
Did any antique bronze collectors ever comment about how old shallow bowl (pen) 

might be related to penjing containers (pen)?

Copilot said:

Copilot

Yes, some collectors and scholars of Chinese antiquities have suggested a connection, though 

usually indirectly rather than as a widely accepted formal theory.

The key point is that the Chinese word 盆 (pen) means a basin, bowl, tray, or shallow container. 

In penjing (盆景), the first character (pen) refers to the tray or basin that holds the miniature 

landscape—literally "basin scenery" or "tray landscape."wikipedia+1

Because of this, antiquarians have occasionally compared ancient bronze basins, wash bowls, 

water vessels, and shallow ritual containers to later penjing trays. The reasoning is that:

 Many ancient Chinese bronzes include broad, shallow vessel forms that visually resemble 

later penjing containers.christies

 Penjing developed from broader Chinese traditions of displaying miniature landscapes 

and potted compositions in shallow vessels. Historical accounts place proto-penjing 

practices at least as early as the Han dynasty.grokipedia+1

 The container itself was always a critical artistic element, so scholars have looked at 

earlier vessel traditions when discussing the evolution of penjing presentation.Man Lung 

Penjing | Penjing in Depth+1

However, I am not aware of a major authority on ancient Chinese bronzes who has argued that 

antique bronze shallow bowls were specifically designed as penjing containers. Most ancient 

bronze bowls were made for ritual, food, wine, water, or ceremonial purposes.christies

A more cautious conclusion would be:

Some collectors and scholars have noted the resemblance between ancient shallow bronze basins 

and later penjing trays, and the shared concept of a pen (basin/container). But the connection is 

generally viewed as one of form and cultural continuity rather than direct evidence that early 

bronze bowls were originally intended for penjing.christies+1



If you have a specific bronze vessel type in mind (for example a pan 盤 basin, jian 鑑 water 

vessel, or another shallow bronze form), I can look into whether collectors have made more 

specific penjing-related comparisons for that exact vessel type.
Sources

You said:

How did penjing evolve from earlier Chinese artistic traditions?

Copilot said:

Copilot

Penjing did not appear suddenly as the art of miniature trees. It evolved over many centuries 

from several earlier Chinese artistic and cultural traditions.

1. Classical Garden Design

One of the deepest roots of penjing lies in Chinese garden making. By the Han dynasty and 

earlier, wealthy estates and imperial parks featured artificial hills, rockeries, streams, and 

carefully arranged landscapes intended to capture the essence of nature in a controlled space. 

Over time, these landscape elements were miniaturized, bringing outdoor scenery into courtyards 

and eventually into containers.Man Lung Penjing | Penjing in Depth+1

The basic idea was not to grow a small tree for its own sake, but to recreate a vast natural scene 

in miniature—a mountain valley, island, forest, or river landscape. That concept remains central 

to penjing today.wikipedia+1

2. Rock Appreciation and Scholar Culture

Another important influence was the Chinese tradition of collecting unusual rocks. Scholars 

prized naturally shaped stones that suggested mountains, cliffs, caves, or cosmic forms. These 

"scholar's rocks" (gongshi) were displayed indoors as miniature embodiments of nature.Man 

Lung Penjing | Penjing in Depth+1

As artistic tastes developed, rocks and living plants began to be combined in shallow basins. This 

led directly to landscape penjing, where stone formations represent mountain ranges and trees 

suggest forests.wikipedia+1

3. Miniature Plant Cultivation



The Chinese had long cultivated ornamental plants in pots. Archaeological evidence and tomb art 

from the Han dynasty depict plants grown in containers and displayed on stands. These early 

potted specimens are often regarded as precursors to later penjing.grokipedia+1

Over time, gardeners learned techniques such as pruning, root restriction, and branch training. 

These horticultural practices allowed mature-looking trees to be maintained in shallow 

containers.grokipedia+1

4. Taoist and Philosophical Influences

Taoist ideas strongly influenced penjing's development. Miniature landscapes were viewed as 

microcosms of the natural world, expressing harmony between humanity and nature. Mountains, 

ancient trees, and remote landscapes were associated with immortality, spiritual cultivation, and 

cosmic order.grokipedia+1

Rather than creating a perfectly realistic scale model, artists sought to capture the spirit or 

essence (shen) of nature. This remains a defining difference between penjing and simple 

miniature gardening.wikipedia+1

5. Literary and Artistic Traditions

Chinese painters and poets often celebrated distant mountains, old pines, rivers, and dramatic 

landscapes. Penjing became a three-dimensional extension of landscape painting. Some writers 

even described miniature mountain scenes and indoor landscapes centuries before the term 

"penjing" became common.Man Lung Penjing | Penjing in Depth+1

Many scholars refer to penjing as a form of "living landscape painting" because it combines 

elements of painting, sculpture, gardening, and poetry.wikipedia+1

Relation to Ancient Bronze Basins

This connects directly to your earlier question about bronze bowls. As miniature landscapes 

moved from gardens into portable displays, artists needed shallow containers (pen). Ancient 

Chinese culture already possessed a long tradition of crafting basins, trays, and shallow vessels 

in bronze and other materials. While those ancient bronze vessels were generally not made 

specifically for penjing, they provided familiar forms that later penjing containers echoed. The 

continuity is more cultural and aesthetic than functional.christies+1



A Simple Evolutionary Sequence

Imperial gardens and rockeries → scholar's rocks and indoor displays → ornamental 

potted plants → miniature landscapes in shallow basins → formalized penjing art → later 

influence on Japanese bonsai.Man Lung Penjing | Penjing in Depth+2

In that sense, penjing is best understood not as an offshoot of bonsai or merely a tree-growing 

technique, but as the culmination of several ancient Chinese arts: gardening, rock appreciation, 

landscape painting, poetry, and container cultivation.wikipedia+1
Sources

You said:

How did scholar's rocks influence penjing?

Copilot said:

Copilot

Scholar's rocks (gongshi 供石 or 供石) had a profound influence on penjing because they 

provided both the aesthetic vocabulary and the philosophical framework for representing 

nature in miniature. In many ways, landscape penjing can be viewed as an extension of scholar's-

rock appreciation.Man Lung Penjing | Penjing in Depth+1

Mountains in Miniature

Chinese scholars treasured naturally weathered rocks whose shapes resembled mountains, cliffs, 

caves, waterfalls, or entire landscapes. A single stone could symbolize a vast mountain range. 

This idea—that a small object could evoke an immense natural scene—became a central 

principle of penjing.Man Lung Penjing | Penjing in Depth+1

When penjing artists began creating miniature landscapes, they often used rocks as the structural 

foundation of the composition. A carefully chosen stone might represent:

 A sacred mountain

 A rugged cliff face

 An island rising from water

 A canyon or mountain pass

Living trees and plants were then added to complete the scene.wikipedia+1



The Concept of "Nature's Art"

Scholar's rocks were admired because they were shaped by natural forces rather than human 

carving. Erosion, water, wind, and time created forms that appeared ancient and powerful. This 

appreciation for natural irregularity strongly influenced penjing aesthetics.Man Lung Penjing | 

Penjing in Depth+1

As a result, penjing artists generally sought:

 Twisted, aged-looking trees

 Asymmetrical compositions

 Rugged natural forms

 Evidence of weathering and age

The goal was not geometric perfection but the expression of nature's character.wikipedia+1

Scholar Culture and Literary Influence

Scholar's rocks were often displayed in studies alongside paintings, calligraphy, and poetry. They 

were objects of contemplation, inspiring thoughts of distant mountains and retreats from worldly 

life.Man Lung Penjing | Penjing in Depth

Penjing inherited this scholarly tradition. A penjing composition was not merely decorative; it 

was intended to suggest a poetic landscape and evoke emotions such as solitude, grandeur, 

harmony, or transcendence. Many collectors regarded penjing as a form of three-dimensional 

landscape painting.wikipedia+1

Direct Influence on Landscape Penjing

The clearest influence appears in shanshui penjing (mountain-and-water penjing). In this style, 

the rocks are often the dominant element, while trees and vegetation play supporting roles. A 

composition may begin with a stone selected for its resemblance to a mountain peak, much as a 

scholar would select a gongshi for display.wikipedia+1

Many traditional penjing landscapes are essentially scholar's rocks transformed into living scenes 

through the addition of plants, mosses, water, and miniature features.wikipedia+1

Connection to Your Bronze Basin Question



This influence also helps explain why the container became so important. Scholar's rocks were 

often mounted on stands and displayed as complete artistic objects. Penjing expanded this 

concept by placing rocks, plants, and landscapes together in a shallow pen (basin or tray). The 

basin became a stage upon which the miniature world was presented.Man Lung Penjing | Penjing 

in Depth+1

So the evolutionary path can be summarized as:

Garden rockeries → scholar's rocks → miniature indoor landscapes → penjing.Man Lung 

Penjing | Penjing in Depth+1

In fact, if you look at many classical Chinese landscape penjing compositions, it is often possible 

to imagine that they began with what a scholar would have seen in a prized rock: a mountain 

rendered in miniature. The trees, water, and other elements were later added to bring that 

mountain to life.Man Lung Penjing | Penjing in Depth+1
Sources

You said:

How did gongshi influence tree shaping?

Copilot said:

Copilot

The influence of gongshi (scholar's rocks) on tree shaping in penjing was mostly aesthetic and 

conceptual rather than technical. Penjing artists began shaping trees so that they expressed the 

same qualities admired in famous scholar's rocks.Man Lung Penjing | Penjing in Depth+1

1. Emphasis on Dramatic Silhouettes

Scholar's rocks were valued for striking outlines that suggested mountain peaks, cliffs, caves, 

and ridges. Penjing artists sought similar visual power in trees.

As a result, trees were often trained with:

 Twisting trunks

 Sudden changes in direction

 Sparse, expressive branching

 Irregular outlines



The goal was not botanical perfection but the ability to evoke natural grandeur in miniature.Man 

Lung Penjing | Penjing in Depth+1

2. Appreciation of Age and Weathering

Collectors prized gongshi that appeared ancient, eroded, and shaped by natural forces over long 

periods of time. Penjing artists transferred this ideal to trees.

This encouraged the development of trees that looked:

 Old rather than young

 Weather-beaten rather than vigorous

 Scarred rather than flawless

 Mature beyond their actual age

In both arts, visible evidence of time was considered beautiful.Man Lung Penjing | Penjing in 

Depth+1

3. Asymmetry and Natural Irregularity

Scholar's rocks were rarely symmetrical. Their appeal often came from unexpected voids, 

openings, and uneven masses created by nature.

Likewise, penjing artists avoided rigid symmetry. Trees were shaped to appear as if they had 

been altered by wind, gravity, drought, or competition in nature. This preference for asymmetry 

remains a fundamental characteristic of traditional Chinese penjing.Man Lung Penjing | Penjing 

in Depth+1

4. The "Mountain-Tree Analogy"

Chinese artists often viewed old trees and mountains as possessing similar qualities:

Scholar's Rock Penjing Tree

Peak Apex



Scholar's Rock Penjing Tree

Cliff Trunk line

Ridge Branch structure

Cave or void Open negative space

Weathering Bark texture and deadwood

Because of this analogy, a tree could be shaped almost like a living mountain. In some classical 

works, the trunk itself resembles a rugged cliff face while branches represent secondary ridges 

and valleys. This idea is especially strong in landscape-oriented penjing.wikipedia+1

5. Expressing "Spirit" Rather Than Realism

Perhaps the deepest influence was philosophical. Scholar's rocks were appreciated not because 

they were accurate models of mountains, but because they captured a mountain's essence.

Penjing artists adopted the same approach. A tree did not need to look exactly like a full-sized 

tree in nature; it needed to convey endurance, age, strength, solitude, or harmony. The artistic 

objective was to capture the spirit of nature rather than produce a scaled replica.Man Lung 

Penjing | Penjing in Depth+2

A Concrete Example

Imagine a prized Taihu scholar's rock with:

 A narrow base

 A twisting vertical rise

 Several dramatic openings



 An uneven summit

A penjing artist might create a pine with:

 A contorted trunk

 Empty spaces between branch masses

 Uneven foliage pads

 A rugged apex

The finished tree would visually echo the rock's character even though one is stone and the other 

is living wood.Man Lung Penjing | Penjing in Depth+1

So, rather than directly teaching specific pruning techniques, gongshi influenced how artists 

thought about form. The scholar's rock became a model for what a great penjing tree should 

express: age, natural power, irregular beauty, and the essence of a larger landscape contained 

within a small object.Man Lung Penjing | Penjing in Depth+1
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