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Unique to Okinawa, the bingata dyeing technique has been 
in use for the past 500 years. Traditionally, cloth was woven 
by women but dyed by men. To create bingata, artists make 
a thick paste, called nori, from rice, salt, and lime and apply 
it through stencils or painted directly on cloth. Nori acts as a 
resist, blocking the dye from penetrating the textile so that 
treated areas will retain their original color. After dyeing one 
color, artists cover more areas with nori and then dye the textile 
with another color. Finally, when all patterns are completed, 
that section is covered with nori and the background is dyed. 

Bingata is characterized by bright colors: yellow, white, blue, 
and pink. Motifs from China and Japan, like cherry blossoms or 
pine trees, were popular and attest to cross-cultural influences.

Unique to Okinawa, the bingata dyeing technique has been in use for the past 500 years. Traditionally, cloth was woven by women but dyed by men. To create bingata, artists make a thick paste, called nori, from rice, salt, and lime and apply it through stencils or painted directly on cloth. Nori acts as a resist, blocking the dye from penetrating the textile so that treated areas will retain their original color. After dyeing one color, artists cover more areas with nori and then dye the textile with another color. Finally, when all patterns are completed, that section is covered with nori and the background is dyed. Bingata is characterized by bright colors: yellow, white, blue, and pink. Motifs from China and Japan, like cherry blossoms or pine trees, were popular and attest to cross-cultural influences.
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The earliest evidence of the use of cotton originated from
 M

ehrgarh 
in the Indus Valley, in today’s Pakistan. Traders first transported 
cotton to Japan in 799 from

 the Kunlun M
ountains in W

estern 
C

hina north of Tibet. For centuries, cotton rem
ained a luxury 

item
 because it had to be im

ported from
 C

hina and Korea. The 
discovery in around 1600 of a cotton species that grew

 w
ell in 

Japan’s clim
ate and soil rapidly expanded its cultivation. Because 

of its softness, w
arm

th, and durability, cotton w
as vastly superior 

to the bast fibers previously available to the com
m

on people. 
D

uring the Edo period (1603–1868), farm
ers w

ere able to turn 
cotton into a cash crop. B

y the 1930s, Japan had becom
e the 

largest exporter of cotton cloth, but that dw
indled significantly 

after W
orld W

ar II (1939–45).
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People native to A
sia’s far north include the A

inu and the 
N

ivkh. They m
ade intricately patterned and technically com

plex 
garm

ents from
 m

aterials close at hand or received in trade. 
These garm

ents reflect intim
ate relationships w

ith the natural 
and spiritual w

orlds, as w
ell as w

ith their neighbors, C
hina to 

the w
est and Japan to the south. 

The N
ivkh people inhabited the low

er A
m

ur R
iver region of 

S
iberia and the northern part of S

akhalin Island, now
 parts 

of R
ussia. Their lives centered on hunting and fishing. N

ivkh 
w

om
en used the skins of chum

 salm
on and A

m
ur carp to m

ake 
extraordinary clothing for special occasions. The skin is rem

oved 
in one piece and then dried, kneaded, and m

oistened until 
supple. The result is a lightw

eight, durable m
aterial that is also 

w
ater- and w

ind-repellent. These w
om

en’s festival coats (hukht) 
evoke C

hinese and M
anchu robes. They are richly decorated 

w
ith appliqué and em

broidery of abstracted, anim
alistic designs 

that represent m
asks, birds, serpents, and dragons of C

hinese 
origin. 
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Old items carry the weight of the times with them. I could easily 
envision an Ainu woman spending many evening hours lovingly 
sewing clothes for her family by the light of a fireplace or a 
kerosene lamp.           —Eiko Ota, Ainu, 2013

The Ainu are native to Japan’s northernmost islands and parts of 
the Russian Far East. The garments in this gallery and the next 
were created by Ainu women for family members as formal attire 
worn at events, such as weddings and religious ceremonies.

Spirit beings, called kamuy, coexist with Ainu people and can 
both help and harm. Made in part from fibers harvested from 
elm bark or nettles, these robes feature elaborate embroidered 
patterns meant to please the eye and protect the wearer. Designs 
are placed where a person might be most vulnerable—the back, 
the robes’ openings—to turn away kamuy. For the Ainu women 
who create the robes, the act of stitching is a physical way to 
invest prayers and love into the garment, for both the healing 
and protection of the wearer. 

Old items carry the weight of the times with them. I could easily envision an Ainu woman spending many evening hours lovingly sewing clothes for her family by the light of a fireplace or a kerosene lamp.           —Eiko Ota, Ainu, 2013The Ainu are native to Japan’s northernmost islands and parts of the Russian Far East. The garments in this gallery and the next were created by Ainu women for family members as formal attire worn at events, such as weddings and religious ceremonies.Spirit beings, called kamuy, coexist with Ainu people and can both help and harm. Made in part from fibers harvested from elm bark or nettles, these robes feature elaborate embroidered patterns meant to please the eye and protect the wearer. Designs are placed where a person might be most vulnerable—the back, the robes’ openings—to turn away kamuy. For the Ainu women who create the robes, the act of stitching is a physical way to invest prayers and love into the garment, for both the healing and protection of the wearer. 

The Ainu people are native to Hokkaido (the northernmost of 
Japan’s main islands), the Kuril Islands, and the southern part 
of Sakhalin Island, which today belongs to Russia. Japan first 
expanded its influence into Hokkaido in the 15th century by 
establishing trading posts, and its presence steadily grew over 
the centuries that followed. Until the middle of the 19th century, 
most Ainu people continued to maintain their own culture and 
language, but a growing number were persuaded or forced to 
work for the new Japanese-run fishing industry. 

In 1871, during Japan’s modernization under Emperor Meiji, 
some Ainu customs were banned in an effort to assimilate 
the Ainu. Subsequently, their lands were appropriated through 
several governmental land acts. The Hokkaido Former Aborigines 
Protection Act of 1899 sought to fully integrate the Ainu into 
Japanese society by declaring them to be “former aborigines,” 
recasting the Ainu as farmers, making compulsory the national 
Japanese education system, and demanding they learn the 
Japanese language. 

It was not until 1997 that the act was replaced by the Ainu 
Cultural Promotion Law, which provides government financial 
support for the promotion and maintenance of Ainu culture. In 
2019, a bill officially recognized the Ainu as Indigenous people 
of northern Japan and banned discrimination against them. In 
2017, about 13,000 people identified as Ainu, but less than a 
dozen are fluent speakers of their native language. Relearning 
weaving and embroidery techniques is one way Ainu people 
are now reclaiming their culture. 

Portrait of  
Ainu people,  
Sten Bergman. 
Courtesy of 
Etnografiska Museet.

The Ainu people are native to Hokkaido (the northernmost of Japan’s main islands), the Kuril Islands, and the southern part of Sakhalin Island, which today belongs to Russia. Japan first expanded its influence into Hokkaido in the 15th century by establishing trading posts, and its presence steadily grew over the centuries that followed. Until the middle of the 19th century, most Ainu people continued to maintain their own culture and language, but a growing number were persuaded or forced to work for the new Japanese-run fishing industry. In 1871, during Japan’s modernization under Emperor Meiji, some Ainu customs were banned in an effort to assimilate the Ainu. Subsequently, their lands were appropriated through several governmental land acts. The Hokkaido Former Aborigines Protection Act of 1899 sought to fully integrate the Ainu into Japanese society by declaring them to be “former aborigines,” recasting the Ainu as farmers, making compulsory the national Japanese education system, and demanding they learn the Japanese language. It was not until 1997 that the act was replaced by the Ainu Cultural Promotion Law, which provides government financial support for the promotion and maintenance of Ainu culture. In 2019, a bill officially recognized the Ainu as Indigenous people of northern Japan and banned discrimination against them. In 2017, about 13,000 people identified as Ainu, but less than a dozen are fluent speakers of their native language. Relearning weaving and embroidery techniques is one way Ainu people are now reclaiming their culture. Portrait of  Ainu people,  Sten Bergman. Courtesy of Etnografiska Museet.
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In pre-industrial Japan, a person’s public identity was largely 
defined by the class to which one was born, determining what 
one did and where one lived. This rigid stratification also governed 
which materials one could wear: by sumptuary edicts, silk was 
reserved only for nobility. Commoners wore textiles of cotton, 
ramie, and other natural fibers, which they made special in 
numerous ways, as each of these galleries lavishly shows.

Most commoners inherited their profession from their parents 
and lived and died in the community in which they were born, 
or in neighborhoods devoted to their trade. But in that certainty 
lay strength and belonging: a fisherman was part of a community 
of fishermen. An indigo dyer lived and labored among other 
indigo dyers, enjoying a collective sense of self and purpose. 

Public festivals were important moments to express this collective 
identity. Various professional groups sponsored events, and 
their members would appear together, often in complementary 
clothing emblematic of their shared background.  

In pre-industrial Japan, a person’s public identity was largely defined by the class to which one was born, determining what one did and where one lived. This rigid stratification also governed which materials one could wear: by sumptuary edicts, silk was reserved only for nobility. Commoners wore textiles of cotton, ramie, and other natural fibers, which they made special in numerous ways, as each of these galleries lavishly shows. Most commoners inherited their profession from their parents and lived and died in the community in which they were born, or in neighborhoods devoted to their trade. But in that certainty lay strength and belonging: a fisherman was part of a community of fishermen. An indigo dyer lived and labored among other indigo dyers, enjoying a collective sense of self and purpose. Public festivals were important moments to express this collective identity. Various professional groups sponsored events, and their members would appear together, often in complementary clothing emblematic of their shared background.  
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Festival garm
ents are the finest clothes of com

m
on people, no 

less beautiful than their silk counterparts, reserved for nobility. 
W

orn in public at festivals, they display the im
m

ense skills of the 
talented w

eavers and dyers w
ho coaxed beauty and com

plexity 
from

 hum
ble, affordable m

aterials. 
Japan is hom

e to m
any festive occasions, either celebrated 

nationw
ide or localized, Local festivals, called m

atsuri, are often 
held in late sum

m
er or early autum

n to coincide w
ith the rice 

harvest. Traditionally sponsored by a shrine or tem
ple, they 

originated w
ith the aim

 of soliciting favor from
 the gods to 

ensure the survival of the com
m

unities. At m
atsuri, m

erchants 
sell street food and alcohol, as w

ell as am
ulets and other ritual 

item
s intended to bring health, protection, and prosperity to their 

ow
ners. C

om
m

unity groups assem
ble under painted banners, 

dressed alike and m
arching together, and som

etim
es carrying 

huge floats that convey their shared purpose and livelihoods. 
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The Japanese fiber banana plant is not grown for its fruit, which 
is inedible, but for its leaves, which are used for creating a cloth, 
called bashōfu, that is unique to Okinawa. The plants can grow 
to around 7 feet, and their stalks consist of concentric layers 
of leaf sheaths that are split into fine strands and then woven 
into cloth. The innermost layers, the finest, were produced into 
summer cloth for the nobility; the next layers were made into 
everyday garments, then work clothes, and the outermost layers 
became rope and cord. The fibers do not stick to the skin in 
hot, humid weather, making it ideal for the subtropical climate 
on Okinawa. Bright shades of yellow, red, blue, and green were 
reserved for the royal family, while commoners wore plain-weave 
cloth with red or brown stripes.
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STANDARD 3-COL DECK LABEL | 50% bigger | 22.5 x 6.375

Nivkh people
Siberia

Woman’s fish-skin festival coat (hukht),  
first half of the 19th century
Cloth: fish skin, sinew (reindeer), cotton thread; 
appliqué and embroidery

The John R. Van Derlip Fund and the Mary Griggs Burke 
Endowment Fund established by the Mary Livingston Griggs 
and Mary Griggs Burke Foundation; purchase from the Thomas 
Murray Collection  2019.20.31

highly stylized, many of the design motifs can 
nonetheless be identified: birds with outstretched 
wings, masks, and the sinuous lines of serpents or 
dragons. Some elements may derive from Nivkh 
traditions—for example, Nivkh people say the duck 
created their land from its own feathers—whereas 
others, like the masks and dragons, likely come 
from China. 

This woman’s festival coat is pieced together from 
fish skins. Its tapered sleeves and diagonal closure 
result from cultural exchanges with the Manchus 
and Mongols. The use of cotton thread and red- 
and blue-dyed areas likewise speaks to its maker’s 
access to trade networks that reached the area.

Much of the surface, especially on the back, 
features curvilinear motifs that showcase the 
exacting skill and attention to symmetry of the 
woman, or women, who made it. Leather pieces 
line and are stitched to the surface. While 

STANDARD 3-COL DECK LABEL | 50% bigger | 22.5 x 6.375Nivkh peopleSiberiaWoman’s fish-skin festival coat (hukht),  first half of the 19th centuryCloth: fish skin, sinew (reindeer), cotton thread; appliqué and embroideryThe John R. Van Derlip Fund and the Mary Griggs Burke Endowment Fund established by the Mary Livingston Griggs and Mary Griggs Burke Foundation; purchase from the Thomas Murray Collection  2019.20.31 highly stylized, many of the design motifs can nonetheless be identified: birds with outstretched wings, masks, and the sinuous lines of serpents or dragons. Some elements may derive from Nivkh traditions—for example, Nivkh people say the duck created their land from its own feathers—whereas others, like the masks and dragons, likely come from China. This woman’s festival coat is pieced together from fish skins. Its tapered sleeves and diagonal closure result from cultural exchanges with the Manchus and Mongols. The use of cotton thread and red- and blue-dyed areas likewise speaks to its maker’s access to trade networks that reached the area.Much of the surface, especially on the back, features curvilinear motifs that showcase the exacting skill and attention to symmetry of the woman, or women, who made it. Leather pieces line and are stitched to the surface. While 

Ainu people

Ruunpe robe with red, white, and yellow 
pattern, early 20th century
Cloth: cotton; cotton appliqué and embroidery

The John R. Van Derlip Fund and the Mary Griggs Burke 
Endowment Fund established by the Mary Livingston Griggs 
and Mary Griggs Burke Foundation; purchase from the 
Thomas Murray Collection  2019.20.8

Ruunpe are the most intricate and colorful of 
Ainu robes. Ainu women rendered Japanese 
trade cotton, as well as recycled silk textiles, into 
large, multicolored appliquéd designs. A close 
look reveals the sophisticated, intentional, and 
painstaking approach Ainu women brought to 
their work. In some examples, it is clear they 
viewed patterned cloth as an opportunity to 
add a vibrant design dimension, juxtaposing or 
interlayering it with embroidered lines and solid 
colors.

STANDARD 2-COL DECK LABEL | 50% bigger | 15 x 6.375

Ainu peopleRuunpe robe with red, white, and yellow pattern, early 20th centuryCloth: cotton; cotton appliqué and embroideryThe John R. Van Derlip Fund and the Mary Griggs Burke Endowment Fund established by the Mary Livingston Griggs and Mary Griggs Burke Foundation; purchase from the Thomas Murray Collection  2019.20.8 Ruunpe are the most intricate and colorful of Ainu robes. Ainu women rendered Japanese trade cotton, as well as recycled silk textiles, into large, multicolored appliquéd designs. A close look reveals the sophisticated, intentional, and painstaking approach Ainu women brought to their work. In some examples, it is clear they viewed patterned cloth as an opportunity to add a vibrant design dimension, juxtaposing or interlayering it with embroidered lines and solid colors.STANDARD 2-COL DECK LABEL | 50% bigger | 15 x 6.375

STANDARD 1-COL DECK LABEL | 50% bigger | 9.75 x 6.375

Nivkh people
Siberia

Woman’s fish-skin festival coat (hukht),  
first half of the 19th century
Cloth: fish skin, sinew (reindeer), cotton thread; appliqué and 
embroidery

The John R. Van Derlip Fund and the Mary Griggs Burke Endowment Fund 
established by the Mary Livingston Griggs and Mary Griggs Burke Foundation; 
purchase from the Thomas Murray Collection  2019.20.31

STANDARD 1-COL DECK LABEL | 50% bigger | 9.75 x 6.375Nivkh peopleSiberiaWoman’s fish-skin festival coat (hukht),  first half of the 19th centuryCloth: fish skin, sinew (reindeer), cotton thread; appliqué and embroideryThe John R. Van Derlip Fund and the Mary Griggs Burke Endowment Fund established by the Mary Livingston Griggs and Mary Griggs Burke Foundation; purchase from the Thomas Murray Collection  2019.20.31

STANDARD 3-COL DECK LABEL | 50% bigger | 22.5 x 6.375

Unknown maker, Nivkh people, Russia

Woman’s fish-skin festival coat (hukht),  
19th century
Cloth: fish skin, sinew (reindeer), cotton thread; 
appliqué and embroidery

2019.20.31

highly stylized, many of the design motifs can 
nonetheless be identified: birds with outstretched 
wings, masks, and the sinuous lines of serpents or 
dragons. Some elements may derive from Nivkh 
traditions—for example, Nivkh people say the duck 
created their land from its own feathers—whereas 
others, like the masks and dragons, likely come 
from China.  

This woman’s festival coat is pieced together from 
fish skins. Its tapered sleeves and diagonal closure 
result from cultural exchanges with the Manchus 
and Mongols. The use of cotton thread and red- 
and blue-dyed areas likewise speaks to its maker’s 
access to trade networks that reached the area.

Much of the surface, especially on the back, 
features curvilinear motifs that showcase the 
exacting skill and attention to symmetry of the 
woman, or women, who made it. Leather pieces 
line and are stitched to the surface. While 

STANDARD 3-COL DECK LABEL | 50% bigger | 22.5 x 6.375Unknown maker, Nivkh people, RussiaWoman’s fish-skin festival coat (hukht),  19th centuryCloth: fish skin, sinew (reindeer), cotton thread; appliqué and embroidery2019.20.31 highly stylized, many of the design motifs can nonetheless be identified: birds with outstretched wings, masks, and the sinuous lines of serpents or dragons. Some elements may derive from Nivkh traditions—for example, Nivkh people say the duck created their land from its own feathers—whereas others, like the masks and dragons, likely come from China.  This woman’s festival coat is pieced together from fish skins. Its tapered sleeves and diagonal closure result from cultural exchanges with the Manchus and Mongols. The use of cotton thread and red- and blue-dyed areas likewise speaks to its maker’s access to trade networks that reached the area.Much of the surface, especially on the back, features curvilinear motifs that showcase the exacting skill and attention to symmetry of the woman, or women, who made it. Leather pieces line and are stitched to the surface. While 
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U
nique to O

kinaw
a, the bingata dyeing technique has been 

in use for the past 500 years. Traditionally, cloth w
as w

oven 
by w

om
en but dyed by m

en. To create bingata, artists m
ake 

a thick paste, called nori, from
 rice, salt, and lim

e and apply 
it through stencils or painted directly on cloth. N

ori acts as a 
resist, blocking the dye from

 penetrating the textile so that 
treated areas w

ill retain their original color. After dyeing one 
color, artists cover m

ore areas w
ith nori and then dye the textile 

w
ith another color. Finally, w

hen all patterns are com
pleted, 

that section is covered w
ith nori and the background is dyed. 

B
ingata is characterized by bright colors: yellow

, w
hite, blue, 

and pink. M
otifs from

 C
hina and Japan, like cherry blossom

s or 
pine trees, w

ere popular and attest to cross-cultural influences.
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“Dressed by Nature: Textiles of Japan” centers on the importance 
of local resources for human survival and comfort. With the 
collapse of global supply chains during the Covid-19 pandemic, 
it’s an especially meaningful message now. 

This exhibition also debuts the Thomas Murray Collection at 
the Minneapolis Institute of Art (Mia). A well-known independent 
researcher and art expert with a fantastic eye for textiles from 
around the globe, Murray built his Japanese collection over nearly 
40 years. In 2019, the museum acquired the entire collection 
of more than 200 outstanding textiles, which catapulted Mia 
to among the foremost collections of Japanese textiles in the 
world. After nine years spent in pursuit of this collection, I am 
very excited to share more than 120 textiles here with you now.

Textiles are an intrinsic part of life across all cultures throughout 
history. No other medium at once communicates social standing, 
cultural values, and aesthetics while also carrying out a functional 
purpose. This exhibition presents textiles made between 
around 1750 and 1930 that derive from three geographical 
areas belonging to present-day Japan: the northern islands, 

including Hokkaido, home to the indigenous Ainu people living 
in a climate comparable to ours in the Midwest; the Japanese 
mainland; and the subtropical Okinawan Islands in the south. 
Showcasing regional craft traditions (mingei), these textiles 
are not the standard silk kimonos usually featured in displays 
as the typical clothing from Japan (though, in fact, reserved 
only for the upper classes). Instead, you will see a wide range 
of textiles for farmers, fishermen, and others made from local 
materials, including fish skin, paper, elm bark, nettle, banana leaf, 
hemp, wisteria, deerskin, cotton, and wool. Indeed, “Dressed 
by Nature” not only celebrates the resourcefulness of humans 
in general, but also the ingenuity of these makers, all unknown 
by name to us, who created aesthetically beautiful, functional 
works of art.

Dr. Andreas Marks
Mary Griggs Burke Curator of Japanese and Korean Art 
Director of the Clark Center for Japanese Art 

“Dressed by Nature: Textiles of Japan” centers on the importance of local resources for human survival and comfort. With the collapse of global supply chains during the Covid-19 pandemic, it’s an especially meaningful message now. This exhibition also debuts the Thomas Murray Collection at the Minneapolis Institute of Art (Mia). A well-known independent researcher and art expert with a fantastic eye for textiles from around the globe, Murray built his Japanese collection over nearly 40 years. In 2019, the museum acquired the entire collection of more than 200 outstanding textiles, which catapulted Mia to among the foremost collections of Japanese textiles in the world. After nine years spent in pursuit of this collection, I am very excited to share more than 120 textiles here with you now.Textiles are an intrinsic part of life across all cultures throughout history. No other medium at once communicates social standing, cultural values, and aesthetics while also carrying out a functional purpose. This exhibition presents textiles made between around 1750 and 1930 that derive from three geographical areas belonging to present-day Japan: the northern islands, including Hokkaido, home to the indigenous Ainu people living in a climate comparable to ours in the Midwest; the Japanese mainland; and the subtropical Okinawan Islands in the south. Showcasing regional craft traditions (mingei), these textiles are not the standard silk kimonos usually featured in displays as the typical clothing from Japan (though, in fact, reserved only for the upper classes). Instead, you will see a wide range of textiles for farmers, fishermen, and others made from local materials, including fish skin, paper, elm bark, nettle, banana leaf, hemp, wisteria, deerskin, cotton, and wool. Indeed, “Dressed by Nature” not only celebrates the resourcefulness of humans in general, but also the ingenuity of these makers, all unknown by name to us, who created aesthetically beautiful, functional works of art.Dr. Andreas MarksMary Griggs Burke Curator of Japanese and Korean Art Director of the Clark Center for Japanese Art 
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