
From about 970, the first lengthy work of fiction in Japanese, Utsubo monogatari (The 

Tale of the Hollow Tree), includes the passage: "A tree that is left growing in its natural 

state is a crude thing. It is only when it is kept close to human beings who fashion it 

w/loving care that its shape and style acquire the ability to move one." What is the 

original Japanese and English translation?

Copilot said:

Copilot

The English sentence you quoted is widely repeated in histories of bonsai and is 

usually attributed to Utsubo monogatari (The Tale of the Hollow Tree, c. 970–

999).wikipedia+1

However, there is an important complication:

 The wording“A tree that is left growing in its natural state is a 

crude thing…” is not a standard published translation of a famous 

identifiable passage from Utsubo monogatari.

 Modern bonsai histories often quote it second-hand, usually without giving a 

volume, chapter, or original Japanese text.wikipedia+1

The English wording most commonly cited is:

“A tree that is left growing in its natural state is a crude thing. It is only when it is kept 

close to human beings who fashion it with loving care that its shape and style acquire 

the ability to move one.”wikipedia+1

As for the original Japanese, I have not been able to verify a corresponding 

passage in the original Utsubo monogatari text from the sources available. The bonsai 

literature that repeats the quotation does not provide the Japanese wording, chapter 

location, or a scholarly edition reference.wikipedia+1

Because of that, I would be cautious about presenting any Japanese text as “the 

original.” It is quite possible that the English sentence is:

1. a loose paraphrase of a longer passage,

2. a modern interpretive translation, or



3. a quotation that has been repeated in bonsai histories without a precise textual 

citation.wikipedia+1

If your goal is scholarly accuracy, I would cite the English quotation as a modern 

bonsai-history rendering attributed to Utsubo monogatari rather than as a 

verified translation from a specific Japanese passage.wikipedia+1

If you want, I can also dig further into academic editions of Utsubo monogatari to try to 

locate the exact passage behind the bonsai quotation.

Sources

You said:

Can you find the original Japanese passage?

Copilot said:

Copilot

I tried to trace the quotation back to a Japanese text of Utsubo monogatari, and I could 

not verify an original passage corresponding to that English wording.

What I found is that the quotation is repeated in modern bonsai histories and reference 

works, often verbatim:

“A tree that is left growing in its natural state is a crude thing. It is only when it is kept 

close to human beings who fashion it with loving care that its shape and style acquire 

the ability to move one.”wikipedia+1

However, those sources do not provide:

 the original Japanese text,

 the book/chapter/scroll location in Utsubo monogatari,

 an edition reference,

 or the translator's name.wikipedia+1

I searched for Japanese editions and digital texts of Utsubo monogatari, but I did not 

locate a passage matching the wording of the bonsai quotation. The available online 



texts are extensive and do not appear to index this sentence as a famous 

quotation.rois+2

My assessment is that one of three things is likely true:

1. The English sentence is a very free paraphrase of a longer passage 

in Utsubo monogatari.

2. It comes from a secondary scholarly discussion of the tale rather than a direct 

translation.

3. It has been repeated in bonsai literature for decades without a precise citation, 

making the original wording difficult to recover.wikipedia+1

So at present I cannot responsibly give you an “original Japanese passage,” because I 

have not been able to verify that passage in the text itself.

For a definitive answer, the next step would be to inspect a searchable scholarly edition 

of Utsubo monogatari (for example, the Shin Nihon Koten Bungaku Taikei edition or 

the Nihon Koten Bungaku Zenshū edition) and trace the quotation through academic 

bonsai-history footnotes. As things stand, the English quotation is easily found, but its 

Japanese source is not.wikipedia+1

Sources

You said:

Can you check the Shin Nihon Koten Bungaku edition?

Copilot said:

Copilot

I can't directly access the full text of the Shin Nihon Koten Bungaku Taikei (新日

本古典文学大系) edition because it is behind subscription/library access, and I have not 

located a searchable copy of the relevant volumes.komazawa-u

What I was able to verify is:



 Utsubo monogatari is available in modern scholarly editions such as Shinpen 

Nihon Koten Bungaku Zenshū edited by Nakano Kōichi, which provides 

the original text and modern translation.shogakukan+1

 The oft-quoted bonsai passage is repeatedly attributed to Utsubo monogatari in 

secondary literature, but those sources do not identify a volume, chapter, or line 

reference.rois+1

My suspicion has increased that the famous bonsai quotation is not a literal 

translation of a single sentence in the tale, but rather a paraphrase extracted 

from a longer discussion of aesthetics. The fact that bonsai histories quote it without 

citing chapter or book location is a warning sign.rois+1

A promising next step is to search the Japanese text itself for concepts likely underlying 

the translation, such as:

 木 (ki, tree)

 おもしろし / おもしろき (omoshiroshi, moving, touching, aesthetically engaging)

 人 (hito, people)

 作る / つくろう (tsukuru, fashion, cultivate)

 あはれ (aware, emotional resonance)

The complete text is available through digitized manuscript resources and scholarly 

editions.rois+1

At this point I don't have enough evidence to state an original Japanese passage. If you 

have access to JapanKnowledge, a university library, or a scan of the Shin Nihon Koten 

Bungaku Taikei volumes, I can help trace the quotation line-by-line from the original 

text. The key issue is that the English sentence itself appears to be circulating 

independently of any precise citation.rois+1

Sources

You said:

What is the earliest work that has this English paraphrase?



Copilot said:

Copilot

The best lead I could find is that the quotation's immediate source is not a translation 

of Utsubo monogatari that is commonly cited by literary scholars; rather, it appears in 

bonsai literature.

In the Wikipedia article's citation trail, the quote is sourced to:

Nippon Bonsai Association, Classic Bonsai of Japan (Kodansha 

International, 1989), p. 140.wikipedia

What's interesting is that later works and websites repeat the sentence almost verbatim 

and appear to derive it from that bonsai-history tradition rather than from a direct 

translation of Utsubo monogatari.wikipedia+1

Based on the sources currently available to me, the chronology looks like this:

1. 1989 — Classic Bonsai of Japan (Nippon Bonsai Association), p. 140: earliest 

identified source I've been able to trace for the exact English wording.wikipedia

2. Later bonsai histories and reference works repeat it, including modern 

summaries of bonsai history.wikipedia+1

3. I have not yet found any earlier published English translation 

of Utsubo monogatari containing that exact sentence.wikipedia

So my current assessment is:

The earliest verifiable appearance of the English paraphrase that I can trace is Classic 

Bonsai of Japan (1989), not a known translation of Utsubo monogatari.wikipedia

The next step would be to inspect page 140 of that book and its footnotes. If the editors 

cite a Japanese passage, that could finally reveal where the quotation came from—or 

whether it was already a paraphrase by the authors.wikipedia

This is beginning to look less like a famous literary translation and more like a bonsai-

historical paraphrase that was later attributed directly to Utsubo monogatari.wikipedia+1

Sources



You said:

Can you check the Iwanami edition?

Copilot said:

Copilot

I can't directly consult the full text of the Iwanami edition itself because it is not openly 

accessible to me. However, I can determine whether the quotation is likely to be in the 

places where it ought to appear.

Here's what I found:

 The Iwanami 日本古典文学大系『宇津保物語』 edited by 河野多麻 is the 

standard 3-volume edition (vols. 10–12 of the series).wikipedia+1

 The detailed outline of the 俊蔭 (Toshikage) volume is available through 

JapanKnowledge and shows 51 numbered sections. The portions involving the 

hollow tree are sections 29–41, including:

 熊、子の孝心に感じて杉のうつほを譲る

 母子、杉のうつほに移る

 住みよいうつほ生活

 母、子に琴を習わす

 兼雅、琴の音を尋ねて山に入る

 兼雅うつほに至る

 母子を迎え出す etc.japanknowledge

That is exactly where one would expect a statement about cultivated versus wild trees if 

it truly belonged to the narrative. Yet:

 Searches for the distinctive phrases むくつけけれ and あはれも見えめ failed to 

turn up any verifiable occurrence in accessible Utsubo 

monogatari materials.note+2

 The phrase むくつけけれ is readily attested elsewhere (especially in Genji 

monogatari examples cited by classical dictionaries), which makes it a poor 

locator for Utsubo monogatari.note+1



So my current assessment is:

I cannot confirm the bonsai quotation from the Iwanami edition, and 

the evidence is beginning to suggest that the commonly repeated 

wording may not be a verbatim passage from the text at all.

If I were doing this as a textual research project, the next step would be to inspect 

sections 29–41 of the 俊蔭 volume in the Iwanami edition (or the corresponding 

pages in the National Diet Library scan) line by line. Based on the structure of the tale, 

that is the most probable location.japanknowledge+1

At this point, I'd estimate:

 High confidence that the quotation is associated in modern bonsai literature 

with Utsubo monogatari.

 Low confidence that the Japanese sentence you've seen is an exact 

quotation from the original text.

 Unverified location within the Iwanami edition.

Sources

You said:

Can you check the corresponding pages?

Copilot said:

Copilot

I can't actually inspect the corresponding pages of the Iwanami edition from here.

I was able to identify the edition and the National Diet Library record for it, but the 

searchable access available to me only exposes the catalog metadata and table of 

contents, not the page images or OCR text needed to read pages line-by-line. The 

record confirms that Nihon Koten Bungaku Taikei 10–12 contains Utsubo 

Monogatari edited by Kōno Tama (河野多麻), but not the text itself.cam

So, unfortunately, I cannot truthfully say I've checked the actual corresponding pages.



What I have established is:

1. The quotation cannot currently be located through searches of its distinctive 

wording.

2. The likely location would be the Toshikage (俊蔭) volume, especially the 

sections dealing with life in the hollow tree and the mountain dwelling.

3. The bibliographic trail points to the Iwanami edition and other modern annotated 

editions, but none of the searchable sources I've accessed contain the alleged 

sentence.

Given the evidence so far, my working conclusion remains:

The famous bonsai quotation is widely attributed to Utsubo Monogatari, but I have not 

been able to verify it in the text, and there is a real possibility that the wording commonly 

repeated in bonsai literature is a paraphrase rather than a verbatim passage.

If you have a scan, PDF, screenshot, or even the page range from the Iwanami edition, 

I can examine it directly and search those pages in detail.

Sources

You said:

What does the National Diet Library say?

Copilot said:

Copilot

The National Diet Library (NDL) record itself does not discuss the 

bonsai quotation at all. It is purely a bibliographic record.

From the NDL entry I was able to access:

 日本古典文学大系 第 12巻 (Iwanami Shoten, 1962) contains『宇津保物語 第

3』, edited and annotated by 河野多麻.cam



 The NDL record provides publication data, pagination, and a table of contents. 

For volume 12, the contents are the later books of Utsubo Monogatari, 

including 国譲 上・中・下 and related materials.cam

 The record indicates that a digital copy exists in the NDL Digital Collections, but 

the text itself is not exposed through the search results I can see.cam

Separately, the NDL record confirms that the Iwanami edition of Utsubo Monogatari is 

spread across three volumes in the 日本古典文学大系 series.cam+1

What the NDL record does not tell us

It does not:

 mention the sentence

木は、山に生ひたらむこそ…

 mention bonsai,

 identify a passage about cultivated trees,

 provide searchable OCR of the relevant pages,

 or give a page reference for the alleged quotation.cam

Why this is significant

If the quotation were a famous passage of Utsubo Monogatari, one would expect to find:

 an exact Japanese citation,

 a volume/page number,

 or a chapter reference in modern scholarship.

So far, neither the NDL catalog record nor the searchable references I've found provide 

one. Meanwhile, the supposed key phrases むくつけけれ and あはれも見えめ have not 

led back to a verifiable location in the text.aucfan+2

My current research conclusion



The NDL confirms the existence and structure of the standard Iwanami edition, but it 

does not corroborate the bonsai quotation. Based on everything we've checked so far, 

the attribution:

"Utsubo Monogatari, Toshikage volume"

remains unverified, and the commonly circulated Japanese wording may well be a 

later paraphrase rather than a direct quotation from the Heian text.cam

Sources

Results from a few minutes of research using MS CoPilot Chat 07/09/26 a.m. and p.m.
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