
Details please about Iguchi Matsunosuke and Okamoto Hankei's 1897 book Somoku zukai 

bonsai baiyo zensho.

Copilot said:

Copilot

Here is a detailed, historically grounded overview of the 1897 book Sōmoku zukai bonsai 

baiyō zensho (草木図解盆栽培養全書) and its authors Iguchi Matsunosuke (井口松之

助) and Okamoto Hankei (岡本半渓).

Basic bibliographic details

 Title: Sōmoku zukai bonsai baiyō zensho

(“Illustrated Complete Manual of Bonsai Cultivation”)

 Authors: Iguchi Matsunosuke (author) with Okamoto Hankei (editor/reviewer)

 Publication date: 1897 (Meiji period)archive

 Publisher: Kaishinrō, Tokyoarchive

 Length: ~225–227 pagesarchive+1

 Language: Japanese

 Subject: Practical bonsai cultivation manual (handbook)archive

The book survives today in public-domain scans (e.g., Internet Archive and National Diet 

Library).

The authors and their roles

Iguchi Matsunosuke (井口松之助)

 Primary author of the book.

 Also known by the literary name “Rangō Senshi” (蘭殴仙史).wikimedia

 Active in late 19th-century Meiji horticultural culture, when bonsai shifted from elite 

pastime to broader popular hobby.



 His work reflects a systematizing, practical approach—bringing bonsai cultivation into 

the wider field of “hobby gardening” (趣味園芸).

Okamoto Hankei (岡本半渓)

 Served as 校閲 (editor/reviewer) rather than main author.

 Likely already known for earlier horticultural writings.

 Associated with an earlier work:

 Sōka mokuchiku bonsai baiyōhō zen (1894), a predecessor manual.＜史料と資料

＞ - Coocan

👉 Evidence suggests:

 Iguchi wrote the manuscript.

 Okamoto reviewed/endorsed it and contributed a preface.bonsai-art-museum

Structure and contents

The book is a comprehensive manual, combining cultivation science, practical technique, and 

aesthetic discussion.

Core cultivation topics

Typical chapters include:

 Soil selection and preparation

 Fertilization techniques

 Watering (灌水)

 Transplanting

 Propagation:

 Seed sowing

 Grafting (接木)

 Rootstock techniques



 Pest control

 Use of greenhouses and temperature controlwikimedia

👉 These sections make it a technical “how-to” guide, not just descriptive literature.

Bonsai-specific instruction

The book goes beyond general horticulture into bonsai-specific theory and practice:

 Tree shaping methods (仕立方)

 Training techniques

 Pot cultivation

 Handling collected trees vs cultivated ones

 Species-specific guidance

It also emphasizes making plants suitable for cultivation, not just collecting rare specimens—

an important shift from earlier Edo-period traditions.bonsai-art-museum

Classification of plants and gardening categories

Iguchi organizes plants into categories such as:

 盆栽 (bonsai)

 花壇物 (flower-bed plants)

 庭物 (garden plants)

This reflects an attempt to place bonsai within a broader horticultural taxonomy, something 

relatively new at the time.bonsai-art-museum

Aesthetic theory: "Elegant vs Popular appreciation"

A notable feature is the distinction between:

雅賞 (gasō — “elegant appreciation”)



 Refined, literati-oriented aesthetics

 Focus on subtlety, naturalness, and artistic taste

俗愛 (zokuai — “popular enjoyment”)

 Appreciation based on visual attractiveness or novelty

 Associated with commercial nursery displays or festival markets

This distinction shows:

 A critical awareness of changing bonsai culture

 A tension between elite aesthetics and mass appealbonsai-art-museum

Extensive illustrated content

The term zukai (図解) means “illustrated explanation.”

The book is notable for:

 Step-by-step diagrams

 Visual explanations of techniques

 Depictions of:

 pruning processes

 shaping stages

 greenhouse structures

👉 This is historically important because:

 Earlier bonsai manuals tended to show finished trees only.

 Iguchi’s work visualizes the process, not just the result.bonsai-art-museum

Historical significance

1. A landmark Meiji-era bonsai manual



The Meiji period (1868–1912) was when bonsai:

 Expanded beyond elite circles

 Became accessible to the general public

This book reflects that transition:

 Practical instruction replaces elite connoisseurship

 Standardization of techniques begins

2. Bridging Edo traditions and modern horticulture

Earlier works (like Okamoto’s 1894 text):

 Focused partly on collecting rare plants and curiosities

Iguchi’s book:

 Emphasizes controlled cultivation and reproducibility

 Aligns bonsai with modern horticultural science

3. Early attempt at systematization

The book:

 Organizes knowledge into clearly defined sections

 Provides categories, terminology, and methods

👉 This contributes to the formation of modern bonsai as a codified art and practice.

4. Influence of “illustrated manuals”

Its use of diagrams makes it part of a broader Meiji trend:



 Publishing educational technical handbooks

 Disseminating knowledge visually to a wider readership

Relationship to earlier and later works

 Builds on earlier manuals (especially Okamoto’s 1894 work).＜史料と資料＞ - Coocan

 Not merely a revised edition:

 It represents a conceptual shift toward cultivation science and pedagogy.bonsai-

art-museum

It also foreshadows:

 20th-century bonsai publications (with photography and standardized training systems)

Key takeaways

 Sōmoku zukai bonsai baiyō zensho (1897) is one of the most important early modern 

bonsai manuals.

 It combines:

 Practical horticulture

 Bonsai technique

 Aesthetic theory

 Visual instruction

 Iguchi Matsunosuke’s role was central, with Okamoto Hankei as editor and intellectual 

predecessor.

 The book marks a turning point from traditional connoisseurship to systematic, 

teachable bonsai practice.



If you want, I can walk through specific chapters or translate representative passages—it’s a 

fascinating text with very modern ideas hidden in Meiji-era language.
Sources

You said:

How did this book influence modern bonsai?

Copilot said:

Copilot

The influence of Sōmoku zukai bonsai baiyō zensho (1897) on modern bonsai is indirect but 

profound. It didn’t invent bonsai techniques—but it helped standardize, democratize, and 

“modernize” them at a critical transition point (late Meiji era).

Here’s how that influence plays out in concrete terms:

1. It helped turn bonsai into a systematic, 
teachable practice

Before the Meiji period:

 Bonsai knowledge was often apprentice-based, secretive, or elite

 Techniques were transmitted informally within guilds or aristocratic circles

During the Meiji era (when this book was published):

 Japan began producing technical handbooks for public education

 Gardening knowledge was codified and printed

👉 Iguchi’s book is a prime example of this shift:

 It organizes bonsai into clear, structured procedures

 Covers soil, watering, propagation, pest control, etc.

 Treats bonsai as a repeatable horticultural process



✅ Modern impact:

Today’s bonsai manuals—step-by-step guides with standardized practices—follow exactly this 

model. You can trace that format back to books like this.

2. It integrated bonsai into modern 
horticultural science

Earlier bonsai practice:

 Focused heavily on aesthetics, collecting rare specimens, or imitation of nature

 Less emphasis on plant physiology

This book:

 Treats bonsai as part of broader plant cultivation science

 Includes:

 soil composition

 fertilization

 propagation methods (grafting, seed growing)

 Aligns bonsai with emerging scientific agriculture and horticulture

👉 This reflects a broader Meiji trend toward modernization and scientific thinking.

✅ Modern impact:

Modern bonsai today relies heavily on:

 soil science

 root management

 controlled growth conditions

These practices stem from the scientific framing of bonsai that books like this promoted.



3. It shifted focus from collecting to cultivating 
and training

Earlier tradition (especially Edo period):

 Emphasized yamadori (collecting wild trees)

 Valued rarity over reproducibility

Iguchi’s approach:

 Teaches how to develop bonsai from ordinary stock

 Explains:

 propagation

 rootstock techniques

 long-term training

✅ Modern impact:

This is fundamental to modern bonsai:

 Most practitioners now grow and train their own trees

 The idea that bonsai is made, not found became standard

4. It contributed to the standardization of core 
techniques

Modern bonsai relies on:

 pruning

 shaping

 controlled growth

 root restriction



These techniques existed earlier (from Chinese penjing and Japanese refinement), but:

 Books like this systematically described and categorized them

 Presented them as repeatable methods rather than tacit skill

Bonsai techniques such as pruning and wiring evolved over centuries but became refined and 

widely taught through such manuals.bonsaitreegardener+1

✅ Modern impact:

The idea that:

 technique can be explained, illustrated, and learned from a book

 bonsai has standard “methods”

➡️ This is foundational to modern bonsai education worldwide.

5. It helped define bonsai’s place 
within general gardening culture

Iguchi categorizes plants into:

 bonsai

 garden plants

 flower-bed plants

👉 That might sound trivial, but it’s important:

Before:

 Bonsai was a niche or elite art

After:

 It becomes one branch of horticulture among others



✅ Modern impact:

Today bonsai is:

 taught alongside gardening

 sold in nurseries

 practiced as a hobby globally

This normalization begins with works like this.

6. It clarified the balance between art and 
mass appeal

The book distinguishes:

 Elegant (high aesthetic, refined)

 Popular (commercial, accessible) appreciation

This reflects awareness that bonsai was:

 moving from elite circles → broader public

✅ Modern impact:

This tension still defines bonsai:

 high art bonsai (museum-level)

 hobbyist/retail bonsai

The book is among the first to explicitly articulate that divide.

7. It helped enable bonsai’s global spread

Within decades of the Meiji era:



 Bonsai began appearing internationally (world fairs, exports)sakuraweb

Why this mattered:

 Clear manuals made bonsai transferable knowledge

 Techniques could be learned without direct apprenticeship

✅ Modern impact:

 Western bonsai (20th century onward) relies almost entirely on:

 written guides

 illustrated manuals

 That tradition starts with books like this

Big-picture significance

You can think of Sōmoku zukai bonsai baiyō zensho as part of a turning point:

Before (pre-Meiji) After (modern bonsai)

Secretive, elite transmission Printed, accessible manuals

Emphasis on collecting Emphasis on cultivation

Aesthetic tradition Blend of art + science

Individual mastery Standardized techniques



Bottom line

The book’s influence is not about a single technique—it’s about changing what bonsai is:

👉 It helped redefine bonsai as:

 Learnable (not just inherited skill)

 Systematic (not just intuitive art)

 Reproducible (not dependent on rare trees)

 Accessible (not limited to elites)

That conceptual shift is exactly what underlies modern bonsai practice worldwide.

Results from a few moments of research on MS CoPilot Chat, 06/02/26 a.m.
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