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The Establishment of Modern Bonsai and Cultural Fusion

— Tailoring Nature and National Culture —

Nobuhisa NAMIMATSU
Abstract

Bonsai is considered an art representative of Japanese culture. However, modern bonsai
is not representative of pure Japanese culture, because it is a product of cultural fusion.
Although it originated in China, it developed along unique lines during the Edo period. In
particular, “Takotukuri” (growing a tree like an octopus) and “Bonsan” (rooted tree on stone),
can be traced back to their popularity in the Edo period. Then, in the late Tokugawa period,
modern bonsai was born under the influence of the Chinese-style sencha hobby. In the Meiji
era, bonsai spread as a hobby among political and business elites, but to begin, it was not
treated as a traditional Japanese culture.

However, after the latter half of the Meliji era, the rise of national consciousness brought
a revision of traditional culture, including of Bonsai. Bonsai cultivated a traditional culture
look by incorporating elements of the tea ceremony and ikebana flower arrangement.
However, it was hard to deny a sense that it was borrowing or even appropriating from the
tea ceremony and haiku. To overcome this, bonsai came to be described as “a unique art that
expresses the natural beauty rooted in the Japanese climate” and was advocated as a national
culture. Modern bonsai has been regarded as a representative of traditional Japanese culture,
while continuing to have the characteristic of being a product of cultural fusion.

Keywords : Modern Bonsai, Cultural Fusion, Sencha Hobby, Natural Beauty, National Culture
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