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Bonsai are living art. That’s one of the things that 
makes them so intriguing for so many people.
It captures the beauty of nature in a living, 
breathing sculpture.

Beginners are often surprised to learn that there’s a 
lot more to it than feeding and pruning a tree to 
keep it small.You’ll need to consider every aspect, 
from selecting the shape and color of the pot to 
deciding whether or not to wire a branch to create a 
new shape.

This isn’t the act of cultivating dwarf plants through 
breeding, but rather, taking plants that are capable 
of growing to their normal size and keeping them 
small by constricting their roots and pruning the 
branches. It’s horticulture meets art.

Buddhist monks used (and continue to use) the art 
of bonsai as a method of meditation and as a way to 
enter a state of �ow. 

GROWING BONSAI
The ancient art of growing Bonsai trees is well over 
a thousand years old.  The word bonsai is a loanword 
from Japanese that is used as a verb to describe the 
art of raising miniaturized trees through pruning 
and training.

The word is also commonly used as a noun to 
describe the resulting plants. Bonsai is actually the 
combination of two words: bon, meaning container 
or dish, and sai, meaning tree. The words combine 
to mean something like “tree in a shallow container.”

Bonsai is available to everyone, and it doesn’t 
require special tools or tons of money to create. 
You could start your own with a cutting taken 
from a tree in your yard and grow it in an upcycled 
yogurt tub if you want. You can even start your 
plant from seed.

That said, you can also purchase pre-started trees 
and a huge array of pretty containers to put your 
plant in. There are also a range of tools that you 
can purchase to make the job easier.

WHAT YOU NEED TO GROW A BONSAI

SUGGESTED CANDIDATES FOR BONSAI TREES 
and that will grow here.

Acer palmatum (Japanese maple)
Buxus (Boxwood) |  Betula  | Azalea  | Ficus retusa 
Punica granatum (Pomegranate)
Juniperus ( Juniper)
Ficus benjamina  |  Crassula ovata
Lagerstroemia ( Pride of India)
Bougainvillea |  Olea (Olive)
Sche�era arboricola
Jacaranda mimosaefolia (Blue Jacaranda)
Prunus serrulate  |  Portulacaria afra

Image: Bougainvillea Bonsai



8 TIPS FOR BONSAI TREE BEGINNERS

Pruning a Bonsai tree illustration; Grey branches can be removed. 
Ultimately, pruning is not about following strict rules, but about 
establishing the best design for your tree. This illustration only serves 
to provide some general guidelines.

Wiring is done to articulate tree shape into desired position.

1) HOW TO WATER MY BONSAI

In Summer the trees need daily watering. Trees 
shoud be watered thoroughly and should not dry 
out but also should not be waterlogged.

2) DO I NEED TO USE FERTILISER FOR MY       
BONSAI? 

Regular fertilisation is a fundamental part of 
e�ective bonsai tree care.

Use a blanced plant food to provide:
> Nitrogen - for proper growth
> Phosphorous - for proper root growth
> Potassium - for cell regeneration and production     
    of fruits and �owers.

Water the plant before feeding

Feeding shouldn’t be done during dormant season 
of the bonsai plant.

3) WHAT IS THE BEST TEMPERATURE FOR MY       
BONSAI?

Most bonsai prefer to grow outdoors in �ltered 
shade.

4) WHICH IS THE BEST SOIL FOR MY BONSAI?

Bonsai plants are commonly grown in pots and so 
soil should be carefully selected. Bonsai soil 
mixture must have good water retention, drainage 
and aeration.

5) HOW TO SAVE MY BONSAI FROM DISEASES 
AND PESTS?

You should provide proper light, aeration and 
drainage to bonsai plants. Replenishment of soil, 
repotting and fertilisation should be done as and 
when required. Separate any sick or diseased 
plants from the healthy ones.

Sterilization of all tools involved in repotting and 
pruning is important to ensure better health of 
bonsai plants.

6) HOW TO CHOOSE THE RIGHT POTS FOR MY 
BONSAI

Choose a good quality container with su�cient 
drainage. Glazed ceramic pots are durable and 
attractive.

7) CAN I STYLE MY BONSAI MYSELF?

Styling bonsai requires proper pruning and 
wiring. Pruning is the process of giving new shape 
to bonsai tree by cutting the branches in an artistic 
manner.

Two types of pruning are important:
>  Structural pruning should be done once in a 
year, when branches are dormant.

>  Maintenance pruning should be done with 
great care; only excessive branches should be 
squeezed.



Study your bonsai and identify any 
branches that need to be re-styled.

Plan your wiring & select the 
correct wire size and length. 
Thicker branches will need a 

thicker wire.

Carefully anchor the center of the 
wire around the trunk so that the 
ends can be continued along the 

branches.

Position the wire along the branch, 
taking care to place the wire & not 

tighten. Then trim o� the wire ends 
with the wire cutters.

Holding a branch securely with 
your �ngers, bend the wired 

branch gently into the desired 
position.

Enhance the character of a branch 
by adding gentle bends.

Re-positioned branches create 
more space around the trunk, 
giving the bonsai a more classic 
appearance.
The shape of the newly wired 
branches will soon begin to set 
(approx. 4-6 weeks).
Please check your wiring
on a weekly basis. If it begins to 
look tight please remove it.
Once the wire has been removed, 
please re-wire using new wire (you 
only need to do this if the branch 
has not set in the desired 
position).

Wiring Source: https://www.bonsaidirect.co.uk/
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Bonsai styles: In general, there are 15 growing styles that plants are trained into. These can be grouped 
into �ve categories: formal upright, informal upright, slanting, cascading, and semi-cascading.

Don’t feel that you are constrained to �t yours into one of these categories. If your tree is telling you it 
wants to be something di�erent, follow that inspiration.

Basic Bonsai Aesthetics

We won’t get too deep into the basic artistic 
elements of bonsai here since that’s an entire world 
unto itself, but the elements that make up the 
visual art of bonsai are the same as many forms of 
visual art, such as photography and painting.

You want to strive for balance. That doesn’t 
necessarily mean your tree has to be symmetrical. 
Empty space or asymmetry can have a striking 
visual impact.

You should also aim to create lines that move the 
eye, whether that’s down the cascade of a weeping 
style or up the line of an upright style.

Proportion should always be considered as well, 
but you have a wide latitude to play with this 
element.

Finally, there are a few “rules” that strict 
practitioners typically follow, but you should feel 
free to bend the rules if it makes you happy.

Just be aware that if you ever plan to exhibit your 
tree, breaking any of these rules will likely knock 
you out of the competition.

Broom style Formal upright Windswept Slanting Informal upright Literati

Semi cascade Cascade Double trunk Multitrunk Forest

Growing on a rock Growing in a rock Shari Raft
6 Year evolution of a 

Portulacaria afra

8)  HOW OFTEN SHOULD I REPOT MY BONSAI      
      TREE?  

Repot every 2-3 years before the roots �ll the soil 
space and it becomes di�cult to water e�ectively 
causing the plant to become stressed and 
vulnerable to disease. See the next page for a 
repotting guide.



1: Remove the rootball from the 
pot by carefully working around 
the edge of the soil with the 
spatula.
2: Using the chopstick gently 
remove the soil from around the 
trunk base to expose any root 
�are.
3: Loosen the roots around the 
edge of the rootball with the 
chopstick. Tease out about 1/4 
of the rootball.

BONSAI REPOTTING GUIDE:
Source: https://www.bonsaidirect.co.uk/



You’re On Your Way to Becoming a Bonsai 
Shokunin

Early Bonsai can be seen in picture scrolls, dating as 
far back as 1309. In ancient times Bonsai were 
usually enjoyed by aristocrats, priests, and other 
high-ranking people, but from around the 
seventeenth century that changed. After Japan 
ended three centuries of isolation in 1868 and 
opened itself up to Western countries, Bonsai came 
to be appreciated as objects of art, and people 
began growing Bonsai not just as a hobby but also 
as an artistic pursuit.

All sorts of trees and shrubs are used as bonsai. In 
essence, any plant that can be grown in a small 
container can be cultivated as a bonsai. Bonsai fall 
into a number of categories according to shape, but 
the most important thing to keep in mind is to 
allow the tree to express its individuality freely, 
without forcing it to �t any particular category, and 
to help it achieve its most beautiful, balanced form.

Unlike other works of art, there are no such thing as 
"�nished" Bonsai as long as the trees are still alive 
and growing; they must continue to be tended to 
on a daily basis. That's why Bonsai growing is 
sometimes called "an art without end". 

For many enthusiasts, though, it's precisely this 
timelessness that makes raising Bonsai so 
rewarding and worthwhile.

Some bonsai trees have been cultivated for 
centuries, passed down through families, and have 

At Starke Ayres Garden Centre Rosebank and 
West Coast Village, we have a range of Bonsai 

planter pots,  Bonsai tools, Bonsai soil mediums 
and Bonsai fertilisers to a�ordably get you 

started.  Pop in today and ask our horticulturists 
or sales personnel for guidance on a rewarding 

new hobby with Bonsai.

never been sold. They are, quite literally, without 
calculable monetary value.

Others have sold for quite a high price to collectors 
at auction, including a centuries-old Japanese 
white pine (Pinus parvi�ora) that reportedly sold for 
over one million US dollars at the Asia-Paci�c 
Bonsai and Suiseki Convention & Exhibition held in 
Takamatsu, Kagawa, Japan in 2011 - pictured 
below:

Fertilise weekly to help promote 
strength and vigour. Please do 
NOT feed your bonsai for 4 weeks 
after re-potting.


