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   Pre-Visit Lesson Plan 
 

Thank you for booking a field trip with Pacific Bonsai Museum! This lesson will help you and your students 

familiarize yourselves with the basic concepts of the art of bonsai. The students will feel prepared to 

analyze and respond to the works they will see on their visit. 

 

Basic bonsai background information: 

 Bonsai is a Japanese word meaning a tree in a pot. The Japanese pronunciation of bonsai is “bone-

sigh.” 

 A bonsai is a representation of a tree in a natural setting. The artist designs it to suggest a scene, or 

even a story, and provoke an emotional response. All of the elements create the work of art and 

must complement each other. Viewing a bonsai allows us to feel in harmony with nature. 

 Bonsai began in China in the 2nd Century as potted scenes made of plants and other materials. The 

art spread to Korea and Japan between the 7th and 11th Century. The Japanese version later became 

popular around the world, especially after WWII. Now, American artists work to define their own 

style. 

 As in all artworks, the art of bonsai manipulates the physical characteristics of line, form, mass, 

texture, and color and the conceptual characteristics of proportion, balance, and harmony to 

express a vision. We can use these to look closely at the works and appreciate their beauty. 

 In examining bonsai, one looks at the work’s artistic impact, approach, integrity, design, health, and 

technique. It must be original, beautiful (either in itself or in what it brings out in the viewer), 

demonstrate skill, and provoke an emotional or intellectual response. 

 Any plant with a woody trunk can be a bonsai. They are not dwarf trees; if planted in nature they 

would grow to normal size.  

 Typical characteristics of bonsai: 

o A flared trunk base. 

o A tapered trunk as it rises. 

o Branch size and length correspond to their position on the tree. 

o Foliage is as close to natural proportion as possible. 

o The container harmonizes with the size, shape, texture, and color of the tree. 

 Wire and trimming shape the tree into the artist’s vision. A bonsai is never finished because the 

plant keeps growing. Maintaining it is a continuous artistic process. 

 Workers periodically remove the trees from their pots, trim roots, and add new soil. This prevents 

the bonsai from getting pot-bound and rejuvenates the plant. 

 Bonsai are often arranged with a scroll and/or a companion plant or stone to convey a certain 

theme. 

 All bonsai have a front and a back. 

 Further resources: http://pacificbonsaimuseum.org/learn/bonsairesources/.  

 

Bonsai vocabulary covered in this lesson: 

 Line 

 Form 

 Mass 

 Proportion 

 Balance 

 Harmony

http://pacificbonsaimuseum.org/learn/bonsairesources/
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Additional useful vocabulary: 

 Texture – The quality of the bark and leaves that define the tree’s characteristics of strength, age, 

grace, or youth. Can be described in terms of smoothness or roughness, regularity or irregularity, 

size of foliage, softness or stiffness of foliage, width of structural elements, presence of flowers 

or fruit, etc.    

 Color – The hue (green, brown, etc.) and value (light or dark) of the leaves, branches, and trunk. 

 

The Lesson: Principles of Bonsai 

 Decide whether to have the students complete their sheets individually, in small groups, or as a 

class.  

 Familiarize yourself with the basic vocabulary as described on the worksheet. 

 Ask the students what they know about bonsai and what questions they have. Record questions.  

 Show images of bonsai trees from http://www.psba.us/bonsai-gallery/ or other sources and ask 

the students what they notice and wonder about. Record questions. 

 Introduce the concept that as in any other style of art, bonsai has certain principles it follows that 

define it. Note that bonsai is not gardening and that the people who work on the trees are artists. 

 During the lesson record more questions the students have about bonsai or have the students 

write down their questions. Encourage them to investigate them during the field trip.  

 

Answer Key 

1. A: Formal Upright. The trunk tapers upward in a straight line over the base.  

B: Cascade. The trunk curves down below the top of the soil and even below the pot.  

C: Slanting. The tree is leaning.  

D: Semi-Cascade. The trunk curves down, but not below the soil line and pot. 

2. Make sure the students do not include the pot when they trace the form, just the outline of the 

plant. 

3. A: Greatest, it is bigger and looks heaviest. (Drawings are not to scale). 

C: Least, it is very skinny and sparse. 

4. A: The first tree; the second tree’s branches are too long.  

B: The second tree; the first tree has a bulge in its trunk.  

C: The second tree; the first tree’s branches are too random and long. 

5. These answers are subject to interpretation. Have a good discussion with your class. Generally:  

A: Asymmetrical, stable, in motion, dramatic.  

B: Asymmetrical, unstable, static, dramatic.  

C: Symmetrical, stable, static, calm. 

6. A: The first tree; bent branches on a bent trunk.  

B: The second tree; straight branches on a straight trunk.  

C: The first tree; in a real forest the taller and older trunk would be straight and the smaller and 

younger one would bend away to find light.  

Again, these answers can be subjective.  

7. Look for at least some of the elements previously discussed represented in the students’ 

sketches. 

 

Be sure that you (and/or the students) take pictures of some of the bonsai while you’re at the 

Museum; you’ll need them for the post-visit lesson. 

http://www.psba.us/bonsai-gallery/
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Answers:  

 

  

Formal upright Semi-Cascade Slanting Cascade 

Least mass Greatest mass 

(Subject to discussion) 

Principles of Bonsai 

 

Your Turn – 
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Principles of Bonsai 

 

Name: _____________________________ 

 

 
 

These are some of the most important concepts in the art of bonsai. Understanding them will help you 

appreciate and respond to the artworks when you visit Pacific Bonsai Museum. 

 

1. Line – The movement of the trunk, including shape and direction. The line shows the style of the 

bonsai. Trace the line of these bonsai. What style are they? Refer to your Bonsai Styles sheet.  
 

                         
 

   __________________    ______________________      _____________________            ______________________________ 

 

2. Form – The arrangement of the branches that make the overall outline of the tree. Trace around the 

form of the four bonsai above. 

 

3. Mass – The visual weight of the work. Which of these has the greatest mass and which the least? 
 

                                                       
 

    ________________________       ________________________        ________________________ 

 

4. Proportion –The size relationship of one part to another, or a part to the whole. Circle the more 

proportional tree in each example. 
 

                             
 

Describe what is out of proportion in one of your choices: _____________________________________________ 

 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

A B C 

A B C D 

A B C 
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5. Balance – The perceived weight of the tree in its container that affects whether the work gives a 

feeling of tension or rest. Balance can be symmetrical or asymmetrical. Examine the balance of these 

bonsai. Do they look stable or unstable, static or in motion, calm or dramatic? 
 

                                         
 

________________________          ________________________________________________          _________________________ 

 

6. Harmony – The combination of parts into a pleasing whole, using a balance of unity and contrast. 

Circle the tree that looks like its parts are more in harmony in each example. 
 

                                            
 

Explain one of your choices:____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

7. Your Turn – Make some quick sketches to create your own bonsai designs. Remember to consider  

line, form, mass, proportion, balance, and harmony, as well as texture and color. 

 

 

A B C 

A C B

0 
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Bonsai Styles  
Illustrations by Ikune Sawada 

 
 

   

Formal Upright 

Single upright trunk that rises in 

a straight line from base to 

apex. Projects an image of 

formality, simplicity, serenity. 

Informal Upright 

Single curved trunk with crown 

and base usually aligned. Projects 

an image of informality, flexibility, 

gracefulness. 

Slanting 

Straight or curved trunk, grown 

on a slant, with the apex lying 

well to one side of the base. 

Projects an image of graceful 

symmetry, dynamic motion. 

 

 

 

 

 

Semi-Cascade 

Curved or straight trunk, 

extending outward and 

sometimes downward. Some 

portions of the tree may drop 

below the soil line. Projects an 

image of wild, wind-swept 

solitude, survival under harsh 

conditions. 

Cascade 

Most of the arching trunk drops 

lower than the soil line. The 

lowest portions of the tree may 

lie below the bottom of the pot. 

Projects an image of drama, 

strength, and tenacity.  

Group Planting 

Grove or forest of trees in a 

shallow pot. “Grove” usually 

refers to a planting with few 

trees. “Forest” usually refers to a 

planting with many trees. 

Projects an image of quietude, 

gentleness, naturalness. 

 


