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he is petite. Her eyes are
sincere and she smiles nearly
all the time. We talk in a
very strange mixture of
French and Chinese and laugh at our
absurd neologisms. In the eighties
she studied at the École National Supérieure des Arts Décoratifs in
Paris, and now reminisces about that wonderful time when she had
just arrived in that wild bohemian city to obtain a degree in Design.
Those years are long gone now, but Professor Tsai YuShan still
has the same fraîcheur (freshness) of those passionate people who
dream intensely.
Professor Tsai has worked as an Associate Professor at Fu Jen
Catholic University since 1993 and is the author of four books
about weaving technique theory and the creation of textiles. One
of Professor Tsai’s academic specialisations is Taiwan aboriginal
textiles: she does exquisite reproductions and has dedicated years
of her life to studying, understanding and honing the necessary
techniques needed to weave, embroider and analyze the astounding
patterns of the yuanzhumin (Taiwanese aboriginal people). Her
work is both colorful and sober, and it covers a wide variety of
fabrics, weaving and embroidering processes. She explains that she
hasn't found any book with a complete structural analysis of these
types of Taiwanese aboriginal textiles, and so she has been working
hard in her personal quest for a more profound and detailed
understanding of that unique world.
THE COLOR OF IDENTITY
The Taiwanese aborigines descend from the Austronesian peoples
that settled in Southeast Asia and Oceania, and they share the
languages and culture of the Austronesian family, differentiating
them from the Han Chinese communities which migrated to
Taiwan from China. The various tribes are distributed throughout
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Taiwan and although they don't
speak the exact same language, they
have certain similarities in the way
they live and in the way they dress
– especially the latter. The many
geometric patterns found in their
textiles tend to vary only a little from
tribe to tribe. The weaving patterns
of the Atayal tribe consist of stripes
and diamonds, which can also be
found in designs of the Seediq tribe.
But although some may only have
a small variation in pattern, there is
a strong difference in color. While
Yami woven textiles are mostly blue
and white, others like those of the
Pingpu tend to be more colorful and
playful. The Paiwan tribe's creativity
in textiles is superb and their patterns
go beyond the use of geometric
shapes, plus they use delicate or
powerful colors. The Tsou tribe,
on the other hand, seems to have
lost its tradition of weaving but its
women still know how to adorn their
black towel turban with straightline stitching or cross-stitching and
pompoms.
What all tribes have in common,
though, is their geometric shapes:
diamonds, zigzag twills, straight
l i n e s; s o m e a l s o h a v e f l o w e r s,
animals, or leaf patterns; they are
all part of the tribes' expressions on
different fabrics. Others have rich
brocade patterns or use the same
kind of materials, such as cotton,
linen or bark: ramie (a flowering
plant in the nettle family Urticaceae,
native to eastern Asia) used to be
the main material used for clothing.
Each tribe interprets the world in

its own way. Sometimes they mirror
nature on their textiles, other times
that intimate and complicated
scenario of rituals which permeates
the day-to-day relationship with
their past, their traditions and their
families can be seen. Their cultures
and their identities are all in the
presence of colors and the presence
of that powerful tool of geometry.
HARD WORK
Professor Tsai has used many
resources in order to recapture the
magic of the old aboriginal textiles,
from research in museums, private
collections, collection catalogs,
and photographs, to meeting with

aborigines and asking about their
special techniques when weaving and
embroidering.
T h e I n s t i t u t e o f Te x t i l e s a n d
Clothing at Fu Jen Catholic
University was sponsored by the
Council of Indigenous Peoples of
the Executive Yuan for a “Teacher
Qualification Training Program for
the Aboriginal Traditional Crafts
of Dying and Weaving”, a program
in which fifteen aboriginal students
wer e trained to teach others how
to give life to their traditional arts

and crafts. A course on shuttle
weaving in this program used charts
with symbols and numbers based
on Professor Tsai’s analysis of the
traditional old fabric structure.
This helped students to reproduce
Atayal traditional fabrics with a
dobby loom. After this course, Tsai
YuShan accepted a commission
from the Taichung County Cultural
Center, working on their museum's
collections of other tribes' traditional
fabrics. In these last few years she
has been part of a research group on
Taiwanese aboriginal clothing and
culture, a project organized by Kobe
Design University of Japan.
Ta i w a n A b o r i g i n a l s h a v e f o r
the most part lost their traditional
brocade skills; however the tribes on
the island of Lanyu (Orchid Island)
and in Taidong have retained this
ability. Tsai and some Japanese
scholars met a Puyuma weaver from
this region who was still weaving
a traditional fabric, and although
asking questions and taking pictures
was all they could garner from
this meeting, Professor Tsai could
decipher, thanks to her knowledge
and experience, the structures and
materials used, which she then
combined with her weaving skills to
create a formidable result. Weaving
was particularly difficult since the
aboriginal's back strap loom is
different from her dobby loom, but
after a few years she finally mastered
it. She spent many hours trying to
decipher how the 'up and down'
threads and the 'across' threads
interact in order to later record her
findings on what is called a 'weaving
draft', a specialized standard code on
a paper graph. With that complicated
tool she can start her reproduction
and also make her own variations.
All her books have these graphs to
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help students, professionals and
amateurs make their own personal
combinations.
This means a lot of hard work and
concentration, qualities Professor
Ts a i Yu S h a n c e r t a i n l y d o e s n't
lack. From her years as a student
at the Department of Fine Arts at
the Chinese Culture University in
Taiwan, she has developed a strong
sense of commitment to what she
likes and to what she wants. Those
later years in France only served to
strengthen her endeavors. She spoke
little French and she started as a
common student, but finished as one
of the best, receiving congratulations
from all her teachers for her

dedication and will. She now focuses
on studying southeast Asian textiles
on their pattern color and technique.
When I told her how amazed I was
that she chose to engage in such a
complex job she just said 'It's what I
like to do'.
ENJOYING THE TRADITION
Professor Tsai YuShan has spent
a great deal of time in museums and
at home, sitting down in front of her
dobby loom, recovering that elegant
and important tradition that speaks
of the peoples of Taiwan. This year
she has put together an exhibition at
the Shung Ye Museum of Formosan
Aborigines, in which she presented
a total of 103 pieces of thirteen
different tribes. Her next exhibition
will be at the Bai Win Gallery run by
Faye Angevine later in 2013 as part

of a wider showing of Aboriginal
artwork.
Tsai YuShan's work is definitely
one of the most important when
it comes to recovering old woven
treasures. She made her way through
the colorful patterns and succeeded
in making astonishing reproductions
full of life, creativity and a sense of
identity. When I said goodbye after
our meeting, she lit up the room with
a bright smile that reminded me of
those patterns and colors she has so
beautifully brought back to life.
Marina Burana is an Argentinean writer
born in 1986. She has published two books
of shor t stories in Spanish and is now
writing plays in English. She speaks French
and reads Ancient Greek. She also plays
violin, paints and studies
Chinese in Taipei.

To read more about Professor Tsai’s work, see:
Recovering lost woven treasures: Translation and Transformation
By Tsai YuShan
Published by Tsai Hsuanchu
Published in 2012
ISBN 978-957-41-9248-9
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