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HOW TO GROW BONSAI TREES
FOR BEGINNERS: A COMPLETE
GUIDE TO CULTIVATING YOUR
FIRST LIVING ART

There  is  something  deeply  captivating
about  a  bonsai  tree.  Its  miniature
stature,  its  weathered  trunk,  and  the
quiet  sense  of  age  it  carr ies  can
transform any room into a sanctuary. For

many,  the  idea  of  growing  one  feels
int imidat ing.  Images  of  master
gardeners spending decades perfecting
a single tree often come to mind. But the
truth  is,  learning  how  to  grow  bonsai
t rees  fo r  beg inners  i s  not  on ly
achievable,  i t  is  one  of  the  most
rewarding hobbies  you can start.  With
the  right  knowledge,  a  little  patience,
and  a  willingness  to  learn,  you  can
cultivate your own living sculpture from
the  very  first  seedling  or  cutting.  This
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guide  will  walk  you  through  every
essential step, demystifying the process
and  giving  you  the  confidence  to  begin
your bonsai journey.
Bonsai  is  not  a  specific  species  of  tree.
Rather, it is an ancient Japanese art form
that involves growing and training a tree
to  remain  small  while  mimicking  the
shape and scale of  a full-sized tree in
nature. The goal is not to dwarf the tree
through  genetic  manipulation,  but  to
create an aesthetic that evokes a natural
landscape  in  miniature.  For  beginners,
the  key  is  to  start  with  the  r ight
approach, the right tools, and the right
tree.  This  comprehensive  guide  will
cover  everything  from  selecting  your
first  tree  to  pruning,  repotting,  and
ongoing  care.

UNDERSTANDING BONSAI
BASICS: WHAT EVERY BEGINNER
SHOULD KNOW

Before you buy your first tree, it helps to
understand a few core principles. Bonsai
is  a  combination  of  horticulture  and
artistic design. You are both a gardener
and a sculptor. The tree needs to stay
alive and healthy, and it also needs to be
shaped into a pleasing form. The most
common  misconception  is  that  bonsai
trees are houseplants that live indoors
permanently.  While  some  species  can
thrive indoors, most bonsai are outdoor
trees  that  need  seasonal  changes  to
survive. Tropical varieties like Ficus are
exceptions  and  can  be  kept  indoors
year-round,  making  them an  excellent
choice for  beginners  who lack outdoor
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space.
Another  foundational  concept  is  that
bonsai  is  a  long-term  commitment.  A
t ree  does  not  become  a  bonsa i
overnight.  It  requires  consistent  care,
regular  pruning,  and  occasional
repotting.  However,  the  progress  you
see month after month and year after
year is deeply satisfying. If you are ready
to  embrace  a  slow,  mindful  practice,
then bonsai is for you.

CHOOSING THE RIGHT TREE
SPECIES FOR BEGINNERS

One  of  the  most  common  questions
when learning how to grow bonsai trees
for beginners is, "What tree should I start
with?"  Your  choice  of  species  will
significantly  influence  your  success  and
enjoyment.  Some  trees  are  far  more

forgiving than others. Here are the best
beginner-friendly species to consider.

Ficus Bonsai
(Ficus retusa or
Ficus benjamina)
Ficus  is  widely  considered  the  best
species  for  beginners.  It  is  incredibly
resilient, tolerates low light and dry air,
and  responds  well  to  pruning.  It  also
develops  aerial  roots,  which  add  a
striking, ancient appearance over time.
Ficus bonsai can be kept indoors all year,
making  it  ideal  if  you  do  not  have  a
garden or balcony.
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Chinese Elm
(Ulmus
parvifolia)
The  Chinese  E lm  is  another  top
recommendation  for  beginners.  It  is  a
deciduous tree that can be grown both
indoors and outdoors, depending on your
climate. It has small leaves, a graceful
branching  structure,  and  it  recovers
quickly from pruning mistakes. It is also
relatively  fast-growing,  so you will  see
noticeable  progress  within  a  single
growing  season.

Juniper
(Juniperus
procumbens
nana)
Junipers are classic outdoor bonsai trees.
They  are  hardy,  tolerate  cold  winters,
and have a rugged, windswept look that
is  highly desirable in bonsai.  However,
they must be kept outdoors. If you have
a patio, balcony, or garden, a juniper is
an excellent choice. Note that junipers
cannot  live  indoors,  so  this  species  is
best for those with outdoor space.
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Japanese Maple
(Acer palmatum)
For  those  who  want  something  more
ornamental,  the  Japanese  Maple  offers
stunning  autumn  color  and  delicate
leaves.  It  is  slightly  more  demanding
than  Ficus  or  Chinese  Elm,  but  still
manageable for a dedicated beginner. It
requires  outdoor  cultivation  and
protection from harsh afternoon sun in
hot climates.

Crassula Ovata

(Jade Plant)
Technically  a succulent,  the Jade Plant
can be trained as a bonsai. It has thick,
fleshy  leaves  and  a  trunk  that  thickens
quickly.  It  is  very  forgiving  of  neglect
and thrives in bright indoor light. It is a
wonderful choice for beginners who want
a low-maintenance indoor bonsai.
When selecting your first tree, look for a
healthy  specimen  with  vibrant  foliage,
no signs of pests, and a trunk that has
some movement  or  taper.  Avoid  trees
that look lopsided or have large, gaping
wounds.  A healthy start  makes all  the
difference.

ESSENTIAL TOOLS AND SUPPLIES
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FOR YOUR BONSAI JOURNEY

You do not  need a  large  collection  of
expensive tools to begin. However, a few
basic items will make your work easier
and more precise. Here is a starter list
for anyone learning how to grow bonsai
trees for beginners.

Bonsai shears (concave
cutters): These are designed to
make clean cuts that heal quickly.
A good pair of shears is your most
important tool.
Wire cutters: When you start
shaping branches with wire, you
will need cutters specifically
designed to cut through bonsai
wire without damaging the tree.
Bonsai wire (anodized
aluminum or copper): This is

used to wrap around branches and
trunks to guide their growth into
the desired shape. Aluminum wire
is easier for beginners.
Bonsai soil mix: Regular potting
soil is too dense and retains too
much water. Bonsai soil is a free-
draining mix of akadama, pumice,
lava rock, and organic compost.
For beginners, a pre-mixed bonsai
soil is the easiest option.
A shallow bonsai pot: The pot
should have drainage holes and be
slightly larger than the root ball.
Glazed pots are common for
flowering trees, while unglazed
pots are traditional for conifers.
A chopstick or skewer: This is
used to gently work soil into the
roots when repotting and to check
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soil moisture.
A watering can with a fine
rose: A gentle spray prevents soil
disturbance and ensures even
watering.

Investing in quality tools from the start
will save you frustration, but there is no
need to  buy everything at  once.  Start
with shears, wire, and a proper pot, then
add tools as your skills grow.

STEP-BY-STEP GUIDE TO
PLANTING YOUR FIRST BONSAI

Now that you have chosen a species and
gathered your tools, it is time to plant.
This process can be done with a nursery-
grown tree, a cutting, or even a seed.
For  beginners,  starting  with  a  small
nursery tree or a pre-bonsai is the most

practical approach. Here is how to plant
your first bonsai.

Step 1: Prepare
the Pot and Soil
Place a mesh screen over the drainage
holes in your bonsai pot to prevent soil
from washing out.  Add a thin layer of
coarse  bonsai  soil  at  the  bottom  to
promote drainage. Then, add a layer of
finer soil on top.

Step 2: Remove
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the Tree from Its
Nursery Pot
Gently slide the tree out of its current
container.  Use a chopstick to carefully
loosen  and  untangle  the  roots.  This
process, known as teasing out the roots,
is  critical  for  encouraging  new  root
growth in the bonsai pot.

Step 3: Prune the
Roots
Using  sharp  shears,  trim  away  about
one-third  of  the  root  mass.  Focus  on
removing  thick,  circling  roots  and  any
roots  that  are  dead or  damaged.  This

stimulates the tree to produce a dense,
fibrous  root  system  that  will  fit
comfortably  in  the  shallow  bonsai  pot.

Step 4: Position
the Tree in the
Pot
Place  the  tree  slightly  off-center  in  the
pot. Traditional bonsai aesthetics avoid
placing the tree directly in the middle.
The front of the tree, which displays the
best  trunk  movement  and  branch
structure, should face the viewer. Use a
chopstick to work soil around the roots,
ensuring there are no air pockets.
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Step 5: Water
Thoroughly
After  planting,  water  the  tree  deeply
until  water  runs  out  of  the  drainage
holes. This settles the soil and hydrates
the roots. Place the tree in a sheltered
location out of direct wind and intense
sun for about two weeks to allow it to
recover from repotting stress.

BASIC BONSAI CARE: WATERING,
SUNLIGHT, AND FERTILIZING

Caring  for  a  bonsai  tree  is  not  difficult,
but  it  does  require  consistency.  The
three pillars of bonsai health are water,
light,  and  nutrition.  Master  these,  and
your tree will thrive.

Watering: The
Most Important
Skill
Watering  is  where  most  beginners
struggle. The rule is simple: water when
the soil begins to dry out, but do not let
it  become  bone  dry.  Stick  your  finger
about one inch into the soil,  or  use a
wooden chopstick. If it comes out mostly
dry,  it  is  time to water.  When you do
water, water thoroughly until it flows out
of the drainage holes. Bonsai soil drains
quickly, so you may need to water every
day  in  summer  and  less  frequently  in
winter. Never let your tree sit in standing
water, as this can cause root rot.
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Sunlight: Know
Your Tree's
Needs
Most bonsai trees need plenty of light.
Outdoor  species  l ike  Juniper  and
Japanese  Maple  require  direct  sunlight
for at least five to six hours a day. Indoor
species like Ficus and Jade need bright,
indirect light near a south- or west-facing
window.  If  natural  light  is  insufficient,
consider using a grow light. Rotate your
tree every week to ensure even growth
on all sides.

Fertilizing:
Feeding for
Health and
Growth
Bonsai  trees  grow  in  small  pots  with
limited  soil,  so  they  rely  on  regular
fertilization.  Use  a  balanced,  slow-
release  bonsai  fertilizer  or  a  liquid
fertilizer diluted to half strength. Fertilize
every  two  weeks  during  the  growing
season  (spring  through  autumn)  and
reduce or stop fertilizing in winter when
the tree is dormant. Always water your
tree before fertilizing to avoid root burn.
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PRUNING AND SHAPING
TECHNIQUES FOR BEGINNERS

Pruning  and  shaping  are  where  you
begin to transform a simple tree into a
bonsai.  For  beginners,  the  goal  is  to
establ ish  a  bas ic  structure  and
encourage  compact  growth.  Do  not
worry about creating a masterpiece on
your  first  attempt.  Focus  on  the
fundamentals.

Structural
Pruning
This is done in early spring or late winter
when the tree is dormant. Remove any
branches  that  cross  each  other,  grow
straight up or down, or detract from the

overall shape. Keep the main trunk line
and  a  few  well-placed  branches  that
radiate outward. Think of it like a tree in
nature shaped by wind and time. Always
cut at a slight angle just above a bud or
branch junction.

Maintenance
Pruning
During the growing season, pinch back
new growth to encourage branching and
keep  the  tree  compact.  For  most
species,  you  can  use  your  fingers  or
small  scissors  to  trim the  tips  of  new
shoots. This redirects the tree's energy
into  developing  smaller  leaves  and
denser  foliage.



12

12 How To Grow Bonsai Trees For Beginners 2025-06-03

Wiring for Shape
Wiring is the technique of wrapping wire
around branches and trunk to bend them
into  a  desired  position.  For  beginners,

start with aluminum wire. Choose a wire
thickness  that  is  about  one-third  the
thickness of the branch you are wiring.
Wrap  the  wire  at  a  45-degree  angle
along the branch


