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Study on Chusen Tenugui in its Early
Stage from the Early to Mid-19th Century:
its Relation to the Special Order Dyeing
Culture in Edo and Tokyo

Okubo Naoko

The Chusen dyeing technique consists in pouring dye onto a fabric to which resist-paste is
applied with a stencil beforehand. Resist-paste is applied onto both sides of the fabric by folding it
back and forth like accordion pleats. It is known that this technique was originally used for tenugui
dyeing and was applied to yukata dyeing afterwards, but its origin has not been clarified.

In this paper, we will investigate its origins by examining an article found in an issue of
“Miyakonohana” published in 1900 (n.40, 23 Nov.). According to this article, it was a dyer active
in the Fukagawa quarters of Edo in the late Edo period that invented this unique technique of
pouring indigo onto white ground tenugui. By examining documents and other material of this
period, we have come to the conclusion that the invention and establishment of the early stage
chusen technique occurred during the first half of the 19th century.

We will also study the background of early stage chusen techniques in Edo. In the dyeing
industry of this period, the stencil carving business in Edo began to thrive from the Kyowa era
(1801-1804). There was also an increase in the number of dyers specializing in tenugui. The early
stage chusen technique was exclusively devised for white ground stencil dyeing with indigo,
which is not suitable for dip dyeing. In the city of Edo, special-order dyed tenugui were used as
greeting gifts. From the late 18th century, they were also used to devise original designs,
especially among people near the kabuki world and licensed quarters. In special order tenugui,
special marks, group emblems, pictures and calligraphy were also dyed onto the tenugui. For
such designs that were meant to be read’ or ‘appreciated’, white ground was preferred. In the
early and middle 19th century Edo, as the first stage chusen technique began to develop, special-
order tenugui became increasingly popular. Perfection in stencil carving and dyeing techiques was
enhanced by requests to dye subtle, original designs onto the fabric. In particular, the technique of
‘bokashi’ (gradation) was refined in order to reproduce paintings on tenugui. A famous example is
a tenugui related to the works of the painter Sakai Hoitsu made for a famous restaurant called

Yaozen.
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