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The Korean-born, New York-based painter Kate Oh Trabulsi has recently
pursued Min-hwa art—traditional Korean painting—as a way of recog-
nizing her origins in Asia. A painter of unusual technical skill, Trabulsi
works consistently with lotus flower imagery, which connects with the
Korean heritage of Buddhism. These ties, however, do not appear as
anachronisms—rather, they strengthen her modern approach, which
moves through decorative imagery to a spiritual understanding root-

ed in contemporary life. By choosing Min-hwa’s direct style, the artist
passes on to her audience an imagery that speaks without excessive
ornament. The spiritual implications of her work find their outlet in
unspoken mediation between the artist’s belief system and that of her
audience. In this way, she conveys a reality that broaches her past even
as she looks to the present and future in America. Her work, consistent
in its flower imagery, demonstrates a regard for symbolic implications
that may be found in addition to the deliberate beauty of the picture
itself.

The lotus leaf paintings demonstrate their adherence to Korean art
history, while at the same time appearing directly modern. One picture
of a white lotus, whose leaves are edged in multiple colors, exquisitely
delineates the flower’s overall form. In the center is found an aggrega-
tion of small colored spheres—they represent the seeds, or center, of
the bloom. The seeds, according to Trabulsi, “embody each individual’s
dreams and hopes,” so that “each flower contains its own distinctive
dream and unique future.” This understanding relates to the notion
that we are all different, with different paths to be undertaken in life.
Such differences are intrinsic to spiritual recognition of the individuality
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of people; the artist calls this “differences that are a part of nature’s
order.” Thus, Trabulsi’s art moves beyond doctrine to a perception of
the world as vastly diverse in a way that reflects the diversity of na-
ture. Yet she implies that a hidden unity joins the diversity into a single
vision, one demonstrated by the artist’s work. It is clear that the artist
believes in a universal approach in religion.

In Trabulsi’s paintings, often concerned with lotus leaves, we recognize
that in reality they are not colored as occurs in her art, so the interpre-
tation of them must be emblematic and symbolic. The center of the
lotus is chief to its strength as a Buddhist symbol of faith—of purity,
rebirth, and divinity. Clearly, Trabulsi is affected by the host of associa-
tions provided by the image; in another beautiful painting, the lotus has
black and white leaves, with the colored seeds transforming the center
of the plant. But, in addition to the doctrinal illustration of Buddhist
precepts, Trabuls has another aim: the transmission of Spirit, Unity,
and Enduring Hope. These psychological strengths occur as a counter-
part to the specifics of spirituality as the artist sees it.

Great care is taken to create a precisely formed imagery; the leaves
overlap each other with exquisite imagery, while the colors of the seeds
in the center naturally draw the viewer to contemplate their meaning

in a religious sense. Both paintings remind us of religious and spiritual
strengths—not by being dogmatically correct but by incorporating inti-
mations of the system responsible for such imagery. Indeed, one part
of her work has to do with cosmic relations: in an artist’s statement,
Trabulsi asserts that her work “reflects my sense of a well-balanced
universe that evolves mysteriously with great power but internal order.”
The recognition of this perception may be based in religious insight but
carries over to a vast, universal view of the world. Her thought incorpo-
rates religious truth but in fact moves beyond it to a universality affect-
ing everyone.

In another large painting, Trabulsi has painted a spiral moving outward
and consisting of 108 lotus flowers. Nearly a mandala of conscious-
ness, the image refers to the 108 emotions recognized in Buddhist
thought. The red-tipped leaves are striking and even moving within the
constellation of their larger pattern. One feels that the painting exercis
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es in a quiet way the precepts of Buddhist mind. Likely, it is not Trabul-
si’s conscious thought to draw out the parallels so consciously; instead,
as happens with all good art, the points being made are implied rather
than didactically dictated. The largest painting Trabulsi has worked on
recently is a triptych of colorful lotuses in red, blue, and yellow. They
hover in mid-air, against a neutrally colored background. While the
piece may start out as an image approaching simple embellishment,
the implications of the flowers refuse to let go of their accompanying
art history. Trabulsi knows this well, and she uses the beauty of her art
to suggest a deeper meaning. Her audience is wise to recognize the
implications of her pictures, which compellingly intimate the spirit as
well as the existence of psychological unities and the exacting charac-
teristics of fine art.

Jonathan Goodman
Professor at Pratt institute In New York, Art Writer
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