
Yoshiko Wada is internationally known as one of the major movers and shakers in 
the world of textile art. Her talent as an artist and educator has touched the lives 

of many people; she is responsible for the innovative vigor of the shibori techniques and now leads textile symposia 
and produces fi lms on natural dyeing, part of the Slow Fiber movement.

How and why did you become interested in the fi eld 
of textiles? What drew you to textiles in general and 
shibori in particular?
Both my grandmothers were instrumental in my life. 
My paternal granny learned 
dressmaking in Paris in 
the 1920s and opened a 
Western-style dressmaking 
school in Japan. My mater-
nal grandmother was from 
a family of kimono makers in Tokyo and was very gentle 
and supportive.

What is your educational background in Japan and 
abroad?

I studied French Impression-
ist painting when I was young. 
At the Kyoto City Fine Arts 
University, my attention was 
directed to traditional Japanese 
weaving and dyeing. I left for 
the U.S. in 1967, where I com-
pleted an MFA in painting and 
conceptual art at the University 
of Colorado in Boulder.

What characterizes shibori 
and how does shibori differ 
from tie-dyeing?
The subtitle of my fi rst book 

(Shibori: The Inventive Art of Japanese Shaped-Resist 
Dyeing) gives a good defi nition of shibori. It is no longer 
entirely Japanese but an international impulse, with 
amazing creative work in this idiom being done on many 

levels in many countries. Tie-
dyeing is only one of seemingly 
countless shibori techniques; 
and new ones are constantly 
being invented. In the West, 
tie-dyeing had no tradition. 

In Japan, shibori had both folk and high-culture (silk 
kimono) traditions.

You started the shibori movement at a time when it 
seemed that shibori was disappearing in Japan. Why 
and how did you promote this art when it seemed to 
be on its last legs?
I did not approach shibori as a technique but from a con-
ceptual standpoint. My book contains massive technical 
information, not as how-to but as how-it-is-done. This 
is a major distinction. This approach allows the artist/
craftsperson to improvise and fi nd personal expressive 
paths, rather than just follow formulas.

The contemporary shibori movement became one of 
the most vigorous movements among the textile arts. 
How did this happen and when?
The greatest catalyst was, of course, the fi rst shibori 
book. And the stimulus to write a book about shibori 
was a class I taught with Donna Larsen at Fiberworks in 
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Working with shibori made me realize 
that preservation of textile heritages is 
not only important but urgent.
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quo. Their offspring felt the need for change. Organizers 
of the first ISS (Nagoya/Arimatsu) wanted a conceptual 
handle to draw people, so I suggested “Shaped resist: 
dimensional transformation.” One major result was that 
the top 20 Japanese fashion designers came to Arimatsu 
for inspiration. Some shibori companies were reinvigo-
rated, and creative shibori treatments were developed 
and accepted. The first ISS acted as a catalyst to change 
Japan’s shibori and textile design worlds.

Lately, you’ve devoted time and energy to something 
called “Slow Fiber.” What is this, how does it relate to 
shibori, and what are your plans for its future?
There has been a tremendous decline in truly “made in 
Japan” shibori in recent years. Almost everything is from 
China but being sold as Japanese. I realized that docu-
menting and preserving knowledge—passing on knowl-
edge to future generations—is important. It’s all about 
sustainability. How do we sustain our cultural heritage, 
our traditions, our earth, our materials? Working with 
shibori made me realize that preservation of other textile 
heritages is not only important but urgent. The quality 
and availability of a wide range of textile materials allow 
the artist to be creative. To sustain our earth, our culture, 
our health, the quality and beauty of natural dyes must 
be widely appreciated and brought into use.

You’ve written two definitive 
books on shibori. Do you 
have any publishing projects 
and plans at present?
I have two books in prog-
ress. One addresses Boro, the 
patched and mended cottons 
of northern Japan. Textiles are 
a metaphor for sustainability. 
They are a record, a memory, 
of what happens to the wear-
ers and users, a record of 
people’s lives and activities. 
The second book is with Japa-
nese colleagues. It is about 
meisen, which is a loose, collective term for popular silk 
kimono made for middle- to lower-class women, origi-
nally with large stripes, then with chemical dyes, made 
with a kind of shortcutting ikat process with stencils. 
Some art museums outside Japan are very interested in 
this kimono form and are starting to collect them. There 
is no book in English on this complex topic. I have some 
2,000 meisen examples and have been working on this 
subject for a long time.

Berkeley in 1973. A Japanese book with shibori swatches 
got the students very excited about how such patterns 
could be made, and a second class was demanded, and 
students strongly requested that I write a book about 
shibori in English. I received a Japan Foundation fellow-
ship to research shibori, and the first book, written with 
Mary Rice and Jane Barton, was the result. The next step 
was the first International Shibori Symposium (ISS) in 
1992 in Nagoya. This year we’re holding the 9th ISS in 
Hangzhou, China, at the National Silk Museum.

How has the international shibori movement interacted 
with the tradition in Japan, and in other areas, such as 
Africa, China, and India, where shibori traditions exist?
The international shibori movement has had little if any 
influence in Africa and China, but it has transformed 
shibori in India and, surprisingly, Japan. I have spent 
much time in India, studying textile techniques, meeting 
people, and working with textile projects. Indian shibori 
today is remarkable—subtle, elegant, progressive, and 
with a solid technical foundation.

In the small economic boom of 1992, the older genera-
tion of shibori kimono makers in the town of Arimatsu 
[in Aichi Prefecture] had been content with the status 
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