
You said:

How did their manuals influence bonsai art?

Copilot said:

Copilot

The Ito family’s manuals influenced bonsai less by giving direct “bonsai instructions” and more 

by shaping the horticultural techniques, aesthetics, and plant culture that bonsai artists later 

adopted. During the Edo period, bonsai was still developing from earlier tray-landscape and 

potted-tree traditions, so professional gardening books had major influence.

Key influences included:

 Pruning and growth control

 Ito manuals explained how to prune branches, restrict growth, encourage compact 

forms, and maintain plant health over long periods.

 These are foundational bonsai techniques, where controlled growth creates 

miniature yet natural-looking trees.

 Propagation and grafting

 The family documented methods for grafting, cuttings, root management, and 

cultivar selection.

 Bonsai artists later relied heavily on these techniques to create desirable trunk 

shapes, flower colors, and seasonal traits in miniature trees.

 Selection of ornamental species

 Ito nursery books promoted maples, azaleas, pines, camellias, and flowering 

shrubs admired for elegant forms and seasonal beauty.ebay+1

 Many of these became classic bonsai species, especially satsuki azalea and 

Japanese maple.

 Naturalistic aesthetics

 Their manuals emphasized asymmetry, aged appearance, balance, and recreating 

nature in condensed form.

 Those exact principles became central to Japanese bonsai design philosophy.

 Miniaturized garden appreciation



 Edo horticultural guides encouraged appreciation of small-scale gardens and 

potted ornamentals suitable for urban homes.

 This helped normalize the idea that trees and landscapes could be cultivated 

artistically in confined spaces — the cultural basis for bonsai popularity.

 Visual documentation

 Their illustrated manuals trained viewers to notice subtle distinctions in branch 

structure, leaf shape, flowering habits, and seasonal character.

 Bonsai eventually developed the same close observation of form and seasonal 

expression.

So the Ito family helped bonsai by:

1. spreading advanced plant-training methods,

2. popularizing ornamental woody plants,

3. creating a mass gardening culture,

4. and refining the aesthetics of miniature natural beauty.

They were not bonsai masters in the modern sense, but they helped create the horticultural 

“toolkit” and artistic mindset from which classical Japanese bonsai evolved.
Sources

You said:

How did their pruning methods differ?

Copilot said:

Copilot

The Ito family’s pruning methods differed from earlier Japanese gardening practices because 

they emphasized controlled ornamental shaping, long-term plant training, and careful 

aesthetic balance rather than simply maintaining plants for survival or basic garden structure. 

Their techniques helped shift horticulture toward an artistic discipline.

Key differences included:

 Selective pruning instead of heavy cutting



 Earlier garden maintenance often relied on broader trimming to control size.

 The Ito school favored selective branch removal to preserve natural-looking 

structure and improve flowering or silhouette.

 This approach resembles modern bonsai refinement pruning.

 Naturalistic shaping

 Rather than forcing rigid geometric forms, the Ito family promoted shapes that 

suggested trees growing naturally in mountains, along streams, or in windswept 

conditions.

 This was an important departure from highly formal Chinese-inspired symmetry 

common in earlier elite gardens.

 Pruning for seasonal beauty

 Their methods focused on maximizing:

 flower display,

 branch spacing,

 autumn color visibility,

 and bark appearance.

 In bonsai, these same concerns became central artistic goals.

 Encouraging ramification

 The Ito horticultural tradition valued dense but delicate branching patterns created 

through repeated precise pruning.

 Bonsai later adopted this as “ramification,” one of the defining traits of mature 

miniature trees.

 Balancing vigor and restraint

 Their manuals discussed controlling growth energy through root care, spacing, 

pinching, and branch thinning.

 Instead of maximizing growth, they intentionally restrained plants to improve 

form and longevity — very similar to bonsai techniques.

 Species-specific pruning



 The Ito family recognized that azaleas, pines, maples, and camellias responded 

differently to cutting and seasonal timing.

 This more observational and technical approach was advanced for its time and 

became fundamental in bonsai cultivation.

 Integration of aesthetics and horticulture

 Earlier gardeners often separated practical cultivation from artistic display.

 The Ito manuals treated pruning as both a botanical science and an aesthetic art.

 Bonsai inherited exactly this fusion.

In short, their pruning differed because it aimed to:

 miniaturize without weakening,

 stylize without looking artificial,

 and guide growth gradually over many years.

That philosophy became one of the foundations of Japanese bonsai art.
Sources

You said:

What tools did they use for pruning?

Copilot said:

Copilot

The Ito family likely used the standard professional horticultural tools of Edo-period Japanese 

gardeners, but they appear to have applied them with unusually refined precision and 

specialization for ornamental training. Very few original Ito tools survive with firm attribution, 

but period gardening manuals and Edo horticultural records show the types of implements elite 

nurserymen commonly used.

Common pruning tools they probably used included:

 Hasami (園芸鋏 / garden shears)

 Hand-forged scissors for fine branch and twig work.

 Used for selective pruning, flower thinning, and shaping delicate growth.



 Edo gardeners valued narrow blades that could reach interior branches without 

damaging surrounding foliage.

 Nata (鉈 / pruning knife-hatchet)

 A heavier blade used for removing thicker limbs and shaping woody shrubs.

 Useful in nursery production and landscape preparation.

 Kogatana or gardening knives

 Small knives for grafting, bark trimming, and precise cuts.

 Grafting was important for ornamental cultivars such as azaleas and maples.

 Saws (nokogiri)

 Fine-toothed pull saws allowed cleaner cuts than many contemporary Western 

push saws.

 Cleaner cuts reduced dieback and improved healing on ornamental trees.

 Root hooks and digging tools

 Used for transplanting and maintaining container-grown plants.

 These techniques later became important in bonsai root pruning.

 Bamboo ties and supports

 Instead of extensive wire training used in modern bonsai, Edo gardeners often 

used bamboo splints, cords, and stakes to guide branch direction gradually.

 This created softer, more natural curves.

What made the Ito family distinctive was probably less the tools themselves and more:

 the precision of use,

 long-term training methods,

 species-specific timing,

 and aesthetic intent.

For example:

 azaleas were pruned after flowering to preserve next year’s buds,



 maples were thinned to highlight branch structure,

 pines were selectively pinched to balance vigor,

 and layered branch spacing was cultivated to create depth and natural asymmetry.

These practices strongly resemble later bonsai refinement techniques.

An important difference from modern bonsai:

 Edo horticulturists like the Itos relied more on pruning and gradual directional 

training,

 while modern bonsai often uses extensive copper or aluminum wiring for dramatic 

shaping.

Their approach was subtler and slower, emphasizing:

 seasonal adjustment,

 incremental growth control,

 and natural appearance over overt stylization.
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