
Well before the Internet age, 
at a time when information 
about Japan was quite lim-

ited, Ilan Yanizky, who had heard about 
a “special traditional Oriental art called 
Sumi-e,” set off for Japan in pursuit of tra-
ditional ink painting and calligraphy. By 
the time he arrived here in 1983, Yanizky 
was already an active artist who had stud-
ied at the Rome Art Academy and the 
Tel-Aviv School of Art and was eager to 
take on something new. 

When he saw the work of Ito Jakuchu 
(1716 – 1800) at Tokyo National Museum 
in Ueno Park, Yanizky was enthralled. He 
remembers, “Never in my life had I seen 
such beautiful painting. The images of 
cranes floating in white space, so much 

white space, impressed me as art that was 
much more modern than anything I had 
learned so far.” Following that encounter, 
he decided to try his hand at Sumi-e art 
and started looking for a teacher.

In 1985, Yanizky started studying 
Sumi-e under the late master Yamada Kou 
of the Nanga School of Sumi-e where he 
remained for 16 years. During this time, 
in order to master Sumi-e techniques, he 
was trained to paint flowers, landscapes, 
and animals. In 1987, he began studies in 
Calligraphy, and today he is licensed to 
teach both Sumi-e and Calligraphy.

Yanizky opened his Shibuya studio 
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in 1989, and, in 1997, he was honored by 
the Tokyo Metropolitan Governor with an 
award for his Sumi-e works. Commissions 
by various enterprises for pieces to adorn 
restaurants, hotels, shops, and offices fol-
lowed. Now his work can be found in pri-
vate collections in many countries around 
the world. 

Japanese Sumi-e is rooted in Zen Bud-
dhism whose features of meditation, 
simplicity, and the practice of letting go 
of one’s thoughts are evident in Sumi-e 
and its practice. Before beginning to put 
brush to paper, the Sumi-e artist engages 
with the four main tools: the ink stick, or 
sumi in Japanese, the ink stone suzuri, the 
fude brush, and the paper, usually washi. 
These are sometimes referred to as the 

“Four Treasures.” The artist takes time to 
grind the ink stick on the stone, mixing the 
solid ink with water to turn the ink into a 
deep black. During this process, the artist 
meditates in preparation for the drawing 
or, in the case of Calligraphy, writing. This 
is especially important in Sumi-e and Cal-
ligraphy because each stroke is distinct and 
expressive; it is not possible to go back and 
“touch up” an earlier stroke. Each individu-
al stroke has a life of its own. 

Besides the aesthetic of the ink on the 
paper, the physical process of placing it 
there requires skill at each stage along the 
way. First, the ink has to be loaded onto the 

Ilan Yanizky Sumi-e art from the "Sunflowers" series

Chinese lantern plants

Ilan Yanizky teaches both Sumi-e and Calligraphy.

Ilan Yanizky working in his studio The artist in Kyoto
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brush such that a single stroke can achieve 
both bold and subtle effects on the paper. 
And then just the right touch or move that 
places it there is also a technique acquired 
through training and experience. In Sumi-
e painting, the strokes seem to float above 
and briefly light on the paper, leaving a 
wake of ink. An example of this graceful 
action is Yanizky’s tutorial video of how to 
draw bamboo, listed below.    

While monotone ink from light gray to 
deep black was originally used for Sumi-e 
paintings, now colors are added. Yanizky’s 
Sumi-e works burst with color, from pur-
ples in his Grapes, oranges in his Persim-
mons, pale and vivid greens in Bamboo, 

and bright yellows, brick 
reds, and pure blues in 
his Sunflowers series.  

Yanizky holds exhibi-
tions once every two or 
three years, with the most recent one in 
2015. Information about his work, lessons, 
and exhibitions can be found on his web-
site, shown below. 

Yanizky believes that Sumi-e and Callig-
raphy hold appeal to people of all ages and 
nationalities. He teaches up to six students 
in classes in his studio with a total of 60 
students attending. Most of them practice 
with Yanizky twice a month. Many have 
been with him more than 10 years—some 
of them for even 20 years. Yanizky explains 
that “creativity and enjoyment” are the key 
words to his approach to teaching Sumi-e. 
Students and customers alike say that they 
like his Sumi-e for its modern and con-
temporary aesthetic. His classes are usually 
conducted in Japanese, but students who 
come to Japan from overseas for short-term 
courses can be taught in Hebrew, Italian, or 
English.   

When asked about the future of Sumi-
e and Calligraphy, Yanizky said, “to my 
delight both are gaining lots of popularity 
all around the world, and there is a great 
demand for Sumi-e & Calligraphy works.”  

Profile
Name: Ilan Yanizky 
Birthplace: Netanya, Israel 
Residence: Nakano ward, Tokyo
Arrival in Japan: 1983
Profession: Sumi-e and Calligraphy artist
Representative Work: Sunflowers series
Awards: Tokyo Metropolitan Governor Award for 
Sumi-e in 1997.
Favorite expression in Japanese: 一期一会  ichigo 
ichie  (one meeting in a lifetime).
Goal for the next 5 to 10 years: To expand his art 
activity.
Website: ilanyanizky.com
YouTube: https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=p2f_9ElBRQo&t=1223s (an interview 
of Ilan Yanizky covering Sumi-e and Calligraphy); 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HNjE0950U_
A (bamboo tutorial by Ilan Yanizky)

Yanizky has been featured in most magazines and 
newspapers in Japan, on multiple TV channels, and 
ANA inflight broadcasts.

Ilan Yanizky Sumi-e art from the "Grapes" series

Exhibitions are held every two or three years.

The artist teaches classes up to six students.

Persimmons and grapes burst with color.




