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Omihachiman, Shiga Prefecture. Tsumugi-ori artist SHIMURA Fukumi was born
in this city on the shores of Lake Biwa. Using thread colored with vegetable
dyes, her work emphasizes the beauty of natural hues. In 1990, SHIMURA
Fukumi was recognized as a Holder of an Important Intangible Cultural
Property : Tsumugi-ori, or what is often called a Living National Treasure.
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Each June, a fresh supply of cocoons is delivered to SHIMURA's studio in
Sagano, Kyoto. The ends of the fine threads are then put on a reeling
machine.
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Extracting colors from plants. SHIMURA sees this as "receiving the life
essence of the plants". This use of subtle, natural hues and delicate
gradation between light and dark has been a hallmark of SHIMURA's
work.
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Of the natural dyes, indigo is one SHIMURA has used again and again. Put
the indigo into the pots at the birth of the new moon, and the color will
be just right when the moon is full. With time, a foam forms on the
surface. This is called ai no hana, or the "indigo flower". This foam is a
sign that the dye solution is ready for use.
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SHIMURA sets to work on her latest creation. “l see Lake Biwa as like a

bowl filled with the same sort of magical indigo as is held in our dye pots.”
For this new piece, she is going back to where it all began for her.
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It will be a depiction of Lake Biwa. She rolls the thread onto a large spool,
as preparation of the warp begins. This weave will involve eleven-hundred
strands. In kasuri weaving, the warp thread must be specially prepared in
advance.
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With the step of masking completed, the bundle of thread is submerged
into the indigo pot. She took up the art of indigo dye making with no
prior experience, and spent a good five years at it with little success. But
those early disappointments were just one chapter in a lifetime of working
with indigo.
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The work begins with the warp thread. Before the warp is strung onto the
loom, it is wound onto a warp beam with a ratchet mechanism. All the
while, SHIMURA makes sure the threads are properly aligned to create the
kasuri pattern.
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Now the weaving begins. Lake Biwa has been the subject of her weaves
numerous times. This time, the piece will depict a winter scene. The kasuri
pattern is gradually revealed, showing flecks of white snow falling on the
deep blue surface of the lake.
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Around 12 meters in length, the fabric for this latest tsumugi-ori creation
is spread across the studio and stretched on thin bamboo rods.
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Now, many steps later, the kimono will be sewn together with temporary
stitching. The scene around Lake Biwa is one very dear to SHIMURA's
heart. It is here that she was born, got her first job in weaving, and made
her first indigo dyes.
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The title is Fuyu no Mizu'umi, or Lake in Winter. Today she works with
aspiring artists, guiding them in the ways of tsumugi-ori. In so doing,
SHIMURA Fukumi passes her love of tsumugi-ori, and the reverence for
nature it can inspire, onto a new generation.
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Tsumugi-ori

The Art of SHIMURA Fukumi

Originally, tsumugi-ori were woven with thread spun from waste silk. They were the daily
wear of silk farmers and other common people. At one time, tsumugi-ori were typified by
plain weaving and simplicity of style. But more recently, textile artists have taken tsumugi-ori
to exciting new places in terms of coloration and design. One such artist is SHIMURA Fukumi.
Using thread colored with vegetable dyes, her work emphasizes the beauty of natural hues.
In 1990, SHIMURA Fukumi was recognized as a Holder of an Important Intangible Cultural
Property : Tsumugi-ori, or what is often called a Living National Treasure.
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