SELECTING CLAY BONSAI CONTAINERS

BY DONNA BANTING
LOUISIANA

A series presented before next potting
season to help the grower in choosing the
better container,

Soon we will all be busy potting and repot-
ting bonsai, many of which have neaver had ap-
propriate containers and others which have
changed character over the years and require
new pots {ill. 1).

Clay containers are available in many col-
ors, sizes and shapes. With such a seiection, it
is often difficult to determine which to use
when potting a bonsai, (ilf. 2).

Blafare Tan yoars later

Two genaral rules are: 1) never select a con-
tainer before shaping the tree. The bonsal’s
character may change after it has been pruned
and wired and the pot may not complement tha
bonsai; and 2) never select a container which
overpowers the bonsai, In color, size, or shape.
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A container is to a bonsai what a frame is to a
painting. The container must complement the
bonsal.

What are the characteristics of a good clay
bonsal container?

A bonsai container must have at least one
drainage hole, Chinese containers usually have
a rather large dralnage hole In the center of the
pot’s bottom, which | find desirable in our rainy,
humid climate. Large containers usually have
several drainage holes and include smaller
holes for wire to pass through to secure the
bonsai in the pot, {ill. 3).

®

Typical Chinasa Tray '

Drainage Holes

Wira Holas

Bonsai containers should have at least
three feat, providing additional air circulation
and drainage capability. If the container lacks
feet, arched cuts at the base are usually made
by the potter, providing air circulation. But
footed containers are best, |Ifting the base up
50 that excess water flows freely out and away
from the bonsai’s roots, (iil. 4),

There should be a minimum warpage of the
clay body. Handmade and antique containers
are rarely perfect, and some warpage adds to
the interest and beauty of the container. But the
teet of containers should sit squarely. If the
container is low on one side, the low side
should be used as its front. Some handmade
pots are deliberately warped for certain effects,
and often the grower selects a warped con-
tainer for a particular bonsai {ill. 5).

The contaiher should have a solid clay
body that is not cracked or chipped. Antique
containers are often cracked and chipped, and
should not be used for growing the bonsai. John
Naka once suggested to me that if | have an an-
tique container for a particular bonsal, | should
find a container of the same slze and shape and



grow the bonsai in it year round. When display-

ing the bonsai in our exhibits or in the home, |
can simply pull the bonsai out of its growing
container and place it in the antique container.
After exhibiting it, | would then return it to the
growing container.

Arched Cuts

A cracked or chipped bonsai container may
distract one from the bonsai. But aside from
' this consideration, damaged pots may weaken
as roots develop or over hard weather months.
When this occurs, often the pot will break away
from the bonsai's root system, exposing it 1o
bad weather. If the grower doesn't notice it for
days, the bonsai may suffer irreparable
damage. Never keep your best bonsai in crack-
ed or chipped pots.
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Before buying a glazed container, check
the insides and bottom of the pot. The glaze
should stop just inside the rim of the pot and
should not run down the inner sides. |t must
never cover the bottom of the pot, inside or out.
The glaze inhibits air circulation and water flow.

Each tree has its own personality; the line
of its trunk, the color of its bark, foliage, flowers
and fruit, its branch placement and foliage
shape, determine & tree’s special character.

Selecting a container is often a matter of
personal taste, as it should be. Bonsai is an art
form and in spite of the many rules cited, there
is room for individual expression. But basic
guidelines regarding color, size and shape
assist the grower in his container choice.

Considering the aesthetics of container
selaction is extremely important. But, more im-
portantly, the grower must consider the hor-
ticultural requirements of his bonsai. After all
what good is a dead bonsai in a beautiful con-
tainer?

COLOR

It is important to remember one of the rules
cited earlier: when selecting the bonsai pot's
color, NEVER SELECT A CONTAINER WHICH
OVERPOWERS THE BONSAIL This rule is dif-
ficult to follow, especially for the novice grower,
because of the availability of dark and royal
blue containers.

Although coior selection is dependent on
the tastes of individual bonsai growers, | have
found the choices indicated in the table {ill. 6.)
to be best. It generally follows aesthetic prin-
ciples set by classic Japanese Bonsaiists.
However, | can imagine abandoning these prin-
ciples. For example, the table indicates that all
conifers are best potted in brown unglazed con-
tainers. Our native swamp ¢ypress, a deciduous
conifer, ¢can be potted in a glazed colored con-
tainer, and is most attractive, particularly in the
fall when leaf colors range from orange to pur-
ple.

The table is a guideline. Your personal
taste and the bonsai determine pot color.

Bonsai containers are available in a wide
range of colors. These can be glazed or unglaz-
ed. Sometimes the unglazed container is bur-
nished; that is, the container is rubbed smooth
so that when fired in the kiln, the pot has a
glossy finish, looking much like a glazed con-
tainer.

Glazed containers hold water longer than
unglazed ones. Therefore, the selection of a






