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Hanami, the Japanese custom of appreciating the transient beauty of
flowers, has found a burgeoning audience outside of Japan centered
around sakura, the cherry blossom trees that now grow in abundance in
cities around the world. The Vancouver Cherry Blossom Festival is an
especially glorious site for hanami due to the more than 43,000 cherry
blossom trees and 13,000 plum trees that burst into pink and white
blooms between March and May in nearly every neighborhood in
Vancouver. The festival, which began 12 years ago, offers many
community events, with guided tours led by foot or by bicycle to learn
about the 54 cultivars that bloom in Vancouver. This year’s festival
opens with something new: a massed choir performance at Christ
Church Cathedral, open to all who wish to join in the singing of the
festival’s commissioned song, “Cherry Blossoms For You & Me,” as well
as Beethoven’s “Ode To Joy,” the Navajo chant “Now I Walk in Beauty,”
and the Japanese folk song “Sakura Sakura” (all sheet music available on
the festival web site). The Cherry Jam Downtown (April 4) is a free
midday concert performance under the canopy of blossoms at the
Burrard SkyTrain Station (April 5). Over the next three weeks are more
incentives to spend as much time as possible amid the blooms: Sakura
Days Japan Fair at the VanDusen Botanical Garden celebrates Japanese
arts including ikebana, origami, calligraphy, Japanese tea ceremonies,
and sake tasting (April 14-15); while Queen Elizabeth Park is the site of
The Big Picnic and the nighttime Spring Lights Illumination where
video art is projected onto the blossom “screen.” The Big Picnic has
been confirmed for April 14 and the Spring Lights Illumination is based
on weather and blooming. The festival’s main gastronomic event is held
in Stanley Park: The Sakura Night Gala brings out some of Vancouver’s
best chefs for a tasting dinner of Asian-fusion cuisines with wine
pairings (April 22). A Haiku contest (this year’s theme is harmony)
invites people from all over the world to compose and submit haikus;
the winning poems shared online and read at the festival’s anchor

events.
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