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The Japanese Artist Turning Fruits and Vegetables Into Sculpture
lkebana’s most irreverent practitioner, the 80-year-old Kosen Ohtsubo, finds beauty in the banal.

This piece, "Cabbage Tree” (2020), created from cabbage
leaves wrapped around a gnarled log that Kosen Ohtsubo
purchased from a neighbor, was made exclusively for T. It

was photographed at the Zama shrine, in Kanagawa, Japan,
the original structure of which stood for at least six centuries
before being rebuilt in 1927 after a fire.

Photo by Mari Maeda & Yuji Oboshi. Styled by Hanae Uwajima

On a January afternoon, in his stained-wood-floored studio in the Tokyo suburb of Tokorozawa, the art-
ist Kosen Ohtsubo fingered a large cabbage leaf, its edges a bit too curled and droopy for a salad. “It's
about three days old,” he said. “Great material.”

Wilted cabbage doesn't usually come to mind when one thinks of ikebana, the traditional Japanese art of
flower arranging with origins in the sixth century. But for close to five decades, Ohtsubo has been one of
ikebana’s most unorthodox practitioners, his work a subversion of the spare formality and elegant mate-
rials that are the hallmarks of the form. “I want to explode the idea of beautiful ikebana,” said Ohtsubo,
who uses blooms and branches as he sees fit but is just as likely to work with hunks of watermelon, scraps
of garbage or piles of daikon — Japanese radishes the size and shape of plump forearms. He once creat-
ed a piece by throwing tomatoes at a wall.

“In a way, rebellion is my signature,” said Ohtsubo, 80. "l have always felt | was fighting against some-
thing.” And yet, he's not purely interested in rebellion for its own sake — Ohtsubo’s impulses are at heart
egalitarian. He was a student in the Ryusei school of ikebana, which gained renown in the Meiji era and is
known for its relatively freestyle approach — practitioners are encouraged to experiment with materials
and work outside of the classical three-branch form, in which each stalk represents either heaven, earth

or humankind. The artist, who is a jazz fan (Albert Ayler's 1965 “Spiritual Unity” is a favorite), appreciated
this improvisational philosophy. Still, he disliked that the default materials were what he considered to be
elitist: traditional flowers like irises or lilies, or the branches of pine or plum trees. “There is this generally
held idea that expensive branches make the piece,” he said. “So if you don't have money, you can't create
beautiful work.”



The artist's “I Am Taking a Bath Like This” (1984). His “Mr. O's Breakfast” (1973).
Courtesy of the artist and Empty Gallery Courtesy of the artist and Empty Gallery

Vegetables, of course, are prosaic and cheap. They aren’t meant to be looked at so much as consumed,
and if you wait long enough, they begin to smell. This fact, especially, tended to bother more traditional
masters when they first encountered Ohtsubo’s work at exhibitions, but he believes that the vegetable’s po-
tential for visceral decay only adds to its artistic promise. Take the cabbage: “Its entire form and fragrance
really changes over the course of just a few days,” he said. In fact, his philosophy fulfills two of ikebana’s
core aims: to express the impermanence of beauty and to showcase beauty that might otherwise have
gone unnoticed. What's more, vegetables tether humans to the natural world. Many of them come from the
ground, after all, while elegant branches are pulled, Ohtsubo says, from “the top of the mountain.”

Born in 1939 in Ashio Dozan, which is in the central Tochigi Prefecture and was the site of a notoriously pol-
luting 19th-century copper mine, Ohtsubo was the middle son of the village's deputy mayor. Often, he was
left alone to wander the mountains surrounding the village, once getting so lost that he ended up spend-
ing the night at an inn before finding his way home. “Back in those days, everyone had four or five children,
and if you weren't the eldest son, you weren't really treasured,” he said. When a local woman offered ikeba-
na lessons, he decided to enroll. “There were a lot of beautiful girls in the class,” said Ohtsubo, who wears
eyeglasses with Playboy Bunnies imprinted on the temples.

In 1960, he moved to Tokyo and studied under the Ryusei master Kasen Yoshimura. But Ohtsubo feared
he'd be unable to make a living as an artist. He enrolled as an engineering student at Tokyo Denki Univer-
sity, but the pull of ikebana was too strong. And so he returned to the Tokyo Ryusei school, joining the staff
as an apprentice. Right away, Ohtsubo was back to breaking convention, sourcing materials from farms,
groceries and dumpsters, and even inserting himself into his work, which leaned increasingly toward con-
temporary art: For “l Am Taking a Bath Like This” (1984), he photographed himself sitting in a tub filled with
kakitsubata (Japanese iris) leaves. He's been looking for new and unexpected ways into his medium ever
since. One day, while watching his wife make cabbage rolls, he thought, “This is ikebana,” and created a
large, spade-shaped sculpture covered in boiled cabbage.



An untitled work by Ohtsubo (1989).Courtesy of Ohtsubo's “Rock’n’Roll Radish Tower [” (1989).
the artist and Empty Gallery Courtesy of the artist and Empty Gallery

“Ohtsubo was the first of his kind,” said Haruyoshi Nishikawa, the editor in chief of Nihon Jhosei Shimbun,
a newspaper that specializes in stories about ikebana and the Japanese tea ceremony. “He has created his
own ikebana, and that has greatly inspired people.” The Hong Kong-based Empty Gallery is currently plan-
ning to stage a show of Ohtsubo’s new and recreated works, and will also feature some of them at future art
fairs.

In the meantime, Ohtsubo is still working and still teaching, even if he's often disappointed by his students’
timidity. “So many of them simply conform to their surroundings and obediently carry out their lives,” he
said. "It's as if there's some big master monitoring young people’s activities and saying, ‘Don’t do anything
stupid.”” | asked if he'd heard of the conceptual artist Maurizio Cattelan’s recent artwork “Comedian” —
of a banana pinned to the wall with duct tape. He hadn't, but grinned when | showed him a picture. “Oh,
interesting,” Ohtsubo said. “The banana is one of the materials | want to try.”

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/28/t-magazine/kosen-ohtsubo.html?fbclid=I-
wARTCwGrQKllvgo_35sVRN-acVeN5ql4B7f3Gl2JyrVg7sdvaCx_FOolLOICo

© 2020 The New York Times Company
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The Contemporary and Avant-Garde of Tkebana

Takashi Mizutani

It was in the mid-1980s when the school of "gendai
ikebana" (contemporary Japanese flower arrangement)
first made its appearance. The art community had begun
to grow more active at the time when contemporary
ikebana was introduced, and as a result of this
introduction, I began to gain a new perspective on the
art. There after, I became very interested in the
relationship between gendai ikebana and contemporary
art, and began to consider works which combined the
two.

As for me, it should come as no surprise that I know
absolutely nothing of the so-called "Ryu-ha"(schools) of
ikebana. I have attended flower exhibitions held at
department stores on occasion after receiving an
invitation, but was seldom really able to fully appreciate
the beauty of flower arrangements themselves. Instead, I
usually end up feeling overwhelmed by the enormous
number of arrangements squeezed together into such
confined spaces, my eyes overcome by the dazzling
explosion of flowers. Moreover, trying to deal with the
crowds of exhibitors and other attendees always leaves
me with a feeling of dissatisfaction at not having been
able to view the exhibits at my own pace. Although I am
sure that this is probably not the case with every ikebana
exhibition held, it seems to me that exhibitions like the
one that I have described above shed a negative light on
ikebana as a whole.

Ikebana artists find themselves at times faced with
problems that originate from within the ikebana
community itself. Those of us who are unfamiliar with
the ikebana community's system may wonder why the
artists continue to deal with these hardships instead of
deciding to abandon the community. The most obvious
answer would be because no other alternative forum for
ikebana exists outside of the current system. Unlike the
fine arts, which have always been supported by schools
and art museums, the flower arrangement community
lacks such a reliable foundation; sales of ikebana works
are rare, given their short "lifespans”, and a network of
galleries which deal in ikebana has yet to be developed.
Furthermore, although ikebana is gradually coming to be

recognized by fine art galleries on a broader scale, there
still exists a subtle psychological barrier which prevents
ikebana from being accepted into the mainstream. It will
be necessary for us to observe the activities of ikebana
artists after having achieved an understanding of the
extreme disparity that lies between conditions existing
inside and outside the system which regulates the world
of Japanese flower arrangement.

The Avant-Garde Ikebana Movement

It was after the publishing of Masanobu Kudo's "Nihon
Ikebana Bunka-shi" (lit. "A Cultural History of Japanese
Ikebana"; Dohosha Publishing Co., Ltd.), sometime after
1955, that the world of ikebana began to take on a new
light. As the book describes, "The three prominent
ikebana schools of Ikenobo, Ohara, and Sogetsu began to
compete with each other during the mid-1950s to the
mid-1960s, each making investments of capital and
sponsoring large-scale individual and school exhibitions
at department stores, beginning with Tokyo and Osaka."
This competition, in effect, triggered a boom in the
number of newly-recruited ikebana pupils. Although the
original purpose of the competition was to raise the level
of public consciousness regarding ikebana, the three
schools ended up preoccupied with determining the best
way to accept the flood of newcomers into the ikebana
community, and in correspondence to this trend, how to
broaden the scope of training programs for new
instructors."

The period which preceded the broad expansion of the
ikebana community was one defined by revolutionary
experimentation. During the early 1950's, for a period of
not more than five years, the materials and forms used in
ikebana were to undergo a complete metamorphosis.
Artists” positions, and the "iemoto" (master) system,
which was controlled by masters in each respective
school, were exposed to sharp criticism, and the taboos
which had existed within the ikebana world until that
time were broken one by one. The new form of ikebana
which was born out of this era is referred to as "avant-
garde ikebana", and the revolution which made its
creation possible is known as the "avant-garde ikebana
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movement”. Regardless of theirstrict definitions, both the
works and the movement are extremely interesting.

From this period on, the kinds of materials used in
flower arrangements underwent vigorous changes; the
use of wisteria and withered branches in flower
arrangements became widespread, and some artists went
so far as to include "konbu" (kelp) in their works. A
wide variety of materials used for vessels were
introduced as well, such as stone, plaster of Paris, and
iron, and these materials gradually found their way into
the arrangements themselves; at some point, works
constructed purely of carved wood or of iron came into
existenceas as techniques for coloration. During just a
short period of time, the types of materials incorporated
into ikebana arrangements changed drastically. The
image of ikebana as "flowers and plants placed in
vessels" was shattered, and it was when the different
styles of art broke free of their traditional restrictions
that artists clearly became conscious of "form" as it
applies to the art of flower arrangement. Although works
that came out of this period are recognized to display
avant-garde influences from the world of fine art, most
of these effects can, of course, be attributed to the use of
a certain kind of "material” and "form" which are unique
to the art of ikebana. It would be safe to say that
influences from the world of avant-garde fine art were
sparsely scattered ; however, if one were to focus on

only a small number of ikebana artists, it would appear
that this sparse influence was a result of the search for a
unique form of ikebana.

Lost Articles from the Avant-Garde Era

During this period, several tides of change were in
motion at once; one of these movements was led by two
school grand masters known as Sofu Teshigahara and
Ho'un Ohara. Sofu, in particular, was known to have
pushed for reform in the ikebana community since before
the war began, and to have continued serving as a source
of unfailing leadership even in the avant-garde era.
Artists other than the well-known school masters began
to make names for themselves during this period as well.
Bunpo Nakayama, who, like Sofu Teshighara, was an
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ikebana artist active in the reformation of ikebana since
before the war, together with others like Toyotake Abe, a
leading figure of the Ohara School, joined the movement
for change within the community. This movement,
which, according to past examples, should have been
limited to only a few masters and leaders of the avant-
garde era, instead gained a large number of followers in
avery short amount of time.

Another tide of change evident during this era was the
one generated by artists who were in their twenties at the
time. Ko'en Shigemori, Hiroshi Teshigahara, Takatoshi
Shimoda, and Masanobu Kudo joined forces to establish
a group known as Shinseidai Shudan (lit. "New
Generation Group"), which pursued "tema-sei" ikebana
(theme ikebana)—a style that reflected left-wing
political awareness; it was a trend that combined both
political and stylistic experimentation. As a result of
economical recovery and development in the wake of
World War II, however, this style of flower arrangement
was to be absorbed into the "zokei" (concentrating on
form) avant-garde school, possibly because of the
gradual decrease in political awareness.

Yet a third movement toward change was led by the
artists of Hakutosha, a group presided over by Mirei

Shigemori. Known for his rch in the fields of

"tei'en" (landscape gardening), "sado" (the tea ceremony),
and "kado" (flower arrangement), and for his pioneering
achievements in the criticism of ikebana, Mirei played an
important role in both the classical study of ikebana and
in its modernization as well. He was also a staunch critic
of the existing "school system" that governed the flower
arrangement community. I believe that, in considering
the movement toward avant-garde ikebana (in the
strictest sense of its definition), one cannot ignore the
most important role served by Hakutosha under Mirei's
direction; one of the Hakutosha artists, a man by the
name of Yukio Nakagawa, had by this time already
achieved a level of recognition equal to that of Sofu
Teshigawara's.

As mentioned above, three noticeable movements for

reform had materialized within the ikebana community,
although a certain level of mutual entanglement
prevented all three from succeeding to create an
independent foundation for themselves. As a result, the
avant-garde movements were subsequently swept away
in the current of broad-scale expansion. Recognizing that
these movements had met with complete failure,
adherents either seceded from the community, went into
isolation, or returned to the fold of the"school system".
The avant-garde movement did, however, leave behind
one large trace of its existence before fading away: a
form of ikebana known by the terms "avant-garde",
"zokei", or "objet d'art". It is because of the existence of
this style of ikebana—a form that had grown so apart
from traditional flower arrangement that it was able to
remain independent—which today challenges us to
define what the real definition of "ikebana" is.

The "Identity" of Ikebana and Fine Art

Several years ago, the "Hyogen-toshite-no-Tkebana"
("Tkebana As a Form of Expr
held in Nagoya with the cooperation of various members

ion'") Exhibition was

of the ikebana community. This was an exhibition of
contemporary ikebana that included artists who had
gained recognition during the 1970s and 1980s, such as
Kosen Otsubo, Shogo Kariyazaki, Jun Sakata, Kaho
Donen, and Rihito Nagai. The main topic of discussion
at the related symposium concerned the identity of
ikebana, how it should be defined, and especially how its
relationship with fine art should be perceived. There was
a wide variety of works on exhibit, some incorporating
plants and others not; nevertheless, the growing intimacy
between contemporary ikebana and contemporary fine
art was casily recognizable. The sentiment among many
members of the art world who attended the event
suggested that the use of the word "ikebana" in the title
of the exhibition was unnecessary, and that without it the
works would have been observed in the perspective of
fine art. I will not go into the differences between avant-
garde and contemporary styles in this article, but I will
say that the style of ikebana which has survived since the
avant-garde era has not been altered in any way.

ZERATM SR

I believe that it is necessary to reconsider one's
perspective if one chooses to consider ikebana in terms
of its relationship with fine art. Although the real
"identity" of ikebana is an often elusive one, the same
does not usually apply to the world of fine art. This
disparity allows for the possibility of a form of art that is
free of self-consciousness. The world of fine art is
premised upon Western standards, thus forcing other
forms of art, such as calligraphy, crafts, ikebana, and the
art of the tea ceremony, to spin away from the core and
develop independently; I believe that this phenomenon
eventually made it possible for Japan's contemporary art
world to become more centralized. On the negative side,
however, I believe that this departure from Western art
in effect caused the art world of Japan to lose a certain
amount of vitality and robustness, and that it may be

time to consider its restructure.

Let me use a work created by Otsubo Kosen using
vegetables as an example. Here is a work that effectively
betrays the orthodox beauty of ikebana; not only does it
succeed in turning the image of orthodox ikebana
completely around, it also conveys a unique sense of its
relation to nature. As the years pass by, the relationship
that links people, flowers, and plants together continues
to grow weaker, and only vegetables have been able to
remain on intimate terms with human beings. When
people consume vegetables, this process transports the
relationship between humans and plants into a daily
dimension of coexistence, and the act of eating a
vegetable is basically a manifestation of physiological
desires to which pleasure and fear become inherent. It is
this intimacy, and occasional tension, that exists between
humans and nature which is what Otsubo aims for, and
as a result, the observer senses the energy of ikebana that
emanates from the work.

The use of materials to give not only form, but an
impression of life to the work lends a sense of beauty to
other forms of art as well. Not a simple beauty, like that
of a flower, but a beauty created by the harmony found
in the coexistence between human beings and living
plants. We must reexamine the traditional culture of
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Japan to confirm whether or not the ability to coexist
with, to feel, and to understand living plants exists. If so,
then the continued nurturing of this ability will be
necessary in order to provide the key to unlock future
possibilities.

Beyond the "System"

A scene from one of Soscki Natsume's novels entitled
"Kusa-makura" ("The Wayfarer") has the main character
of the story, a painter, sprawled outside before a
Japanese quince bush, thinking back on his childhood
years. He recalls the pleasant time he spent lining up his
writing brushes on a rack he had built himself using a
curiously shaped quince branch to which the flowers and
leaves were still attached. He looks at the quince bush as
he reminisces, writing poems and thinking to himself,
"The more I gaze upon this bush, the further away my
mind seems to travel. Such a pleasant feeling—it gives
me poetic inspiration.” Pleased with the results of his
poetry, the artist exclaims, "The feeling it gave me to lie
down and gaze up at the quince, forgetting all about the
world around me, came out well in my verses!"

T am not sure to what extent the above scene, taken from
this Soseki-esque (=unyielding) journey, is actually
based on Soseki's own personal experiences. According
to one of his personal friends, the literary scholar Issote
Nishikawa, the Japanese quince of which Natsume
speaks in his story does not grow in the wild, and,

therefore, the story should be considered fiction.
Nevertheless, the scene is centered around the Japanese
quince bush, the main character is introduced, childhood
memories of playing with flowers are recalled, and
poetic inspiration is given; like a magnetic field, a
wonderful and spiritual world is born from the
interaction between these components.

1 would like to accept the description contained within
this single scene as a suitable-albeit forced-account of
the Japanese quince. I cannot help but to believe that
Natsume's description, while not necessarily resembling
the art of ikebana itself, still possesses many of the
qualities that ikebana stands for. If there really does exist
a spiritual world which surpasses the boundaries of the
ikebana "system", and which resounds in the sphere of
literature, art, and the human mind, I wish to experience
it. In such a world, I should think debates over identity
are irrelevant.

Translator : Kevin L. Schaer

Takashi Mizutani (Fine Arts Cri

©)

Born in Inuyama City, Aichi Prefecture, in 1947. Graduated Doshisha University with a Bachelor of Arts Degree,

and went on to serve as assistant professor at Nagoya College of C
His criticisms in the past have foct
"Avant-Garde Tkebana Essay" corn:

ive Art & Design.
mainly on contemporary fine art. Recently, however, he has begun to include ikebana as well, and currently submits articles for the
which appears regularly in the Nihon Josei Shinbun (lit. "Japan

Women's Newspaper")

He also participates in numerous exhibitions, including the "Tozanso Gendai Bijutsu-ten” (Tozanso Modern Art Exhibition)

and the "Hyogen-toshite-no-Tkebana-ten” (Tkebana As a Form of Expression)
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English Translation

20th Century Art in Japan
Era of Modern lkebana - The flower of meta-ikebana

Pg.1

In 1973, "lkebana Independant Exhibition” was exhibited, characterized by the absence of selection jury

or for the artists to claim their schools. It was a radical move in the lkebana world where the lemoto-system
has traditionally reigned the rules. In 1974, "Eight lkebana Artists Exhibition” was formed by 8 artists includ-
ing Kosen Ohtsubo, and they have curated the “lkebana Open Competition” which continues on.

It is called “modern lkebana” after around 1970. One of the symbolical piece of this era is “Rubbish of the
lkebana Exhibition of Ryusei School 1/5"” by Ohtsubo, created in 1971. It proposes plant rubbish as one of
plant’s forms and ironically provokes at the art of ikebana.

OTSUBO, Kosen

Born in Tochigi. He's moved to Tokyo and joins the Ryusei-ha and had actively exhibited at galleries as well
as in overseas museums such as in Denmark and US. Moved to China in 2005, returns to Japan in 1913.
His legendary piece is “Rubbish of the Ikebana Exhibition of Ryusei School 1/5” which he recreated the
rubbish of the Ryusei school. It presents his ironic view on ikebana but it is the impact of the rubbish itself
that is the core of the piece.

Humor and violence are seen in his early works, including “One Day"(1973) that shows the cruelty of ikeba-
na in which plants are mutilated and “Meri Meri”* (“Step On It"?) where sunflowers are squashed. He also
creates works in which he sautéed flowers, used vegetables as his materials, and scattered flower petals
and they all tell a significant difference in its shapes compared to that of avant-garde ikebana.

Pg.2

The era of individuals and local scenes

The 80's of lkebana is the era of individuals. The annual “Public Ikebana Exhibition” has proved to be a
place where schools and power structure did not matter, and advanced the individual activities.

Since Ohtsubo had his solo exhibition in an art gallery in 1982, ikebana exhibitions in art galleries has in-
creased. They were more so a presentation towards the art-world instead towards the ikebana-world, and
the expression of ikebana was beginning to search for a release to the outer world. It is said that the con-
servatism swing of the ikebana world and it not regarding the expressionists’ radical activities has pushed
this outcome. lkebana as “culture education” has flourished but its “expression” has began leaking.

Pg.3

A Transition period

After the “"bubble” economy burst and younger generations’ disinterest, “culture education” was estimat-
ed to be declining since 1990. However on the other side, as the sense of values diverse with post-modern
situation, the prejudice towards ikebana eased off and the society began taking interest in its way of “ex-
pression.”

“The F Group”

A group formed by 13 ikebana artists including Ohtsubo. It consists a diverse generations, including Taka-
toshi Simoda who has been active since early 1950's, and those who's began their practice in 1980's.

The modern ikebana activities held since the 2000's are commonly held with the F group.

“lkebana as an Expression”
An exhibition focused on the artists of '70s and '80s, artists included Ohtsubo. It aimed at presenting the
similarity and the difference between ikebana expression and art expression.



FLOWER POWER!

OHTSUBO DECONSTRUCTS IKEBANA AT THE WEISMAN

By Spencer Foxworth

blustery cloud-covered mornings,

a small congregation was erecting
.. something just outside the front
doors of the Weisman Art Museurn.
The workers nailed, bound, taped
and screwed the bits and pieces of
tree branchcs, old chairs, tables,
fluorescent light fixtures, and part of
an ancient oven onto what looked
like the vomitus of a junkyard
molded into a 12-foot archway.

/ n the gloom of one of last week’s

In the center of the milling

workers, a Japanese man bent over
a chunk of metal. Hammer in his
hand, he was whacking diligently
away at the metal, pounding until it
gave way into a shape he could
work with. Finally satisfied, the

“last echoes of clanging resounding
- off the museum’s shiny walls and
.over the Mississippi River, he

stood up and glanced over at the

- morass of junk and branches. Even

from a distance, the faint smile
playing across his face cut through
the midmorning cloudy haze.

This arc de trash, now since
completed, is called Rock’'n’'Roll
Culture Gate of Minnesota, and
along with two other pieces, it
announces the arrival of an artist
whose philosophics lie in between
America’s fascination with rebellion
and- Japan’s fascination with
tradition: Kosen Ohtsubo, Honorable
Master Teacher of Tokyo’s Ryusei-
Ha School of Ikebana,

Ikebana (that’s “eek-ay-bah-
nah”, not “icky-banna”) is, of
course, the delicate Japanese art of
flower arranging, and to Ohtsubo it
represents both a framework from
which he creates ikebana-inspired
artwork and an institution that,
through his work, he struggles to
deconstruct and redefine.

Rock’n’Roll Culture Gate of
Minnesota is composed of one of
America’s most commonplace
substances — trash — and lies
beyond the confines of the museum
where passersby, some with no
intention of undergoing an artisti¢
experience, stop and gawk at its
beautiful ugliness.

And it is somehow beautiful in
its vulgarity, as are many of

Kosen Ohtsubo visits salvage lots to find raw materic

Ohtsubo’s works. It isn’t just junk
that’s woven around the metal
frame. The musty, pitted surfaces of
each individual plccc recall days of

functlonahty, ‘the traces of its-

people in the past,” as Ohtsubo
says. “In the traces arc a sense of
sorrow. Always this sensc of
sorrow, of emotion, is attached. It’s
like a collaboration between me and
the people in the past age. ... And I
use material that has once been used
to go beyond my personality.”

Other people’s trash is only the
most recent of Ohtsubo’s
treasures. In Japan, he’s most
known for his use of vegetables
(one of his favorites are radishes).
At exhibitions, he especially
cnjoys the rotten smell of his
radish-art after a few days — a
direct snub at the refined, elegant
ethos governing traditional
ikebana, and a representational
spearhead of Ohtsubo’s vision for
ikebana’s future.

For the past 600 or so years, one
of ikebana’s primary artistic
concerns has been to connect
humanity with nature; a traditional

ikebana artist attempts to do so
within strict guidelines, using the
finest plant materials and most
refined methods. In theoretical
terms, the subtle curve of a hranch
should evoke an intense emotional
response in the viewer.

But — similar to, say, Mondnan S
attempt to evoke emotion using the
stripped-down elements of painting
— Ohtsubo sees classical ikebana,
with its strict symbology and its
artistic community’s highbrow
attitudes, as elitist and feudalistic. In
a dialogue conducted with Takashi
Mizutani, assistant profcssor of
Nagoya Junior College of Art and
Design, Ohtsubo suggested that
“there are not many people who can
feel the delicate shade of taste ... Can
those people who cannot feel it
never understand ikebana or art? It
should not be that way. ... There
should be some kind of ikebana
which can attract to those people.”

Externally, his work doesn’t look
at all like the precisely composed
branches and leaves of traditional
ikebana; in fact, it’s tricky to refer to
Ohtsubo’s works as ikebana, for they
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share only the loosest commonalities
with the tradition. Certain elements
of design- are the same —
concentration with negative space
(the space between the branches), for
example, and Ohtsubo’s
consideration of texture. He uses
organic matter (branches, leaves,
vines, vegetables) among inorganic
matter (metal boxes, light bulbs,
wire) to explore the relationships
between humanity and plants. But
the similarities between his work and
traditional ikebana end there.

A piece like Memories of
Distant Trees of Minneronka takes
up half thc space within the
Weisman’s Dolly Fitterman
Gallery; shrunken to 1/32 of its
scale, the sprawling, gauze-
wrapped tree branches might
suggest a freer-style ikebana work,
if it weren’t so freakishly eerie. The
branches resemble ghosts, outlines
of themselves among similarly
wrapped metal globes.

Memories is the flipside of -
Rock’n’Roll. Where the arch is
jumbled with dense, chaotic junk,
Memories' composition contains

Kosen Ohtsubo's installations

are on display at the Weisman
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sparse visual elements of form,
space and color. Where the arch is
positively vibrating with brash
energy, these branches loom
silently. Their presence is palpable;
Ohtsubo believes that everything
contains a god, and if that’s true,
it’s a stern god inside Memories.
Ohtsubo’s third Weisman .
work, Linga *97 Minneapolis, is
the least irreverent of these pieces

 toward the institution of ikebana.

Inspired by trips to India where
these ancient forms, created to
honor the male Hindu deity Shiva,
scatter the countryside, Ohtsubo
intended his version to evoke
contemplative stillncss.

Atop a bed of ground-up rubber,
the bundle of branches that make
up Linga '97 Minneapolis perch on
the Weisman’s second-floor
terrace, surveying the Mississippi
River and the Minneapolis skyline.
A bowl of multicolored flower
petals rests nearby, and a sign
invites viewers to scatter them as
offerings to Shiva. _

Linga *97 Minneapolis is the
quietest of Ohtsubo’s Weisman
works, and — surprisingly — the
one that lies closest to Ohtsubo’s
philosophy. It’s a direct offering to a
higher power, something that
transcends Ohtsubo’s political
agenda to change ikebana; within
even the most blatantly rebellious of
his creations, the marriage between
humanity and plant life evokes a
sense of something beyond either.

In the case of Rock’n’Roll
Culture Gate of Minnesota, that
something is a sense of the past
and the traces of people who once
used the junk. In Memories of
Distant Trees of Minnetonka, it’s
a sense of the subtle grace within
a tree branch. And it’s something
that nearly everybody can
understand, a language that speaks
in purest essence of ikebana,
using the quiet, humble
expressions of plant life.







