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US artist Nathan Sawaya poses next to his artwork at the exhibition ‘The Art of the brick’ in Paris. — AFP

K
okedama is sometimes called “poor man’s
bonsai,” and the two do share some features:
They’re both small displays of plants and

moss. But “lazy person’s bonsai” might be a better
description, because it’s far easier and less of a
commitment and you can find everything you
need to make them at any home and garden store.
“Kokedama takes off from the bonsai concept,” says
Kanako Yamada, who makes them at her business,
Kodama Forest, in San Diego. “The difference is,
bonsai is usually for outdoors - they are brought in
when a guest comes, but regularly they will be out-
side.” Kokedama, by contrast, were made to be
enjoyed indoors all the time.

Westernized kokedama (which means “moss
balls”) give this concept a few twists. One is that
instead of just displaying them on pretty dishes,
we’re hanging them up; the other is that we’re tak-
ing them outdoors as well. The basics couldn’t be
simpler: Put a plant in a ball of soil, wrap it in moss
and tie string around it. In Japan, kokedama are
made with bonsai soil, but that’s not necessary or
even a good idea in some climates. “I have tried it
and it works fine, but I didn’t see a big difference,
so I don’t bother spending the money,” says Lauren
Hill, senior gardener at Longwood Gardens in
Kennett Square, Pennsylvania.

She uses about two-thirds potting soil and one-
third another kind of soil with more clay as a bind-
ing element, then adds water and adjusts the mix
as necessary. “You want to mix till you get the con-
sistency of a meatball,” she says. In Southern
California, Yamada says that bonsai soil or any soil
with too much clay will dry out too much, so she
simply uses the soil the plant is potted in, adding
peat moss if necessary.

Another difference from the Japanese style is
that instead of live moss, dried sheet moss is used,
which you can buy packaged at craft and garden
stores. Soak it in water and you get a green-brown
sheet you can wrap. (Don’t confuse this with
sphagnum moss, which is silvery-gray and stringy
and falls apart.) 

Indoors for the winter
The string that secures the moss around the ball

can either be purely functional or part of your
design. “I use regular twine, but I’ve seen it done
with rubber bands, colored wire, basically anything
you can wrap around the ball,” says Hill. “You can a
wrap a bunch of times so you can see it and add
color, or just enough to hold it in place.” Kokedama
should be hung in a way that’s easy to take it down
for watering, because you’ll need to soak the whole
ball. Hill soaks them for 15 minutes or so and then
lets them sit till they’re not dripping.

Outdoors, kokedama shouldn’t be in direct sun
where they will dry out, and if you live in a cold cli-
mate they’ll need to come indoors for the winter.
So choose plants with those factors in mind. “We
go for hardy plants that are tried and true, that in
the summer can handle being outdoors, then can
come indoors and handle low light conditions,”
says Chad Washburn of the Naples Botanical
Garden in Florida. He recommends plants such as
philodendron, pothos, anthurium and miniature
orchids, and says, “One of my favorites is parlor
palms. You can buy quite small ones, relatively
inexpensively, and they’ll stay small in this setting. 

Same technique
They do beautifully indoors and out.” Plants that

don’t rely as much on getting moisture from the
soil are particularly easy.  “Anything with that epi-
phytic growing style - things that naturally grow
attached to bark and trees - those kinds of plants
tolerate it really well because they naturally absorb
moisture from the air,” says Hill. Like any container
plant, your kokedama will eventually need repot-
ting. Yamada says you can cut off the moss, prune
the roots and put new moss on, the same tech-
nique used in bonsai to keep the trees small. But,
she says, after a few years she usually likes to move
the plant to a pot and let it spread. 

Hill says that for many people, kokedama may not
be a long-term way to grow plants in any case. “I
think most people get impatient with how much
watering they require, but for like a summer, or six
months to a year, they’re super fun to have around
the house.” Still, kokedama provide some of the
pleasures that Yamada learned about from her uncle,
a bonsai artist in Japan who inspired her. “He said, in
a small pot he can make a small forest, and make
people have a peaceful mind, a tranquil feeling,” she
says. “I wanted to pass that on to people.” — AP

A
25.59 carat “pigeon blood” ruby sold
for a world record $30.33 million at
auction in Geneva Tuesday while a

rare pink diamond believed to have once
belonged to Napoleon’s niece fetched $15.9
million, Sotheby’s said. After competitive bid-
ding, the ruby went to an anonymous tele-
phone bidder for 26.25 million Swiss francs
(27.3 million euros), with costs. The “Sunrise
Ruby” from Myanmar, part of a collection of
Cartier jewels up for auction, had been
expected to sell for between $12 million and
$18 million.

It set a record for a ruby and was also a
record for a Cartier jewel at auction,
Sotheby’s said. “The Sunrise Ruby sold for just
over $30 million, $30.3 million, which is I
think over three times the previous record,
which was for the Graff Ruby,” said David
Bennett, head of Sotheby’s international jew-
elry division, referring to a stone sold in
November. The large, pigeon-blood red ruby
“is amongst the rarest of all gemstones”. “I
mean, in 40 years I’ve ever only seen one this
color, this size, so they are beyond rare,”
Bennett said.

Another “extremely rare” stone, a fancy
vivid pink diamond weighing 8.72 carats sold
for 14.8 million Swiss francs ($15.9 million,
14.3 million euros) at the spring Magnificent
Jewels and Nobel Jewels auction. The stone,
known as “The Historic Pink” and mounted
on a ring with a classic non-modified cushion

cut, is believed to have been part of the col-
lection of Princess Mathilde, niece of French
Emperor Napoleon I, according to the
Gemological Institute of America.

Another of its former owners was the
reclusive American heiress and philanthro-
pist Huguette Clark, who died in 2007. It only
recently reappeared after having been kept
in the safe of a bank since the 1940s. The ori-
gins of the stone remain unclear. The techni-
cal characteristics of the stone and the fact
that it is so old suggest it may have been
found in the famous Golconda mines of
India, according to Bennett.

The market for colored diamonds and
precious stones has never been so dynamic,
according to Sotheby’s, with pink diamonds
among the rarest. In October 2014, Sotheby’s
sold a 8.41 carat pink diamond, which was
cut differently, for $17.8 million. At Tuesday’s
auction, a pair of Cartier earrings with sap-
phires from Myanmar and diamonds sold for
3.4 million Swiss francs ($3.9 million). Rival
auction house Christie’s will be hosting its
spring jewels auction in Geneva today. It said
that among the 351 pieces to go under the
hammer is the Maria Christina Royal
Devant≠de≠Corsage diamond brooch, a
wedding gift from Spanish king Alfonso XII to
his wife, Austrian archduchess Maria
Christina in 1879. — AFP
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Buyers agent applauses after ‘The Sunrise Ruby’.

An employee of Sotheby’s auction house poses with ‘The Sunrise Ruby’. 

Kokedama: Japanese moss balls 
an easy alternative to bonsai

This photo provided by Naples Botanical Garden shows kokedama in the Naples Botanical Garden in Naples, Fla. — AP photos

This photo provided by Naples Botanical
Garden shows kokedama in the Naples
Botanical Garden in Naples, Fla. — AP photos

Stylist kokedama in Kyoto, Japan.


