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Tradition and Modernity: “Suishoka (Water,
Life, and Flowers)”

Takahiro Kondo, ceramic artist

Kyoto often makes me feel and consider its deep and
essential traditions that have been passed down for
generations. Such an encounter with traditions is
very inspiring for me, as [ am always seeking new
and modern ways of expression, and it drives and
motivates me to create art standing face-to-face
with each key element of such traditions. While it
is often said that Kyoto is a city of “traditions and
innovations” , I believe that innovations only come
from authentic traditions that live on in the historical
city and not from those that appear to be traditional
on the surface.

It was two years ago that [ first visited Fushunken,
the house of Mr. Kuwahara, the Grand Master of
the Kuwahara Senkei School of Ikebana. After going
back and forth along the Rokkaku Street, I finally
found and entered Fushunken’ s front gate. I walked
down a long and narrow path, when suddenly, I saw
flowers floating in a small stone pond glowing in the
sunlight. At that moment, it felt as if my entire body
was taken into a completely different dimension. I
was also impressed by the greenness of maple leaves
in another pond near the front door, and I instantly
thought that this place is a “Machiya of Water” . I
was also amazed by the inside of the Machiya where
the space and atmosphere were created meticulously
with fine materials including lamps and shades of
discerning taste, and flowers in vases of different
materials, colors and shapes. When I saw the
upstairs salon used as a room for learning 7kebana, 1
thought that “the students here must be very lucky
to have the opportunity to learn Tkebana in such a
place.”

At the age of 25, I left the company employment in
Tokyo and decided to start my career as a ceramic
artist, driven by the shocking death of my uncle
Yutaka Kondo (ceramic artist) who took his own life.
Up until then, I was an athlete, a table tennis player,
and had little interest in art, and it was only when I
came back to Kyoto that I started learning ceramics
and art from the beginning. It was around the age
of 30 when I acquired the minimal standard of the
basic ceramic skills and techniques I needed for my
work. However, | had been struggling for a long time
to find my own unique theme for my art. Around
1994, when Kyoto commemorated the 1,200th
anniversary of its foundation, I came up with the
idea of “fusing contradictory elements” inspired by
the city of Kyoto where old and new elements are
all mixed and combined. Then, I began to create my
artworks with the keyword of “representation of

water born from fire (kiln) through earth” , based
on the image of fire and its opposite, water, which
are both essential elements of ceramics. Since then,
I have been working on various expressions of water
using glass and Gintekisai (silver mist overglaze), my
original patented technique.

When Mr. Kuwahara asked me if we could create
some kind of exhibition at Fushunken, it was easy
for me, whose main theme is water, to visualize the
installation of artworks in this Machiya. Accordingly,
we collaborated to create this exhibition and
demonstration of Tkebana (Hanademae) with the
concept of “Suishoka (Water, Life, and Flowers)” .
This event was also a part of “PARASOPHIA: Kyoto
International Festival of Contemporary Culture
2015”7 the first international art festival in Kyoto,
and was held on the last day of the art festival. I
believe we have succeeded in presenting some of the
interesting aspects unique to Kyoto where tradition
and modernity integrate. The number of foreign
tourists visiting Kyoto continues to rise every year,
and [ think that it will become increasingly important
to introduce our culture through the presentation of
Japanese aesthetics and sensibility from Kyoto to the
world.

The devastating earthquake that hit Japan in 2011
made us, the Japanese people, reconsider our way of
living and the relationship between nature and the
human. In our hectic daily lives, we sometimes forget
about simple and natural things such as a flower
(life) living in water. However, there is sometimes
a brief moment where you realize that nature, body
and soul have become as one; for instance, when you
are arranging flowers in a vase, or for me, when [ am
working with clay and fire. I want to cherish such
momentary feeling and let them permeate every cell
of my body.

Takahiro Kondo

1994 Kyoto City Emerging Artist Award.

2002 supported by Japanese Ministry of Culture grant
for overseas study.

Public Collections

Metropolitan Museum of Art,N.Y.

National Museums of Scotland,Edinburgh etc.

Sakurako Kuwahara

Born in Kyoto as the first daughter of the Grand Master
of Kuwahara Senkei School whose history dates back
to the 17th century, Sakurako has learned Tkebana
since the age of six.

Currently, teaching Tkebana as the Vice Grand Master,
she also runs the cooking salon “Cherry Kitchen” .
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