
Anyway, if trees had eyeballs this business of finding 
a front would be much easier. The front of any crea-
ture with eyes is the side the eyes look out from. That 
is the side the creature is oriented towards. The front 
is directional.  

Cars, boats, trains and planes have a front and it is 
generally marked by windshields and headlights, so 
that creatures with eyes may orient themselves 
through them. Again, itôs directional. 

And more than just being directional, a front has a 
functionality to it as well. You could pick up any rock 
in your driveway and say one side is the front. But 
the next guy who picked it up could say that some 
other side is the front. And that other side might 
function just as well as your side at being one side of 
a rock. So thereôd be no way to tell; it would just be 
your word against his, and let the man with the best 
lawyer win.  

Eyes are organs that sense light and react to it. And, 
they are usually on the front of whatever they are on. 
The problem with trees is that they donôt have eyes, 
at least not eyes like we do. But they do have organs 
that sense light and react to it. Those organs are 
called leaves and they are oriented towards the sun. 
So the ñfrontò of a tree, as far as the tree is con-
cerned, is really the top, because thatôs the direction 
the tree is oriented; upwards, towards the sun. 

This throws bonsai aesthetics right out the window, 
mostly, because we see a bonsai from the side but the 
tree isnôt looking that way at all. Its ñfaceò is looking 
straight at the sun. So what we have here, once again, 
is a failure to communicate. It might be winking at us 
and we donôt even know. 

Lots of things donôt have any front. A lake or a 
stream doesnôt have a front although it may be right 
in front of you. A mountain doesnôt have a front, nor 
does a cloud or the sky. A basketball doesnôt have a 
front. Does the Earth? 

A house has a front, but itôs bi-directional. From the 
inside, the doors and windows face towards the 
street that most people will approach it from. Itôs 
looking out, or the poodles inside are looking out. 
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One of the things 
that puzzles me 
most about bonsai 
is this quaint notion 
that every tree must 
have a ñfront.ò A 
front. People who 

say this often then explain that a bonsai is just like a paint-
ing and we must view it from the proper angle. 

This is an idiotic comparison because a painting is essen-
tially static and two dimensional and if you turn it around, 
or to the side, you are no longer looking at the painting; 
you are either looking at the back of the canvas or the edge 
of the frame. A bonsai, on the other hand, is ever-changing 
and multi -dimensional and no matter what angle you 
choose to view it from you are still looking at it. And I dis-
agree with the concept that one angle has more validity 
than any other. Iôm democratic, as far as viewing angles 
go. 

Front. It sounds like 
want, blunt, grunt. 
As in, ñThe best 
grunt of the tree is 
over here. Shhh! 
Just listen and you 
can hear it.ò 

I imagine if they put 
me in a bonsai pot, 
arms bent at odd 
angles, and spun me 
around on a turnta-
ble they wouldnôt 
have any trouble 

finding my front. ñWait! Thereôs his face. That must be the 
front.ò  

ñHmm. But itôs not his best side. Spin him back around.ò 

So my front might end up staring at a blank wall, waiting 
for the principal to come, just like it often did in grade 
school. 



little bit and the those that 
wanted a bit more. 50% 

shade cloth and more are 
mostly for understory plants 
that actually prefer shade, or 
for climates with very severe 
summers. 30% will take the 
edge off in strong sun. The 
pines and junipers, in our 
relatively mild climate, are 
on nearby benches but not 

under the shade cloth. 
The full structure with shade 
cloth attached. It needs a few 
45's in the corners, but oth-

erwise it's complete. The grommeted shade cloth was 
simply ziptied in place. We'll need to take it off for winter 
to avoid the random snowstorm  

Building a Metal Shade Cloth  Structure  
By Bonsai Artist & Master ð 

Michael  
Hagedorn  

Reprinted with Michaelôs  
permission   

Visit Michaels Blog at 
http://crataegus.com/  

 
Not long ago we talked 
about shade cloth and its 
benefits to bonsai. Because 

of our toasty summers here in Oregon, USA, we decid-
ed to put up shade cloth for part of the yardðthe area 
of the yard devoted to some tender deciduous and sun-
sensitive native Northwest conifers, like Englemann 
spruce and Mountain Hemlock.  
After considering several ideas, we settled on a metal 
structure. Itôs quite a bit more expensive than a wood-
en one, but the minimal and simple aesthetics were 
appealing, and that seemed to offset the cost. It also 
helps (a lot) to have an apprentice who has logged 
some hours weldingé 

There are many simpler 
things one could probably do, 
but just in case you want 
more hassle and expense, we 
offer this option  

All that expense for such a 
minor amount of shade...this 
is 30%. Less than that would 
have been ok, a touch more 

would have also been ok, but 
it was the best compromise 

between the trees that need a 

But from the outside, the front of a house is the part you approach, so youôre looking in. Thatôs why they planted 
flowers. 

This is a little more like bonsai. The front is the part you engage with. Like a wine bottle, the front is where the label 
is. Or a watch; the front is where the dial is. So, now I have to recant everything I just wrote and say I do understand 
the front of a bonsai as the viewing angle that is visually most engaging. You could say itôs the flirtatious quadrant of 
the tree. Just donôt say it too loud, or the neighbors will start talking. 

The problem, of course, is that in this age of horticultural liberation our trees send us so many mixed messages that 
we often donôt know what to do, at least I often donôt know what to do. I might have a really flirtatious root over on 
one side and a branch thatôs positively a tease over on the other side, while it seems like the bark pattern on another 
side is practically nibbling at my ear. And yet, there may also be branches like dour old nuns and very straight, ex-
tremely practical trunk sections that also demand attention. And even a few parts that are decidedly overweight. 
Not to mention that the pot also thinks it has a front and is revealing its rare patina to me, and a chip, on the same 
side. 

So, somehow I must get all these things to work together and share the stage. If I can, and they do, Iôll call that the 
front.  

But if I canôt, and they donôt, Iôm getting a round pot. And you can decide.       ANDY  ð 
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