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On a small side street on the 
second floor of a lime green 
concrete building, a hidden world 

resides. Inside this innocuous building is 
an artist’s room. Its walls are lined with 
paintings, calligraphy and certificates 
proclaiming awards and praise for the artist’s 
skills. Welcome to the studio of Kenmei 
Nakamura—an internationally-acclaimed 
sumi-e (Japanese for “ink pictures”) artist 
whose paintings have exhibited throughout 
the world. His studio is an eclectic mix 
of sumi-e, oil paintings and watercolors. 
Nakamura was recently awarded a prize for 
his Shîsâ (lion-dog) painting that was placed 
as a label on a Japanese bottle of sake. This 
was the first time a Japanese artist has won 
this prestigious competition in Paris.
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these striking paintings
are not only a type of art,

but a form of meditation.
In the middle of Nakamura’s studio, two 
long sturdy work tables stretch almost wall 
to wall. Various ink stones, ink sticks, liquid 
ink, brushes, paper weights and other tools 
of his craft can be found throughout the 
studio. This small room contains everything 
Nakamura needs to turn blank rice paper 
into a masterpiece. “When I was a small child 
I liked to draw,” Nakamura says.  As he grew 
older, he experimented with oil paintings, 
watercolors and calligraphy. After using 
color mediums, he found sumi-e and its use 
of traditional black ink to be interesting.   
After deciding to practice sumi-e,  
Nakamura went to a correspondence school 
to learn about this art. Eventually, he took 
private instruction from a professor at the 
University of Ryukyus and was then tested 

on his art by a sumi-e teacher from mainland 
to become a licensed sumi-e teacher himself.

After becoming certified, Nakamura was 
asked by a colleague to teach on-base at 
Bob Hope Elementary School and Zukeran 
Elementary School. He enjoyed teaching 
the young students and wanted to share 
sumi-e with people on the island who knew 
nothing of the art. There are not as many 
practitioners of sumi-e in Japan as in China 
and even fewer on Okinawa.  Nakamura 
noticed that sumi-e was not well-known 
among those from other nations besides 
Japan and China. Nakamura said, “Very few 
foreigners do sumi-e and I thought I would 
like to teach them.” With that in mind, he 

founded the Okinawa International Modern 
Suiboku-Ga Society.

The Living Spirit
The ancient art of sumi-e  has been practiced 
for over 1,000 years. The tradition of 
sumi-e painting originated in China and 
was introduced to Japan around the 7th 
century. Deeply rooted in Zen Buddhism, 
these striking paintings are not only a type 
of art, but a form of meditation. The first 
practitioners were highly disciplined monks 
that were attracted to this art form because of 
its spiritual nature as well as the patience and 
discipline it took to perfect a piece. Sumi-e is 
different from other art forms because artists 
focus on depicting the essence or the living 

Deeply rooted in Zen Buddhism, 
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It is not only 
an art but a 
discipline.

spirit of the object or scene rather than its 
outward appearance. Like the tea ceremony, 
it is not only an art but a discipline.

The practice of sumi-e begins with the ink 
stick. The ink stick is made of soot and glue 
and is molded into a cylinder, then fired in 
a kiln. An artist places water into a divot 
in the suzuri, or ink stone, then rubs the 
ink stick in the water in a circular motion 
against the stone to create sumi, meaning 
ink.   For those who practice sumi-e as 
meditation, the grinding of the ink can be 
very soothing. Depending on the type of ink 
stick that is used, different shades of black 
can be created including black ink tinted 
with color. Once the ink has been made and 
mixed to the artist’s liking, they can begin 
to paint. Pre-made liquid ink can also be 
used to more easily create different shades 
while painting.

Rice paper is a common type of medium 
used in the practice of sumi-e. Depending 
on the consistency, various types of rice 

paper are used for a variety of projects. The 
absorption rate of the paper can make an 
image turn out darker or lighter and look a 
certain way.  Many sumi-e practitioners use 
rice paper held down by a paper weight so 
that the artists do not have to worry about 
their canvas shifting as they work. Many 

different types of brushes are used including 
those with thick or thin bristles, leaving a 
unique imprint on the canvas. There are 
many types of paper, brushes, ink and ink 
stones that can be for daily use or that are 
extremely valuable and expensive in sumi-e. 
Once an artist has an array of instruments, 
they can use any and all to practice their art.

Four subjects commonly depicted are 
bamboo, plum blossoms, orchids and 
chrysanthemum. These subjects are known 
as the “Four Gentlemen.” The term Four 
Gentlemen was used because gentlemanly 
qualities are desirable in China and the 
Confucian way of thinking. Each of the four 
subjects represents a fine quality as well as a 
season. The bamboo signifies winter as well 
as strength and integrity. The plum blossoms 
represent spring and character. The orchid 
represents summer and noble virtue, while 
the chrysanthemum stands for modesty, 
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loyalty and the fall season. Traditionally, 
new students would learn to paint these 
subjects first. Newer students start to paint 
simple bamboo and then progress flowers 
and other subjects in nature. Professional 
artists can use many different subjects 
in their paintings, even those that take 

extreme patience and skill. The painting 
itself uses a few eloquent brush strokes. 
 

 
 
Suiboku meaning “water ink” is another 

name for sumi-e. The Okinawa International 
Modern Suiboku-Ga Society was named so 
because Nakamura hoped to share sumi-e 
and its more modern techniques with others 
including the large American population on 
Okinawa. He loves sumi-e so much that he 
asked several artists that he knew to form 

水墨画Okinawa International
Modern Suiboku-Ga Society

The painting itself uses a few 
eloquent brush strokes.
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this society with him in order to teach this 
art and share it with others.   This society 
has been around for almost 12 years and 
celebrated their tenth anniversary in 2010 
by releasing a book featuring artwork from 
each of their members.

Most of the society members attended 
a weekly class for beginners at the local 
community center called Peare for a 
period of four months. Students of the 
class purchased their tools and materials 
and were taught the basics of sumi-e, 
starting with bamboo and flowers before 
continuing onto other subjects. Advanced 
students may enroll with Nihon Suji, 
a correspondence class for sumi-e and 
calligraphy.  A member of the Suiboku-
Ga Society and an amateur painter, Gary 
Harper says, “Painting goes very quickly 
but you cannot correct them if you make 
a mistake.”  The Okinawa International 

Modern Suiboku-Ga Society is just one 
of the sumi-e societies on Okinawa. They 
believe in using colors in their paintings, 
whereas some traditionalists do not. 

Nakamura teaches classes on Camp Foster 
several times a year in schools, libraries and 
other venues. Within a few hours, a student 
could be drawing a bamboo with leaves.   
It’s all about the brush work. Common 
subjects of newer sumi-e artists are flowers 
and animals. Harper says “the pencil or 
brush goes where you put it.” This means 
that the beauty and art can happen with 
patience and work. There are 13 members 
in the society at this time but they are 
always looking for interested people. Some 
members even send their paintings to 
mainland Japan for exhibits. The society 
sponsors art shows four or five times a year 
including Camp Foster Art Connections in 
the Library, Zukeran Library and Kubasaki 

High School.  This gives the artists a chance 
to show off their work as well as get other 
people interested in it. 

Sharing Sumi-e
Even though sumi-e is an ancient art, 
modern techniques can be used when 
painting sumi-e.  The Zen practices mixed 
with color and newer subjects create a 
beautiful art. “It is really nice, and with 
practice the painting can be beautiful and 
enjoyable,” Harper notes. Anyone can enjoy 
sumi-e if they put their minds to it. It doesn’t 
have to be deeply philosophical; people can 
just enjoy it.   The Okinawa International 
Modern Suiboku-Ga Society welcomes all 
interested people. They meet on the second 
Sunday of each month. Several times a year 
they also meet to sketch and take photos of 
pretty areas to paint later. Although this is 
an ancient art form, anyone can practice it 
if they try. 

墨絵

The ancient Zen 
practices combined with 

modern techniques create a 
beautiful art.


