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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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20th Century Art in Japan









