
"Eared" (a vernacular term now used by modern tea practitioners and artists) style containers are the most 
traditional of Edo period Rikka containers.  The design has persisted 
in Japanese art style forms and is still popular today because of the 
anthropomorphic nature of the design.  The containers have a “face”. 
Senko I is said to have started the practice of putting Rikka in a 
daibin (great vase) and was primarily responsible for the grand 
increase in the scale of Rikka arrangements.  These were used to 
support the extravagant secular and religious ceremonies that 
characterized the Monoyama age (1568 to 1615) and the political use 
of flowers added a new dimension to the art. The wide flat mouth 
was favored to increase the visual impact of the vessel and enhance 
the aesthetic balance between the plants and container.  The overall 
shape of the vessel was also referred to as Shimokabu (low root) 
meaning the widest part of the vessel apart from the mouth is at the 
base rather than the middle.  The term Futabana (two-flower) is 
used to describe a vase having a squat body and very large trumpet-
shaped mouth, with two detachable handles, usually in the form of animals on opposite sides of the base.  
The generation of "eared" containers is believed to be of Japanese origin following the use of Chinese style 
containers popular in the 15th-16th century.  In a design sense the "ears" give a directional dimension to the 
vase, which requires orientation to coincide with the wall behind an arrangement and provides for a 
connection with the surroundings. Subconsciously and primaly humans recognize the “handle” placement as 
being reminiscent of a face. That is why you often see the "ears" copied in modern containers and in tea 
ceremony implements (Mizusashi). They just look good and have a "face" to which humans can relate.
Futabana bronze containers of this style can be used for any Rikka – although they probably look best with 
traditional Rikka Shofutai. Some very modern “eared” vessels can be used for Rikka Shimputai successfully.  
Traditionally they are not used for Shoka and never for freestyle. 
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Shuin: Purple Cloud – Shuin (Shuin Cho) is a bronze container 
of relatively recent origin however similar ancient Chinese 
container counterparts are known.  This container is believed to be 
named after Mt. Shuin, a famous mountain in Buddhist Literature.  
The particular style of the handles in the shape of hanging wisteria 
flowers has been recorded on a scroll from the Edo period. The 
container has an inscription of Ikenobo and the headmaster under 
whose regime the vase was made similar to the situation with the 
Ogencho.  Based on the Ogencho precursor and protocol it is 
implied that the inscription should go in the back of the 
arrangement since it cannot be located under Soe and have the 
handles appear symmetrically on each side of the arrangement. 
This container is generally shown only containing shoka 
arrangements and the tubular insert implies that it should only be 
used with a Kubari (Matagei – forked stick and crossbar – 
Ichimongi).  Pictured in recent publications from Kyoto, the 
container is primarily used for Shoka Shofutai. 



Usubata: In general most usubata seen in the United States are associated with the Enshuryu School of 
Ikebana.  Enshuryu style was established in the middle Edo (1770) along with the development of many of 
the Shoka (Seika) schools of the time.  Ehshu actively promoted itself in the 19th century- most of the 
prewar Ikebana which was introduced in western culture is this style. As evidenced by the numerous Ukiyoe 
(Japanese woodblock prints showing Enshu arrangements, shows, competitions, etc.) of the time, Enshu 
was widely popular as the “fashion” of the day. There are no extant examples of Ikenobo Ukiyoe from this 
time period. Enshu was new, different and exciting, but more importantly Enshu embraced teaching anyone 
and everyone to promote it’s school.  Its wildly exaggerated arrangements based on calligraphic principals 

have gone out of vogue and now are rarely practiced. 
One of the results of this popular style of the time was 
the proliferation of containers -particularly bronze 
containers for Enshu.  In the later 19th century very 
lavish usubata designed as an amalgamation of western 
high Victorian ideas and Japanese esthetics were all 
the rage in Japan.  More associated with metropolitan 
Tokyo rather than the more traditional Kyoto styles, 
the bronze usubata had became the epitome of 
representational ornament.  
In modern times you will seldom see an usubata used 
in Ikenobo. In over 20 years of reviewing issues of the 
teachers Ikenobo Magazine (Kado) only one or two 
uses of an usubata can be found.   In old turn of the 
19th century woodblock print books a more upright 
style of usubata (more Chinese looking) can be found 
displaying a Shoka Shofutai arrangement, but this is 

an uncommon occurrence.  Many people in Ikebana in 
the U.S. have usubata because in general you can acquire them relatively inexpensively in antique stores and 
since they are bronze (sometimes of extremely high quality) they appear "high class".  This is partially due to 
the large number of them produced and the lack of interest in them by modern Japanese.  Many Americans 
also brought them back from the occupation.  Many of the older teachers strictly forbid using them, as they 
are "not Ikenobo". That said, if you do use usubata, use it for Shoka Shofutai and try to emulate an early 
shoka style as sort of a historical study.  Enshuryu used them for Seika (Shoka). When used the container is 
used it must be positioned with two of the three feet in the front.

Suiban - Typically used for traditional Rikka designs, 
especially Suna-no-mono rikka and futukabu ike 
Shoka designs (although they can be too deep).  
Plain versions are preferred in Ikenobo rather than 
highly ornamented ones however all kinds can be 
seen used in various arrangements. 



Ogencho - Also referred to as “Boars Neck” are always used as a most traditional container for very very 
honorary or special occasions. They command a great deal of respect and you will often see them used by all 
the Ikenobo family for high occasions, temple functions (Ise Grand Shrine), commemorations, displays for 
the emperor, etc.
The dish like top of these vessels is filled with water to the very edge to display the mizugiwa and also 

remind one of the soil surrounding the living plants from with 
the cuttings were taken.  The word O-Gen-Cho consists of 
three parts: O is the honorific prefix used in addressing 
anything of which it is desired to speak with deference to, 
Gen is the Sino- Japanese pronunciation of the word 
meaning Black and Cho is the Japanese for wild boar. This 
particular term was given to the vase by its originator, the 
41st headmaster, because it was suggested to him by the 
inoku-kuge – a lacquered stand used in the imperial palace in 
offering sacrifices on the occasion of the Festival of the Boar. 
The circular stand has three rounded feet suggestive of 
clouds.  On the feet of the Ogencho an inscription is always 
found. This manufacturers inscription should be placed under 
the soe-group of the arrangement (just like your name tag) 
and records the words, Ikenobo, Ogencho and the name of 
the headmaster under whose regime the vase was made. On 
modern cast iron versions this inscription can be painted in 
gold.  If an antique container happens to have engraving on a 

leg commemorating special occasions (temple dedication, etc) that should be shown toward the front (if 
appropriate). 
The modern Ogencho is always used for Shoka traditionally. It is not appropriate for Sanshuike or 
Shimputai Shoka designs. Given the traditional nature of the design of the container it probably would not 
look good with these more modern styles anyway. When using Ogencho you must always use a kubari 
(matagei – forked stick for securing the branches) and you can only use materials appropriate for an 
auspicious occasion. There is a long list of materials in Ikenobo that cannot be used for auspicious occasions 
(like Quince with thorns etc.)

Setsugekka- Literally meaning "snow, moon, and flowers", comes from a poem by Bai Juyi and is used to 
describe serene beauty. "Setsugekka" is also the name of the white cultivar of the Okinawan Camellia 
sasanqua flower. 
  
It is one of the most expensive of all the bronze containers.  I own one and they are difficult to use. While 
appearing to be light and delicate they are extremely large bronze and weigh about 30 pounds so finding a 
hook to hang them on that is secure enough is difficult.  Then they hold a huge amount of water so they are 
about 45 pounds when finished. Requires sturdy support or an iron stand.
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