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The publication of John Yoshio Naka's  Bonsai Techniques IIin 1982 marked a pivotal moment in the

westernization and professionalization of the bonsai art form. While his first volume served as a foundational primer

for English-speaking practitioners, Volume II was specifically engineered to address the vacuum of advanced

technical knowledge. As the "Father of American Bonsai," Naka did not merely provide a set of instructions; he

established a comprehensive theoretical and practical framework that bridged the gap between Japanese tradition

and the diverse environmental conditions of the West.

The Evolution of Technical Mastery in Bonsai

The progression from basic maintenance to advanced artistry requires a shift in focus from merely keeping a tree 

alive to sculpting a living narrative. In Bonsai Techniques II, the emphasis transitions from individual operations to 

holistic design. This involves a deep understanding of horticultural mechanics, spatial geometry, and the 

temporal evolutionof woody plants. Practitioners are challenged to look beyond the immediate aesthetic and

anticipate the tree's growth patterns over decades.

The Philosophical Framework: 'Leaving Room for the Birds'

One of Naka's most enduring contributions to the field is the concept of spatial distribution. He famously advocated 

for creating enough space within the branch structure for birds to fly through. Technically, this refers to negative 

space (Ma), which is as critical as the physical biomass of the tree. Negative space provides the necessary 

contrast that highlights the nebari (root flare) and the tachiagari(the initial ascent of the trunk), allowing the eye to

appreciate the complexity of the branching without visual clutter.

Technical Analysis: Advanced Shaping and Structural Engineering

In the realm of advanced bonsai, the manipulation of the trunk and primary branches involves significant

mechanical stress. Naka details the use of heavy-gauge wiring, jacks, and pulleys to achieve dramatic structural

changes that would be impossible with standard techniques.

1. Branch Placement and Angular Geometry

The placement of branches in a high-quality bonsai follows a specific mathematical progression. Typically, the first 

branch (Sashi-eda) is placed at approximately one-third the height of the tree. Subsequent branches follow a spiral 

pattern, decreasing in distance as they approach the apex. This creates an illusion of forced perspective, making

a small tree appear as a massive, ancient specimen in the distance.

2. The Mechanics of Wiring Large Branches

To move a thick, lignified branch, practitioners must understand the limits of the cambium and xylem layers. Naka 

emphasizes the use of raffia—a natural fiber soaked in water and wrapped tightly around the branch. This serves

as a compression bandage, preventing the bark from splitting and the cambium from drying out when the wood is

subjected to extreme torque. The technical workflow for heavy bending is as follows:

•  Hydration: Ensure the tree is well-hydrated for 48 hours prior to bending to maximize flexibility.



•  Raffia Application: Wrap the branch in overlapping layers to provide uniform support.

•  Wire Selection: Use annealed copper wire for conifers due to its superior holding power after it work-hardens.

•  Leverage: Apply the wire at a precise 45-degree angle to distribute the load evenly across the branch's 

surface area.

Comparative Analysis of Horticultural Media

Soil composition is perhaps the most debated technical aspect of bonsai. In Bonsai Techniques II, Naka expands

on the necessity of customized substrates based on species and developmental stage. The following table

compares standard components used in advanced bonsai culture.



Component Function Drainage Rating Cation Exchange 
Capacity (CEC)

Best For

Akadama Water/Nutrient 
Retention

Moderate High Deciduous &amp; 
General 
Development

Pumice Aeration &amp; 
Structural Integrity

High Low Conifers &amp; Root 
Health

Lava Rock (Scoria) Drainage &amp; 
Surface Area

Very High Low Stabilizing Large 
Specimens

Decomposed Granite Weight &amp; 
Drainage

High Very Low Old Pines and 
Junipers

A critical technical takeaway is the Particle Size Distribution. In advanced practice, soil is sifted into specific 

grades. Larger particles are placed at the bottom of the pot (the drainage layer), medium particles in the core root 

zone, and fine particles (top dressing) to facilitate moss growth and aesthetic finish. This gradient ensures that the 

perched water table is minimized, preventing anaerobic conditions that lead to root rot.

Advanced Physiological Techniques: Jin and Shari

Deadwood techniques, known as Jin (dead branches) and Shari(trunk stripping), are essential for creating the

appearance of age (*mochikomi*). These are not merely decorative but involve technical surgery on the tree's

vascular system.

Technical Procedure for Creating a Shari

1.  Identify the Sap Flow: Before cutting, one must map the primary veins (live veins) that support the foliage. 

Severing a live vein that feeds a major branch will result in dieback.

2.  Initial Incision: Use a sharp carving knife to outline the area. It is safer to start narrow and widen the Shari 

over several seasons.

3.  Peeling: Remove the bark and the green cambium layer to expose the white xylem.

4.  Refinement: Use specialized tools (gravers and power carvers) to mimic natural weathering caused by wind, 

ice, and lightning.

5.  Preservation: Apply Lime Sulfur to the dried wood. This acts as a fungicide and bleaches the wood to a bone-

white color, providing a stark visual contrast against the dark, living bark.

Case Study: The 'Goshin' Masterpiece

Naka's most famous work, Goshin ("Protector of the Spirit"), serves as a masterclass in forest style (*Yose-ue*). 

This arrangement of eleven Foemina Junipers demonstrates the technical application of depth and perspective. 

The positioning of the trees follows an irregular, asymmetrical triangle. The largest, most dominant tree is placed 

off-center, while smaller trees are placed toward the back to create a sense of infinite forest depth. This specific 

case study, referenced in the context of Naka's advanced teachings, highlights the importance of asymmetry and 

odd-number groupings in Japanese-influenced design.

Seasonal Management and Micro-Climatic Calibration

Advanced practitioners must develop a phenological calendar—a schedule of interventions based on the tree's 



biological clock rather than a fixed date. Bonsai Techniques IIprovides detailed insights into the timing of specific

actions.

Spring: The Energetic Shift

Repotting occurs just as the buds begin to swell. This is the only window where the tree has the hormonal energy 

to regenerate a root system after significant pruning. The technical goal is to replace the taproot with a fine, radial 

network of feeder roots.

Summer: Metabolic Regulation

During peak heat, the focus shifts to transpiration management. High-value deciduous trees may require partial 

defoliationto reduce water demand and encourage a second flush of smaller, more proportionate leaves. This

technique is highly technical; if done at the wrong time or on a weak tree, it can lead to exhaustion and death.

Autumn: Lignification and Storage

The goal in autumn is to encourage the thickening of the trunk and the storage of carbohydrates in the roots. 

Fertilization shifts from high-nitrogen formulas to those rich in Phosphorus (P) and Potassium (K)to strengthen

cellular walls and prepare for winter dormancy.

Winter: Structural Visibility

For deciduous species, winter is the primary season for structural pruning. Without leaves, the "skeleton" of the tree 

is visible, allowing the practitioner to correct crossing branches, remove thick growth in the apex, and refine the 

ramification (the division of branches into smaller twigs).

The Mathematical Model of Trunk Taper

A hallmark of a quality bonsai is taper—the gradual narrowing of the trunk from the base to the top. This is 

achieved through a technical process called Sacrifice Branching. By allowing a branch low on the trunk to grow 

unchecked for several years, the practitioner forces the tree to thicken the trunk below that point. Once the desired 

diameter is achieved, the sacrifice branch is removed. The healing of the resulting scar requires careful 

management of the callus tissue, often using concave cutters that create a slight indentation, allowing the wound

to heal flush with the trunk surface.

Troubleshooting Common Advanced Failures

Even at an advanced level, technical errors can occur. Naka's teachings emphasize a diagnostic approach to tree

health.

•  Chlorosis (Yellowing Leaves): Often a sign of iron or magnesium deficiency caused by pH imbalances in the 

substrate. Solution: Calibration of water pH and application of chelated minerals.

•  Vascular Constriction: Occurs when wire is left on too long, cutting into the bark. Solution: Immediate removal 

and localized application of cut paste to prevent desiccation.

•  Root Suffocation: Resulting from the breakdown of organic components in the soil. Solution: Emergency 

repotting into a 100% inorganic substrate to facilitate oxygen exchange.

Final Synthesis: The Integration of Science and Art

John Naka's Bonsai Techniques IIremains the definitive technical manual because it treats the bonsai practitioner

as both an artist and a horticultural engineer. The complexity of the techniques—ranging from the physics of wood

bending to the chemistry of soil pH—is balanced by a deep respect for the natural essence of the tree. The mastery



of these techniques is not an end in itself, but a means to remove the hand of the artist, leaving behind a specimen

that appears to have been shaped solely by the elements over a century.

The enduring legacy of this work lies in its ability to translate ephemeral aesthetic concepts into repeatable,

technical workflows. For the serious practitioner, Volume II is not a book to be read once; it is a laboratory manual

for a lifelong experiment in the manipulation of time, growth, and beauty. By adhering to the rigorous standards of

structural integrity and physiological health outlined by Naka, the bonsai artist ensures that their living sculpture will

not only survive but thrive for generations, becoming a legacy in its own right.
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