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Introduction


Suddenly it seems that ikebana is everywhere. Whether or not you’re familiar with the Japanese art of flower arranging, you have likely encountered its stylistic signatures, from its embrace of negative space and dramatic asymmetry to its focus on authenticity and engagement with the natural world. At a time when design and art are increasingly merging, the interconnected values of minimalism and sustainability are on the rise, and everyone seems to be on a quest for meaningful, one-of-a-kind decor, ikebana feels undeniably fresh and incredibly resonant—a surprise for a centuries-old art form!


Here at Studio Mondine, our approach is best described as a modern interpretation of the ikebana tradition. We foreground seasonality in our arrangements (in line with our California roots) and are continually guided by ikebana’s emphasis on finding inspiration in the natural world, creating movement and balance in every composition, and celebrating simplicity. Like the ikebana practitioners who have come before us, we rely on ingredients’ form, color, placement, and symbolism to tell stories, whether naturalistic or abstract.


All of that said, we’re the first to admit to breaking the (many) edicts that govern classical ikebana. We are self-taught, and we take great liberties in our translations. But we believe in knowing the rules in order to bend them, so let’s begin by sharing a bit about the tradition that inspires us daily.



A Short Primer on the (Long) History of Ikebana


The origins of ikebana are thought to date from the sixth century, when Buddhism was introduced to Japan from China and Korea and floral offerings to Buddha known as kuge were placed on temple altars.


Centuries later, it was a Buddhist priest named Senkei, a master of the Ikenobō school of ikebana, who introduced styling into the equation with his own take on the offerings called tatehana, or “standing flowers,” which were intended to be a seasonally changing, decorative feature in the home.


Over time, more than a thousand schools of ikebana emerged. Some of the most well known are Ikenobō, Ko (Ko-ryū), Ohara, and Sogetsū; below are several influential standout styles we find ourselves referencing to varying degrees today.


Rikka, said to date back to the late fifteenth century, is the earliest style of ikebana. It seeks to represent a natural landscape in its entirety with complex formal arrangements, typically consisting of nine branches arranged in highly specific positions.


Shōka, a simplified offshoot of rikka, pares down an arrangement to three principal stems intended to reference the harmonious ties between heaven (shin), man (tai), and earth (soe) and stipulates that their positions form an asymmetrical triangular shape.


Chabana was born out of a desire to incorporate flowers into tea ceremonies. Because these arrangements are set dressing and not a focal point in their own right, they tend to be casual, minimalist compositions, often relying on a single seasonal flower or branch.


Nageire, which translates to “to throw in,” is known as a more freestyle iteration of ikebana, with an aim to highlight flowers’ natural forms, typically in a tall vase.


Moribana, or “piled-up flowers,” is the best-known style to emerge from the Ohara school, founded in 1912 by Unshin Ohara. Moribana relies on a low, wide, tray-like container called a suiban rather than the upright vessels that were used in ikebana up to this point (see Winter Citrus for more). Ohara also embraced new types of flowers in his moribana arrangements, inspired by the diversity of plants coming in from the West, as well as a more expansive style of arranging across a plane as opposed to a single beginning point.


Jiyu-bana, the freest of the styles, arose in the 1920s alongside avant-garde art. It can be interpreted, at a basic level, as the “you do you” style, emphasizing the artist’s feelings about the ingredients along with the ingredients themselves. Arrangements in this style aren’t even confined to flowers per se. So, you might ask, what makes jiyu-bana part of the ikebana tradition? It is still fundamentally about storytelling and appreciating nature, if in an increasingly abstract or personal way; it still privileges negative space and asymmetry, and it maintains a desire to authentically express and capture the world around us (rather than present an idealized version of it)—even if there happens to be, say, a PVC pipe in the mix. It was in the spirit of the jiyu-bana style that we founded our studio.



How to Use This Book


We officially launched Studio Mondine in 2014, out of a garage space in the Mission neighborhood of San Francisco, with an aspiration to explore the adage “less is more” with flowers. We both favor a sensitive, minimalist-leaning approach to flower arranging, which had led to our interest in ikebana—Amanda thanks to a 1960s tome titled The Art of Arranging Flowers, Ivanka through her exposure to Japanese culture via her husband and his family.


In every project we undertake, we challenge ourselves to find something more poetic to explore than “pretty for pretty’s sake.” Before we begin each arrangement or installation, we ask ourselves: Why are we putting these ingredients together? Why are we using this scale? What is the story we’re trying to tell? We believe that just because we can do something doesn’t mean we should.


We envisioned this book as a way to empower you—whether you are an avid arranger looking for new techniques and inspiration or you’ve never picked up a pair of clippers—to engage with the ideas central to modern ikebana. On the pages that follow, you’ll find seasonal projects arranged according to what we have found to be four of ikebana’s most salient themes: naturalness, movement, balance, and simplicity. There is no hierarchical or chronological order to these chapters; in fact, almost every design touches on all four themes in some way.


Every arrangement begins with a story, from a celebration of a single ingredient (a theme that has endured for centuries) to an ode to the day’s prevailing mood, and we will walk you through the ways we have brought this idea to life, from our selection of flowers and branches to the vessels that house them. Ikebana teaches an appreciation of the vessel as much as the flowers themselves, and we’ve featured the work of ceramicists and artists we admire. When embarking on your own project, seek out a vessel that is meaningful to you—whether it’s an antique vase or a beloved coffee mug.


While we offer instructions for re-creating each of the arrangements illustrated in this book, you don’t need to follow the steps to the letter. This behind-the-scenes look at our process is intended to give you the framework—and more important, the permission—to express yourself creatively using this unique tradition as your north star. Though we list the ingredients and quantities we used for each project, the specifics of your arrangement should be determined by what is local and seasonal to you, what your chosen stems move you to design, and how your intuition guides you as you begin building. Our arrangement may have used fifteen stems of coreopsis, but perhaps yours requires only ten. Or maybe you’ll want to forego the coreopsis entirely and create an arrangement with didiscus or scabiosa instead. Remember that ikebana arranging seeks to capture nature as it truly appears, so no two arrangements will—or should!—be identical.


Our hope is that when picking up this book, you will set an intention to carve out time to explore. This exploration could take the form of simply flipping through the pages with a cup of tea and looking for inspiration or, more concretely, finding a theme that resonates with you and resolving to visit the flower market or go into your backyard, clip some flowers, and put together an arrangement for you and your family or friends to enjoy.


We encourage you to let go of expectations and instead take a sort of outcome-neutral approach to arranging, with complete acceptance of what will greet you on the other side of the process—it’s where the greatest surprises will find you. A sort of improvisational roughness should come through in your creations; the aim is not to be perfectly polished. There’s something compelling and intimate about creating art that foregrounds imperfection and impermanence and also leaves things open-ended. In essence, this is what we mean when we say “ikebana unbound.”
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The Basics

of Ikebana Flower Arranging



The following pages include the most helpful tips and tricks we’ve gleaned from ikebana textbooks and on-the-job practice; use this as a primer to get started on your explorations. Some of this information applies to all types of flower arranging, and some is specific to ikebana. In the case of the latter, we’ve noted the Japanese terms where applicable.



Cutting


Hang out in the floral industry for long enough and you’ll encounter the proverb “You can’t cut a stem longer.” In other words, when cutting, be conservative. That said, you may notice that in a lot of our designs, some stems are unexpectedly short by typical standards—it’s something we do to build depth in our arrangements, and we challenge you to try this technique, with the caveat to go slowly and err on the side of caution.


Below are our favorite tools for cutting. Keep your implements sharp to ensure a clean cut—your local knife sharpener should be able to do this. Between sharpenings, clean your tools with camellia oil and keep them dry.


1. Floral snips. We rely on the Chikamasa T-550 snipper for most of our cutting, whether of heartier stems such as garden roses or more delicate ingredients like sweet peas.


2. Pruner shears. For tough, thick stems and branches like those from apple or pear trees, we use 130DX-V ARS pocket pruner shears. They’re sharp, durable, and surprisingly light.


3. Scissors. Japanese-style scissors called hasami, or fiddlehead fern–handled scissors, are what we use for detail work. These come into play once we have an arrangement that is nearly finished and we need a precise tool for the last step of pruning and trimming. Be aware that hasami are prone to rust and require more maintenance than other cutting tools.


Always cut your stems under running water. By preventing your stems from coming into contact with air, you maximize the amount of water that will enter them. Use a diagonal cut and clean, sharp scissors for optimal results with most types of flowers. For ingredients that cannot be easily cut, such as branches, use a hammer or the handle of a scissors to pound the end (an inch or two from the bottom) and peel the bark away to expose the stem to water.
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Traditional hasami are made of steel and lack a spring grip. The black-oxide finish provides some protection against rust, but take care to wipe your hasami down after each use and store in a dry place. With proper care and regular sharpening, one pair will last you a lifetime.
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These 130DX-V ARS pocket pruner shears can slice through even the toughest stems. And because they come to a point and are light in the hand, they can also make detailed cuts.



Support Structures


There are innumerable ways to create stability in your arrangements. Some are invisible in the final design, while others are meant to be seen—consider your chosen vessel and the intended style of the arrangement when selecting the appropriate support.


Natural Coiled Materials


Vines and thin branches make for ideal support structures into which stems can be placed and separated from one another. Because these vines and branches will be immersed in water, select material that will not lose its integrity when wet—good options include jasmine or passionflower vines, grapevine, and angel vine. You will likely need to change the arrangement’s water more frequently when using this technique; there is more potential for bacteria to form due to the immersed foliage and organic matter.
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Chicken Wire


We often rely on chicken wire when working with unusually shaped vessels, since it can be shaped to conform precisely to the container. Chicken wire can also be used in addition to a floral frog (see Floral Frogs) if branches are particularly heavy, or the arrangement is quite full. Just be mindful of hiding the mechanics, as the combination of supports peeking out would be unsightly.


When working with chicken wire, be sure to use pliers suited for cutting metal wire. To create the support structure, gently crumple a small piece of wire into an open ball. Place this ball into the vessel, adjusting it as necessary to fit snugly into the vase while leaving enough open spaces for stems. Tape the ball into place with waterproof tape, if desired, for extra stability.
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Pictured here are round and rectangular pin frogs, and stone frogs. We find natural-looking stone frogs particularly well suited for cases where you want to incorporate the frog into your finished design, allowing the support mechanism to peek out from underneath the foliage and flowers.






Floral Frogs


Sold at flower shops and gardening stores, floral frogs are a popular tool for adding support to arrangements. We use them frequently, especially when working with a low dish or bowl. True to their name, pin frogs are composed of a series of sharp pins that can be inserted into flower stems to hold them in place. Part of their appeal is that they are weighted, so they can assist in anchoring long and heavy stems. Cage frogs, meanwhile, need not necessarily be placed at the base of the arrangement; typically constructed from metal or wire, they are useful for positioning heavier branches or a multitude of stems thanks to their grid-like composition.


To attach a pin frog, clean and thoroughly dry both your frog and your vessel. Affix floral putty to the back of the frog, leaving a bit of room along the edge so that the putty remains “invisible” once inside the vessel. Push the frog, putty-side down, into the vessel, then give a little twist to ensure that the putty has made even contact with the surface. Make sure that no putty is visible along the edges.


Next, simply push a stem between the spikes of the frog and marvel at how your flower now defies gravity! For thicker stems such as dogwood, score the bottom of the stem or give it a small vertical cut to help it stay in place more easily. When working with very tender stems such as grape hyacinth, we tend to group a few and wrap their ends with a bit of floral tape before inserting them into a frog (see “Get the Technique,”.
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Stabilizing Techniques


Not surprisingly given its architectural tendencies, ikebana provides for myriad ways to support flowers in your vessel. These four techniques are the ones we find ourselves using the most often.


1. The Lean (Jika-Dome). This support is pretty intuitive: Lean the stem of your flower diagonally against the interior of a vessel so that it connects at the top and base. By cutting the stem on an angle, you can ensure that it will fit seamlessly and securely, lining up with the inside wall of your vessel.


2. The Wishbone (Matagi-Dome). This support is made possible by a V-shaped branch that is cut in a way that keeps each end of the branch connected. Cut the branch’s ends so that they are slightly wider than your container to guarantee a snug fit (see photo).


3. The Wedge (Jumonji-Dome). Cut a firm twig slightly longer than the width of your container and use pressure to push it into the vessel so that it is wedged in the interior like a bridge.


4. The Cross Fit (Soegi-Dome). Build on the Wedge with an additional piece of twig placed on top, perpendicular to it (see photo, right).
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The Cross Fit
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The Wishbone





Shaping


Despite ikebana’s emphasis on capturing what is “natural,” this style of arranging can, ironically, require a fair amount of effort and intervention to achieve—a bit like “no-makeup makeup.” Tweaking stems and branches is often necessary to get the desired shape for your arrangement. Here are our four go-to techniques.


1. Bending (Tame). When bending a stem or branch, use care and move slowly so as not to break it. With soft stems, very lightly crush the stem between your fingers before applying pressure to its curve. With harder stems, try knocking them into shape by applying force, using the handle of a scissors or even a vase or bottle.


2. Stretching (Shigoki-Dame). When a stem and/or leaves curve in the wrong direction for your purposes, try gently rubbing them between your fingers while pulling slightly to reorient them.


3. Breaking (Ori-Dame). To augment the shape of a sturdier branch, use scissors or a floral knife to slice about a third of the way into the branch at the point you wish to bend it, then apply pressure to the opposite side to bend it in the desired direction (see photo, right).


4. Trimming. Pruning a branch to reveal its shape, or “selective cutting,” is a time-honored technique in ikebana and takes practice and intuition. If you are working with a full branch, slowly remove leaves and smaller subbranches to uncover its most elegant form.
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Breaking






Choosing a Container


We recommend seeking out vessels in a range of shapes and sizes and with varied openings to encourage diversity in your designs, from single-stem displays to more lush creations.


For fuller arrangements, we often turn to vessels with simpler forms and finishes. We’d rather the eye work through the complexity of the flowers and have a bit of respite once it lands on the vase.
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