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Susan Duggan

“Learning Ikebana.”

I have been learning ikebana for more than twenty
years.That seems like a very long time to learn
something, but learning ikebana is actually an

endless process.

I went to my first ikebana lesson in 1992, the year
after I came to Japan. At that time, I lived in Kuji. I
had always been interested in flowers and
flower-arranging and when a friend, who was taking
ikebana lessons, asked me if I would like to join her,
I felt interested. I could hardly speak any Japanese,
but the teacher and the other students were very
welcoming and I enjoyed the lessons, even though I
didn't really know what I was doing at all. Ikebana
is so different from western flower-arranging and, at
first, I thought the shape of the arrangements was

strange and there were not enough flowers.

85



The time of the course changed and I was sad that |
had to give up because I worked on

weekdays. I didn't do ikebana for about a year and even
though I had only been going to the lessons for a few
months,I missed it. However, I met the teacher by
chance and she very kindly offered to give me, and then
also a friend of mine, lessons at weekends. Little by
little,I came to enjoy ikebana more and more. I had had a
part-time job in a flower shop for a few years in my
hometown in Wales in Britain and knew a bit about
flowers, but there are many

flowers in Japan which I had never seen before. My
ikebana school is Sogetsu and the textbooks for the
beginner's course are in English and Japanese so I

could understand my teacher's explanations well.
Understanding the text is only the first step

though. Practically making the ikebana

arrangement was difficult for me.

I will always be grateful to that teacher for her

kindness and Patience. She instigated an interest

in ikebana which has developed into an important

part of my life.




After a few years, I moved to Kitakami. I was busy
and I didn’t know about any ikebana lessons. After
about two years, I mentioned to a friend how I had
enjoyed ikebana énd was surprised that she was
taking ikebana lessons In me neighborhood. She
introduced me to the teacher. I have been taking
ikebana lessons there for many years ever since.
Coincidentally, the ikebana school I learn in
Kitakami is also Sogetsu, as in Kuji, although when
I started ikebana, I didn’t know anything about it, so
I didn’t mind what kind of ikebana I learned. I
wanted to learn about Japanese culture, so probably,
if I could have chosen, I would have selected a
traditional kind of ikebana. I didn't know that
Sogetsu has a reputation for being modern and
ﬁrogressive and, from 1its early days, was
internationally influential. Now, I am glad I became
a student of the Sogetsu school because I think it
gives me the freedom and confidence to try unusual
creations

and develop as a student, or maybe even as a flower

artist.
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Over several years,I enjoyed progressing through
the Sogetsu course, thanks to my great

teacher. My job is language teaching and I know how
it feels to teach students. I think that teaching an
art, like ikebana, is challenging. There is a
prescribed course of Sogetsu ikebana with rules and,
even when a student is experienced enough to do
creative freestyle ikebana, there are still perceptions
about what is acceptable and what is not very good!
It seems to me that the task of an ikebana teacher is
to encourage a student's unique creative potential,
while leading the student to realize what is good
ikebana. It is said that a student really only begins
to understand their subject if they have to

teach it themselves.I found this was true when I was
honoured to be asked to teach a few lessons of
beginner level ikebana in English to students at
Iwate University last year. Having to explain
ikebana in English to absolute beginners and to help
the students make their ikebana arrangements was
a valuable learning experience for me.I realized how

oblivious I had been when I first started taking
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ikebana lessons so many years before. Also,
explaining in English made ikebana seem
completely different and looking at ikebana from the
viewpoint of a complete novice was so interesting. In
my mind, I found new and

unexplored dimensions within the big topic of
ikebana. Sometime in future, I will resume

teaching ikebana again and I am looking forward to
my own learning continuing in deeper, unknown

ways.

I really enjoy my ikebana lessons. I forget my daily
life and completely concentrate on trying to create
something. This experience is very relaxing and
rewarding. In the past few years, however, doing
ikebana has changed for me.It is a very individual
change and difficult to explain in words.I can even
call it a transformation. I used to like ikebana and
look forward to seeing and using nice flowers and
pretty containers. I would consciously think about
choosing which colours matched well together and

sometimes, before even seeing the flowers which I
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would use, [ would mentally plan the effect I wished
to create. I don't know exactly when the
transformation took place, but it was sudden! Since
about two years ago,l don't consciously plan what I
am going to do. It is instinctive. It is as if when I pick
up my flowers, they are telling me where to put
them! I suppose this is the result of experience and
truly trusting the creative process and I imagine it
could

happen to an artist of any genre.For me, it has made
ikebana fascinating, even exciting, and recently my
ikebana arrangements are certainly better than

before.

An ikebana student learns for oneself, but also,I think,

may fulfil a social duty as an artist to display work

publicly. I am happy that, over the years as an ikebana

student,I have been given various opportunities to

display 1ikebana arrangements, including at some

exhibitions. Knowing that the general public will see my

ikebana 1s great motivation to do my best and I have

learned a lot from the process of every ikebana

90




arrangement displayed. I exhibit ikebana with an
awareness of representing Sogetsu and am also
conscious that my name is partly katakana so people
may notice that I am not Japanese. I try especially

hard in case people scrutinize my ikebana to see if a

foreigner can do ikebana well!

Ikebana has become an important part of my life. I
am still learning so much from it.

I continue to develop my skills with every
arrangement. I love to create beautiful works.
Specifically, at the moment, I feel that I need to
expand my botanical knowledge, especially of
flowers and plants of Japan. Also, I would like to
learn about collaborative ikebana, creating works
together with other artists. That seems to have vast
and fascinating potential. Overall, though, I feel
gratitude. I am so glad that [ was introduced to the
wonderful world of ikebana and am very grateful to

all the people who have helped and encouraged me.
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