does this debate begin to sound similar on the 
subject of natural vs. worked stones?  Whose 
rules do I follow? Who gets to decide? 

Let me provide a few photographic examples 
that should shed light on our issue of beauty as 
it relates to natural and worked stones.   

 

Clearing Winter Storm -Yosemite Valley  
by Ansel Adams, circa 1942 

This iconic photograph was taken by Ansel 
Adams, one of the most famous landscape 
photographers of the 20th century, while in 
Yosemite Valley around 1942.  

Many people, photographers included, naively 
perhaps, believe Ansel Adams shot this SOOC. 
That is, that he placed this scene in his 
viewfinder, made his camera settings, triggered 
his shutter, developed the film as shot, and 
then printed this iconic photograph.  I’ve heard 
many photographers say of this photograph, “I 
don’t know how he did it as my photographs at 
this same location just don’t come out like his.” 

One uniform response to this photograph is 
that it is a beautiful landscape scene, 
wonderfully capturing the mood of Yosemite 
during a winter storm. It is a visual masterpiece 

and more. Now for the details of this iconic 
photograph of Yosemite. 

This photograph was highly worked in the 
darkroom. This is known because Ansel 
published the “natural” version of this photo 
before he “worked” it through his development 
process. You can be assured the SOOC version 
bears little resemblance to the photograph on 
this page. Ansel was a master of chemical 
development and a wizard at manipulating light 
in the darkroom by dodging and burning it onto 
photographic paper.  From a “naturalist or 
purist” perspective, this photograph would then 
be rejected out of hand. It has been 
manipulated and it does not represent what 
was originally captured on the negative plate.   

Should this photograph be rejected? The 
original prints, those printed by Ansel himself, 
retails for tens of thousands of dollars. The 
seller offers documents proving its authenticity 
and provenance.  Can you guess what is 
missing?  Nowhere in the documentation for 
this original print was there a disclaimer that 
this photographic print was not SOOC; not a 
sentence, or even a phrase, that said the 
photograph had been manipulated by Ansel 
during the printing process.  Could the buyer of 
this photograph, if unaware of this fact, go back 
against the seller? Could they even go so far as 
to state the seller had lied and from this single 
event declare that all Ansel Adams’ 
photographs have somehow been 
misrepresented?   Could we extend the 
accusation so far as to accuse Ansel Adams of 
being a fraud? 

If we are seeking clarity on our issue, perhaps a 
more important set of questions to ask is if 
Ansel Adams’ manipulation of this photo 
reduced or enhanced the beauty of this scene? 
Do we see beauty regardless of the process he 
used?  

Let’s continue with another more personal 
example. In the summer of 2016, a good friend 
and I decided to take a photographic road trip. 
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We had wanted to photograph both landscapes 
and horses in Kentucky so we grabbed our 
cameras and tripods and headed that way.  

 

Covered Bridge outside of Lexington, KY 
by Sam Edge, 2016 

The setup and photography took about 45 
minutes to capture a series of images using a 
Canon 5d Mark III with a 28-70 f/2.8 lens.  It is 
rewarding that this photograph has been 
enjoyed by many of our friends.  It does 
represent what I personally saw that day in July, 
2016; however, it is not what my camera 
captured in a single exposure! 

The Canon 5d Mark III is a wonderfully complex 
and accurate camera body.  It has an 
outstanding sensor capable of recording a 
significant amount of data.  However, this 
technically complex piece of electronics was 
incapable of recording the wide dynamic range 
that my eyes saw that day.  As experienced 
when photographing a scene with extreme 
lighting conditions, one part of the photo is 
perfectly exposed while the other is too dark or 
too bright.  If the photograph is exposed for the 
light of the old wooden bridge, then the road 
and church would be “blown” out.  If the 
photograph is exposed for the road and church, 
then the interior of the bridge would be dark 
and without detail.   

A few notes about the photograph.  First this 
was a color photograph later “developed” into a 
black and white photograph by using the Nik© 

plug-in running in Adobe Photoshop; therefore, 

according to the purist this photograph as 
shown in black and white should be rejected 
because it wasn’t originally shot in black and 
white.  

The covered bridge photograph is a composite 
of two perfectly exposed photographs: one for 
the interior of the covered bridge and the 
second of the road and church.  Both 
photographs were post-processed in Lightroom 
to correct the following: color temperature, 
white and black balance, contrast, clarity, 
highlights, shadows, and lens correction. One 
might question why these corrections needed 
to be made, but the reasons are too technically 
complex to discuss within the context of this 
article.  Next, the two photographs were 
composited in Adobe Photoshop to merge the 
components of each photograph that were 
properly exposed to create a single 
photographic image. This composited image 
represents the beautiful scene that I saw that 
day while standing inside the covered bridge.   

The purist would say that I violated the 
aesthetic rules of photography by manipulating 
the photograph. Others would say, “Bravo for 
utilizing the tools and skills to capture and print 
a beautiful landscape scene.” 

So, who is right and who is wrong?  Well, it 
depends.  I will make the argument that both 
can be depending on their aesthetic viewpoint. 
The same argument can be made for those who 
believe suiseki must be natural or for those who 
believe it is OK for the stone to be cut or 
worked.  It is a decision of personal preference 
in how we experience beauty within the 
principles of our aesthetic. But beauty is often 
more than what we see.  When a stone is 
accompanied by a story – its provenance, 
history, and geographical location – its 
perceived beauty can be greatly enhanced. 

When we first begin the process of learning a 
new art form, be it photography or stone 
collecting, we primarily concentrate on “the 
rules,” that aspect of aesthetic defined as a set 
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of principles underlying and guiding the work of 
a particular artist or artistic movement.   

Principles help to bring context to the art we 
are studying. In photography, we learn things 
like aperture, shutter speed, ISO, white level, 
etc.  In stone collecting, we learn principles 
around the qualities of shape, hardness, color, 
texture, and the like.  Principles serve a useful 
purpose as they help to define and 
communicate in a general way what the 
aesthetic qualities of the art form are thus 
giving us context and structure in how we begin 
to learn, explore, and enjoy it.   

In many instances, the principles created to 
assist us are turned into rules.  Some of us then 
take these rules and make them rigid and 
inflexible. Herein lies the real problem. Is the 
most important thing the rules, their 
application, and enforcement?  Or is the most 
important focus of our art form the discovery 
and enjoyment of beauty?  Do you stand before 
the great Mt. Fuji and immediately begin to 
review it based on the rules of thirds or the 
Fibonacci spiral? 

Trouble is just around the corner when 
principles turn into rules, rules into rigidity, 
rigidity into hardline statements someone 
wants to enforce accompanied with edicts that 
they have determined what is “right” or what is 
“wrong.”  Closely following this trajectory, one 
can be assured that there will soon be a general 
lack of creativity or even the freedom of 
thought.  With complete certainty, the death of 
fun and enjoyment is but a moment away. 

Rules are often categorized as what we know, 
whereas beauty is what we experience. Let me 
digress for just a moment to make these two 
points: 1) the more I study a subject, any 
subject, the more I realize how much more 
there is to know; and, 2) what I thought I 
understood when I originally started to study a 
subject was a shallow and mostly uninformed 
understanding of what I now know. Caution is 
advised when taking hard positions with rules, 

as our view of their purpose is often 
incomplete. 

In the book Wabi Sabi: The Japanese Art of 
Impermanence by Andrew Juniper, 2011, he 
states: “The strict adherence to the real, or 
perceived, rules associated can begin to destroy 
the enjoyment and appreciation of the art 
form.”  

Applying this statement to suiseki might help us 
begin to reach a conclusion to our problem.  
The strict adherence to the real, or perceived, 
rules associated with suiseki can begin to 
destroy the enjoyment and appreciation of it. 
When our focus is only on rules, it begins to 
inhibit our ability to see the beauty of the stone 
and what it represents; therefore, our art 
appreciation becomes static at best, or at worst 
it begins to decline. What a definition of failure 
– to become static or to decline. 
 
Let me suggest that how we view natural or 
worked stones should be left to the individual’s 
personal sense of beauty.  If you elect to collect 
only natural stones, do so. If you believe a 
natural stone can have one base cut but 
nothing else, wonderful!  Enjoy that 
perspective.  If you believe a stone can be 
worked to enhance the beauty that you see in 
it, please do so.  But it should also be said 
regardless of where you are in this spectrum of 
views, please don’t attempt to force your 
personal views on others.  Should you form an 
only “natural” stone club?  Of course; do so by 
clearly articulating this perspective and why.  
But please don’t tell others that “your view” is 
the only “true, correct view” because frankly, it 
isn’t. 
 
I’m not in any way suggesting that we should 
represent a worked stone as a natural stone. 
However, if a stone has not been represented 
as natural, don’t assume it is either. Also, you 
might want to reflect on the fact that the seller 
of the stone might not have a clue whether the 
stone is natural or not. What we should 
consider is that you, as a collector, have a 
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responsibility to educate yourself on these 
things.  Just as in antiques or paintings, the 
buyer must understand how to determine what 
is original or what is not.   

Through research, it is evident there isn’t 
general agreement to a universal aesthetic even 
though nearly all definitions of it concern 
themselves with beauty or the appreciation of 
beauty. Beauty is often described and bound by 
cultural definitions. The one exception is nature 
as it is generally viewed as beautiful by all 
cultures.   

Challenge yourself to look upon a natural 
landscape and attempt to describe it in terms it 
deserves.  I dare say that most will fail quite 
miserably to adequately describe the scene 
before them.  Yet, inherently, it is seen and 
understood to be beautiful across all cultures. 
For centuries man has attempted to describe 
this beauty in paintings, stories, songs, and 
poetry. 

 
Supermoon – Germantown, TN 

 by Sam Edge, 2016 

If you will allow me to make this article very 
personal, let me share a few of my own 
thoughts. As a person of faith, when I look upon 
these landscapes I see the handiwork of God 
Almighty, the original Creator – His work 
unparalleled over all time.  I don’t spend a 
moment thinking that a scene of beauty has 
been impacted through the ravages of weather 
or mankind and that somehow it isn’t “true” 
beauty since I’m not seeing this landscape as 

God originally created it.  I simply see and 
experience the beauty contained and expressed 
in nature’s landscape and for that moment in 
time I’m transported out of my everyday 
worries of life. I relax and take in this scene of 
peacefulness often accompanied with the 
feeling of pure joy. 

My hope is that the rules associated with 
suiseki, or viewing stones, doesn’t become the 
focus of your participation in this wonderful art 
form.  Use the principles of the aesthetic to help 
shape your viewpoint, but leave room for at 
least hearing other viewpoints.  Enjoy what you 
enjoy and let others enjoy what they enjoy.  No 
one is the arbitrator of your personal 
perspective other than yourself.  

“Alexander Nehamas, like Hume and Kant, 
considers beauty to have an irreducibly social 
dimension. Beauty is something we share, or 
something we want to share, and shared 
experiences of beauty are particularly intense 
forms of communication.”  So, seek others 
whose qualities and expressions of beauty align 
with yours so that you can share these 
experiences together. With those whose 
definition of beauty differs from yours, please 
stop for a moment and truly listen to them. 
Seek to understand their perspective.  At worst, 
you will hear and perhaps appreciate their 
different definition of beauty and at best you 
might learn something that reshapes your 
personal view. 

Let’s close with this thought. With all of the 
research, many discussions, and countless 
hours of thinking about this subject, I’ve 
reached the following conclusion: When a 
natural or worked suiseki stone communicates 
beauty to me, I enjoy it; when it transports me, 
I experience it; when it brings me peace, I 
treasure it.  

An excerpt from In Search of a Stone, © 2017, Sam Edge 


