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Commemorative Lectures
Light, Life and Colour

Fukumi Shimura

Let me begin by expressing my heartfelt appreciation to all of you for taking the
time to come and join us today.

I still find it rather hard to believe that I'm here speaking to such a large audience.
Over the past few days, [ have spent time with Dr. Robert Samuel Langer and Dr.
Edward Witten, and I'm still somewhat bewildered at being here today in the company
of those distinguished scientists who have such profound insight and spectacular ideas
of global significance. However, I'm gradually coming to realize that, although we come
from the separate poles of the world of science and the world of nature and art, our
thinking has somehow become attuned, as if we were walking closer step by step. [ hope
that my presentation will help you to better understand what I mean by this.

As mentioned in my profile that was presented earlier, [ was adopted by my uncle
at the age of two. In retrospect, this was the first fateful encounter in my life. 1 was
treated so kindly and raised with great affection. But, I always felt a sense of emptiness,
deep in my heart. As a child, I felt lonely for no apparent reason, and I had no idea why.

One thing led to another and, after I turned 17, [ got to know a whole bunch of
relatives—my natural parents, an elder sister, two elder brothers, and a younger sister.
It was like a dream come true and I was certainly very happy but, at the same time, it
was a profound shock, as if my whole life had been flipped upside down. It all happened
at just the right time; if I had been a little vounger or older than 17, I may not have been
able to accept it. But, just around the age of 17, the door to my heart—which to that
point had been totally dark—was opened wide. While being able to get to know my
relatives was certainly a major reason for this, it was not the only one. One night, when
my natural mother was confiding in me about all sorts of things, she also spoke
passionately to me about religion and other matters concerning life. Until then, | had
never given serious thought to such things because religion and art had not been given
much weight in my previous family life. I came to realize that those were the things that
I wanted most in life, and that the hollowness in my heart had likely been due to their
absence (Fig. 1).

My oldest brother, who suffered from very poor health, used to paint often (Fig. 2).
He lived his life so passionately that, for him, living and painting were practically the
same thing.

He, like my mother, told me about art and religion, and that revelation had a

massive impact on me.
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At that time, my second oldest brother was bedridden due to a serious illness. |
had tired of attending school by then, so I took it upon myself to look after him. One day,
I found something that looked like a loom at one end of our shed. I asked my mother
what it was and she said that it was a machine for weaving. She also told me that, toward
the beginning of the Showa period in 1927, Mr. Soetsu Yanagi and others who were
proponents of the Mingei Movement, or Japanese Folk Crafts Movement, formed the
Kamigamo Mingei Kyodan, or Kamigamo Folk Crafts Communion, in Kyoto. It was
there that my mother first learned how to weave from Mr. Goro Aota, a dyeing and
weaving artist. But, Mr. Aota died young and my mother, a doctor's wife having given
birth to four children by that time, was forced to give up weaving and put her loom away
in the shed.

Having discovered the loom, I told her that I wanted to weave. [ think, now, that it
probably sounded a bit strange for me to say that; however, my mother set up the loom
at my sick brother’s bedside and showed me how to weave. About a week later, [ had to
bid farewell to my second oldest brother.

So, that is how I came to learn the circumstances of my birth, encounter my first
loom, and lose an older brother, all before the end of my 17th year.

My next step was to enrol at a vocational school in Tokyo called Bunka Gakuin.
My oldest brother was studying in the Department of Fine Arts, there. In 1941, the
Pacific War broke out. Rather unusually for the time, Bunka Gakuin was a school that
advocated liberal education under the lead of its then principal Mr. Isaku Nishimura.
Elessed with a faculty of stellar artists, including Ms. Akiko Yosano, Mr. Kosaku
Yamada, and Mr. Hakutei Ishii, the school provided education for the soul. Even as the
entire country became caught up in the war effort, Mr. Nishimura steadfastly advocated
pacifism, which was a stance that could have cost him his life, None of the students
responded to conscription, and we were all very defiant against what was going on
around us. But, then, the military police finally arrested him and he was sent to prison.
The school was shut down soon after, although it would re-open when peace came. At
the time, I was too young to truly appreciate the faith that led him to develop such an
aggressive educational policy but, somehow, I began to realize how powerful education
can be. [ feel that his thoughts as an artist and pacifist really penetrated deep into my
own soul. It was during the year following the end of hostilities that my oldest brother,
who had devoted his life to painting, died at age 27.

After the end of the war, I returned to the charred ruins of Tokyo, married, and
gave birth to two children. However, I had a strong desire to compile my late brother’s
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works, so [ went to see Mr. Yanagi to tell him that I wanted to publish a collection of my
brother’s paintings. Mr. Yanagi not only readily agreed to my request but also asked me
if I was interested in weaving, since my mother had learned the skill at Kamigamo
Mingei Kyvodan.

Spurred by that casual question, I decided to pursue weaving and also to get a
divorce. Then, I returned to Omi. I knew it would be rather rude for me to ask my
adoptive parents if I could return there but I was so desperate to study the art of
weaving that my natural mother had learned. That is how | got my start in weaving.

Because my mother was little better than an amateur and I was a complete
beginner, there was no clear path for us to follow and no one to lead us. Nevertheless,
we somehow set out on our journey, bearing in mind three things that Mr. Yanagi
cherished in his folk-crafts philosophy: the colours of natural dyes, varns spun at the
sacrifice of silkworms, and weaving by hand.

Once we got started, I would be constantly amazed at the broad spectrum of
colours that plants could produce and, over the nexl 10 years or so, | became completely
immersed in what we were doing. | began to wonder if they were not mere colours but
rather properties created as a result of some mysterious cosmic laws.

Something that was confusing to me at the outset was the fact that dyes from
fresh, green plants ended up in greyish colours. I thought, “Where has all the green
colour gone?” And, when [ boiled beautiful roses or other red flowers, expecting lo see
vivid red dye, I ended up with greyish beige, instead. “I can’t achieve the colour that one
would expect to come out strongest,” I thought. “What causes this paradox? It's a
mystery.” Such questions arose in my brain and, although I read several historical
documents on dyeing and asked my elders, no one was able to answer my question.

Goethe’s Theory of Colours

[ recall saying to someone on one occasion, “[ suspect that colours are not

“What on earth are you talking about?” was the reply. After mentioning this
idea to one of my friends, I was introduced to Dr. Yoshito Takahashi, a renowned

colours.

researcher of Johann Wolfgang von Goethe at Kyoto University. When I confessed my
inklings to Dr. Takahashi, he handed me a copy of Goethe's Theory of Colours.

Reading the book, it was as if the scales were falling from my eyes. My attention
was instantly captured by such phrases as the “colours are acts of light; its active and
passive modifications,” I had never thought about colours that way, but this philosophy
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Fig. 3 Fig. 4

was what I had been so desperately seeking. I had long thought that there must be
some relationship between light and colour, and here were clear and explicit answers
(Fig. 3).

Speaking of the colour green, Goethe mentions that when the deepest dark blue
and the colour closest to that of light—yellow—are mixed together, preen appears as a
third colour. That is to say, the colour green can only be realized by mixing yellow and
blue, and there is no such thing as “pure” green. This was exactly what [ was working
on. Why is the colour green produced the moment you mix vellow and blue? I have long
been involved in indigo dyeing and, curiously enough, when you soak yellow threads in
dark indigo blue in a vat and then take them out of the vat, they instantly turn a green
colour. The colour of yellow and the colour of dark blue unite and the colour green
appears before one's very eyes. This is exactly what Goethe said would happen. I felt as
if the dark clouds hanging over me had suddenly disappeared, and [ was amazed
(Fig. 4).

Plants provide us with the splendid colours that they possess for nothing in return,
and those colours are actually different forms of light, so they have lives of their own.
This made me realize how wonderful and noble plants truly are. Humans take advantage
of nature and arbitrarily destroy our natural surroundings by cutting down trees,
polluting the oceans, and contaminating nature with the terrible power ol nuclear
radiation. Nevertheless, plants continue to provide us with an infinite array of colours.
This had a profound impression on me and would drive me to pursue my current
vocation (Fig. 5).
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Indigo Dyeing

[ would like to talk briefly about indigo. Normally, in the process of plant dyeing,
we gather bark and other parts of trees and boil them to prepare dyes. This is not the
case with indigo. Indigo producers prepare a polygonaceous plant called Persicaria
tinctoria, or Chinese indigo, by allowing the plant to pre-ferment, and then they send us
this dye known as sukumo. We add lye, alcohol, and other ingredients to enable the
mixture to ferment further. This is the process that is used to concoct indigo dye.

In my day, there were quite a few dyeing shops in Shiga Prefecture but they were
all forced to close when chemical dyes became widely available and widely used. When
we started dyeing, my mother somehow got hold of a vat from a closed dyeing shop and
placed it in our garden.

“Someday, [ want you to use indigo blue dye. Nothing is more deeply spiritual than
Japanese indigo,” she told me. However, at that time, I didn’t really think through what
she said, but I had a vague sense that “I might be able to make an indigo dye, someday.”

When [ moved to Saga in Kyoto, the first thing I did was to set up the indigo vat for
making indigo dye. However, no matter how many times I tried, and no matter what [
did, it simply wouldn't turn out right. I didn’t know why. Then, I visited Mr. Motohiko
Katano, a senior dyeing artist in Nagoya, to seek his advice. When 1 asked why [
couldn’t make up indigo blue, he replied “Your way of thinking is fundamentally wrong.
Preparing indigo is like raising a child. Indigoe mirrors the personality of the one who
dyes with it.” He also said something to the effect that “the virtue of indigo is in its
coolness,” which radically changed my approach to the colour. Only then did I realize
that this was what my mother had meant when she spoke of indigo being “deeply
spiritual,” and [ set about working on indigo in earnest. However, things still didn’t turn
out right.

One of my daughters, Yoko, had showed little interest in dyeing and weaving. She
married and started a family. One day, she happened to see me leaning over my indigo
vat, completely unsure of what to do. “This must really be something worthwhile for my
mother to be having so much trouble with it,” she thought, and thus began working on
indigo for the first time. In contrast to my almost religious fervour for indigo, she
instead adopted a very scientific and composed approach—and she succeeded
brilliantly. Knowing that lye was very important, we sought out quality lye, and
eventually succeeded in achieving a lovely indigo blue,

Then, one night, as she was looking around the indigo shed, she noticed the
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Fig. 7 Fig. 8

moonlight shining through the window onto a surface of indigo dye. The dye looked so
wonderful, as if it were rejoicing or sparkling, and it occurred to her that the moon
might have something to do with the dye. Next morning, while dyeing a piece of fabric
with it, she produced the brilliant blue of the sky, and was convinced that there was a
relationship between the dye and the moon.

These days, we begin preparing indigo in the vat when there is a new moon. We
add a number of different ingredients and stir them in well, and all of that life becomes
exalted when the moon waxes full. If you start dveing around the time of the full moon,
you will get very beautiful colours. Through experience, we gradually came to know
how the colours of dye appear under the aegises of all kinds of things, including the
laws of the cosmos and nature (Fig. 6-8).
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Fig. 11 Fig. 12

In my studio, we regard indigo as being at the centre of all colours. My staff
handle it gently and call it “Ai-san,” a term of respect (Fig. 9).

Every day we stir it and use it for dyeing. Indigo needs to be stirred daily, and your
hands become stained a deep blue. My young staff are happy to do it, though and, while
I suspect that they must feel a bit embarrassed about having blue fingernails, they are
always willing to make up the indigo dye by hand (Fig. 10-11).

Reflecting my mother’s words, I still think that indigo is at the heart of my dyeing
(Fig. 12).

Japanese colours
These are just some examples of what has taken place during my career. | have no
doubt whatsoever that Goethe's Theory of Colours and Rudolf Steiner’s The Nature of

Color served marvellously to explain the essential qualities of colours to me in plain

language. That said, since my younger days, I have toyed with the idea that, in Japan, we
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have a different world of colours that defies verbal definition, something beyond human
thought and philosophy.

Ms. Aki Thara is a wonderful woman who studies chromatics, and she deals with a
wide variety of particularly Japanese colours, ranging from ancient to modern times. For
example, she has isolated every single colour that is mentioned in the Japanese classics,
such as the Kojiki, or “Records of Ancient Matters,” Man'yoshu, or “Collection of Ten
Thousand Leaves,” Kokin Wakashu, or “Collection of Japanese Poems of Ancient and
Modern Times,” Shin Kokin Wakashu, or “New Collection of Poems Ancient and
Modern,” Genji Monogatari, or “The Tale of Genji,” and Makura no Soshi, or “The Pillow
Book,” and classified them for her research purposes. Her research is without parallel
anywhere in the world. You could say that her approach is very rare and uniquely
Japanese. [ always keep her books at hand and read them whenever I can. The names
given to colours in the Heian period, the colour combinations for female court attire,
and the colours of junihitoe layered kimono are simply magnificent (Fig. 13).

This slide (Fig. 14) shows a pictorial scroll depicting “The Tale of Genji.” Some of
you may be familiar with this scene. Princess Sannomiya has given birth to a baby and
holding the child is Genji, who appears to be very sad. You can see the colour red in
some parts of this picture. When I heard a lecture on “The Tale of Genji” given by the
late art historian Ms. Yoshi Shirahata, many years ago, she told me that this colour red
symbolizes Genji's sorrow and agony, and that remark left a lasting impression on me. It
is true that “The Tale of Genji" is a flowery work of dynastic literature but, at the same
time, it engages with very deep Buddhist and spiritual themes. When the story unfolds
to the Ten Quires of Uji portion, all of the colours are gone. The abundance of
flamboyant colours disappears and readers are drawn into a colourless world for the last
ten chapters. I feel that this somehow reflects very Japanese and Buddhist values.

Colours are things that are not necessarily eternal but rather are ephemeral and
fade away, just like the lives of plants. When I think in this way, I feel that the waka
Japanese poems in the “Collection of Ten Thousand Leaves” and the “Collection of
Japanese Poems of Ancient and Modern Times” have something in common with what 1
am doing, as some of them are composed on themes of colours that are very familiar to
us. Furthermore, the colours referred to in “The Tale of Genji” reflect and complement
each other, as in Lady Murasaki (the colour purple) and Hikaru Geniji (the colour
yellow). Because purple and yellow are complementary colours, they look even better in
combination. In fact, various secrets about colours are hidden in “The Tale of Genji.” I
would call this “literature of colours,” and I think that no such thing exists anywhere
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else in the world. In “The Pillow Book,” too, the expressions of colours are so “colourful,”
as if the vivid colours are popping out from between the lines. It's a beautifully written
work.

Now, you might wonder about the origins of this unique Japanese culture, replete
with such wonderful colour sensations. My answer to such a question would be that,
surrounded by sea in four directions, the Japanese archipelago stretching from south to
north experiences the changes of all four seasons, and I strongly feel that the natural
colours that have thus emerged have fostered Japan’s unique “humid” culture, which in
turn gave birth to such polychromatic literature.

After the beginning of the Edo period, our colour palette became even more
inflected and complex. Take the hare special occasions and ke ordinary times, for
example. The colours of ke are the colours of shadows. Think about the gorgeous
colours of hare and the shadowy colours of ke. We Japanese are somehow able to
distinguish 100 different tones of the colour grey. Peaple from other countries might not
believe it but I suspect that Japanese people have a special sense of colour with which to
discern the distinctions among the different tones of grey that are unique to particular
plants, such as the Japanese chestnut oak, Japanese zelkova, and Japanese apricot.

As I mentioned earlier, I frequently encounter mysterious events when preparing
dyes from plants. Plants are living things and, as such, some of them may only be
gathered once a year, in the spring, fall, or at other times of the year. The question of
timing is tricky. Also, we get different colours from different parts of plants, such as the
fruit, leaves, and roots. To produce the colour akane or madder, for example, only the
roots are needed. The same is true of the colour shikon or dark purple produced from
lithospermum roots. The colours that these two kinds of roots make are very distinctive
and very strong. Although strong, purple is very unique. Specifically, to get this colour,
you need to trample the roots repeatedly to extract the liquid. If you treat the liquid with
a mordant made from camellia ash, a beautiful purple is produced. As with indigo blue, I
think that the resultant colour mirrors the personality of the person who made it. Thus,
using purple dyes is very difficult, because it feels as if you're being tested—almost as if
what you end up with is derived exactly from whatever is within you. In fact, I have
rarely achieved a colour purple with which I was completely satisfied.

At one time, I wondered how ancient people were able to create such splendid
purple dye. Then, I realized that there once was a purple field which appeared in one of
the poems in the “Collection of Ten Thousand Leaves.” In Kyoto, there is a place called
Murasakino, which literally means “purple field.” We also have the expression shichiku,

193



Fig. 15 Fig. 16

Fig. 17 Fig. 18

FTRDBDITTT, TEULZATTROLDI, FRITHEV. HLHERTVAIE,
DR, R, ZHIVIIREEL-TVE T, TR ED, LARUPH
I b 7K A L o) EFR - TV 2 DI, BRAER > TV a6 L Bwn
iinlﬂdkﬂafﬁ‘ﬁﬁtﬂl%ﬁLk\Abttth?&WhiTcRm
DE(— ORI DR ZYD L) L B-TH, HEFZFTOBRERPDAZ LIZET
HTETHA. TOLHW, BiREVwWWETH, RELRBEZLEEVET (Fig 156~
18).

L, KAMFEXEVI XN G, BELRATVELT, £ LTHANG b
BT, MM QOLMEDMENR) | LW #EME /20 TTINREDL, 254N
DI othmhmwifaHﬁ@mﬁmkt%ﬁ‘%ﬁﬁKLT%.%%Ci
TOHEEZAIEEITRLTWAEWVS Z &L RN, BRALAEIWIHZD
DBSIH D o12720I0, THRIENTELDTLLE), WEALEBIIMAATER-T
BHEINH, hidrEFlEFCdTEIEA (Fig 19).

194

Commemoralive Lectures

or purple bamboo. Kyoto was once full of the colour purple. There were also such fields
in Shiga Prefecture, where Princess Nukata and Emperor Tenchi would go hunting,
according to the “Collection of Ten Thousand Leaves.” Clearly, the colour purple was
very ubiquitous and cherished in those times. Regrettably, as Planet Earth becomes
increasingly warmer, plants for purple dyes have become extremely hard to find in
Japan. Such plants are now grown in some parts of Mongolia.

Crimson dyes

This is also the case with the colour benri or crimson. We make crimson dves in
Yamagata Prefecture and they are extremely precious. Crimson dves are the only ones
that are made from just the petals of flowers. However, such dyes are very delicate and
they can easily wash out or become discoloured. One could say that the crimson colours
used by dyers in the Edo or Momoyama periods still look fresh but I suspect that this is
because they used a huge amount of crimson dyes, the production of which was
probably funded by feudal lords who had both the money and the time to invest in such
things. I don’t think common people could go as far as that in seeking to produce
crimson colours. It is a truly extravagant and valuable colour (Fig. 15-18).

More than simply being fond of the colour crimson, I am positively enchanted by
it. In 2013, 1 made a kimono called Maihime (Dancing Girl) out of my sincere love for
that dye. Unfortunately, I wasn’t able to achieve the true colour. Yet, people in the
ancient and medieval era successfully dyed their Noh costumes with that colour, and
those works survive to this day. Again, this is probably because they were privileged to
be able to do whatever they wanted, given the support offered by powerful feudal lords
or other patrons, We are a small group of individuals and we cannot afford that luxury
(Fig. 19).

Believing that the crafts of dyeing and weaving were more than just the physical
processes involved, I always felt that, through this medium, I could find a clue as to how
to venture into the natural world in order to understand how nature and humans
interact. However, I didn’t believe that I could go that far within my lifetime, all on my
own, so | began thinking about passing something down to future generations rather

than simply pursuing “my” life’'s work.
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For the Future

In the wake of the March 11, 2011 earthquake and nuclear disaster in the Tohoku
region, some people, including several of my pupils who were there, said that they could
no longer use plants gathered in that region because of the radioactive contamination. If
such incidents should gradually become a matter of course, 1 wonder if plants will still
be happy to offer real colours to us. My concern is that nature is being so over-exploited
and abused that plants have every reason to become angry and stop dealing with
humans. [ feel truly sorry about what we are doing to nature.

People often talk about “harmonious coexistence with nature,” but I would say that
nature is not something that we should merely coexist with but, rather, something that
we should respect. The fact is that humans only exploit nature. Everyone has the
inclination to extract as many resources as possible so that humans can enjoy modern,
affluent lifestyles. Saying such things might make me sound as if [ come from a different
time but, at the risk of being perceived in that way, I cannot emphasize this point too
strongly. If humans continue to take nature too lightly, no one can tell what will happen.
And, I believe that what happened on March 11, 2011 was a warning from nature,
Ironically, that disaster befell people who were living simple lives in the Tohoku district,
the rich natural environment of which was one of Japan's greatest treasures. 1 do not
believe that people living in large cities like Tokyo, where the streets are hrightly lit
using electricity, truly feel the terrible reality of this suffering.

I thought that we, not the people in Tohoku, should have been the ones to be
visited with divine retribution, and this contemporary sense of urgency prompted me to
act instead of sitting here, doing nothing. On the initiative of my daughter,
grandchildren, and young pupils, we decided to combine our know-how and respective
strengths and start a school. However, we had a problem. We can weave fabrics to make
kimono but, these days, not many people wear them regularly, so there would not be
much point in making a lot of high-priced kimono. What, then? After much deliberation,
we decided to teach the secrets of the lives of plants and the principles of textile
manufacturing to members of the younger generation so that they can put such
knowledge to some use for their peers. These are things that [ hope to pass on to
children. I even think that this should be included in elementary school curricula. Of
course, I was planning to complete this work with my own generation, which I saw as
the natural course of things but, then I began to feel that I should share with younger
people this passion of mine—dyeing with plant-derived colours, revering the colours
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Fig. 21

that the plants make possible, and respecting nature. Motivated by the enthusiastic
response | received from many voung people, I took the rather bold step of opening a
school called “Ars Shimura,” in 2013 (Fig. 20-21).

When we started, nothing was certain. We didn’t even know if we could attract
students. But, once the school opened, to our great surprise, we were able to find
motivated students. Many of them didn’t know much about weaving or dyeing, yet,
inside of a year, they were able to create wonderful kimono and obi sashes, which they
wore at their graduation ceremony. None of us expected this to happen and it was a
truly delightful outcome that exceeded our wildest ambitions for the school.
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Anyone can weave a decent fabric if he or she starts out with enthusiasm. And,
anyone can do weaving and dyeing. If even a small number of groups doing these things
exist in society, I believe we can find a way, somehow. When I think of the contributions
to humanity made by these amazing scientists with whom I have had the pleasure of
spending a few days, I cannot help but feel that what we are doing at my school is very
trifling. Nonetheless, I do hope to communicate to as many people as possible the
importance of respecting the power of nature and to share my perspective on plants,
which provide such a wonderful array of colours for nothing in return. My school is my
vehicle for conveying these messages to the young people of today.

Thank you.
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