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Iku
Invisible Connection Ikuko Fujisawa (Iku) was born in Japan and currently lives and 

works in Orange. Working with the traditional Japanese medium 
of Sumi ink, made from compressed soot, she creates expressive 
abstract paintings that emerge from her observation of shadows. 
Interpreting the world around her, Iku evocatively reimagines 
scenes from her daily life. 

Iku explores the subtle colour range of black Sumi ink, from the soft 
blue tones of ink made from pine oil to the brown-black tones from 
canola oil. Softly rubbing the ink stick onto a wet stone, she dilutes 
the ink with water in preparation for painting. This time-laden mixing 
is integral to her process, setting a meditative pace that is essential 
to her work. Using a range of Japanese Hake and Renpitsu brushes, 
Iku varies the density and dilution as each layer is applied, painting 
gradations of black, brown sepias and soft blues. Serendipitous 
Encounter (2021) conveys this exploration of colour, as the artist 
states, “Sumi ink is a very difficult medium to work with. Even if I 
intended to draw with the colour I wanted, I wouldn’t know until the 
colour dried on the paper. Serendipitous Encounter is a mixture of 
colours, the colours were unexpectedly created while playing with 
Sumi ink.” The result is a work of great subtlety. The soft layering of 
blacks, and shifting gradations evoke shadows and the unseen.  

Iku begins her work by first creating a study, annotated with numbers 
to mark the sequence of each brushstroke. Time is the shifting 
factor here, where careful planning is followed by immediacy and 
spontaneity, where the ink is quickly absorbed by the paper and lines 
cannot be reworked. The varying qualities of the Chinese Xuan paper, 
brush and Sumi ink introduce an element of chance into her intuitive 
process. The deliberate, methodical nature of her preparation is 
disarming in contrast to her bold and spontaneous paintings. 

For Iku, art has always been a part of her life, an outlet for creativity 
and an inner world to work within. Originally from Japan, she was 
introduced to traditional Japanese calligraphy at four years of 
age. She learnt to form Chinese characters with an ink brush, the 
foundation of Japanese calligraphy. A turning point in her practice 
came when she began studying under Japanese master calligrapher, 
Bakuzan Sakaki, who encouraged Iku to use calligraphy as a design 
element to express her own ideas. In her most recent paintings she 
pushes outside her early training in calligraphy to create expressive, 
abstract works in response to the world around her. 

Questioner (2021) draws on her early foundation in Chinese 
characters, which Iku then reimagined in response to the global 
turmoil of the last few years with the pandemic and Russia’s 
invasion of the Ukraine. “When I researched the origins and 
historical background of the kanji (Chinese) character “question 問”, 
I found that the 口 represents a vessel used by shamans in religious 
ceremonies to ask the gods about the next harvest, weather, or the 
outcome of a war. A tree branch was placed in a vessel, asking the 
gods about the future and praying for peace. This work is inspired 
by that vessel.” Questioner, with its gestural lines, is alive with 
energy in each stroke. Unlike the bold, monolithic forms of her other 
paintings, here she uses finer brushes to create lines that vibrate 
with movement—an articulation of that state of uncertainty.



In her connection to the invisible, Iku has always been captivated by shadows, comparing 
them to the beauty of the yin and yang. Using calligraphic lines, curves, and the ranging 
colours of Sumi ink to convey her impressions of shadows, her artworks become 
abstracted, creating geometric or modular shapes with large, expressive brushstrokes. In 
this exhibition, Iku pushes scale and intensity to create her largest paintings yet. A gust 
of wind (2021) was created in response to her observation of the shadows of eucalyptus 
branches and leaves moving in the wind at the Orange Botanic Gardens. Double the 
length of her early works, the long paper allows the artist to physically extend her 
brushstrokes, as if directing the force of the wind through the leaves. 

By embracing the shadows and transience, Iku gives form to her poetic inner world 
and shares it with us. In these subtle gradations of Sumi ink Iku allows chance and 
spontaneity to inform her work, subtly articulating the invisible and overlooked 
experiences that connect us.

Lucy Stranger
Curator

Questioner  2021
Japanese Sumi-ink on Chinese Xuan paper
69 x 69cm



Yin and yang II  2020
Japanese Sumi-ink on Chinese Xuan paper
69 x 69cm



Inner shadows  2020
Japanese Sumi-ink on Chinese Xuan paper
69 x 69cm
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