japanese braiding the art of kumihimo

Japanese braiding: the art of kumihimo is a traditional craft that embodies
the spirit, creativity, and meticulous craftsmanship of Japanese culture.
Originating over a thousand years ago, kumihimo has evolved from its
functional roots, used mainly for samurai armor and accessories, to a
celebrated art form embraced by artisans and hobbyists alike. This intricate
braiding technique employs various materials and methods, resulting in
stunning, unique pieces that can be worn or displayed.

History of Kumihimo
Ancient Beginnings

Kumihimo's history dates back to the Heian period (794-1185), when it was
used primarily for functional purposes. The earliest documented use was in
the crafting of cords for samurai armor. The braiding techniques helped
secure armor pieces together, providing strength and durability in battle.

Evolution Through the Ages

As time progressed, kumihimo began to be used in a broader context. By the
Edo period (1603-1868), the practice had gained popularity among the upper
classes. Cords were used to adorn clothing, accessories, and even household
items. Kumihimo became a symbol of status and elegance, reflecting the
artistry and sophistication of Japanese culture.

Modern Revival

In recent years, kumihimo has experienced a resurgence, both in Japan and
internationally. Artisans and crafters have embraced the practice,
integrating traditional techniques with contemporary designs. Workshops and
classes are now available worldwide, allowing enthusiasts to explore this
ancient art form.

Techniques and Materials
Braiding Techniques

Kumihimo involves several key braiding techniques that vary based on the
desired outcome. The most common methods include:

1. Marudai: This traditional wooden stand features a round platform that
holds the braiding cords. The marudai technique allows for more complex
patterns and is suitable for creating thicker braids.

2. Takadai: A more advanced technique that uses a rectangular frame and
provides greater control over the tension in the cords. Takadai is ideal for
creating intricate designs and patterns.

3. Plate Braiding: This method employs a flat disk, known as a kumihimo disk,
which is simpler and more accessible for beginners. It allows for a variety
of designs and is popular for making Jjewelry.

Materials Used

Kumihimo can be crafted using an array of materials, which significantly
influence the final piece's appearance and texture. Common materials include:



— Silk: Traditionally used in kumihimo due to its luster and strength. Silk
provides an elegant finish and is often chosen for ceremonial pieces.

— Cotton: A versatile and durable option, cotton cords are available in
various colors and thicknesses, making them ideal for casual wear and
everyday items.

— Nylon: A modern alternative that offers durability and resistance to wear.
Nylon cords are often used in outdoor applications.

— Metallic Threads: Used to add shimmer and shine, metallic threads can
enhance the overall appearance of the braid.

Creating Your Own Kumihimo
Tools Required
To embark on your kumihimo journey, you'll need a few essential tools:

— Kumihimo Disk or Marudai: Depending on your preferred technique, choose a
kumihimo disk or a marudai for more advanced braiding.

— Cords: Select your materials based on the desired look. Choose a mix of
colors and textures for a more vibrant design.

— Scissors: For cutting cords to the desired length.

— Tape or Weight: To secure the cords and maintain tension during braiding.
— Beads or Accessories: Optional, but can be added for embellishment.

Basic Steps to Create a Kumihimo Braid

1. Prepare the Cords: Cut several lengths of cord, typically between 3 to 5
feet long, depending on the thickness of the braid you wish to create.

2. Secure the Cords: If using a kumihimo disk, insert the cords into the
slots, securing them with tape. If using a marudai, tie the cords at one end
and secure them to the stand.

3. Start Braiding: Follow the braiding pattern of your choice. For beginners,
a simple 8-strand braid is recommended:

— Hold the disk with the numbered slots facing you.

- Move the top right cord to the bottom right slot.

— Move the bottom left cord to the top left slot.

- Repeat until you reach the desired length.

4. Finish the Braid: Once finished, securely tie off the ends to prevent
unraveling. You can also add beads or other embellishments at this stage.

5. Create a Closure: If making a bracelet or necklace, consider adding a
clasp or loop for easy wear.

Artistic Expressions in Kumihimo
Patterns and Styles

Kumihimo allows for endless creativity, with numerous patterns and styles to
explore. Some popular designs include:

— Hira Shaku: A flat braid that is often used for belts and straps.

- Kongo Gumi: A complex 8-strand braid that creates a thick, circular cord,
ideal for decorative purposes.

— Kumihimo with Beads: Incorporating beads into the braiding process adds a
unique flair to the piece.



Cultural Significance

Each kumihimo piece can be imbued with cultural significance, reflecting the
wearer's beliefs, status, or personal story. For instance, certain colors or
patterns may symbolize good fortune, protection, or prosperity in Japanese
culture.

Contemporary Applications

Today, kumihimo has transcended traditional boundaries. Artists and designers
are experimenting with the technique in various ways, including fashion, home
decor, and mixed media art.

Conclusion

The art of kumihimo represents a rich cultural heritage and a dynamic form of
artistic expression. With its intricate techniques and diverse materials,
kumihimo allows practitioners to create beautiful, meaningful pieces that
resonate with personal stories and histories. Whether you are an experienced
artisan or a curious beginner, engaging in kumihimo offers a unique
opportunity to explore creativity, tradition, and the beauty of Japanese
craftsmanship. As you delve into this fascinating world, you will not only
create stunning braids but also become part of a legacy that has thrived for
centuries.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is Kumihimo?

Kumihimo is a traditional Japanese braiding technique that involves
intertwining cords to create intricate patterns and designs. It has been
practiced for centuries and is often used in making jewelry, accessories, and
decorative items.

What materials are commonly used in Kumihimo?

Common materials for Kumihimo braiding include silk, nylon, cotton, and
polyester cords. Beads and other embellishments can also be incorporated to
enhance the design.

How is Kumihimo different from other braiding
techniques?
Kumihimo is unique due to its use of a disc or a marudai (braiding wheel)

that allows for precise control over the braiding process. This contrasts
with other techniques that may rely on simple over—-and-under patterns.

Can beginners learn Kumihimo?

Yes, Kumihimo is accessible to beginners. There are many tutorials and kits
available that provide step-by-step instructions, making it easy for anyone
to start braiding.



What are some popular patterns in Kumihimo?

Popular Kumihimo patterns include the round braid, square braid, and various
decorative styles like the kongo gumi and the hachidan gumi, each producing
unique textures and appearances.

What cultural significance does Kumihimo hold in
Japan?

Kumihimo has historical significance in Japan, often associated with samurai
and noble classes, as it was used in armor and clothing. It symbolizes
craftsmanship and the connection to Japanese heritage.

What tools do you need to start Kumihimo braiding?

To start Kumihimo, you typically need a Kumihimo disk or marudai, cords of
your chosen material, scissors, and optionally, a weight to help manage
tension in the braid.

How can Kumihimo be applied in modern fashion?

Kumihimo is increasingly popular in modern fashion, being used in Jjewelry-
making, hair accessories, and even as decorative elements in clothing,
blending traditional techniques with contemporary design.
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