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ne of our newest members, Herb Bastuscheck, was kind enough to come to our show and the March meeting to demonstrate the lost art of Japanese Bonseki. Bon means tray and Seki means rocks, so Bonseki means tray with rocks. You may be more familiar with Bonsai or tray planting (Sai means planting). Bonseki,, a lost Samurai art, is similar to the tea ceremony where meditation accompanies a learned pattern of actions. It was developed at the Ryuanji Temple in Kyoto. The art form is now mainly performed by 

women and is endangered because unlike other art forms, it is not taught in schools. 

Herb went to Japan to teach English and stayed for 23 years. Down from where he lived was an art shop, 

and there he met his sensei, Masa Saito, who was designated as "Living National Treasure'" in Japan. Herb 

had 16 years of lessons with her and is the only non-Japanese Bonseki master. His greatest memory is going 

to the Ryuanji Temple and creating the scene in front of him with a master showing him techniques where 

Bonseki was started. Herb has been to 24 countries but still misses good ramen and the people of Japan. 
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Learned in increments by mastering individual features before combining them, Bonseki is a journey and follows some ceremony. Created by gypsum, feathers, spoons and sieves, each step furthers the depth of the scene being created. At our meeting Herb created a beautiful waterfall, starting with a water base of sand, then he laid out big rocks that built the 9 layers of gypsum, followed by the moon element, the mountain then the clouds. The Gypsum is screened from large chunks down to fine powder that looks like powdered sugar. Once created, the finished Bonseki trays were placed in the little alcoves below the hanging scrolls in family tea ceremony rooms, or are wiped away and started all over again. Some choose to mix powdered glue with the gypsum and set it by using a tea kettle with a rubber hose to create just the right amount of steam to set the glue. Others use water color pigment to add color to a permanent scene. The final scenes, whether they be permanent or temporary, are breathtaking in the simple beauty they portray.
