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Geometric design jogakbo made with sukgosa (Korean silk gauze) 2014. 22 x 58¼”






1 Introduction

Textiles hold history, and they have the power to initiate conversation about culture, tradition, time, and memory. I appreciate the beauty that comes from the long, slow process of hand stitching, which is a meditative act for me. I constantly practice stitches on the surface of fabrics and think about the invisible labor done by women throughout time. I use a variety of materials to make items that both reflect modern aesthetics and embrace traditional techniques. This represents my identity as one living in two cultures; bojagi is my interpretation of my cultural heritage and tradition. I create through a spontaneous and improvisational process, using various materials, from new bolts of fabric to reclaimed textiles. I start this organic process by putting small fragments together, and the bojagi and I both grow as I work many imperfect stitches together with my wishes for haengbok (영민 – happiness).

I have been wanting to write a book about bojagi for a long time. As I shared bojagi with the people around me, I felt that I needed to organize my thoughts and methodology so I could share my knowledge of and love for the subject properly. When I first started making bojagi, I picked up pieces of fabric to fulfill my desire to make. I soon discovered the unexpected positive side effects of hand-sewing bojagi – I enjoyed sewing and completing a project, but I also found the process had a calming and meditative effect. I often tell people who take my classes, ‘Try to find a rhythm in your own stitches.’ Instead of trying to make perfect, even stitches, let your fingers and your needle work together. I believe this will help to infuse your good intentions into the bojagi you are making, so the finished object can carry this positive energy on. This is a book about bojagi and my personal journey to find happiness.

Wishing you haengbok,

행복을 빌며, 영민

[image: A signature of Youngmin Lee in cursive handwriting.]

When I was a child, I had a box of fabric scraps that I collected from my mom’s sewing projects and my aunt’s stash of leftovers – my aunt owned a small hanbok (Korean traditional clothing) store in Seoul. With my scraps of fabric, my tiny bedroom became a small imaginary fabric store. I admired the various colors and textures of the scraps. My affection for textiles led me to study Clothing and Textiles in college, and Fashion Design at graduate school. After I graduated, I worked in the fashion industry for a few years. When my husband got a job offer overseas, he asked me if I could put my career on pause for about five years, for the chance to live in California. I had fond memories of living in California for about a year in the past, so I agreed to pack up and move from Seoul to the San Francisco Bay Area with my husband and our six-month-old daughter. Back then, when we did bottari ssada (packing things in bojagi and moving to another place), my husband and I had no idea that we would stay in the Bay Area for over 26 years.

When I had adjusted to a new place and my daughter began school, I grabbed some fabric from my new stash box (I lost my original fabric box during one of several moves we made after our marriage) and started to make things. I made clothes for my daughter, cloth napkins and dish towels, aprons, and bojagi out of fabric that I brought from Korea. I also tried knitting, crocheting, and hand quilting. These making activities bolstered my confidence and helped me discover what I wanted to do. The act of making made me feel comfortable; Korean silks and ramie especially helped to soothe my homesickness. I had taken some classes about Korean costume history and hanbok construction in college, which gave me a good foundation to start making my own bojagi with many different designs and styles. Gradually people around me started to notice my bojagi and asked me questions such as: ‘What is that?’, ‘What is bojagi?’, ‘How do you use it?’, and ‘How do you make it?’ I decided to explore more and share this unique practice with people eager to learn about Korean textile traditions and making processes.

Bojagi have allowed me the opportunity to share my native culture and arts with not only the next generation of Korean Americans, but also people with many different cultural backgrounds. In 2004, I was invited to the San Francisco Asian Art Museum to participate in the ‘Asia Alive’ program. This was my first time meeting and engaging with the public about my work. I was at the museum four days a week for four weeks, sharing my bojagi, and Korean textile traditions and culture.
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Objects packed in bojagi can be called bottari, which is often used to refer to packing up and moving somewhere.



The Asian Art Museum’s annual ‘Korea Day’ celebration presented another opportunity to introduce bojagi to local museum visitors. In 2011, I was invited by a public school that has a Korean immersion program to come and teach bojagi classes to students from the third to the eighth grades. I taught them every year until 2022. In 2014, Los Angeles County Museum of Art (LACMA) invited me to give a talk about bojagi and host some workshops.

The museum also has a vision for engagement with visitors. So, we started the ‘Community Bojagi Project’ to work with people visiting the museum. Over four months, more than 1,700 people participated and helped us to finish the project.


[image: A quilt with a geometric pattern of various colored fabrics.]


Jogakbo made with my family’s old hanbok, such as my mom’s chima (skirt) and my brother’s durumagi (outer jacket). By using my family members’ old clothes, I was wishing for their happiness and well-being.
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The Community Bojagi hanging in the Boone Children’s Gallery



Our community bojagi was installed at the Boone Children’s Gallery at LACMA. LACMA submitted our project to Guinness World Records, and it is now officially the world’s largest bojagi!

I participate in many cultural festivals and events, and people often express their interest and opinions about cultural diversity and similarities between cultures. Teaching bojagi and Korean culture to schoolchildren in local public schools, and leading community bojagi projects at the Los Angeles County Museum and the Asian Art Museum in San Francisco are examples of how I’ve built a creative community through my cultural experience. I have been participating in the Oakland Museum’s Lunar New Year celebration for two decades, the Asian Art Museum’s Korea Day activities for seven years, and Irvine’s Korean Festival for four years. I believe that preserving artistic and cultural traditions is a great way to understand and connect communities, and I want to build bridges between cultures. In addition to teaching in person, I created the DVD Bojagi Wrapping Cloths: The Art of Korean Stitching in 2013 so that I could reach people from afar.

In both 2019 and 2022, I was fortunate to be a recipient of an apprenticeship supported by the Alliance for California Traditional Arts. I was honored to teach bojagi to my apprentices. By sharing traditional art and craft, I try to connect ancient traditions with contemporary audiences.

Bojagi or pojagi?

I respect and use the Revised Romanization of Korean, the official Korean language romanization system in South Korea. The National Academy of the Korean Language started developing it in 1995, and it was released to the public on 7 July 2000, by South Korea’s Ministry of Culture and Tourism in Proclamation No. 2000–8. According to this, 보자기 can be written and pronounced as ‘bojagi’, and 조각보 as ‘jogakbo’.
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Colorful jogakbo made in the 20th century, with Korean silk
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