
If you want, I can place this book alongside other early texts (like later Edo manuals or Meiji-era 

bonsai books) to show exactly how the literature evolved into modern bonsai practice.
Sources

You said:

Compare it with Meiji-era bonsai books

Copilot said:

Copilot

This is a really revealing comparison, because it shows exactly where modern bonsai “breaks 

away” from its bonsan roots.

Below is a structured comparison between Bonsan Ippōshō (c. 1774, Edo) and typical 

Meiji-era bonsai books (late 19th century).

Big-picture difference

Edo period (e.g., Bonsan Ippōshō) Meiji period bonsai books

Landscape art (盆山 / bon-san) Tree-centered art (盆栽 / bon-sai)

Visual / aesthetic manuals Technical + aesthetic manuals

Rooted in Chinese-style scenery Emerging distinct Japanese bonsai identity

Hobbyist / cultural pastime Professionalizing art form



Edo period (e.g., Bonsan Ippōshō) Meiji period bonsai books

Copying models Developing techniques and standards

1. Subject matter: landscape vs. tree

Bonsan Ippōshō (1774)

 Focus on miniature landscapes

 Rocks (mountains)

 Multiple plants

 Scenic compositions

 Rooted in penjing/bonkei tradition

 Trees are secondary elements in a larger scene

Meiji-era books

Examples:

 Bonkei Meigashū (盆景名画集)

 Bonsai kabenzu (盆栽花弁図)si

These show:

 Increasing focus on individual trees

 Trees become the primary subject

 Landscape elements are reduced or eliminated

👉 This reflects a major shift:



bonsai becomes about the personality and structure of a single tree, not a composed 

landscapegoogle

2. Purpose of the book

Edo (Ippōshō)

 A visual guide to composition

 Emphasis on:

 Arrangement

 Balance

 Scenic storytelling

 “Mosha” (copying) = learning through replication of canonical designs

👉 Comparable to:

 Painting manuals

 Garden design pattern books

Meiji books

 Still illustrated, but increasingly:

 Instructional manuals

 Reference catalogs

They aim to:

 Teach how to grow and shape trees

 Document recognized bonsai specimens

 Define standards and styles



Example:

 Later Meiji/Taishō texts begin describing:

 pruning

 maintenance

 shaping methods

magiminiland

👉 Shift:

from “how it should look” → “how to create and maintain it”

3. Technical content

Bonsan Ippōshō

 Minimal horticulture

 Focus on:

 placement of rocks and plants

 visual composition

 Technique is mostly implicit and traditional

Meiji-era books

 Increasingly technical and explicit

 Include:

 pruning methods

 species selection

 maintenance schedules

 Early discussions of techniques that later define bonsai



This reflects broader developments:

 Edo → techniques existed informally

 Meiji → techniques begin to be codified and standardized

4. Aesthetic philosophy

Edo (Ippōshō)

 Strongly influenced by:

 Chinese landscape painting

 Literati aesthetics

 Goal:

 evoke famous landscapes or poetic scenery

Meiji

 Shift toward distinctly Japanese aesthetics:

 wabi-sabi

 naturalism

 illusion of age (koshoku)

Key change:

 Earlier styles could be decorative or stylized

 Meiji bonsai moves toward:

 naturalistic tree forms

 removing “unnecessary” elementsgoogle

👉 This is essentially the birth of modern bonsai taste



5. Audience and social role

Edo

 Audience:

 Literati

 urban hobbyists

 Bonsan = cultural pastime

 Books = part of popular arts publishing

Meiji

 Audience expands to:

 hobbyists

 collectors

 emerging professionals

 Bonsai becomes:

 an exhibitable art form

 linked to national identity and international displaybongen-shirafushi-coffee

👉 Books now support:

 education

 standardization

 commercialization

6. Role in the evolution of bonsai

Bonsan Ippōshō

Represents:



 ✅ Early codification of miniature planting

 ✅ Landscape-centered aesthetics

 ✅ Visual transmission (copying tradition)

Meiji books

Represent:

 ✅ Birth of modern bonsai as a distinct discipline

 ✅ Transition to tree-centered art

 ✅ Beginning of technical literature and standardization

They directly lead to:

 Nursery culture

 Exhibitions

 Institutions (eventually Kokufu-ten, etc.)

Bottom-line comparison

If you reduce it to the essence:

 Bonsan Ippōshō (1774):

“Here are ideal miniature landscapes—study and reproduce them.”

 Meiji bonsai books (late 1800s):

“Here is how to grow, shape, evaluate, and display bonsai trees.”

The key transition

The comparison shows a single, crucial shift:



Edo = bonsai as visualized landscape culture

Meiji = bonsai as technical, tree-centered art

That transformation is exactly what made later figures like Ritaro Shimizu and the Omiya 

nurseries possible—because once bonsai becomes:

 standardized

 teachable

 technically defined

…it can become a professional discipline instead of a decorative pastime.

If you want, I can trace a specific lineage of books from Ippōshō → late Edo manuals → Meiji 

technical texts → Taishō/early Shōwa exhibition catalogs—that progression is very clear once 

you line them up.

Sources

You said:

List key Meiji bonsai books

Copilot said:

Copilot

Here is a concise but historically grounded list of key Meiji-era bonsai (and closely related) 

books, with brief notes on what each represents. Because the field was still evolving, many titles 

still use bonkei / landscape terminology alongside bonsai, reflecting that transitional phase.

Core Meiji-era bonsai books (c. 1868–1912)

1. Bonsai Kabenzu (盆栽花弁図) — c. 1868

 One of the earliest Meiji books explicitly using the word “bonsai”

 Contains about 30 illustrated plates, mostly without textbiodiversitylibrary



 Shows:

 potted trees

 trees with rocks

 companion plantingsThe Bonsai Books, 1850 to 1899 - magiminiland.org

✅ Importance:

 Transitional work: still very visual like Edo manuals

 But introduces “bonsai” terminology and individual tree focus

2. Bonkei Meigashū (盆景名画集) — Meiji period

 Title means “Collection of Famous Bonkei (tray landscape) Designs”

 Consists of ink illustrations of miniature landscapesgallerysekai

✅ Importance:

 Continues the bonsan/bonkei landscape tradition

 Used as an aesthetic reference manual for composition

 Very close in spirit to earlier works like Bonsan Ippōshō

3. Seiwan Meien Zushi (青湾名園図誌) — 1876

 Illustrated record of a major sencha tea gathering and display culturemagiminiland

 Includes sections depicting:

 bonsai

 flower arrangements

 objects displayed at elite gatheringsmagiminiland

✅ Importance:

 Documents how bonsai was displayed socially and culturally

 Shows the shift from literati culture → broader appreciation



4. Seiwan Chaka Zuroku (青湾茶会図録) — 1863 (late Edo → 
early Meiji influence)

 Pictorial record of a large tea gathering with over 1,200 attendees

 Includes illustrations of bonsai and seasonal displaysmagiminiland

✅ Importance:

 Bridges Edo and Meiji

 Shows bonsai as part of tea culture and elite collecting

Late-19th century transitional literature

These works straddle Edo–Meiji and remain influential during Meiji:

🌿 5. Sōmoku Kin’yō-shū (草木錦葉集) — 1829 (widely used 
in Meiji)

 Sets criteria for ideal tree forms, especially pine19th century bonsai - Karamotto

✅ Importance:

 One of the first to define formal aesthetic standards

 Still referenced in later bonsai practice

6. Kinsei-Jufu (近世寿福) — 1833

 Multi-volume work describing:

 bonsai

 tools

 display objects19th century bonsai - Karamotto

✅ Importance:



 Early attempt at a comprehensive catalog of the bonsai world

Emerging trend toward modern bonsai (late 
Meiji)

By the end of the Meiji era, literature begins shifting toward modern bonsai proper:

Characteristics of late Meiji publications

 More attention to:

 individual trees (not landscapes)

 recognizable styles

 Gradual inclusion of:

 cultivation advice

 shaping principles

 Movement toward:

 exhibition culture

 standardization of form

This aligns with broader historical changes:

 The term “bonsai” became widely adopted only in the late 19th century19th century 

bonsai - Karamotto

How these books fit together

Evolution across the Meiji period

Type Example books Function

Landscape manuals Bonkei Meigashū Composition & aesthetics



Type Example books Function

Illustrated albums Bonsai Kabenzu Visual reference

Cultural records Seiwan Meien Zushi Display context

Early standards Sōmoku Kin’yō-shū Ideal forms

Proto-technical works late Meiji publications Toward modern bonsai

Bottom line

The key Meiji bonsai books collectively show a field in transition:

 Early Meiji: still landscape-based, visual, and aesthetic

 Mid Meiji: adopting the term “bonsai” and isolating trees

 Late Meiji: moving toward technical, standardized, tree-focused practice

👉 Compared to Bonsan Ippōshō (1774):

 These books begin to break away from landscape composition

 They lay the groundwork for:

 modern bonsai nurseries

 professional growers



 exhibition systems (eventually Kokufu-ten)

Results from a few minutes of deeper research 05/27/26 p.m.
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