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STITCH-RESIST DYED FABRICS OF WESTERN CHINA

By CARL SCHUSTER

resist-dyeing — batik, ikat, plangi, tritik — are derived from

the Malay language of Indonesia, we are apt to think of these
techniques as primarily or originally Indonesian. However, though
such techniques are widely practiced in Java and other islands of the East
Indian archipelago, and though the various resist techniques of Indo-
nesia have probably received more, or at least earlier, attention from
scholars than those of other regions, actually the practice of resist-dyeing
1s very widely distributed throughout the world, both in ancient and
modern times. Recently, a Swiss scholar has made an essay at classify-
ing the various resist techniques, as applied to textiles and to other media
as well, and has assembled a large body of data demonstrating the world-
wide distribution of these techniques." One of the interesting results of
this study is the observation that such techniques seldom occur singly
in a given area. Once the principle of resist-dyeing is grasped, people
are apt to apply it in various ways; so that instances of various resist
techniques tend to appear in clusters on the map.

In Southeast Asia, for example, both the batik and the ikar methods
(respectively, wax-resist dyeing of the finished cloth, and tie-dyeing of
the threads of a fabric before weaving) are fairly widely practiced;
though there is a tendency for certain peoples to specialize in certain
techniques. Thus, various groups of the Thai race make use of 74az, while
the chief (but not exclusive) practicers of basik are the Miao, who live
in the mountains of Southwestern China, Northern Indochina and Siam,
and Eastern Burma. As for the Chinese people of the present day, until
now there has been but little published evidence of the occurrence of
resist-dyeing among them.? In view of the wide general distribution of
such dyeing methods, and of the great technical accomplishment and
complex cultural history of the Chinese, it seems reasonable to expect
that they should make use of some of these techniques. According to the

3 s THE NAMEs commonly associated with various types of textile
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present knowledge of the writer, the evidence for ikat-weaving among
the modern Chinese is doubtful, while the Chinese use of wax-batik
seems to be restricted to a small area, or even a single town, on the south-
east coast of the country, where it is practiced not as a folk art, but
rather as a commercial industry.’

There is, however, one form of resist-dyeing which is widely employed
by the common people of a large part of China as a traditional folk
art, rather than as a localized commercial industry. This is a group of
techniques for which we suggest the general name of “stitch-resist dye-
ing,” which is practiced as a household art by the women of Western and
Southwestern China — chiefly in the provinces of Szech’uan, Kweichow,
and Yiinnan.* The accompanying illustrations from the writer’s collec-
tion, made between 1932 and 1938, offer a selection of specimens ex-
emplifying these procedures. As for the uses to which such cloths are
put, they include wrappers for bundles, bedspreads or quilt-covers, cur-
tains or hangings, and bed-valances. Not illustrated, but equally common,
are various articles of clothing, especially for children, such as bibs,
aprons, trousers, jackets. The dye used in almost all instances is indigo
blue.® A red dye occurs occasionally; but I have never seen a piece dyed
in more than one color.

The methods used in producing the designs of these cloths do not cor-
respond exactly to the concepts of plangi or tie-dyeing, nor of tritik or
“shirr-dyeing,” though they partake to some extent of the nature of
both, and include, besides, the use of other means not understood
under these terms. Perhaps the chief technical devices which give these
designs their distinctive quality are the highly specialized use of folds,
and the use of stitching, partly to hold the folds in place during dyeing,
but also as a means of effecting a dye-resistant cover of small areas of
the material; and finally the application of dye-resisting cords, which,
again, are held in place by stitching. As it is stitching which forms the
indispensable binding of both folds and cords, it seems justifiable, for
brevity’s sake, to designate this entire complex of procedures by the
name of their final phase. It should be said at once that none of these
methods of resist-dyeing — by means of folding and of stitching, and
by means of applied foreign bodies, such as dye-resistant cords stitched
to the surface of the material — is unknown elsewhere in the world.
Every technique used in this Chinese work can be duplicated, at least in
principle, in other traditions. And yet this work stands apart from, and
in many ways above, the resist-dyeing done by similar methods in other
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parts of the world. What distinguishes our Chinese work is the elabora-
tion of simple means — most strikingly, perhaps, the clever exploitation
of the principle of folding — and the skillful combination of these meth-
ods to carry out complex and highly organized schemes of design.

The procedure followed in dyeing by the cord-resist method seems
to have been about as follows. First, the design to be reserved against
the dye by this method is drawn on the cloth in single lines. Then the
operator commences to pinch the cloth into a fold, following the draw-
ing in such a way that the ridge of the fold always coincides with the
drawn line. Holding a bit of the fold with one hand, she uses the other
hand to lay a corresponding length of cord against one side of the fold,
then with the first hand rolls the ridge of the fold down, so as to cover
the cord with the doubled material. The cord, together with its double
covering of cloth, is then firmly stitched in place with needle and coarse
thread. As it is impossible to hold the folded material in position for
more than a short distance, the operator must repeat this process over
and over again, literally inching her way along the predetermined out-
lines of the design. When the whole design has been thus folded and
stitched down over the cord, the cloth is immersed in the dye. After the
surplus dye has been washed out of the cloth and the binding stitches
removed, the result of this procedure is a broad white band accompanied
by a row of little white lines. The width of the band is determined by
the circumference of the cord around which the cloth was wrapped;
while the little lines represent the dye-resistant action of the binding
stitches. The pattern made by the lines is determined by the character
of the stitch chosen for the binding. Where the binding was done by
means of an overhand or whip stitch, these lines appear as a row of
parallel marks, diagonal or roughly at right angles to the broad band
(as, for example, in Plate I, or in the fins and tail of the fish in the End-
piece).® Where the binding was done by means of a simple running stitch,
the result is two series of dashes, both running parallel to the broad band
(as, for example, in the head, scales, and upper and lower bodily outlines
of the fish in the end-piece). Other stitches are, of course, possible. Some
specimens, not here illustrated, show evidence of zigzag or criss-cross
stitching. Doubling the cloth over the cord before stitching it in place
evidently has the effect of enhancing its resistance to the dye, and so in-
suring a clean white band; while the same doubling also provides a firm
body, upon which the binding stitches act more efficiently as a means of
reservation against the dye, thus insuring a distinct pattern of little lines.
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The use of binding stitches as a secondary means of reservation against
the dye undoubtedly improves the decorative effect of the designs by
softening the broad outlines left by the cords.”

If we understand by plangi the simple binding (not sewing) of an
area of cloth around a hard, round core, such as a stick or nail (Indian
bandhana; Japanese shibori), by which the material at the top of the
core may be left free to take the dye, while a “neck” of material, bound
closely to the core, resists the dye and appears, after untying, as a more
or less regular white ring; then it must be said that this method seems
to have been employed only exceptionally by the Chinese in the work here
illustrated. Such a plamgi technique does appear to have been used to
make the ring-like eyes of the butterflies at the top of the Frontispiece,
and the eye-rings of the lions in Plate II. Again, the noses of the lions
in the same piece may have been produced by a plangi procedure, in
which the entire area intended for the nose has been somehow tied off
against the dye. The bedspread in the frontispiece shows a typical plangi-
ringlet in the extreme upper left-hand corner, which seems to have been
produced by tying the end of a stick into the cloth, in order to facilitate
its manipulation in the dye-bath. From these instances it appears that
the use of plangi, if it occurs at all; plays only a minor and incidental role
in this work. It is not one of the techniques upon which the Chinese
depend for larger decorative effects, as so often do the Indians, In-
donesians, and Japanese.

The ubiquitous “butterflies” of these cloths, as they occur, for ex-
ample, in the central band of the bedspread illustrated in the Frontispiece,
again defy classification within the usual categories of resist-dyeing tech-
niques. These motives are produced by a combination of folding and
stitching, as shown in Fig. 1. After a preliminary fold is made in the
cloth (Fig. 1, number 1), a second fold, meeting the first at an angle of
sixty degrees, 1s made at the operator’s right and toward him; then a third
fold, beginning at the juncture of the first and second folds, is made at
the same angle as before, but on the operator’s left and away from
him. The resulting point is folded down (Fig. 1, number 4) and se-
cured in place by two stitches which, by their resistance to the dye, leave
two white lines representing the antennae of the butterfly. It is obvious
that this procedure does not correspond to the definition of plangi, since it
involves folding and stitching rather than binding. On the other hand,
the way in which the Chinese use rows of these “butterflies” to fill spaces,
as in the Frontispiece, recalls somewhat the use made of plangi-ringlets
in other traditions.
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The question whether the Indonesian technique known as #r#tik occurs
in these cloths may be answered with a qualified negative. As defined
and illustrated by Loebér, and by Jasper and Pirngadie,’® this technique
involves the sewing of a thread through the cloth in a simple running
stitch, and the tight puckering or shirring of the material on the thread.
After dyeing and opening, a somewhat irregular line of tiny white spots
(whence the Indonesian term of tritik, meaning “sprinkled”) appears
along the line of the sewing. In Java this technique is used primarily as
a border decoration. Indeed, a rectangular cloth is there generally folded
into quarters and the four thicknesses are stitched together in one opera-
tion. It is doubtful whether anything corresponding at all closely to the
Javanese #ritik occurs in these Chinese resist-dyed cloths. In the first place,
the Chinese cotton cloth is generally so heavy as to preclude its taking
the dye evenly if sewn together in several layers (it 1s, in fact, this rela-
tive imperviousness which facilitates the effective use of resist-dyeing by
means of cords, as described above). Secondly, in so far as the Chinese
make use of puckering or shirring, they tend to treat the puckers as care-
fully measured and aligned pleats or folds (a treatment which, again,
is perhaps conditioned by the relative coarseness of the Chinese cloth),
rather than letting the cloth gather in haphazard fashion on the thread.
Produced by this quasi-zritik method are, apparently, the rayed circles
surrounding the butterfly “knots” in Plate 111, and also the rayed outlines
of the eight-lobed rosettes on the same cloth. The intention and the
effect are quite different from those of Javanese #ritik, even though the
two methods may be related technically.

These considerations by no means cover all the technical processes
displayed by this type of Western Chinese resist-dyeing, nor even all the
techniques of the specimens here illustrated. The method used to pro-
duce the outlines of the main design of Plate 1V, for example, still
eludes us; though it seems reasonable to infer that here again it is a
combination of folding and stitching. In summary of the technical ques-
tion, it should, perhaps, be said that, although none of the procedures
here used is unknown in other parts of the world, still this Chinese work
is distinguished by an unusual and original combination of such tech-
niques, by their extraordinarily skillful manipulation, and by their adap-
tation to the forms of a richly evolved and highly imaginative folk art.
It is for this reason that, despite the impossibility of explaining every
technical detail, it seems advisable to publish at least some examples of
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PLATE III

CLOTH FOR WRAPPING BUNDLES (pao-fu). ANSHUN, KWEICHOW,
52x53 IN. (I32X135 CM.). PATCH IN ONE CORNER.
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this work, in the hope that students, and especially observers in China,
may be stimulated to further investigation.

Leaving the question of techniques, we turn to a brief consideration
of the designs themselves. In general, these may be described as thor-
oughly characteristic of the folk art of China, especially as it occurs
the western provinces of the country.” Whiskered fishes (probably carp)
with streamers of aquatic weeds as in the End-piece, are common in
Chinese folk art. The scroll in the corner of the same piece s a typical
Chinese “cloud scroll” or “ju-i scepter’s head.” A favorite motive in
all phases of Chinese art is the lotus, which forms the central feature in
Plates I, I and IV. In Plates I and IV the lotus root (in itself sig-
nificant in Chinese symbolic lore) appears in the form of a three-lobed
numeral 8, four times in Plate I, and once at the bottom of Plate 1V.
The two birds flying toward the central lotus in the former design are
intended for herons or egrets. Together with the lotus they constitute a
stereotype of Western Chinese popular design, called lu-ssu wo lien, or
“herons settling among the lotus.” The design of Plate V can be best
understood with reference to the cross-stitch bed-valances widely used
in Western China, which are generally decorated with rows of roundels
or medallions, interspersed with smaller motives, often sprigs of
foliage.”® The butterflies in the upper corners of the bedspread in the
Frontispiece represent a favorite motive of Chinese folk art, while the
three vases or jardiniéres standing before balustrades at the bottom of
the same piece undoubtedly reflect the intrusion of urban or professional
influence in what is otherwise essentially a rural and domestic art.

In Plates I1 and VI we see two different ways of treating the popular
motive of “two lions rolling the embroidered ball” — a motive which,
like many in the modern repertory of Chinese folk art, seems to trace
its descent from the T’ang dynasty (7th to 1oth century). In Plate 11
the “embroidered ball,” which usually occupies a central position between
the two contending creatures, has been changed into a kind of lotus
flower, formed around a conventionalized cash or square-holed coin,
popularly called a “wheel cash” (ku-lu ch’ien). Evidently because of
this transformation of the central motive, each lion is provided with an
“embroidered ball” of his own, complete with the usual fluttering rib-
bons. In Plate VI the “embroidered ball” appears in the center of the
composition, again in the form of a “wheel cash,” decorated by a ribbon
with four loops and a dangling end. Flanking this central motive, the
two lions, highly conventionalized and almost lost in a whirl of linear
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PLATE IV
CLOTH FOR WRAPPING BUNDLES ( pao-fu). ANYO, SLECH’UAN
36x37 1N, (91xg4 cM.)
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ornament, are characteristically shown with bodies in side view and heads
in front view, their tails reaching into the upper corners of the cloth.
Among accessory elements of the composition we distinguish four auspi-
cious symbols. Most easily recognized is the magic sword of Lii Tung-
pin, one of the eight Taoist immortals, above the head of the lion at the
left. Beneath the right-hand lion is a gourd, or possibly two telescoped
gourds, which might be regarded as the attribute of Li T’ieh-kuai, an-
other of the immortals. The symbol at the lower left may be an inept
rendering of a ju-i (wish-conferring) scepter, or it may represent the
lotus-attribute of the female immortal, Ho Hsien-ku. The motive above
the head of the right-hand lion is probably intended for a silver ingot,
ting, a symbol of wealth. Fluttering bands attached to these four symbols
fill most of the remaining space. With simple means the designer has
achieved a strangely fascinating composition, challenging the observer’s
eye like a labyrinth.

An interesting feature of this design is the treatment of the lions’ feet
as a series of scrolls. Though one might be inclined to credit this ar-
rangement to the caprice of the designer, it appears, in fact, to be based
upon an old tradition. For, as long ago as the Sung dynasty (1oth to
13th century) we find that dragons were sometimes represented in pot-

L iF-H"H'I!_ﬂ' ar.
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END-PIECE

CORNER OF A LARGE CLOTH, PROBABLY A BEDSPREAD OR QUILT-COVER.
NEICHIANG, SZECH’UAN. 19X 37 IN. (48 Xx94 cM.)
RECOVERED AS A PATCH ON ANOTHER QUILT-COVER.
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tery design with legs terminating not in the usual claws, but in fanciful
scrollwork, known to Chinese antiquaries as ling-chih chiao, “fungus-
legs,” or “legs like the fungus of immortality” (Fig. 2). Evidently it
is just such “fungus-legs” which lend our lions their rollicking gait (Fig.
3). Indeed, it seems as if both lions, from their ears to their rumps,
and even to the tips of their tails, were deliberately composed of the
curves of the same mystic mushroom. Just how the modern textile de-
sign is related to the old ceramic tradition may be left an open question;
though one 1s tempted to suppose that the sophisticated Sung convention
itself rests upon an old popular tradition, of which this motive in the
folk art of Western China represents a survival into modern times.
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NOTES

Alfred Biihler, “Die Reservemusterungen; Versuch einer zusammenfassenden
Betrachtung ihrer Technik, Entstehung und Herkunft,” Acta Tropica (Re-
view of Tropical Science and T'ropical Medicine, Basel ), vol. 3, 1946, pp. 242-
271 and 322-366.

In ancient times, resist-dyeing seems to have been extensively practiced by the
Chinese, if not by other far eastern peoples. See the remarks of Charles Iklé,
“The Plangi Technique,” Bulletin of the Needle and Bobbin Club, vol. 25,
no. 2, 1941, p. 14. However, the examples of resist-dyeing referred to by Iklé
dating from the T’ang dynasty (roughly from the seventh to ninth century),
and now preserved in the Japanese Imperial Household Collections, or re-
cently discovered in Central Asia by Stein and others, obviously do not repre-
sent a popular tradition. Produced commercially, or made to order for
imperial or princely courts, these fabrics, generally of silk, were designed by
professionals and dyed, often in several colors, by processes sometimes involv-
ing a considerable degree of mechanical complexity. Though they do attest
the early occurrence of resist-dyeing in the Far East, these fabrics are so
different from the modern work in material, design, technique, and social
origin, that they can hardly be regarded as the direct antecedents of the latter.
Rather, I believe we must assume that the vigorous popular tradition of the
present day goes back to an ancient popular tradition, of which, however, no
traces have survived to us. See the development of this idea in my article on
“Some Peasant Embroideries from Western China,” Embroidery (Journal of
the Embroiderers’ Guild, London), September, 1935, in which the design
of a modern peasant embroidery in cross-stitch is compared to a related design
in a printed silk of the T ang dynasty.

See Alfred Steinmann, “Batiks,” Ciba Review, no. 58, Basel, July, 1947,
p. 2107. The question of the batiks made at the coastal town of Changlok or
Ch’ang-lo, near the mouth of the Min River in Fukien province, demands
further investigation, especially with reference to the history of the local in-
dustry, in order to determine, if possible, whether it is of recent origin and
inspired from abroad (i.e., by the example of Javanese batiks, which could
have been brought back by Chinese colonists returning to this part of the China
coast from Java), or whether it represents the survival, and sophistication, of
an ancient local folk practice, possibly tribal in origin. The designs of these
batiks are purely Chinese in character, but of a professional type: they do not
look like the product of a popular tradition. Dr. Steinmann is at present en-
gaged in an enquiry into this question, which will probably require the par-
ticipation of a sinologist, and perhaps of local historians, for its solution.
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The only published reference to this type of resist-dyeing which has come to
my attention is by Inez de Beauclair, ““The Keh Lao of Kweichow and their
History according to the Chinese Records,” Studia Serica (Journal of the
Chinese Cultural Studies Institute, West China Union University, Ch’éngtu,
Szech’uan), vol. 5, 1946, note on p. 19, where the author calls attention to
“plangi” which she observed especially at one point in Southern Szech’uan,
and again at Tali, Yinnan. Mrs. de Beauclair has informed me that in
Kweichow the common Chinese name for cloth decorated by this means is
cha-hua pu [a], i.e., “cloth decorated with bound or tied designs.” In Neichiang,
Szech’uan, I was given the name chiao hua (presumably [b], with about the
same meaning) for this kind of work. In the same place I heard the term /liao
hua {evidently meaning “hemmed designs”) applied sometimes to this kind of
work as a whole, sometimes specifically to designs produced by the cord-resist
method, to be described presently.

L AL XL O 12
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The question naturally arises whether this resist-dyeing among the Chinese
population of West China can be attributed to derivation from tribal sources—
since it is the tribespeople of this region and adjoining regions to the south who
now practice other resist-dyeing methods, such as bati# and ikat. The answer
seemns to be that if these techniques are tribal in origin, the period of their
adoption by the Chinese must lie far back in history; for the art at present has
a predominantly Chinese distribution (I know of only sporadic and very limited
use of the simplest of these techniques among non-Chinese tribespeople of this
region), while the designs are, at the present day, purely Chinese and not at
all tribal in character. It may be added that this type of work, like the cross-
stitch embroidery of Western China, is no longer widely practiced, but repre-

sents the accomplishment of a passing, or even of a past, generation.

See R. C. Spooner, “Szechwan Indigo,” Journal of the West China Border
Research Society, vol. 14, series B, 1943, pp. 102-118.

Strangely enough, a kind of cord-resist dyeing which gives almost exactly the
same effect as the Chinese work, and which was presumably produced in ex-
actly the same way (by doubling the material over the cord and stitching it
in place with an overhand stitch) occurs in Ashanti, in the Gold Coast Colony
of West Africa. See 4 tlantis ( Hiirlimann edition, Ziirich), vol. 18, November,
1946, p. 473. Needless to say, the designs carried out by this method in Ashanti
are quite different from those of our Chinese work. In connection with this
parallel it is interesting to note that Baumann (as cited by Biihler, op. cit.,
p. 349) was struck by similarities between whole series of resist techniques
practiced in the Western Sudan and those practiced in Southern Asia, similari-
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ties which suggested to him the possibility of an actual historical connection of
some sort between the Western Sudan and the more advanced Asiatic cultures.
For further references to resist-dyeing by means of cords, etc., imposed on the
surface of the cloth in West Africa, see Biihler, op. cit., p. 338, under the
heading “Schablonenreserven;”’ and compare J. A. Loebér, “Textile Verzier-
ungstechniken bei aussereuropidischen Volkern,” in C. W. Schmidt, Moderne
weibliche Handarbeiten und verwandte textile Kiinste, Dresden, 1908, p. 277,
showing two specimens from the Haussa negroes in the Berlin Museum fir
Volkerkunde, one with dye-resistant cords sewn in place but undyed, the other
dved and opened. The material here is evidently not folded over the cords,
but the cords are simply sewn to its surface, as in the sampler to be described
in note 7. I have not had opportunity to examine the resist-dyed fabrics from
West Africa in the British Museum, among which there is evidently significant
comparative material. See H. J. Braunholtz, ““The ‘Charles Beving’ Collection
of Textiles,” The British Museum Quarterly, vol. 8, no. 4, 1934, pp. 151-152.

It should be emphasized that the foregoing description of resist-dyeing by means
of cords is not derived from the author’s own observation, but represents a
reconstruction based upon a careful examination of the material, and upon
an actual sample of cloth prepared for dyeing by a cord-resist method, which
was kindly secured for the writer by Mrs. Inez de Beauclair of Kweiyang,
Kweichow, China. As the type of cord-resist embodied in this specimen pro-
duces a result which does not correspond exactly to the designs under con-
sideration, it seemed inadvisable to reproduce it here. In this specimen the
cord, about two millimeters in diameter, is made of twisted tissue-like paper,
which has been soaked in mi-t'ang (water in which rice has been cooked) in
order to make it impervious to the dye. After drying, the cord is stitched to the
surface of the material, and remains exposed to the dye on one side. The result
of this procedure is, after dyeing, a single white line corresponding in width
to the diameter, not the circumference, of the cord. Since in this case the
material is not folded over the cord, there would be no trace, after dyeing, of
the binding stitches which constitute such an important feature of our work.
As the technique of this specimen, now widely practiced in Western China, is
easier to master than the elaborate folding and resist-stitching employed in the
work here under consideration, it seems to the writer that it might represent
a debasement, in recent times, of the more complex and difficult earlier work
represented by our illustrations.

Our understanding of the method of making the bands accompanied by
little lines, based as it is largely upon the evidence of this atypical sampler,
obviously requires a verification which I regret my inability to supply, and
which I hope may eventually be supplied by others. It is perhaps conceivable
that the broad bands with their accompanying rows of little lines were pro-
duced simply by folding the material on itself rather than on a cord, and
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II.

stitching the folds. Though it seems to me unlikely, it is perhaps advisable to
mention this alternative possibility, as constituting one of the many problems
still awaiting solution by the investigator in the field. It should be said that
the type of cord-resist represented by Mrs. de Beauclair’s sampler may occur
occasionally in the pieces here illustrated: thus, for example, in the simple
white lines representing the antennae of the butterfly in the upper left of the
bedspread in the Frontispiece, or (apparently) in the eye of the fish in the
End-piece. If, however, this manner of applying the cords is used in our work,
it is clearly exceptional.

J. A. Loebér, “Textiele Versieringen in Nederlandsch-Indig,” issued by the
Koloniaal Instituut, Amsterdam, 1914 (reissued as Part V of Techniek en
Sierkunst in den Indischen Archipel by the same institute in 1916), pp. 51, ff,
and plates xiv-xx; J. E. Jasper and Mas Pirngadie, De Inlandsche Kunstnijver-
heid in Nederlandsch Indié, vol. 3, The Hague, 1916, pp. 80-84, and fig. 58.

For examples of the folk art of Western China, as represented especially in
cross-stitch embroidery, the reader may be referred to my writings, as listed
in my article, “Some Comparative Considerations about Western Asiatic
Carpet Designs,” Artibus Asiae, vol. 9, 1946, p. 69, note 2.

See illustrations in the articles cited in note 9.

Incised design on the bottom of a cream-glazed fing-ware bowl of the Sung
dynasty (960-1280). After a photograph of the original, which forms part of
the H. H. Harris bequest to the British Museum. See the published illustration
in Hobson, Rackham and King, Chinese Ceramics in Private Collections,
London, 1931, fig. 222; and compare a similar specimen in R. L. Hobson,
The George Eumorphopoulos Collection of . . . Pottery and Porcelain, vol.
3, London, 1926, pl. xxix, no. C-140.
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