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Necklace by Aya Nakamaya. For this necklace, Aya Nakayama used a method she developed to harmoniously blend the silver wire into the silk. The result is a seamless flow from the cast centerpiece to the braided wire to the braided silk.
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Bracelets by Giovanna Imperia.

PREFACE

While kumihimo has been around for many centuries, new interest in it has surged in Japan and the West over the last twenty years. Many books have been written on the subject and they have helped popularize the technique, making kumihimo more accessible by presenting technically rigorous information in a user-friendly way. Most recently, many small project oriented books have emerged in the United States, all of which, unfortunately, lack the technical knowledge and expertise of the earlier books. This suggested to me the need for a new type of book: A book that would address readers’ desires for easy-to-follow projects without compromising on what I consider an essential technical foundation. With these essential techniques, I provide a framework that will help you develop an understanding of basic braid structures in a way that gives you the creative freedom to develop more complex braid structures on your own. By combining these two elements—essential techniques and projects—this book provides more comprehensive coverage than others and can be used by experienced and novice braiders alike.

Equally important, this is the first kumihimo book on braiding with wire. While wire can be used on any of the traditional kumihimo stands, for this first book on the subject I chose to focus on twenty gorgeous, one-of-a-kind projects for the disk/Maru Dai and the square plate.

The projects in this book, as well as many of the contributions from other artists, represent a radical departure from traditional applications of kumihimo and offer a contemporary view of braided jewelry. The instructions are designed to be clear, concise, and easy to follow, and the contributions from other artists will intrigue and inspire you.

GIOVANNA IMPERIA


INTRODUCTION

Braids are common in many cultures, where they have served a wide range of functions—from practical applications to decorations on garments to key elements in religious ceremonies. Some braiding traditions developed independently in different regions, which led to the emergence of unique designs and structures. Some braiding traditions developed as a result of cultural migration. A good example of the latter is the development of kumihimo in Japan.

There are also many different processes that are used in braiding. Some braids are made without the aid of tools. Other braids are made using a stand, typically round, and weighted bobbins. Among the cultures using stands, Japan is unique in that braids are made using a number of specialized stands, not just a round one.
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An example of a contemporary Peruvian sling braid, a practical braid application. Note the various braid structures used throughout and the colorful tassels, which are added afterward.

A BRIEF HISTORY OF KUMIHIMO

The term kumihimo means intersected threads. It refers to any type of braid executed using the loop-manipulation method (which does not require equipment) or any number of stands.

Kumihimo has very long history in Japan, where some early examples of impressions of braided structures on pottery date back to the Jomon period (8000–300 BC). By the Kofun period (4th–6th centuries), braids had become common thanks in large part to the diffusion of Buddhism. According to research by Masako Kinoshita, many of the early braids, such as the ones in the Shosoin treasure house (Nara period, AD 645–784), were probably executed using the loop-manipulation braiding technique.

Over the centuries, kumihimo became an integral part of the Japanese culture, where it assumed uses that ranged from the functional (such as ties for prayer scrolls or as lacing devices for the samurai armor, which required nearly three hundred silk braids) to the decorative (such as embellishments for Buddhist statues and rosaries as well as obijime, a narrow braided belt that holds the much wider obi in place). Because of its role in Japanese culture, over time, many different pieces of equipment were developed, which helped artisans produce braids faster and of consistent quality while developing new and more complex structures and designs. Automated machines, developed later in the Meiji period (1867–1912), allowed for even faster production. These machines are still in use today, as are five braiding stands: the Maru Dai, Taka Dai, Karakumi Dai, Kaku Dai, and Ayatake Dai.

THE ZEN OF KUMIHIMO

Kumihimo (like all crafts in Japan) was influenced by two Zen aesthetic principles that still shape contemporary Japanese aesthetic sense: the principles of wabi and sabi (or wabi-sabi).

Wabi-sabi represents a comprehensive worldview centered on the idea of transience, an aesthetic of imperfect, incomplete beauty—nothing is permanent, nothing is ever fully completed, nothing can be perfect. This is considered by many art critics to be the most conspicuous characteristic of Japanese sense of beauty. The concept evolved over time to assume connotations of minimalist and understated elegance. Beauty is found in the simplest objects.

FINDING BEAUTY IN THE PROCESS

The Japanese aesthetic values not only the end product but the process itself. In the case of kumihimo, beauty exists beyond the finished braid—it also exists in the equipment, made of highly refined wood that changes as it develops a patina due to use and age, in the hand movements, and in the rhythmic sound that the tama (bobbins) make when they click against each other.

The beauty of the braid comes from different aspects: from the materials (typically silk) to the structure to color choices to how the braid is used and how it is presented. Color choice is particularly important for the obijime because the braid must coordinate with the obi and the kimono.
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A seven-column, sha silk Buddhist kesa (stole) from the late Meiji period. Note the horn ring and silk braid that fasten the cape toga style. It was probably meant for everyday use, as the fabric is not elaborate, is discolored, and is missing the complex knot called Shutara Musubi, which typically hangs from the back of ceremonial kesa.
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The artisan who wove it took time to create a beautiful, very subtle tone-on-tone design.
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An example of a contemporary obijime found by the author in an exclusive workshop in Kyoto. The obijime was braided on the Taka Dai using a pickup technique to create the design on both sides of the braid. It consists of three layers, which allows a three-color design.
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[image: An example of contemporary sageo (used to fasten a sword to the waist) in a traditional presentation box.]

An example of contemporary sageo (used to fasten a sword to the waist) in a traditional
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