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Like every still life painter, Sarah Fagan 
spends time—a lot of time—considering 
objects.  Now, in her latest series, the 
artist’s attention has shifted to the 
spaces between her objects and the 
empty volumes contained within them.   
The paintings, focused on the concept of 
the vessel, depict plates, paper bags, 
envelopes, bowls and deconstructed 
boxes, all empty “in the state of highest 
potential,” as she puts it.   
 
The utility and significance of empty 
space is a concept relevant in Eastern 
art, architecture and philosophy.  “Mold a 
bowl out of clay; it is the empty space 
that makes it useful,” states the Tao te 
Ching.  Along with this ancient Chinese text, Fagan was influenced by the Japanese 
concept of “ma” (ma-ah), which roughly translates as the space between two physical 
objects, and includes the beholder’s experience of that space.  Melding these ideas, 
Fagan hit upon the paradox of using ‘thing’ to represent nothing; ‘object’ to represent 
emptiness. “The empty space in my work, both within the objects and the negative 
space around the objects, is a gift and a place for the viewer to settle,” says Fagan. 
 
Taking a note from Agnes Martin’s whispered abstract grids and Giorgio Morandi’s 
quietly powerful still lifes, Fagan has constrained her palette to produce quietly radiant 
images that privilege shape, space, form, light and shadow and invite meditation. 
           



 
 

Many artists suffer over their work. Kanetaka 
Ikeda is not one of them.  The sculptor and 
painter finds pleasure in the ever-expanding 
cosmology he has cultivated over 30 years, 
an imaginative investigation of the nature of 
the universe and human destiny that he calls 
the “Tree of Life.”   
 
In a multivalent output that includes mixed 
media sculpture, wood carving, installation, 
ink drawings, forays into surrealism, 
cartoons, satirical stories and acrylic 
paintings, Ikeda has transformed a traditional 
biblical theme into his own visual meditation 
on the “unity of all things and the individuality 
of each.” 
 
For the last three years, Ikeda has plumbed a 
sub-theme of his grand metaphysic, which he 
calls the “Cosmic Tree”—a symbol of the 
universe whose branches represent the lines 
of gravity and light and whose leaves 
represent stars, galaxies and cosmic dust.  

The “Cosmic Leaves” in the current show measure six to seven feet tall and three feet 
wide.  They are constructed of layers of cotton fabric glued to hardware cloth and tied 
to cherry branches with wire and string.  Strips of vibrantly painted canvas depicting 
imaginary snapshots of cosmic space are patched onto the leaves to form mosaic 
patterns.   
 
Ikeda credits his bi-national status—living half his life in his native Japan and half in the 
US—for freeing him from the typical beliefs and customs that constrain people raised in 
a single culture.  In Ikeda’s idiosyncratic cosmology, stars are the final product of the 
evolution of matter to energy, a process in which the human soul is but a halfway point 
in a long metamorphic process.   
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Top:  Sarah Fagan, Near, 2016, acrylic on panel, 12” x 12”  
Bottom:  Kanetaka Ikeda, Cosmic Leaf #3, 2016, Mixed media including cotton fabric 
and cherry blossom branch, 70” x 38”.  Photo: Aaron Johanson 
 
 
	


