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HEART OF THE LOTUS FLOWER 心花

Soon after I qualified as a calligraphy teacher, my mentor’s first request was for me to paint the Buddhist proverb, ‘Heart of the Lotus Flower’. ‘Never forget the heart of the lotus flower’, he said. Born in murky waters, the lotus flower rises with pristine petals, unspoiled. She reaches the surface and unfolds as an enlightened flower.
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HANAGURI ROCKS, KASADO ISLAND

A painting of a photograph my late husband took in 1998. I remember him waiting for the sunset, the moment the light filtered through the rocks.
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LISTEN TO THE SOUND OF YOUR BRUSH

I STARTED CALLIGRAPHY at the age of eight. I had lost sight in my left eye, and in an effort to correct my imbalanced handwriting, my mother enrolled me in the local calligraphy school. I didn’t necessarily dislike the practice, so I accepted her wishes.

With my yearning to attend dancing or singing classes quietly nestled away, I attended weekly calligraphy lessons with my sister and brother. While the other students were able to capture the correct balance with ease, I struggled. My siblings would leave class early while I stayed behind practising piece after piece until I was given my teacher’s approval – a nod to say that I could go home.

As the years passed, I diligently continued my training, practising into the night while I was a university student or went to work.

However, it was only later in life that calligraphy and painting became more than mere artistic endeavours. There came a period when I couldn’t bring myself to hold the brush. I was consumed by sorrow after the passing of my beloved husband when he was 36 years old. I withdrew from the world, retreating into silence and giving up on all of life’s pleasures, including calligraphy and music. In my solitude, my focus shifted solely to listening to the sound of my daughter’s breathing, as she was suffering from frequent fainting spells. I kept the house as quiet as possible, and her smile became my sole purpose.

It took me a couple of years to leave the darkness behind and pick up my brush again. When I finally did, a new sensation coursed through me. My brush flowed with ease and grace as I painted, and I became acutely aware of the sounds of the brush that echoed within me. I found solace, bathed in the warmth of existence. From there, slowly I was able to reclaim my life. I was grateful for my mother who took me to calligraphy school. In this stillness, I was faced with the profound truth that only by turning inward could you truly see outward.

Soon after, I learned that Zen philosophy lies at the core of calligraphy and sumi painting – everything pieced together. I became aware of the spirituality of this art form.

My passion for teaching grew, to share this art form that had given me so much. In my workshops and lessons, this message stays at the core of my teaching: to pause the day and carve out a silent space where you can look inward and paint. I hope this humble offering may guide you through your journey of creation.
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ONE TIME, ONE MEETING 一期一会

It was towards the end of my training; the final years before I qualified as a calligraphy teacher. I had acquired the technical skills that the classroom had to offer, and what was left of my training was in the realms of introspection – to look inward and create in my own space and time. My master, Seizan, asked only that I visit him to hear his stories. ‘I will never repeat the same words twice’, he had said.

Yet each time I visited, he would narrate the same story; the words his mentor had passed on to him unchanged. I knew the exact cadence of words and the very moment he would pause to take a breath. With each telling, I grew restless of these recurrent encounters, thinking my time would be better spent practising. Nevertheless, I obliged and listened.

Only retrospectively can I understand the subtleties that had eluded me back then. The season had shifted, my surroundings had changed, and I too was no longer the same person who had listened to the previous telling. Every subtle change had granted each moment a singular existence. While no longer with me, he continues to impart his wisdom: to cherish the present as no encounter will repeat in the same way.
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Suibokuga
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Mountain Landscape – six-panel folding screen in the style of Tensho Shubun, early to mid-fifteenth century. © The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, Mary Griggs Burke Collection, Gift of the Mary and Jackson Burke Foundation, 2015.
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Kingfisher and Bamboo – hanging scroll in the style of Sesshu Toyo, nineteenth century. © The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, Charles Stewart Smith Collection, Gift of Mrs. Charles Stewart Smith, Charles Stewart Smith Jr., and Howard Caswell Smith, in memory of Charles Stewart Smith, 1914.





A SHORT HISTORY OF SUIBOKUGA

‘Sumi-e’ (墨絵) is a Japanese style of monochrome ink painting that uses black ink, carefully balanced with negative space, to distil and convey the essence of the subject. Its subset, ‘Suibokuga’ (水墨画), uses black ink washes to create a rich spectrum of shades that capture the subtle nuances of the natural world.

Originating in China during the Sung period (960–1279), Suibokuga was first introduced to Japan by Zen Buddhist monks around the end of the Kamakura era (1185–1333) and the beginning of the Muromachi period (1338–1573). However, it wasn’t until the mid-fifteenth century that this art form really gained popularity in Japan, catalysed by Sesshu Toyo (雪舟等楊), a Zen Buddhist monk and skilled painter.

Born in 1420, Sesshu was enrolled at the local Houfuku-ji temple at the age of 12, when he joined the monkhood. In his late adolescent years, he relocated to Kyoto Shoukoku-ji temple where he continued his Zen training and became a disciple of the esteemed painter, Tensho Shubun (天章周文).

While his artistic talents were inherent, 1467 marked a pivotal shift; the year when Sesshu travelled to Ming Dynasty China to study ink painting techniques from the great masters while accompanying the Japanese envoy. Disillusioned with contemporary Chinese paintings, which he found devoid of spiritual sensibility, he sought solace and inspiration in the vast and numinous landscapes of the south, which he later referred to as his greatest teachers.

Upon his return to Japan, Sesshu opened an art studio in Oita before settling down in his atelier, Unkoku-an, in Yamaguchi prefecture. Here, he trained his disciples
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