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Kimberly Davenport: You're wearing cowboy boots! 

Liga Pang: I just bought these. I always wanted to have cowboy boots and I wanted 
to wear them in Japan. It's nice to blend into Japanese society, but not totally . I want 
somehow to say I am American . Now I wear Japanese and Chinese style clothes 
with cowboy boots. I am a cultural mixture of these three countries and I like that. 

What are your first impressions of the gallery? 

This space is almost square. I like the sparseness, and the stone floor. I prefer a 
space to be as stark as possible. The Rice University campus is beautiful - its trees 
and greenery. We are so used to looking at green; there are a thousand greens and 
we don't really see that - just green. It's the same with bamboo. You can say dry 
bamboo is dry bamboo, but there is an absolutely wonderful golden color in it. I 
want to reveal that in this space. 

You have spent most of your life as a painter, yet you made a transition into a com­

pletely different medium. 

I don't know (laughs). The painting became very painful for me; it was difficult to 
express what I was feeling . Right now I feel that collaborating and living with nature 
is more in my life. I don't know if there is a relationship between them; it is just that 
the same person is doing both. 

Excerpts from conversations between 
L1ga Pang and Kimberly Davenport 





How did you begin working with natural materials? 

I was a good friend of Hiroshi Teshigara* who succeeded his family in heading the 
Sogetsu School of ikebana. lkebana means giving another life to cut flowers . to 
revive them . Since he was an artist, as well as a filmmaker , Hiroshi wanted to have a 
contemporary artist teach there. and not just flower arranging, so he asked me. At 
first I was teaching painting, but I became very disturbed when I saw an ikebana 

exhibition. The students were supposed to have a good relationship with nature, 
with flowers . but they were abusing them brutally for what they call art . They were 
putting wire through the stems, using staples and pins, things like this . I was very 

offended by it and so was Hiroshi, and so he said, "Do you think you can do some­
thing about this?" And I said, 'Well, I'll try.' 

About seven years ago I started to teach a class in sculpture using all-natural mate­
rials, including paper. The students are amateurs; they never went to art schools. 
They are flower arrangement teachers. So I have to teach from the start - space, 
tensions, all this, but most of all to re-recognize the beauty of nature. I get them to 
re-observe the form of each stem, not just the flower part, but each leaf; by drawing 
exercises and by using clay to define the beauty of it and have a renewed relation­
ship with nature . Natural materials deserve respect for their god-given nature. You 
don't force the materia ls to do what should be a col laboration with grace, with a 
god. Students must take my class for four years and dur ing this time there is a con­
sciousness-raising . 

The students are mostly women , and they are older than traditional college-age stu­
dents . They know a little bit about what life is about. When there is a plant that died 
and dr ied up, they read into it other layers of meaning and beauty. Maybe they know 
more about the pain and joy of life. It's easier for them to understand what I'm say­
ing about the nature . I take bent branches and say, 'Look how interesting this is.' A 
young person might say, 'It's just bent wood .' A mature person will see the wind and 
sun. It probably grew toward the sun and bent because of the wind - they can feel 
that element. 



Have you felt this change in yourself, as you've grown older? 
Oh yes. After all these years I have less fear in life. I know more and I appreciate 
more. Maybe that's why I'm turning to nature now. It's where all the miracles in life 
are compacted . I live in Hayamacho, Japan, where we have the ocean, hills, and 
woods. I spend a lot of time walking and observing and I take great energy from 
that. I'd like to share that energy with others through my work. 
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I bring back dried weeds, plants or anything I like to my studio, look at them, and 
communicate with them. I don't know, it's like raising a child , trying to bring out the 
good thing , the good part of whatever I have in front of me. Maybe I can communi­
cate better with the plants than with humans. Every plant and every flower, each is a 
little miracle. It's good to be reminded of that. How many times do you look up at the 
darkened sky, and feel something when you see the moon? That spiritual something 
you feel is more important than shooting a rocket up into the sky and seeing a 
photo of it. There's that something, that spiritual something that is very important. As 
I have grown older, I am not embarrassed to say these things that seem simple and 
common because it took all these years to find the simple and common joys. 

Does traditional ikebana figure into your work in any way? 
What I do is not ikebana, but I have been influenced by it. lkebana is not simply an 
appreciation of the decorative qualities of flowers. The essence of cut flowers is 
emphasized and defined with such honor and compassion that they are given a sec­
ond life. lkebana means exactly that: rebirth . While I would like to see these funda ­
mental concepts and philosophies continue , it is inevitable that traditional art 
changes as time goes by. 

How did you make the transition from much smaller work to the large-scale instal­

lation at Santa Monica Museum, the first you'd ever done? 
I was very apprehensive. I'm not a blueprint person, I don't sketch out, I just work as 
I go. I did have a clear vision for Santa Monica but there aren't ways to try out 
something on that scale. The first night I arrived in LA I had a dream that I was 
sleeping and looking up at this blue sky. There was something falling, and as it got 
closer to my face I realized it was little flowers, a shower of these little flowers . Then 
I knew it was going to be okay. That really assured me. I have a communication with 
my dreams and my intuitions. I always take them seriously, not so seriously that they 
control me, but very seriously. I had lost my dear friend Hiroshi, and before he 
passed away I told him about this exhibition . Somehow, he was helping me. 
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lkasu makes use of the huge sheets of bamboo that you wove for the Santa 

Monica installation. Why did you choose this particular material? 

In order to make a gigantic thing for that museum, I had to have a large quantity of 
material and I did not want to cut that many live green plants. I think art is to give 
life, not to take the life away from something . Giving life is art's purpose, not to cut 
the lifeline . I didn't know what kind of dry materials were available in very manicured 
LA. There are no wild fields! I had only one month to prepare, so I couldn't spend 
time looking for materials, cutting materials, and gathering materials. I decided to 
use bamboo but found I couldn 't send it from Japan; it is prohibited to ship it inter­
nationally because it is an agricultural product. I thought about it and realized that if 
it is a bamboo broomstick , then it is merchandise. The kind of broom I sent is used 
in outdoor gardens in Japan. It has fine bamboo tips. 

So you and your assistants dismantled brooms to get enough raw material. 

Yes, we took the brooms apart. I shipped 150 broomsticks to Santa Monica Museum 
in one container . They didn't know what I was going to do! It was quite a chore to 
gather 150 of them; no single store had 150 of them. Hopefully they are machine­
made. I hate to think about somebody making a broom and then me taking it apart! 

How did you decide to weave the twigs together in the way that you did? 

Actually , we didn't weave them, we tied them together. It's like a drawing to me. I 
used to enjoy drawing lines. When you look at the branch bamboo tips, they are 
beautiful lines already. I just tied them where they wanted to go. 

I had four assistants and we worked day and night for one month. It's like a prayer. 
You could think of it as tedious, but for me it is like a quiet, meditative prayer. We 
were very quiet although we did dance now and then! 
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Your work relies on the hand, on what human hands can make. How does this kind 

of work fit into today's increasingly technological world? 

Today's people need to learn how much to get involved with technology. Like in art , 
they need to decide how much to touch and work with these natural materials. 
lsamu Noguchi said a very interesting thing to me. He always said that natural rocks 
are the most beautiful just as they are. So I asked, 'If rocks are the most beautiful as 
they are, why do you bring them to your studio, chisel them, polish them , and make 
angles in them?' He thought about it, and he said, 'That's the mistake that God 
allows me to do:· I thought that was good. 

Art using natural materials like stones and what I do, you can overdo it. You have to 
know how much. Like technology, you have to choose how much. Technology is not 
progress. Sometimes it is the other way around. How much convenience do you want? 

It seems clear that you feel your work flows from a kind of spiritual awareness. 
I don't like "group religion." I was brought up as a Buddhist, and although I was sent 
to Catholic school I never converted to Catholicism. I do believe in something , 
whether you call it God, or whatever you call it. I live alone and have a quiet life. The 
more I'm alone, I feel that I am not alone. I don't know what you call that , but I do 
believe in that and how I welcome it in my life! 

* Celebrated Japanese filmmaker Hiroshi Teshigahara succeeded his father as the 
third iemoto , or headmaster, of the Sogetsu School of lkebana in 1980. Under his 
direction , the school led a movement to transform the practice of ikebana into a 
more expressive art form. Teshigahara wrote in a booklet for the school that "the 
ikebana of Sogetsu School is alive, always future-oriented. It reflects the present: ' 
Teshigahara won a special award at the Cannes International Film Festival for his 
1964 film , Woman in the Dunes (Sunana Onna). 
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