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Contemporary bamboo art:
Kei Hasegawa’s poetic beginnings

Aomi Okabe

Looking at Kei Hasegawa’s bamboo art, whose bright, unconstrained
dynamism conveys a refreshing light, I am reminded of sunshine
filtering through the bamboo forests of Kyoto’s Arashiyama district.
The gracefulness with which her works swirl in space and the solidity
of the tightly constructed weaves combine to produce unique forms.
Images appear and disappear depending on the angle from which they
are viewed, almost as if they are moving, like animals or plants.
Perhaps this is because, as the artist herself says of Manifestation
(Kengen) (2017), their forms mimic those of the energy found in

nature.
The mystery of sheaths

In autumn when the nutrient content of bamboo declines, Hasegawa
heads out to the bamboo groves. She harvests the bamboo and
carefully prepares bamboo strips. By using the tabane-ami (bundled
plaiting) technique, in which prepared bamboo strips are woven in
bundles to create distinctive tubular forms, she can now create curves
at will. Relying on the touch of her hands with which she manipulates
the material, she makes hollow sheaths, weaving in such a way that
she incorporates variety while discerning the degree of curvature.
Never forcing them, she aims for forms guided by the bamboo. Before
she starts weaving, she creates full-size models in advance using light
tubes of soft polyolefin foam, checking how the piece looks from
every conceivable angle. Her sources of inspiration include everyday
things like her sister’s marriage and flowers she sees by the side of the
road, and the impressions of time that accumulate in her mind.

The supple, strong outermost layers will no doubt remind some



viewers of snakes. The Asclepias that sits on my veranda and
produces red and yellow flowers from summer through autumn is
named after the Greek god of medicine, who has the ability to bring
the dead back to life. The flowers can be medicinal or poisonous, but
the snake-entwined staff this god holds has become the symbol of
medicine. Yet because some snakes, too, are poisonous, there are
people who detest them.

As a matter of fact, the histories of culture and art are full of snake
symbols. When I was studying art history in Paris, I went to the
Heraklion Archeological Museum on Crete where I saw a powerful
figurine of a priestess symbolizing fertility with her breasts exposed
and holding a snake in each hand. As well, pictures of snakes such as
those of Medusa by Caravaggio and the Pre-Raphaelite painters are
striking as icons of formidable beauty. Perhaps I was attracted to Kei
Hasegawa’s works because they are somehow slightly suggestive of
snakes.

Born in 1986 in Kanagawa, Hasegawa says she came to harbor a
reverence bordering on admiration for snakes after seeing snake skins
that had been cast off. The casting off of skin is a result of the death
and rebirth that accompany growth. Snakes are carnivorous, and in
some parts of Kanagawa it is said that friendly Japanese rat snakes
were kept as guardian deities in storehouses because they ate the rats
that wreaked havoc on rice granaries.

Speaking of Japanese rat snakes reminds me of the Ogai Mori short
story Snake. Set in a wealthy household in the Shinshu region of
Japan, the story deals with the familiar theme of discord between wife
and mother-in-law. In this case what the wife hated were the moral

“good words and good deeds” the mother-in-law told her about

during every meal as part of a time-honored tradition. Out of
consideration for the wife, silence gradually came to reign over the
household. It was in this lonely house that the mother-in-law died.
When the wife looked at the family alter as she went to offer incense
on the seventh day after her mother-in-law’s death, she noticed a large
Japanese rat snake coiled there with its head raised. Alarmed, from
that day on she lapsed into a state of madness in which all day she
talked endlessly and imploringly until she was completely exhausted.
Behind the plot of the mother-in-law using the devilishness of a snake
to teach the wife a lesson, this story in fact deals with the issue of
freedom of expression and thought. Two years before it was
published in 1911, Ogai’s biographical novel Vita Sexualis was
banned. This was around the time when arrests related to the High
Treason Incident began and when feelings of despair arising from the
control of free speech mounted. Using an essay about a snake, Ogai,
who had published a series of works that were socialist in political
tone, ridicules the childlike stubbornness of the conceited wife who
has acquired progressive ideas in Tokyo and defies antiquated
customs, while finally saving her. The narrator, a distinguished doctor
of science, proposes to the master, who is devastated by the sorrowful
state of his household, that he get a Japanese rat snake. He catches
one himself with his bare hands and tells the master to call a specialist

psychiatrist from Tokyo to treat his sick wife before leaving.

A new path

Perhaps the premise of a snake as the incarnation of a woman’s

devilishness inducing madness in another women came about



because it was thought that the struggle between old and new and the
shackles of gender are internalized by women. Compared to other
developed nations, the social advancement of women in Japan has
been slow, but what about the fields of traditional culture and craft?
While many female artisans work in studios devoted to bamboo craft,
which requires precise handwork, only a few women artists deserving
of the title bamboo artist are active in the creative field of bamboo art.
In fact, at the Japanese Bamboo Art from New York: The Abbey
Collection Gifts to the Metropolitan Museum of Art exhibition held at
the Crafts Gallery of the National Museum of Modern Art, Tokyo
(MOMAT), in 2019, not a single work by a women was included. This
was a wonderful exhibition gathering together the work of important
artists from the late 19th century to the contemporary, but the catalog
also failed to mention the reason for the absence of women artists.
After studying bamboo art at the Traditional Arts Super College of
Kyoto, Hasegawa moved to Oita prefecture, which is known as the
largest producer of high quality madake bamboo and where great
effort is put into training young bamboo craftspeople and promoting
the bamboo industry. She initially entered the craft field because she
admired the artisans who made utensils and other everyday items.
According to Hasegawa, she chose bamboo because it was easy to
find storage space and a place to work, and above all because she felt

the atmosphere of the people making it suited her, making it a

material she thought she could continue working with for a long time.

Hasegawa is one of a generation of women who do not sense any
burdens on the path they have chosen because they are women. In
terms of her works, other than wanting to make things that reflect

herself, neither does she think all that much about her gender.

However, there was a time when, overwhelmed by her peers who
earnestly went through steady programs of training, she was deeply
distressed that “in an age of abundance when people were tired from
consumption, they [her peers] were the ones who were able to make
worthwhile ‘things,” while my insincere self was unable to make
meaningful ‘things.”” She enjoyed her work but was at a loss as to
whether there was any point in doing it. It was encountering the work
of Soho Katsushiro, a Living National Treasure, that dispelled these
doubts. When she first viewed Katsushiro’s actual works at a solo
exhibition in 2006, the intentions of the artist’s expression flashed in
her mind like a series of images, and its powerful message evoked
images from her own memory. She came to accept her situation, so
that the occasion remained with her as a fulfilling experience. No
doubt this shocking awakening freed Hasegawa from the fixed notion
that rather than expressing a worldview, she had to first master the
technical subtleties of her craft. Included in the Japanese Bamboo Art
from New York exhibition at the Crafts Gallery, MOMAT were
Katsushiro’s Double Bellflower Fruit Tray (Yaekikyo morikago)
(2012) and Song of the Daffodils Flower Basket (Suisennouta
hanakago) (2013). Katsushiro rarely strayed from the utility of kago
(woven baskets), but he always crystallized the simple beauty of the
things around him into warm, sturdy and magnificent formative
artworks.

While she had stiffened her resolve to become a bamboo artist, after
graduating Hasegawa still had nowhere to continue making her work,
and so she decided to teach bamboo craftwork in Venezuela for two
years as a Japan Overseas Cooperation Volunteer. At the time,

Venezuela was still ruled by the leftist, anti-American administration



of President Hugo Chavez, who proclaimed the ideology of
“Socialism of the 21st Century.” This period spent living in an
environment different from her home country was for Hasegawa a
time of reflection in which she re-examined conventional wisdoms
and looked closely at her own values and those of society. After
returning home, in order to gain more experience as a full-fledged
member of society, she worked for a year for the Japan International
Cooperation Agency.

After making the transition from art school student to full-fledged
member of international society, because she wanted to see more of
the nature that would likely be the theme of her art practice, she spent
two and a half months backpacking on her own through South
America, after which she made shorter trips to Indonesia, Turkey,
Paris, Mexico and Panama. One can only admire her bold

decision-making and ability to take action.

Ouroboros and space

Aside from Soho Katsushiro, there is another bamboo artist who
suggested a new way forward for Hasegawa. Ken’ichi Nagakura
fashions delicate, exquisite human figures out of bamboo. The
remarkably free expression arising from his unparalleled technical
skill makes us forget his works are made from bamboo. This made
Hasegawa think about the difference between traditional craftwork
and bamboo sculpture, encouraging her to continue searching for her
own way forward.

After much trial and error and experimentation, in 2016 she reached

a stage where she was able to produce works using the tubular

tabane-ami technique. A characteristic of these early works is the
entwining of loops with various curves, some of which adhere to each
other so that they appear to be drawing near and talking to each other.
Constructed as a kind of community, the multiple loops gradually
grew into one large circle, like complex streams described by fish in
a vast ocean. In Fetus Il (Tai II) (2019), for example, changing
currents swirl, rotate and reverse before returning to the source to
close the circle.

In other words, for Hasegawa, these tubular forms are ouroboroses
rather than snakes. An ancient symbol, the ouroboros is an icon of a
snake forming a circle by eating its own tail. As an elementary school
student, Hasegawa read the fantasy novel The Neverending Story by
German children’s author Michael Ende, and she remembers the
ouroboros on the beautifully designed cover of that book. In junior
high school she used it as a motif in an art assignment.

However, there is a recent work in which any hints of snakes or
ouroboroses are swept away. The title, An element (Hitohira) (2019),
the Japanese title meaning “petal,” also calls to mind a scene of petals
gently fluttering down while communing with the air. Its rapid yet
smooth movement also calls to mind the Art Nouveau-like dancing of
Loie Fuller, once a favorite of Toulouse-Lautrec’s. Coincidentally, I
heard that when she is overseas, Hasegawa often goes to see dance as
well as craftwork.

But I was taken aback. Because this work’s graceful curves are
remarkably similar to the special compositions of Katarzyna Kobro.
This name is perhaps unfamiliar to Hasegawa. Kobro (1898-1951)
was among the cream of the Russian avant-garde, and was active

together with her artist husband in Poland when Nazism was



sweeping the country, creating sculptures that were both radical and
poetic. However, she is also a tragic female sculptor who was for a
long time shrouded in darkness, and much of her work has been lost.
The creativity of the small number of works that have been
reconstructed based on photographs and archives exude a radiance
that is without parallel even today. Kobro, who aimed to modernize
human life and emphasized simple functionality, attached great
importance to the interrelationship between space and sculpture,
temporality and rhythm. Her hanging sculptures, which appeared to
defy gravity, may have inspired Hasegawa, who burns with an
insatiable spirit of inquiry into the unknown while valuing the

ordinariness around her.

Poems of new beginning

In early 2020, Hasegawa completed An element 1.01 (Hitohira 1.01).
Like the previous work of the same title, its smooth, flowing lines call
to mind the supple movements of a dancer or gymnast, but when
viewed from a different angle, the drop of the dynamic curves and the
sudden changes in the angle of the joints convey the speed of a roller
coaster. Furthermore, when viewed from above, it takes on a heart
shape. Depending on the angle and height from which it is viewed, it
can also take on the nostalgic appearance of a three-leaf clover. And
if one rotates it while viewing it, the expansion and contraction and
twisting of the weave and the slight differences in the thicknesses of
the tubes produce a wondrous variety of sensations.

Viewed from a distance, An element 1.01 suggested the three Greek

letters alpha, beta and gamma. At this moment, I recalled Hasegawa

saying that hidden in the new ground broken with the “An element”
series that began with the previous work is the story of the birth of
someone important to her. Speaking of this new work, she said, “It’s
such that I can no longer recall the work from a time when ‘An
element’ didn’t exist.”

Together with “An element,” with which she has begun reciting a
precious poem of new beginning, Hasegawa looks set to launch into
an increasingly free sky and make unfamiliar flowers bloom, bringing
into our lives the sweet fragrance of bamboo. Directing her
penetrating gaze at both the familiar and the wide world, Hasegawa,

will no doubt continue to gently spread her wings and fly.

Aomi Okabe
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Kei Hasegawa

1986
2007

2008

2009

2009-11

2013-14

2014

2015

2016

2017

Born in Kanagawa, Japan

Completed Craft Arts (Bamboo Arts) Course, Traditional
Arts Super College of Kyoto

Traditional Craft Products Industry Promotion Association
Chairman’s Award, 12th Graduation

Exhibition, Traditional Arts Super College of Kyoto,
Kyoto, Japan

BFA in Bamboo Arts, Advanced Special Study Course,
Traditional Arts Super College of Kyoto

Technical skill instructor of bamboo craft arts in Venezuela
as member of Japan International

Cooperation Agency

Clerical staff, Japan International Cooperation Agency
Jury’s Special Award, 19th Japan Bamboo Arts Exhibition,
Tochigi, Japan

New Wave: Oita Bamboo Art, Beppu City Museum, Oita,
Japan

Japanese Bamboo and the World Expo: A Century of
Discovery, Japanese Friendship Garden, San Diego, USA
20th Anniversary Special Award, 20th Japan Bamboo Arts
Exhibition, Tochigi, Japan

38th Japan New Craft Arts Exhibition, Tokyo, Japan

37th Kyushu New Craft Arts Exhibition, Fukuoka, Japan
39th Japan New Craft Arts Exhibition, Tokyo, Japan
Kumamoto Governor’s Award, 38th Kyushu New Craft Arts
Exhibition, The Kyushu Ceramic Museum, Saga, Japan
Grand Prize, 22nd Japan Bamboo Arts Exhibition, Tochigi,

Japan

2018

2018-19

2019

4th Reorganized New Nitten, The Japan Fine Arts
Exhibition, The National Art Center Tokyo, Tokyo, Japan
Oita Bamboo Art — 50 years of history and future
prospects, Beppu City Traditional Bamboo Crafts Center,
Oita, Japan

40th Japan New Craft Arts Exhibition, Tokyo, Japan

Oita Governor’s Award, 39th Kyushu New Craft Arts
Exhibition, The Kyushu Ceramic Museum, Saga, Japan
Sth Reorganized New Nitten, The Japan Fine Arts
Exhibition, The National Art Center Tokyo, Tokyo, Japan
Japon-Japonismes, Objets inspirés 1867-2018, Musée des
Arts Décoratifs, Paris, France

41st Japan New Craft Arts Exhibition, Tokyo, Japan
Next Generation, Beppu City Traditional Bamboo Crafts

Center, Oita, Japan
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