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Brief history of Chinese
art of miniature tree and

Origin of miniature tree and rock

Miniature tree and rock is a strange flower in Chinese culture
and art. The mural painting in tomb passage of Li Xian, Prince Zhang
Huai, second son of Tang Gao Zong Li Zhi and Wu Ze Tian, excavat-
ed form Shanxi Qianling in 1972 fully proves that miniature tree and
rock existed in Tang dynasty. The painting on eastern wall shows a
woman of “round face and red lips, wearing hat, robe of round collar
and long sleeves, narrow trouser legs, pointed head shoes and waist
band, and holding in two hands a miniature tree and rock” and three
maids of “high hair style, round face and red lips, wearing yellow
garment and skirt, green shawl and cloud head shoes, and holding in
two hands a miniature tree with green leaves and red fruits in a lotus
flower shaped tray”. These miniature trees and rocks are relatively

similar to the current ones. Li Xian’s tomb was constructed in 706
AD and all mural paintings depicted the real palace life of that time.
This proves that miniature tree and rock existed in China about 1300
years ago. The earliest record of miniature tree in Japan is a scroll
painting dated 700-800 years ago. The existence of miniature tree in
China is earlier than that in Japan, but Japan has played an important
role in introducing it to the world.

The painting “Paying tribute” by Yan Li Ben of Tang dynasty in
“Painting Collection of Taiwan Palace Museum” shows a person
holding in two hands a shallow tray with exquisitely wrought rocks
similar to current miniature landscape. This proves that miniature
landscape existed also in Tang dynasty .

Schools and styles

There are two schools of miniature tree, namely southern and
northern. Northern school includes Sichuan, Hubei, Jiangsu, Zhe-
jiang, Anhui and Shanghai. Southern school includes Guangdong,
Fujian and Guangxi. The miniature tree of northern school is charac-
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terized by branches and leaves in sheets and distinct layers. This is
possibly because natural old trees in Changjiang valley are under
snow in winter, branches grow horizontally or hang down, and
branches and leaves form sheets. Miniature tree reproduces the fea-
ture of natural old tree. Northern school is further divided into several
sects of different styles as Sichuan, Suzhou, Yangzhou, Shanghai,
Zhejiang, etc. The northern school uses mainly binding and trimming
for shaping, so trunk and main branches are in gentle curves and
small branches in sharp curves. Yangzhou sect keeps its traditional
and special style. Trees include mainly pine, Cupressus funebris, Ul-
mus parvifolia and Buxus sinica. Trunk is spirally shaped whilst
branches and leaves are in thin and flat sheets. Suzhou sect is char-
acterized by old trunk and winding branches of classic elegance and
beauty. Trees include mainly Sageretia thea, Ulmus parvifolia, Acer
buergerianum, Punica granatum, pine and Cupressus funebris. Old
stumps of deciduous trees are dug from the field and mountain for
miniature trees, so the trunk is old and branches are luxuriant.

Chengdu and Zhongging are centers of Sichuan sect. Trees in-
clude Ginkgo biloba, Diospyros armata, Podocarpus macrophyllus,
Serissa foetida and Chaenomeles speciosa. Roots are exposed and
hanging and trunk is winding and classical .

Shanghai sect absorbs superiority of different sects and foreign
advanced technique and style. Trees include mainly Pinus parviflora,
Sabina chinensis var. sargentii, Pinus thunbergii, Podocarpus macro-
phyllus, deciduous trees, flowers and fruits, altogether 140 types.
Metallic wire is used instead of traditional palm fiber in shaping.
Careful binding and trimming makes the trunk, branches and leaves
grow and distribute naturally, in different sizes, at randon, but in or-
der. Micro-miniature tree is exquisite.

Hangzhou and Wenzhou are centers of Zhejiang sect. Trees in-

clude mainly pine and Cupressus funebris. Metallic wire and palm
fiber are used in combination in shaping. The basic style is high trunk
and co-planting. Both long and short spans are used in bending trunk
and branches. Rhythm, intensity and dynamic are emphasized.

Wuhan is the center of Hubei sect. It tends to surpass all the
other sects. Trees include Sageretia thea, Ulmus parvifolia and some
new types as equinodal white wax, small leaf distylium, etc. It ad-
vances dynamic miniature tree with lively shape as if it has been
blown by strong wind. Some are miniature tree and rock in harmo-
nious combination.

Podocarpus macrophyllus with traditional bending forward shape
and two and half windings of Nantong sect and Cupressus funebris
with spiral trunk and Prunus mume with winding trunk of Anhui sect
are specialties.

The miniature tree of southern school is characterized by luxuri-
ant branches and leaves not in sheets. This is because Lingnan re-
gion has a warm climate and ample rainfall and trees grow luxuriant-
ly. Trees include mainly Sageretia thea, Murraya paniculata, Carmona
microphylla, Ulmus parvifolia, Ficus retusa, mountain mandarin,
Podocarpus macrophyllus, etc.

Trunk is cut and branches are retained in shaping, so the curved
trunk and branches are usually thin and stiff like bent iron.

The trunk grows upward from thick to thin in harmonious shape.
Sequence of trunk and branches are clear and branches grow natural-
ly in strong sharp curves. Kong Tai Chu of Lingnan sect uses large
tree with strong and bold trunk.

Ficus retusa of Fujian has a unique style. Aerial roots hanging
from trunk and exposed roots look like flying cataract and clear
stream. Trunk is strong, healthy and evergreen.
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