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Suminagashi 

About Suminagashi
This art form originated over 2,000 years ago in China and was practiced by Japanese Shinto 
priests as early as the 12th century, in the Heian period (794–1185). It was used as a meditative 
practice and for divination. In Japan, suminagashi is one of the oldest forms of paper marbling. 
It is created by floating ink on the surface of water and then laying paper on the water so that 
the ink image is captured on the paper.
Later, it developed into an art form, becoming popular among the Japanese royal court, who 
used it to design paper and fabric with delicate, intricate patterns. It is historically seen with 
poems and writing and reflects the rhythm of nature and creation. Japanese practitioners see 
suminagashi as more than ink on water. They see it as an expression of emotions and harmony 
with nature.
As the practice of paper marbling spread throughout Europe, it was used for bookbinding. Art-
ists developed ways of creating more intricate patterns by using breath and different tools to 
manipulate the ink and water.
Today, with simple tools, you can make your own suminagashi, only needing water, ink, and 
paper or fabric.

How It’s Made
Suminagashi is made by adding alternating drops of ink and dish soap to the surface of the 
water until a beautiful patten is formed. Paper is then placed on the top of the water, absorbing 
the ink and capturing the pattern. 

What We can Learn
The process of creating, seeing the unique swirls appear, and creating a snapshot of a moment 
in time is a lesson in itself. The process of suminagashi can also be looked at scientifically in the 
exploration of the surface tension of different liquids and how to change and work with these 
factors in the creation of artwork.

lesson two

How to Say It
Suminagashi — soo-mee-nah-GAH-shee

Five syllables — take it one piece at a time: 
soo… mee… nah… GAH… shee.

sumi 墨 (ink) nagashi 流し (floating)
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MATERIALS NEEDED

Shallow tray 
Big enough to hold the 
paper filled with two 
inches of clean water.

Pro tip: If the bottom 
of the tray is white, you 
will see the ink more 
clearly.

Container 1 
Containing a few 
tablespoons of 
water mixed with a 
small drop of liquid 
dishwashing 
soap. Any brand 
will work.

Container 2
Containing 
sumi ink

On each workspace:

Washi (Japanese paper) 
or other absorbent white 
paper	

Note: If the paper has sizing 
in it, the ink will not be able 
to absorb and won’t work for 
this project.

Trim the paper to fit the con-
tainer as it needs to float.

Container 3
(Optional)
Containing 
different colour ink

Brush 
1 Brush 

2

Brush 
3

Note on brushes
A brush is needed for each 
container – one for the wa-
ter/soap mixture and one 
for each colour of ink.

Calligraphy brushes are 
best, however other fine tip 
brushes will work.

Other
Pieces of newsprint for 
cleaning the surface of 
water

Paper towel or newsprint 
for laying out wet marbled 
paper

Line and clothespins for 
hanging work to finish dry-
ing and to display finished 
art



3

m
arbling

墨
流
し

Process
This art, although simple, does require a delicate touch during parts of the process. 
Some preparation can be done ahead of time, such as mixing the soap and water.

Note: Add one small drop of soap with a few tablespoons of water. Mixing soap into 
the water ensures that the water will stay on top of the water that is already in the 
tray and will not mix with the ink. This mixture is what makes the rings and patterns 
possible.
Demonstrate! Before students begin, demonstrate the process so the students can 
see all the steps. It is important for them to see how to drop the ink onto the surface 
of the water and how to alternate the two brushes with the ink and the soapy water.
Teachers should try the process ahead of time.

To begin, dip one brush into the ink and the other into the soapy water. Excess 
liquid is pressed out against the side of the dish so that it is not dripping from the 
brush.

1. Very gently, while holding the brushes vertically, touch the tip of the ink brush to 
the surface of the water. As soon as it touches the surface, a small amount of ink will 
spread in a circle on the top of the water. 

2. Immediately touch the brush with the soapy water to the surface of the water 
inside the ink circle exactly the same way the brush with ink was touched to the 
surface. The longer the tip is held to the surface, the larger the amount of liquid (ink 
or soapy water), will be transferred. 
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Continue until you are satisfied with the pattern. The pattern can be manipulated 
by blowing gently or waving one's hand overtop or pulling a brush tip through the 
pattern.

4. Gently lay the paper on top of the wa-
ter. As soon as it touches the ink and 
water, the ink will transfer to the paper.

5. Gently lift the paper off the water 
and place it face up on a paper towel or 
newsprint.

3. Repeat this process. Each time the brush touches the water, the ink that was al-
ready there will form a new ring and spread out. 

6. If there is still some ink residue float-
ing on the water in the tray, a piece of 
newspaper can be dropped on the sur-
face and used to blot up this extra ink so 
the water can be used again.

Process continued
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Things to watch for:
• 	 White paper works best so the contrast between the colours is stronger.
• 	 Some ink might sink to the bottom of the tray. If it is just a small amount, it is al-

right as long as most of the ink is still floating on top in patterns.
• 	 If all the ink sinks, the amount of ink is too much, or the brush has gone into the 

water too far.
• 	 Once the pattern has been transferred to the paper and lifted off, if the ink bleeds 

and spreads causing the pattern to be lost, the paper might be too soft or have 
sizing in it that is preventing the ink from absorbing into the paper.

• 	 It is best to test the materials prior to class and to have a variety of papers for 
students to try.

• 	 The first couple of touches to the surface with ink might appear to be quite light 
in colour. Keep going; the ink will get darker.

• 	 The patterns that form are quite magical—sometimes it is tempting to do too 
much manipulating, causing the natural patterns to disappear or blend together.

• 	 A positive meditative atmosphere may be noticeable depending on the atten-
tiveness of the students.
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Assessment, Modifications, Extensions

Assessment/Reflection
The excitement is in the process of creating, seeing the unique swirls appear, and 
creating a snapshot of a moment in time. Thinking back to how this art form was 
once used as a meditative practice, how might this process of observation, pat-
tern-making, and repetition be applied to other areas of one’s life?

Modifications
The size of the tray holding the bath of water and the paper can be changed to 
create suminagashi of different sizes.

Smaller pieces of suminagashi can be collaged together to create a larger piece.
If the paper tears in the process, it can easily be repaired when dry by adding a 
“band-aid” made from the same kind of washi paper to the back using a bit of glue 
to hold it in place.

Art Extension
If the paper that students have made is large enough, it can now be used to make 
gyotaku!

Gyotaku can also be made with smaller subjects like squid. The gyotaku technique 
can be used to make imprints of shells or seaweed directly onto the suminagashi 
paper.

There are a myriad of other ways this marbled paper can now be used, aside from 
being a finished piece in itself. It could be used for collage, wrapping paper, card 
making, and as a surface for writing, painting, printing, or combining with other pa-
pers or materials.

Cross-Curricular Access
Science The process of suminagashi can be discussed scientifically in the explo-
ration of the surface tension of different liquids and how to change and work with 
these factors in the creation of artwork. Experimentation can be a component of 
this lesson.

Research about surface tension. How is it that insects can walk on water? How does 
temperature affect surface tension? Why does soap break surface tension?

Outdoor Education Suminagashi can be done in an outdoor environment in direct 
contact with nature and the elements. Perhaps there are puddles nearby or a place 
where water gathers naturally, such as on leaves.


