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CHISATO MATSUMOTO: The Universe Twinkling in White

“Chisato Matsumoto's universe expands from her fingertips to infinity.”
—Miwa Kutsuna

Chisato Matsumoto first encountered tie-dyeing soon after entering Hiroshima City
University. As she unravelled her assignments on dyeing and weaving, she became
fascinated by the simple yet profound technique and richness of expression of tie-
dyeing, in which cloth is dyed by drawing with thread. Since then, she has incorporated
tie-dyeing into her own work, but those who see her work for the first time may not
realise that it is made using tie-dyeing techniques.

The countless bumps and dents in the pure white, undyed cloth, sometimes crawling
out from the gaps in the tatami mats and sometimes dominating the space as giant
protrusions, have the power of a single giant life form. It is no wonder, then, that
Matsumoto was attracted not to the “dyeing” part of tie-dyeing but to the tiny cloth
lumps called “shibori grains” that are created by binding the cloth with thread. She
senses the presence of life in their shape and the organic dynamism created by the
innumerable gathering of the shibori protrusions.

The origins of tie-dyeing can be traced back to the 6t or 7t" century in Japan, with the
earliest examples being preserved in Horyu-ji Temple and the Shosoin Repository.
Looking at the rest of the world, it is said that the tie-dyeing technique was used to
decorate clothing around what is now India some 5,000 years ago, and it is likely that
the technique was brought to Japan via the Silk Road. Furthermore, similar techniques
exist in many parts of the world, including Africa, Peru, China, and Central Asia, showing
how tie-dyeing has been passed down to the present day and has developed into a
technique that adds colour to people’s lives. Despite tie-dyeing being so widespread in
the world, it is interesting to discover that there are few parallels to it in traditional
European textiles. Beautiful tie-dye shapes, patterns, and colours are rooted in each
region and far removed from Western aesthetics. They have been formed over a long
period of time, just like how distilled spirits aged in casks have their own local unique
flavours.

There are quite a few eminent tie-dyeing areas throughout Japan, including Kyoto, Akita,
Oita, and Niigata. Matsumoto learned and practiced “Arimatsu-Narumi shibori”, the tie-
dye technique with a significant long history in Aichi prefecture. Arimatsu-Narumi
shibori, as is often seen in traditional Japanese crafts, is produced under a division of
labour system with specialised craftsmen sharing the work for each process, such as



pattern making, drafting, cloth drawing, and dyeing. In the past, farm women often did
shibori as a domestic job. While their skills, which they learnt from an early age to earn
a living, are highly developed, these women are neither living national treasures nor
artists. They worked in the family business, took care of the household, raised their
children, and lived in community with other women in the area, all the while performing
tremendous manual labour.

Chisato Matsumoto speaks of each shibori protrusion as if it has a life of its own and
describes the assemblage as a “crowd”, which is quite natural when looking back at the
history of tie-dyeing because in those small protrusions of cloth, which are born by
binding the pure cloth together with thread, lie the memories of thousands of years and
the lives of nameless people in countless countries and regions.

By discovering the universal relationship between the individual and the crowd in tie-
dyeing as a two-dimensional textile and further developing it into a three-dimensional
expression that makes use of space, Matsumoto’s work is not merely a continuation of
tradition but a bold challenge to new forms of artistic expression.

Let us take a closer look at her work once again. Tying is a very primitive act born over
the course of human life. Each shibori protrusion created by Matsumoto is the
accumulation of this extremely laborious and small process and seems to be quietly
filled with the energy of the artist.

Usually, silk is used for tie-dyeing techniques in Japan, but Matsumoto intentionally
uses synthetic fibres such as highly elastic polyester and shiny urethane to create
unique, plump, physical forms.

Considering how even a skilled craftsman is said to be able to tie only a few hundred
shibori protrusions in a day, it is easy to understand how Matsumoto’s artworks,
covering a large exhibition space and enveloping the audience, are the result of an
enormous amount of manual labour.

As Matsumoto considers the expansion of form and expression in her artworks while
working with her hands, the piece of cloth changes shape, becomes more uneven, clings
to columns and walls, and spreads out in response to the space as a whole. The light
that eventually dwells inside, the movement that is given to it, and the way it wriggles
and stirs seem to be an evolutionary process in which a single cell repeatedly divides
and multiplies, searching for a new form.

That all of Matsumoto’s works, which come in different shapes and sizes, start with a
single aperture is an important point in understanding her artistic nature. This is
precisely the story that all living creatures have experienced and passed down from
generation to generation since the birth of the first living organisms on Earth some 3.5
billion years ago.

When you realise this, each shibori feels like a tiny star that forms a galaxy in the
universe. Just as a star is born somewhere in the vast universe, the white stars born in
Matsumoto's palm quietly begin to pulsate, and the pure white cloth is transformed into
something that embraces new life. Through her work, we will discover that a piece of
cloth born from everyday life is deeply connected to the fundamental energy of the
universe.



Chisato Matsumoto’s work begins with traditional Japanese shibori techniques, but
each shibori she creates is a life, a repeated contraction and burst of the great energy
of the crowd. It is as if it has a life of its own and contains the memory of the Earth.
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