Any details about Bonsan ipposho, a book from Rakuzansai henshuu and Sessensai mosha from

about 1774?
Copilot said:

Copilot

The book you’re referring to—Bonsan Ipposhé (2 1LU—#4$)—is an extremely early and
important document in the history of bonsai (more precisely bonsan, the Edo-period precursor).
Even though surviving documentation is sparse, enough is known to place it in context and

explain its significance.

B What Bonsan Ippasho is

o Title: ZIU—5#) (Bonsan Ippashad)

— roughly: “A Step-by-Step Notes on Bonsan Landscapes” (interpretive translation)
e Date: circa 1774 (late Edo period)
e Compiler/editor: Rakuzansai (ZELLTT)
e Illustrator or exemplar copyist: Sessensai (IIF), “mosha” (#&E = copied/replicated

drawings)

The “mosha” attribution is important:

e It usually means Sessensai was reproducing or transmitting an existing visual

tradition, not necessarily producing original compositions.

What “bonsan” means here

The title uses # I (bonsan) rather than ¥ (bonsai).

In the Edo period:

e Bonsan referred to miniature landscapes, often:

o Combining stones + small plants



e Representing mountains, rivers, and scenery

e This differs from later bonsai, which focuses on individual trees.
This aligns with broader historical evidence:

o Early Japanese miniature planting traditions emphasized landscape compositions

derived from Chinese penjingjapanhouse

= So this book belongs to a transitional phase before modern bonsai aesthetics fully

emerged.

Content and structure (reconstructed)

While complete copies are rare and not widely published, works of this type—and references

to Bonsan Ipposho—indicate it likely included:

1. Illustrated models

o Drawings of bonsan compositions
e Emphasis on:

e Mountain forms

e Rock placement

e Tree positioning within a landscape
Because Sessensai’s role is labeled as “mosha”:

o These illustrations were likely copies of canonical or admired designs

o This suggests a teaching manual format

2. Aesthetic guidance

Typical Edo horticultural manuals (including this one) focused on:



o Balance between rock and plant
o Evoking natural scenery in miniature
o Placement rules that reflect:

o Distance

e Perspective

o Seasonal feeling

This aligns with the broader Edo trend:

o Bonsai/bonsan increasingly followed codified aesthetic ideals as the art spread among

commonersbonsai-lifestyle

3. Practical instruction (limited but present)

The “Ipposho” (“step-notes”) format suggests:

e Some procedural guidance
o Possibly covering:
e Arrangement methods
o Selection of stones/plants

e Display concepts
However, compared to modern bonsai manuals:

e The focus would have been less horticultural

e More about composition and visual effect

Historical significance

1. One of the earliest Japanese bonsai-related manuals

e Dating to the 18th centuryj, it sits among the earliest printed guides to miniature

planting in Japan



e It predates:
e The full emergence of modern bonsai terminology and techniques

e The 19th-century flowering of bonsai publications

= This makes it part of the foundation literature of the art.

2. Evidence of codification of style

By the mid-late Edo period:

e Bonsai/bonsan had moved beyond elite circles into urban pepular culture
e Books like this show:
e The art was being standardized and taught

e There was demand for instructional material

3. Transitional document: landscape — tree focus

Bonsan Ipposho captures a key shift:

Earlier tradition Later bonsai

Landscape trays (bonsan / bonseki)  Individual trees (bonsai)

Rock-centered Tree-centered

Scenic illusion Tree structure and refinement

= This book sits right in the middle of that transition.



4. Visual transmission tradition

Because Sessensai is credited with 2% (copying):

e The book reflects a common Edo practice:

o Learning through copying canonical images
e This parallels:

o Painting manuals

e Garden design books

It shows bonsai was treated as a visual art tradition, not just horticulture.

A\ Limits of what survives

It’s important to be clear:

e There is very little widely accessible modern scholarship specifically on Bonsan
Ipposho
e Most references are:
e Archival catalogs
e Mentions in broader bonsai history discussions

o Complete translations or detailed studies are rare
= So much of our understanding comes from:

e The title

Attribution

Edo-period parallels

e The broader evolution of bonsan — bonsai

Bottom line



Bonsan Ipposho (c. 1774) is:

An early illustrated instructional text from the Edo period that documents the art of bonsan
(miniature landscape planting)—offering visual models and aesthetic guidance at a time when
bonsai was still evolving from landscape compositions into the tree-focused art we recognize

today.

Why it matters:

e It shows bonsai was already being taught, codified, and published
e It preserves the pre-modern landscape-based aesthetic

o It bridges the gap between Chinese-influenced bonsan and modern Japanese bonsai
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