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BONSAI 

• Literal translation:  bon “tray”  and sai “planting” 

“planted in a container”

• Punzai, Penzai, Penjing:   tree in a pot (Chinese)

• Chinese horticultural practice 2000 years old but 

redeveloped more stylized under influence of Zen 

Buddhism in Japan 700 years ago



• Artistic representation nature’s force of trees or landscapes 

• Attributes may be beauty, harmony, unity, balance, strength, and 

tenacity etc.

• Small scale in pots  and tray is part of the composition

• Any woody tree, shrub, vine or plant 

• Designed to appear as mature through various training 

techniques

• Allows designer to form an intimate bond with the tree

• Often seen as male or female

• Not perfect but a stylized suggestion or strong impression



VISUAL ELEMENTS: 

• Line: expressed in the movement of the trunk and tells 

the story of how the tree grew

• Form: length, position, proportions, arrangement of 

branches, outline all tell the age, genus, condition

• Texture: bark, and foliage define grace or strength

• Color helps define character and general health



STYLES



TOOLS



MEDIA OR SOIL

Must be free draining with air spaces yet retain moisture:
• Sieve to less than ¼ “ and larger than house screen

• Examples: Lava, pumice, fired clay like akadama or turface, coarse granite, turkey grit 

• without additives, perlite, vermiculite, molar clay non-clumping cat litter

• No or low organic content  (I use soil conditioner not peat )

• Note: pH can be important for species



TRAYS

• Compliment design – bark color, foliage or blossom color

• Sufficient depth for root mass, moisture needed for species 

and growth between repottings

• Shape

• Proportion to tree – Enhance age?

• Weather conditions – outdoor freezing? humidity tray 

underneath?



TRAYS

• Plastic Training 

Pots

• Ceramic

• Heavy plastic 

Korean trays

• Color,  Size, 

Shape



TRAYS CAN BE SLABS, CREATED FROM ROCKS OR 
EVEN A ROOF TILE!



TRAY PREPARATION

• Select tray

• Clean tray

• Screen drain holes

• Bracing wires if needed 

for positioning



PLANTING YOUR BONSAI

• Remove all soil from root ball

• Simplify and reduce foliage

• Simplify and reduce roots

• Prepare suitable pot

• Position tree

• Work media into roots

• Water

• Protect and hope your tree 

survives!







BASIC FOLIAGE SHAPE
IS A TRIANGLE



TIME IS A BIG FACTOR TO DEVELOP YOUR BONSAI



WIRING



RESTYLING IS PART OF A GROWING TREE





PROBLEMS IN ADDITION TO HORTICULTURAL ISSUES

• Pests  deer, ants, chipmunks, squirrels

• Root rot   (black roots)

• Excessive root or foliage pruning

• Excessive or Insufficient Water   (including wind) 

• Watering technique

• Cold weather

• Sun

• Under or over fertilizing



SELECTING PLANTS

• Low graft

• Leaf size

• Trunk flare

• Trunk movement

• Flexibility

• Branching and bud nodes

• Pot bound? 

• Healthy - Circling roots, 

fungus, cankers?

• New growth

• Your ability to care for it





WANT TO DO BONSAI?

• Julia Wood

• pedersonj@comcast.net

• 253-740-4701

• Books

• Web: Bonsaiempire.com

Bonsainut.com

Youtube videos

mailto:pedersonj@comcast.net

