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Midnight. The Peak Lounge, Park Hyatt, Tokyo.

Fifty washi paper lanterns.
An anonymous slow-tinkling piano.
Smooth saki in a tiny glass.

Tokyo spreads out to left and right, in vast and awesome
mwinkling-throbbing glory. Somewhere out there, karaoke
is in full swing, geisha listen to hoasting businessmen, and

grown-up schoolgirls play potent power games. ..

Istand right up to the glass and touch the city with my
fingertips. It ripples and pulses under my touch.

Am [ lost in translation?

[ put on Reiko Sudo’s ‘Otter Skin” and dive off into
this night...

Otter Skin. Glinting, waterlogged, damp and loaded. Dense
black, crow black, almost scaly. Affective, unsettling, brooding.
Reiko Sudo’s fabric holds its breath, merges into my skin

and waits.

Can a textile, a piece of cloth, a woven substrate, be this potent?
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Barthes writes of the ‘destination’ of a text as the place of its
(provisional) unity, and identifies that place as lying within
its reader.' That is, he articulates the moment of translation
when the complexity of creation is in some way capturec
(albeit temporarily) by the reader (viewer) as a means to
permit his/her subjective expression of (a) meaning. In this
text, I will argue that Reiko Sudo’s fabrics are such texts, for
they allow this reader to peel them off and put them on for
her own imaginative flight. ..

My translation may not be yours: translation is a tricky
business.”

Lees-Maffei and Sandino quite rightly make a claim for the
“machinations, seduction and jealousies of a ménage a trois”
between Design, Craft and Art.” My interest in their work

lies in the proposal of that territory as unstable, shifting,
contingent, ultimately dangerous. It seems to me that Reiko
Sudo’s fabrics are potentially ‘danger invested’, sexually-
charged, highly seductive. I believe, moreover, that she
consciously mobilises the act of seduction to reveal the
unspoken (unspeakable), the unauthorised (authoritatively),
the uncensored (without censure) in her liaisons with cloth. ..

Dr Catherine Harper
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My seduction may not be yours: seduction is a tricky business.”

The pelt of the otter, and indeed that of the seal, presented
1o us by Reiko Sudo acts as a metaphor for a translation and
re-translation between Nature and Culture which seems to
resonate throughout my understandings of the dichotomies of
contemporary Japan. The conceptual or material coexistence of
complementary states is, for example, offered as an essentially
Japanese aesthetic by Curators McCarty and McQuaid in their
framing of ‘Structure and Surface: Contemporary Japanese
Textiles’ at the Museum of Modern Art, New York (1998).° I'm
generally wary of essentialisms — there’s a danger of reduction
or misrepresentation — and, in cultural terms, that can lead
quickly to exoticism of the worst kind. I am conscious of not
wishing to either reduce the cultural identification of Reiko
Sudo’s fabric to either an exotic commodity or to code it with
a ‘them’ and ‘us’ hierarchy.” As Greg Kwok Keung Leong notes
in his articulations of ‘centred’ (traditional) and *de-centred’
(radical) cultural identity there is always a key “tension
between the cultural identities we construct for ourselves. ..
and [those| others construct for us”.” That being said,
Barthes' appeal to subjectivity in analysis is liberating in how
one might then read or activate the text in the textiles.
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[ propose that Reiko Sudo, too, is highly conscious of

the potential for exciting and even provocative narrative
associations in her mobilisations of the rich textile and
cultural traditions of Japan and her location of those within
a highly contemporary methodology and materiality. The
convergence of mechanical, technological and industrial
techniques with labour-intensive handwork, plus the
authoritative use of traditional and innovative materials,
indicates a certain trend in Japanese textiles which arguably
captures some form of essential currency’, and Reiko Sudo
knowingly activates these essences while not allowing herself
to be subsumed by them...

Seal and otter slip effortlessly between land and sea, solid and
fluid, dry and wet. Their graceful translation from one domain
or way of being to another is mesmerisingly easy. Both ‘Otter
Skin® and ‘Seal Skin” appear simple: the former dark, matt,
brooding, the latter a bright, shiny dense weave in celebratory
red... But it is their potential for narrative, proposed through
their title, and then further invited through the simplicity of
their surfaces that permits Barthes’ textual proposition to be
useful here. Both these fabrics beg to be mobilised by a viewer
freader: both resonate with a desire to be held, caressed,
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ic. This is a different kind of desire for tactility to that of
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it) responds across its area to the fabric plane... nerves,
papillae reach out to Reiko Sudo’s fabrics for contact,
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night-time Tokyo in all its animal breathing pelt-like beauty...
My condition may not be yours: you know the rest...

Undoubtedly, Reiko Sudo designs and orchestrates the
making of fabrics that are sublime and extraordinary. Fabrics
of enormous diversity and sophistication are her hallmark,
cach combining high-tech and low-tech production methods
and a range of materials from the ‘natural” (silk, wool, linen,
banana fibre) to those that are synthetic, industrial, banal or
unexpected (stainless steel, rubber, scrap fabric, laminate film,
copper, oxidised metal). Reiko Sudo breaks convention in
her processes as well as her materials: she characteristically
interrupts the manufacture of woven fabric to manually insert
feathers, she deliberately creates random rust marks on virgin
cloth by scattering nails on its surface, she plies threads with
incompatible shrinkages allowing applied heat to then buckle
the woven results, she bonds metallic films to traditionally
‘valuable' silk fabric. Reiko Sudo is a sophisticated ‘avant-
garde designer-craftsperson’, challenging without difficulty
the norms of materiality, process and technigue. It's quite
appropriate, for example, that Reiko Sudo played a key role
in ‘the space between’ conference in Perth in 2004, where

yak ‘94
100% wool
jellyfish '93

100% polvester

moth-2aten 95

cotton and polyester
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1"
NunoMuno Books ‘BoroBoro™
pi4. pub. Nuno Corporation 1997

12
NunoNuno Books ‘BorcBoro'
p15. pub. Nuno Ceorporation 1997,

13
NunoNuno Books ‘BoreBoro™
p15. pub. Nuno Corporation {997,

1“4
NunoNuno Books ‘BoroBoro™
p27. pub, Nuno Corporation 1997.

36

EE IS TFETHEZLAARLY., TERLTOROERREICEZ]S
FWTCSVALEGEHEDS EEBERMIC DY ., FEEGIESEER
DEEFRAT. BWEMA ST ETRY B 2 fefmbfebT DIl
Y. G MEEOSEN] BHICERET 4 ILAZUMT YT
BESER. BEBRTFEESES METfC7—I1=% THEY. B8
tE, 7OERA, FEOEEICS S LT 5, LA IFERRT
H2004ED /N —AICHIT D TRIDEE) fETEFEERIERLLE
DiFRCEEZ Lol TTTRELZD, WARGZIZENAT
VREFHA . TEEE. EMNENALOBOSLEOEREFR
B, TERZAIICEFBF LN Ty Fik, BARZEEES
CHEANARRBOMESEN>TWEDTH S,

EEBFOAMDE 3, BHlcEbDHTELWVA. Dl LOEKE
BILU{DIE,. &2 EBPHTTREDYDOEZMELEHNRLTINDS
£35L07F, HOEBNQOT7/O—FILHT5, ALBTEETSL
TWAT 7O—FIFIcBiEniz, X/ 3/ 7 v 2 A0 [Boro Borol
i, [HEOBETERIETNORV") #IRE 74CL T belLew
SHEICIIESHTLHVEETEH AL Y FERBLTI NS -
ERGENES——BEOFEETEEVLEFETOEOTE LGN
B BETFZ A FOEMORSICIEERIE——IFRETZTAYES. &
ROV Ialb—vary, THRMOERE . [RETEJNGRG] OF

her habitation of the blurred territory between artisanal craft,
high-end design, industrial manufacturing, and artistic creative
intervention celebrated a new hybridity, a contemporary
interdisciplinarity and a modern expressive synthesis in textiles.

Many of Reiko Sudo’s fabrics are quite simply very beautiful,
but it is those that promise a more intricate and insistent
narrative that particularly interest me. Those that are the
product of an abusive, even perverse, approach to the

fabric substrate are especially evocative. The Nuno book
‘BoroBoro’, with its offer of ‘Cruel and Unusual Treatment
of Fabric™ offers a clue to a sub-text both apparent and
significant to this reader. .. Sexual power games — neither
essentially or exclusively Japanese, but nevertheless useful
for the purposes of this text — offer abusive practices,
humiliation, simulated pain, ‘real tears’, and vocal evidencing
of ‘cruel and unusual treatment’. Interestingly, the foreword
to ‘BoroBoro’ states “Mistreatment is not an end in itself (we
are not textile sadists)™.” In this collection, though, fabrics
have been “roasted over burners, dissolved with acid, boiled
and stewed, ripped with blades and pulled apart™.” Other
works involve baking, rubbing, moulding, weathering...
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The text itself asks “what ever did these innocent fabrics
do to deserve this rough handling?”, and the list of fabric
treatments reads like a inquisitor’s ‘to do’ list...

I'm back at the glass, looking out over midnight Tokyo, a
pelt of human culture stretching to the midnight sky. Under
that pelt, countless acts of sexual cruelty, of rough trade,

of sublime and seductive terror are enacted as an essential
(nightly) part of human existence... Remember that ‘Otter
Skin’, via Barthes, permitted me to be a witness to that
night-time landscape...

If Reiko Sudo already is an active participant in Lees-Matffei
and Sandino’s ménage 4 trois, then it is only a short leap
of narrative faith to consider the investment of sexual,
seductive, sadistic energy in certain key textile pieces.
Reiko Sudo is tantalising, however, in the odd tensions she
constructs between textile fabric and textile title: ‘Ginseng' is
subtitled as “homage to the penetrating power of vegetable
life”", and reads as a sophisticated creamy cloth, with
softly decadent fringing of felted wool. It’s delicious and
delectable. Read the descriptor of method, however, and
think again:
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The process itself literally ‘damages’ normal woollen
weaves. .. we resorted to prolonged soaking in alternating
haths of hot and cold water before pounding our wool
on the ‘torture rack’.”

It is the making explicit, as a creative act, of the method of
marking the textile skin that signals some perverse delight
in the hard hand labour of the work (even when ultimately
it is mechanised labour that reproduces the textile). In her
‘Scrapyard (Nail)’, rusty nails are allowed to imprint their
marks onto dampened virgin rayon in a counter-intuitive act
of textile offence. In ‘Spanish Moss’ the weave structure is
quite literally ‘undone’. In ‘Cracked Quilt’, chemicals etch
their traces into the flesh of a rayon and wool double-fabric.
And so on...

Always remember, my sadism may not be yours... sadism
being a tricky business...

What I find unsettling, and I believe this is a deliberate

and most clever strategy on the part of Reiko Sudo, is the
juxtapositioning of heightened and evocative language with
tender fabric and matter-of-fact explanation. It’s as though
she wants to remain elusive, not one thing or the other.
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In these creative power games, Reiko Sudo is ultimately
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dominant over the material, process and meanings held
within her fabric, and most significantly her refusal to allow
labelling keeps her dominance over us the reader/viewer.

I can speculate all 1 like, pull on and peel off the metaphoric
layers of her designer-art-craft textiles, but I remain not her,
and therefore outside the knowledge that is Reiko Sudo.

Can a textile, a piece of cloth, a woven substrate,
be this potent?

Always. ..

Dr Catherine Harper
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