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onsai is distinct from
many other visual arts
in that its creative
medium—a tree—is alive.
Unlike painting and sculpture,
which rarely change after
the artist deems a work
finished, a bonsai continues
to grow and develop over its
lifetime. It is a work of art that
is never finished. A bonsai
that is properly cared for will
even outlive the original artist,
requiring the horticultural care
and artistic interpretation of
others.
As living art, bonsai
incorporates elements and
principles of design found
in painting, sculpture, and
other artforms. These design
elements and principles
are the tools artists use to
communicate with you, the
viewer. Learning how each
design tool works can heighten
your appreciation for bonsai
artists’ works.

To that end, Living Art is a
multi-year exhibit focusing on
the elements and principles
of bonsai design. The first
part, Elements of Design (April

21 through September 30,
2018), focused on line, shape,
form, texture, color, and space
to establish a foundation
for bonsai aesthetics. The
second part builds upon this
foundation adding Principles
of Design (May 11 through
September 29, 2019), which
include movement, rhythm,
proportion, unity, contrast,
symmetry, and asymmetry.
This exhibit also functions as
a component of Pacific Bonsai
Museum’s experimental bonsai
design program: the LAB. The
LAB is a four-part, multi-year
experiment investigating the
influence of architecture and
the effect of collaboration
on the art of bonsai. The
overall goal of the project is to
advance innovation and artistic
expression in bonsai.
We hope you enjoy discovering
how the elements and
principles of visual art apply
to bonsai. We invite you to
explore the LAB and encourage
you to use what you learn
here as the basis for further
investigations.
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LINE
A line is a path that connects a series of points in space.
It can be straight or curved, short or long, thick or thin,
shown or implied. Lines also define the edges of shapes
and forms. Lines guide your eye around a work of art, and
different kinds of lines create different feelings. Horizontal
lines suggest calm and stability. Vertical lines give upward
lift. And diagonal lines are unstable and dynamic, creating a
sense of potential.

In Art
Detail of Hunters in the
Snow (Winter) by Pieter
Bruegel the Elder, 1565.
Image via Wikimedia.

In Bruegel’s painting, Hunters in the Snow, you can trace
one implied line by connecting the bases of the tree trunks
and another by connecting the rooftops above. These
diagonal lines help lead you into the snowy scene and the
winter landscape beyond. The vertical lines of the trees
themselves, meanwhile, punctuate the painting with a
regular visual rhythm.

In Trees

The trunk of an older
tree is naturally
thickest at the base
and gradually narrows
toward the top. A thick
base, like a thick line,
looks strong and stable.

As you can see in Bruegel’s painting, the trunk is often the
largest visible part of a tree. When looking at a tree, you
typically start at the base of the trunk and follow it up. The
trunk line tells a story about where the tree grows.

In Bonsai

When the trunk line
moves from thin to
thick, it has what’s called
a reverse taper. This
causes the bonsai to
look unstable.

Bonsai trunks tell stories too. Like a statue, each bonsai has
a front and a back. The front of a bonsai shows off what
the bonsai artist considers to be the most interesting trunk
line. The trunk line is so important that 80-90% of a bonsai’s
monetary worth comes from the quality of its trunk line. In
bonsai, natural trunk lines, like the slightly curving ones in
Bruegel’s painting, are preferable to artificial lines. Artificial
lines are perfectly straight. Natural lines, meanwhile, have
variations. The more random the variations, the more
natural the trunk line looks as it flows up from its roots.

MO V E ME N T
Movement describes how a viewer’s eye travels around
a work of art and draws attention to focal points within
a work. Movement can be created with lines, shapes,
colors, and space. Works with less movement are
thought of as static, or still, while those with a lot of
movement are called dynamic.
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In Art
In Vincent van Gogh’s 1889 painting, olive trees grow
from gnarled trunks; their branches curve; wind rustles
their leaves. It’s not just the trees that move in this
painting, though. The ground from which they grow
seems to roil; the mountains behind them rise up like
waves; and the clouds above pull and trail. Viewing
the piece, your eyes dart around Van Gogh’s dynamic,
curving lines and brushstrokes.

Detail of Olive Trees in a
Mountainous Landscape by
Vincent van Gogh, 1889.
Image via Wikimedia.

In Trees
Unlike Van Gogh’s old and twisting olive trees, young
trees have straight trunks and lack significant movement.
As a tree ages, its trunk and branches grow and respond
to the environment, creating movement.

Some tree branches,
meanwhile, have a lot of
movement as a result of
being in a forest community
where neighbors shy away
from each other as they
grow.

In Bonsai
Movement is very important in bonsai, just as it is in Van
Gogh’s work. A tree with a trunk line containing many
changes in direction is often described as having “good
movement.” Movement can also be emphasized with the
longest branch on a bonsai, called the key branch. If the
key branch moves in the same direction as the trunk, this
creates harmony. But if it moves in the opposite direction,
this creates tension.

On the left, harmony is
created when the key
branch moves in the same
direction as the trunk. On
the right, tension is created
when the key branch on the
bottom left moves opposite
the trunk.
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Shapes have two dimensions—width and height—and
recognizable boundaries. Like lines, shapes can look
artificial (geometric) or natural (organic). Geometric shapes
like triangles, circles, and squares are symmetrical. Organic
shapes, like those made by clouds, trees, and rocks, come
from nature and are usually irregular and asymmetrical.

Detail of Yellow-Red-Blue
by Wassily Kandinsky,
1925.
Image via Wikimedia.

pyramid

round

In Art
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Wassily Kandinsky’s painting Yellow-Red-Blue combines bold
geometric shapes like triangles, circles, and squares with
organic shapes that bend and curve. What feelings do you
get as you look at Kandinsky’s overlapping and intersecting
weeping broad
lines and shapes?

vase

shrubby

R H Y T HM
When recurring elements in a work of art create a visual
beat or tempo, we call it rhythm. Rhythm is similar to
a pattern but slightly different. A pattern is a repeated
use of an element, like a shape, in a predictable order.
Rhythm is the repeated use of an element, but with
variety.
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In Art
A detail from Zhao Mengjian’s Narcissus shows spring
daffodils in the height of bloom. With the flowers
themselves mostly clustered near the top of the
handscroll, the plants’ long leaves grow almost upright,
or else curve to the left or right. Moving, bending, and
crossing each other, they make an exciting visual rhythm
of arcing forms.

Detail from Narcissus
by Zhao Mengjian, mid13th century.
Image via Wikimedia.

In Trees

pyramid
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Treesbroad
also come in many different shapes. Evergreen
trees tend to be triangular, while deciduous trees
are often round or oval. These shapes are the best at
catching sunlight, which trees then turn into food through
vase
shrubby
photosynthesis.
weeping

In Bonsai

arrowhead

flame

triangle

arrowhead

diamond

Branch pad shapes

Bonsai combine geometric and organic shapes. The
overall shape, or silhouette, of a bonsai is determined by
the perimeter of its branches. The most common bonsai
silhouette is an asymmetrical (scalene) triangle. A bonsai
artist can also trim the branches to create a more formal
(geometric) or natural (organic) silhouette. Silhouettes of
individual branches also create shapes. Smaller branches
growing near each other are grouped together to form
“pads.” Branch pads can be triangles, arrowheads, or
diamonds. Though these shapes are geometric, they are
also asymmetrical, helping the bonsai appear more natural.

In Trees
Trees, like daffodils, grow according to to seasonal
rhythms. If you look at a branch, you can see marks
where it started growing in the spring and stopped in
the fall. This mark is called a bud scale scar. The distance
between the scars will be different lengths because of
different seasonal rhythms.

The distance between each
bud scale scar varies from
year to year.

In Bonsai
Rhythm can also be seen in the spacing between
branches. When the distance between branches is
similar, the rhythm is monotonous. A bonsai containing
variety in branch spacing is considered to have more
interesting rhythm.

The distance between
branches on a bonsai is
varied in order to create an
interesting rhythm.
Image: John Naka, Bonsai
Techniques, Bonsai Institute
of California, 1987.
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While shapes have two dimensions, forms have three
dimensions. Depth, that third dimension, adds visual weight,
drawing you in for a closer look.

In Art

Detail of Maman,
with the Guggenheim
Museum, Bilbao, Spain
in the background
by Louise Bourgeois,
1999, cast 2001.
Image via Wikimedia.

You might be afraid, though, to get close to Louise
Bourgeois’s spider sculpture Maman. Almost 30 feet tall, it’s
poised on eight spindly legs. In this photograph, its twisting
metal parts catch the light from below, emphasizing its
hovering, cage-like form. From this low point of view,
Bourgeois’s sculpture appears large against the metal-andglass museum behind.

In Trees
Your ability to perceive the world in three dimensions, in a
photograph or in real life, is called depth perception. Visual
cues such as light, shadow, and texture create this sense of
depth. Whether observing a spider, walking in the woods, or
climbing a tree, depth perception allows you to perceive the
whole space around you.
The gradual decrease
in size of the trees and
narrowing of the path
toward the horizon line
create the feeling of
depth.

In Bonsai

To maximize depth in
a forest planting each
trunk is positioned so
that it is visible to the
viewer.

One way to create depth is with scale. Scale is your
perception of how far away something is based on its size.
When an object is farther away, it appears smaller, like the
building behind Bourgeois’s spider sculpture.
In a forest bonsai, taller trees are usually placed in
the front (foreground), with shorter trees in the back
(background). This manipulation of scale is called “forced
perspective.” It creates an optical illusion that makes the tall
trees look even taller and the small trees look even smaller,
heightening your sense of depth.

P R O P O R TI ON
Proportion is the relationship between elements of
different sizes. Take, for example, the human body. It is
made up of different parts that are often proportional
to each other. The length of your arms extended is
usually proportional to your height. So the taller you
are, the longer the distance from outstretched fingertip
to outstretched fingertip will be. When elements are
proportional, this creates a balanced and harmonious
visual relationship.
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In Art
Renaissance artist Leonardo da Vinci was very
interested in the relationship between the human body
and mathematics. His drawing Vitruvian Man relates the
outstretched arms and legs of a man to the shapes of a
square and a circle, revealing how geometry is part of
anatomy. In this way, he shows us the ideal proportions
of a human figure.

Vitruvian Man
by Leonardo da Vinci, c.
1492. Image via Wikimedia.

In Trees
Leonardo was also interested in the proportions of
trees. Based on his observations, he determined that
the thickness of a tree’s branches is proportional to the
thickness of its trunk. This means that if you took all
the branches and bunched them together, they would
equal the thickness of the trunk.

A page from Leonardo da
Vinci’s notebook showing
his “Rule of the Trees.”
Image via Wikimedia.

In Bonsai
In addition to proportional branches, the size of a
bonsai’s leaves must be proportional to its overall size.
If a bonsai is small but has large leaves, the tree will
look unnatural, which is typically undesirable. Smaller
leaves are cultivated through pruning techniques
and other plant-care practices. But not all trees can
produce leaves small enough to make a proportional
bonsai. Therefore, trees like the Bigleaf maple (Acer
macrophyllum) are less likely to be used in bonsai.

Trees with naturally
smaller fruit or flowers are
preferable for bonsai since,
unlike leaves, these cannot
be made smaller through
horticultural techniques.
Image from Bonsai Empire.
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TEXTURE
Texture refers to the way things feel (physical texture) or
the idea of how they might feel if touched (visual texture).
Physical texture can be rough, smooth, sticky, fuzzy, sharp,
soft, or slick. It connects you to the physical world.

UNITY
Unity describes a work in which the whole is greater than
the sum of its parts. Since each work is made of different
elements, unity describes a work in which all elements
work well together. Unity typically produces a pleasing
feeling in the viewer. Disunity, on the other hand, can
produce the opposite effect: unease.
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In Art
Rachel Ruysch specialized in painting flowers. She was one
of the first artists to use a magnifying glass to examine
what her eyes alone could not see, and the paintings she
made are alive with the detailed visual textures she found
in her looking: silky tulip petals; the dry, brittle edges of a
shriveling leaf; and the bumpy veins of leaves beginning to
curl.
Detail of Vase with
Flowers, by Rachel
Ruysch, 1700.
Image via Wikimedia.

In Trees
Trees, like flowers, are great sources of texture. A tree’s
bark, leaves, and blossoms are unique to that species.
For example, pines have thick, rough bark; junipers have
swirling dead wood; and beeches have smooth, white bark.

Rough bark of
Pinus thunbergii

Jagged dead wood of
Juniperus occidentalis

In Bonsai
In addition to the textures of the trees themselves, the
bonsai pot can add texture too. It can also create feelings. A
bonsai in a smooth pot looks like it’s growing in a peaceful
meadow or near a lake. A pot with a rough texture, on the
other hand, makes the tree appear to grow in a harsh and
rocky environment.

In Art
Here, in Mary Cassatt’s Little Girl in a Blue Armchair, the
blue and floral chairs combine with the artist’s visible
brushwork to create a flattened, decorative pattern
that unifies the painting across all four sides. Both set
against and contained by this enveloping pattern and
texture, the little dog sleeps contentedly and the little
girls slumps in her overstuffed chair, bored or maybe
exhausted. Though their reactions are different, each
rests in response to a busy environment.

In Trees
Just as the dog and the girl respond to Cassatt’s painted
environment, a tree’s branches grow in response to
the surrounding natural environment. Thus, the size,
shape, and movement a tree’s branches have unity. The
branches of a tree near the coast, for example, will grow
upwards because of consistent ocean breezes. A tree
growing high on a mountain will have branches the are
angled down from the weight of snow and ice.

Monterey Cypress
(Cupressus macrocarpa)
only grow along the central
coast of California and
show the effect of this
windy environment in their
angled branches. Image
from Wikimedia

In Bonsai
With a bonsai, unity is even more pronounced than in a
full sized tree. If branches do not share unity, the tree
will look awkward. Striving for unity in the size, shape,
and movement of every branch will make the tree look
harmonious and connect the viewer to the bonsai’s
surrounding environment.

Smooth bark of
Fagus crenata

Detail of Little Girl in
Blue Armchair by Mary
Cassatt,1878.
Image via Wikimedia.

When first styling a bonsai,
making sure all branches
have the same angle
creates unity.
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Color is produced when light strikes an object and reflects
back to your eyes. Like textures, different colors can trigger
different feelings. Colors can also mean different things in
different places. In the United States, for example, white
is often associated with purity and is used in weddings. In
Japan, however, white is a symbol of death and is used
in funerals.

In Art
Detail of Seascape
(Gravelines), by Georges
Seurat, 1890.
Image via Wikimedia.

Artist Georges Seurat is famous for applying paint as
small dots of color. Sometimes Seurat would even paint
the frames of his paintings, as he does here. The frame’s
colored dots extend his painting beyond its boundaries.
The dark colors of the painted frame also contrast and
emphasize the bright beach and sky shown in the actual
painting.

In Trees

Color is an indicator
of season. Yellow and
orange leaves speak of
fall while red berries
are associated winter.

Like the cheerful yellow of the summer sunshine in Seurat’s
painting, the colors of trees have meaning too. When a
tree’s leaves change from green to red or yellow, you know
summer is ending and fall is coming. Months later, you
recognize the end of winter and the beginning of spring
when green leaves and colorful blossoms begin to appear.

In Bonsai

The color of a container
can complementary (i.e.
opposite) a tree, like the
Azalea with pink flowers
in a blue pot, or be
analogous (i.e. similar)
with a tree, as with the
Juniper above.

Bonsai, roughly translated, means “to plant in a pot.” This
means that the bonsai pot, including its color, is a very
important part of the artform. For example, a juniper tree
may be planted in a gray pot to create a feeling of calm or
peace, similar to what you saw with Seurat’s frame. On the
other hand, an azalea may be put in a bright blue pot to
contrast the plant’s pink flowers and create visual energy
and excitement.

C O N T R AST
Contrast is the organization of opposite elements such
light and dark colors, rough and smooth textures, or
positive and negative space. Contrast, like color, is a very
powerful design tool for creating interest and drama
because, like color, your eyes are naturally drawn to it.
The more contrast there is, the more you pay attention.
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In Art
Contrast plays an important role in Kente cloth, a fabric
made by the Akan peoples of Ghana and originally
worn only by royalty. Developed in the 17th century,
Kente cloth is distinctive for its bold colors and intricate
patterns. These colors and patterns convey complex
ideas about historical events, proverbs, moral values,
and religion. The fabric’s striking beauty comes in large
part from the way its vibrant colors play against each
other, as we see in the contrasting yellow, green, and red
of this 20th-century example.

Kente cloth (to be worn by
a woman and consisting
of 13 bands), c. 19501994, Asante, Ghana.
Image via Wikimedia;
Nationaal Museum van
Wereldculturen.

In Trees
You would likely notice your neighbor’s eye-catching,
multicolored skirt on any day of the year. What time
of year do you notice plants the most? You likely said
spring and fall. The reason is contrast. The contrasting
colors found in spring flowers and fall leaves draw our
attention. Spring flowers in particular rely on contrast to
attract birds and insects necessary for pollination.

You notice trees more
during the fall due to their
contrasting colors.

In Bonsai
Exhibiting bonsai in public is an important aspect of
the artform. In our displays, we often use contrast. For
example, instead of having two pine bonsai next to
each other, we place a maple bonsai near a contrasting
pine. This creates a more interesting exhibit. Bonsai
displays also use contrasting styles, sizes, and color
of the containers, to create a more evocative viewing
experience.

Having variety and contrast
among bonsai on display
creates a more visually
exciting exhibit.
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Detail of Pine Trees (Left
screen), by Hasegawa
Tōhaku, 16th C.
Image via Wikimedia.

As a Western Red
Cedar, Thuja plicata,
ages over 1500 years,
the amount of negative
space increases.

With less negative space
this Pinus parviflora
looks more like a
shrub than a tree.

After pruning and
wiring, negative
space has been
added allowing the
trunk and branches
to be more visible.

SPA C E

B AL A N CE

Space can be either positive or negative. Positive spaces
are areas occupied by a shape or form. Negative spaces
are the areas in between and around those positive spaces.
They can help draw attention to features an artist considers
important.

Balance is the relationship of elements with visual
weight, such as shape, color, and space. Balance can be
symmetrical or asymmetrical. Symmetrical balance
often conveys a sense of stability, while asymmetrical
balance often conveys a sense of movement.

In Art

Symmetrical balance: If you drew a line down the
middle of your face, the middle of a butterfly, or the
middle of an airplane, both halves would be very similar.
Symmetry is a basic aspect of beauty and conveys not
only balance but also harmony and stability. Imagine two
children on a seesaw. If they weigh the same, the seesaw
is balanced. If one side of a painting mirrors the other, it
has symmetrical balance.

The negative space in Hasegawa Tōhaku’s Pine Trees looks
like a mist cloaking the trees. This gives the forest a sense
of atmosphere and depth. You see only a few trees, but
there appear to be many more hiding in the fog.

In Trees
When an individual tree is young, it produces many
branches in order to maximize its growth (positive space).
When a branch dies, negative space is created. This means
the older a tree gets, the fewer branches (positive space) it
has and the more negative space it has.

In Bonsai
While age is highly valued in bonsai, it’s ultimately not how
old a tree is but how old it looks. Negative space is a key
component in making a tree appear older than it is. Just
like in nature, a bonsai with more negative space appears
older. Negative space also separates foliage pads, helping
you see and identify the lines of the trunk and the branches.
Leading American bonsai artist John Naka, in fact, taught
his students to “leave room for the birds to fly through” in
their bonsai designs.

In Art
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Sidi Saiyyid ni Jali,
Ahmedabad, India
by Sidi Saiyyid in the
retinue of Bilal Jhajar Khan,
1572-1573.
Image via Wikimedia;
Photograph by Bernard
Gagnon.

In the Indian city of Ahmedabad, a 16th-century mosque
displays beautiful stone window screens, or jalis. In this
particular jali, the curving, intertwining branches and
foliage of a tree are crowned with the outspread fronds
of a palm. Although the symmetry is not exact, the tree
trunk in the center and the similar weights of curving
forms and detailed leaf patterns on either side creates a
strong sense of symmetrical balance.

In Trees
Similarly, you can often observe symmetrical balance in
young trees. Symmetrical balance helps trees harvest
sunlight, which becomes food through the process of
photosynthesis. Over time, symmetry is lost as parts of
the tree are weakened or damaged.

Terrestrial laser scanning
shows a top-down
view of a tree’s canopy
with a high degree of
symmetrical balance.
Image source: nih.gov/

In Bonsai
In bonsai design, we avoid symmetrical balance because
we place a higher value on the appearance of great age,
when trees have more asymmetry. If a tree is protected
from environmental extremes, however, its canopy will
naturally grow back to a photosynthetically efficient
symmetrical shape. Because of this, bonsai can require
significant pruning every five to ten years to regain the
desired asymmetrical form.

Deciduous trees tend
to grow in less extreme
environments therefore
develop more symmetrically
balanced forms.
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The Great Wave off
Kanagawa
by Katsushika Hokusai,
1823-1829, Edo Period.
Image via Wikimedia.

Over time, random events
in nature change trees.
Once symmetrical, they
become asymmetrical.
Image: WA State Dept of
Natural Resources.

S

ASYM M E TR I C A L B A LA NC E
An object with two halves that do not look like each other
is asymmetrical. Asymmetry conveys movement, energy,
and drama. If you imagine a seesaw with a child and an
adult, the heavier adult would need to move closer to the
child to maintain balance. This creates balance, but the
balance is asymmetrical. Asymmetrical balance is achieved
in the careful arrangement of elements with different visual
weights.

In Art
In Katsushika Hokusai’s woodblock print The Great Wave
off Kanagawa, a mighty wave rises up and threatens to
crash on the small boats below. The wave and its diagonal
movement dominate the print. By comparison, the
triangular form of Mount Fuji in the far distance is small
and stable. But though the mountain appears small relative
to the crashing wave, it is really much, much larger. It will
also remain for years and years after the wave crashes
and is forgotten. Hokusai’s dynamic asymmetry sets up an
exciting balance between small and large, temporary and
lasting.

In Trees
As a tree grows older, the effects of its day-to-day
environment become more visible. Older trees also exhibit
the impact of random natural events like storms, drought,
disease, and erosion. These random acts create asymmetry
in a tree.

In Bonsai
Tracing an scalene
triangle over the shape
of the bonsai branches
can show how much
asymmetry there is.
The more similar the
length of the triangles
sides are, the less
asymmetry there is.
Which bonsai here has
more asymmetry?

Asymmetrical balance is the goal in bonsai design. This
is why the shape of most bonsai is a scalene triangle (a
triangle with three unequal sides). Traditional Japanese
bonsai design favors trees with less asymmetry, while
contemporary Western bonsai design prefers more
asymmetry. The resulting degree of asymmetry creates less
or more drama in the design.

T h e LAB

A NE W SP AC E FO R
B O NS A I D E SI G N

The physical space in which art is created can have a
tremendous influence on what is made. Bonsai has
lacked a space where these established elements of
design could be fully explored, challenged, or even
broken… until now.
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LIVING ART OF BONSAI

Pacific Bonsai Museum’s LAB (Living Art of Bonsai) is
an experimental bonsai design program advancing
innovation and artistic expression in bonsai. Three, oneof-a-kind works of living art will be created (some before
a live audience) and revealed to patrons at four, LAB
Sessions over two years.
The inaugural LAB design team includes
three renowned artists and a facilitator:

Neil, Heitzman, Packard,
Lang work before a
live audience at the
LAB Session 2.

»» Standmaker: Austin Heitzman (Austin
Heitzman Furniture, Portland, OR)
»» Ceramic Artist: Ron Lang (Lang Bonsai
Containers, Southport, NC)
»» Bonsai Artist: Ryan Neil (Bonsai Mirai, St. Helens, OR)
»» Facilitator: Aarin Packard (Curator,
Pacific Bonsai Museum)

Frank Lloyd Wright-inspired
bonsai container by Ron
Lang for the LAB Session 1.

What’s Happened to Date
The LAB Session 1 was held on August 5th, 2018 at the
Frank Lloyd Wright-designed Griggs House in Lakewood,
WA. Heitzman and Lang revealed the works shown and
Neil styled a limber pine, which he potted at Session 2.
Session 2, April 6, 2019, shifted our focus to the container
and potting season. The artists reconvened at the Mary
Lund Davis house in Gig Harbor, WA and revealed new
works, including a new stand and three new containers.

Frank Lloyd Wright-inspired
bonsai stand by Austin
Heitzman for the LAB
Session 1.

What’s Coming Up
Session 3, August 17th, 2019, will concentrate on
designing bonsai, which ,for the first time will have to
respond to the limitations of the containers and stands
already created. Session 4 will occur in Spring 2020. Stay
tuned for details!
To get involved, visit the Museum’s website
www.PacificBonsaiMuseum.org/lab

Bonsai potting in progress
at the Mary Lund Davis
house: the site of the LAB
Session 2.

Now It’s Your Turn
In Living Art of Bonsai exhibit, each pair of design
elements and principles is accompanied by ‘Now It’s
Your Turn’ signage prompting you to apply these
design concepts to other works in our collection.

Which of these bonsai has the most naturallooking trunk line? What feelings do these trunk
lines evoke for you?

LINE

As you view the exhibit, notice the direction of
movement of each bonsai, asking yourself, does
the design have harmony or tension?

MOVEMENT

Notice the tall trees around the museum. What
shapes are they? If you made a bonsai, what shape
would it be and why?

SHAPE

Imagine pressing a single piano key for each major
branch you see on the bonsai. If you start at the
tree’s base and move up, what type of rhythm do
you make?

RHYTHM

Besides the apex, what other parts of a bonsai
(roots, trunk, branches, foliage) create depth? How
do these affect your sense of scale?

FORM

Besides the branches, what other parts of the
bonsai are proportional? Which bonsai have leaves
that are to scale with the size of the tree?

PROPORTION

Without touching the bonsai or pots, describe the
visual textures you see. If you could choose, which
type of environment would your bonsai pot have:
smooth and calm or rough and rugged?

TEXTURE

Do the bonsai on display have unity among their
branches? What other elements of the bonsai feel
unified?

UNITY

What’s your favorite season to admire the colors
of trees and plants? What feelings do these colors
inspire in you?

COLOR

How do the bonsai displayed next to each other
in this exhibit contrast with one another? In what
ways are they similar?

CONTRAST

Notice the negative space around the bonsai
branches and the branches of the tall trees
surrounding the museum. Where can you imagine
birds flying through?
Where else do you notice symmetry in nature?
What effect does it have on you? How does
symmetry make you feel?
How do trees with a lot of asymmetry make you
feel? Which do you prefer in trees and in bonsai:
symmetry or asymmetry?

SPACE

BALANCE

ASYMMETRICAL

BALANCE

PACIFIC BONSAI MUSEUM
Nestled amidst towering conifers, Pacific Bonsai Museum connects
people to nature through the living art of bonsai. One of only two
museums in the United States solely dedicated to bonsai, and one of
only a handful of bonsai museums worldwide, Pacific Bonsai Museum
maintains a collection of 150 bonsai that are among the finest examples
of bonsai anywhere in the world. The collection is also the most
geographically diverse bonsai collection in the United States, with trees
from Canada, China, Japan, Korea, Taiwan, and the United States. In a
grand outdoor setting with the elegance of a fine art museum, Pacific
Bonsai Museum features sixty trees on exhibit at a given time, open to
the public six days a week.
TOURS
Every Sunday at 1pm (free) or call to book your private group tour
EXPLORE
Youth Field Trips • Workshops
JOIN US
Become a Member • Volunteer • Donate
To learn more, visit
www.pacificbonsaimuseum.org or call (253) 353-7345

HOURS
Tues:
Wed:
Thurs:
Fri:
Sat:
Sun:

10am–4pm
10am–4pm
10am–4pm (3rd Thursdays, Spring & Summer, open until 7pm)
10am–4pm
10am–4pm
10am–4pm

Closed Mondays, Thanksgiving Day, Christmas Eve, Christmas Day, and New Year’s Day)
Admission by Donation.

Mailing Address: PO Box 6108 • Federal Way, WA 98063
Physical Address: 2515 S 336 St • Federal Way, WA 98001
info@pacificbonsaimuseum.org
www.pacificbonsaimuseum.org
+1 (253) 353-7345
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