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SKY  PAPE
Canadian, born 1963

Unison (from the Inklings series), 2000
Sumi ink on handmade kozo paper
1321 × 775 mm (52 × 301/2 in)
Signed, inscribed, and dated, on verso, upper 
center, in graphite: Sky Pape Unison 2000
University of Nebraska– Lincoln, Olga N. 
Sheldon Acquisition Trust and gift of the 
June Kelly Gallery, u- 6388.2013

Sky Pape’s 1999 series Inklings constituted a seminal step on 
her journey to works on paper, now her primary medium. The 
gossamer, three- dimensional pieces are like snowflakes in a 
cold landscape. The Toronto- born Pape had been primarily 
a painter who used bright colors; however, her sorrow over 
the death and illness of close family members, followed by 
the loss of her studio and home through fire, led her to fresh 
beginnings in her art and a kind of healing through the embrace 
of new materials.

Familiar with the world of paper framing and conservation, 
she had had some experience with Japanese mulberry- based 
kozo paper, which provided the ground for her explorations 
in Inklings. Pape began by tearing the long- fibered, silky paper 
into strips of varying width; the medium’s lightness and pli-
ability belie its durability. The artist then attached the strips 
to one another in hinged layers resembling accordion folds 
or jalousies, using rice starch paste, which is valued for the 
reversibility of its gluing action. To these strips she applied 
sumi ink, made from what she calls “earthy elements like soot 
and ash,” in various ways and at various junctures in the dif-
ferent works in the series.1

One piece in the series, called Drift, is dotted with random 
spots and droplets of ink, while another, Depth of Pines, gives 
a furious impression of being saturated and striated with lines 
and lines of densely applied ink.2 Will, Inheritance, and the 
Sheldon’s Unison are more serene, almost meditative. They have 
a Zen- like feeling of order within randomness, or vice versa. 
Vertical in orientation and often measuring substantially over 
four feet high, these works contain vertical bands of subtle ink 
tones at the center or the sides. The darkened edges of Unison, 
for instance, leave a tabula rasa at the center —  an open field 
for contemplation. The shaded areas are formed by tipping 
selected edges of the horizontal paper strips with ink, which 
emphasizes the work’s structure. In all the pieces, there is the 
constant possibility of movement, as wind or handling can 
create ripples in the three- dimensional surfaces of what almost 
appear to be textiles or feather constructions.

In response to a question about her works being mono-
chromatic, Pape referred to “the range of grays that many 
consider to have the breadth and expansiveness that color 
possesses.”3 She continued, “I’ve only experienced the ink’s 
wonder rather than bumping up against limitations.” In more 
recent creations, the artist has returned to flat paper as a ground 

for what at first glance seem more traditional —  that is to say, 
less sculptural —  drawings. Her methods continue to be highly 
innovative, though, as when she has blown ink through straw- 
like tools to create linear abstractions. Each series has a unique 
look, and Pape is always stretching the boundaries of the mate-
rials. “Drawing is a mindful practice,” she has said.4 This has 
never been truer than in Unison, a highlight in the series that 
started her in the direction of drawings as fully realized works 
of art. cn

 1. Sky Pape, e- mail correspondence with the author, January 4, 2014.
 2. For further images and information on Inklings, see www.skypape.com, 

“Folio —  Earlier Archives.”
 3. Pape, e- mail correspondence.
 4. William Forrestal, “The Landscape Explored: An Interview with Sky Pape,” 

in Sky Pape: Selections from the Bellagio Suite, exhibition catalog (Fredericton 
nb: Yellow Box Gallery, St. Thomas University, 2013).
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