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Twenty-year-old Mayu dressed for the coming-of-age celebrations. See p.21. 
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     EDITORIAL  

An editor's lot is not a happy one! - although it has its compensations. As you will 
all often have read on the last page of the newsletter, my deadlines are on the first 
Mondays of February, June and October. The weeks starting on each of these days are 
run to a very tight schedule, which usually works. Most times the bulk of the material 
has come in before - sometimes a long time before - the deadline, and I make up the 
newsletter as it comes in. Working under not too great pressure I can get the copy to the 
printer by Wednesday noon, in order that he can deliver the finished goods to the 
Ashmolean on Friday morning. With Ruth's help, I manage to despatch it the same 
day, so that most of you receive it on the Monday a week after the deadline. 

That is what usually happens. This time, however, I have been bedevilled, 
possibly by one of those demons warded off by the amulets Marion Maule talks about; 
perhaps I should get one! First, I always tell contributors that their articles can be any 
length they like, and I mean it, but this time the writers of all three main articles wrote 
rather long pieces - not that I am complaining; I am always aiming for a fatter 
newsletter. Two of them, however, arrived at the last minute, putting pressure on the 
vital week, and the illustration to Jane Wilkinson's have failed to arrive - held up in the 
post somewhere, I suspect. If they had come, I should have been proud to send you a 
32 page issue this time, but as they have not, I have had to settle for 28 (since the 
format requires me to work in blocks of four pages), which means that I have had to 
hold over some material till next time and leave out events listings altogether. 

So, apologies! First to the people I have been badgering to send me their copy in 
time, who will now have to wait until June to see it in print and will probably be 
reluctant to respond to my urging another time. Next, to Jane Wilkinson as well as to 
all of you, for presenting her article as five densely packed pages of unrelieved 
typescript. I have left her plate references in, however, and, on the assumption that they 
will arrive shortly, intend to include the illustrations next time, so if you hang on to 
this newsletter you will be able to marry them together in June. Finally, an apology to 
all of you for the countless errors you are sure to find, for with all this hassle I have not 
had time to check the typescript properly. 

All that said, I hope you will enjoy this special Japanese number: the first time 
we have ventured on a special issue. In principle, I think it has been a success and hope 
to repeat it - without the gremlins - another time. It is our contribution to Japan 2001, 
which ends next month. I hope you have enjoyed the festival as much as I have - 
even without Marion's festive clothes! 
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PROGRAMME  
 

Wednesday 20 February at 5.45 p.m. 

 

Hemp and Ramie 

 

by Gina Corrigan 

The Miao hill tribe women of south west China still weave the material for their 

costumes from hemp and ramie they have grown and prepared themselves. The cultural 

practices associated with these unusual fibres will be explored. 

at the Pitt Rivers Research Centre, 64 Banbury Road, Oxford. 

Refreshments will be served from 5.15 p.m. 

Members free         Visitors welcome, £2 

*  *  *  

Wednesday 24 April at 5.45 p.m. 

Themes and Symbols in Japanese Art and 

Textiles by Marion Maule  

Why are some more popular than others? Was it war, romance, religion or prophylaxis 

which prompted their adoption, transformation and application to a host of objects? 

at the Pauling Centre for Human Sciences, 58 Banbury Road, Oxford 

Refreshments will be served from 5.15 p.m. 

Members free         Visitors welcome, £2 

*  *  *  

Further information may be obtained from one of the Programme Co-ordinators: 

Rosemary Lee, The Garden House, Thames Road, Goring-on-Thames, Oxon, RG8 9AH 

Tel 01491 873276   e-mail: rosemary.lee@talk21.com 

Fiona Sutcliffe, Heath Barton, Manor Road, Goring-on-Thames, Oxon, RG8 9EH Tel. 

01491 872268   e-mail: j.v.sutcliffe@talk21.com 
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AINU TEXTILES AT THE NATIONAL MUSEUMS OF SCOTLAND  

 

I remained staring, 

after the many needle paths  

after the countless needle paths 

and in the paths of my needle 

there would take form 

many swirling patterns 

countless swirling patterns 

The upper clothing racks 

would bend under the weight 

of the beautiful robes 

which I had embroidered. 

Extract from an Ainu Yukar (Phillippi 1979) 

During the last week of January 2002, seven Ainu artists from Hokkaido, Japan's 
northernmost island, visited the National Museums of Scotland. Mr Akibe Tokuhei from 
Kushiro, Mr Urakawa Tahachi from Urakawa, Mr Kaizawa Tohru from Nibutani, Ms Kato 
Machiko from Sapporo, Ms Kawagishi Reiko from Shiraoi, Ms Sunazawa Yoeko from 
Tomokumae and Ms Yokoyama Mutsumi from Noboribetsu. They came to Scotland to 
research the Gordon Munro collections of Ainu material at the National Museums in order to 
replicate certain important items of the collection on their return to Japan. 

Dr Neil Gordon Munro (1863-1942), a Scottish doctor, was the medical director of 
Yokohama Hospital for thirty years then spent his retirement after 1930 living amongst the 
Ainu in the village of Nibutani on the Saru river in Hokkaido. An amateur archaeologist and 
anthropologist, Munro had a life-long passion for Japanese culture and donated just under 
200 Ainu objects, the main part of the Museum's Ainu collection, to the Royal Museum 
between 1909 and 1914. 

The Ainu are the indigenous people of Hokkaido, Sakhalin and the Kurile Islands. 
There are over 25,000 Ainu in Hokkaido to-day and a smaller community near Tokyo. They 
have no written language but a rich oral tradition. At festivals in the past they would listen to 
a well-known storyteller, usually an elder invited from another village, who would orate 
yukar stories about Ainu gods or heroes. To-day they live among the Japanese who arrived 
in Hokkaido in large numbers at the end of the nineteenth century. In the past they suffered 
discrimination and lost much of their original way of life, but in the last twenty years this has 
been changing, and the Ainu have reclaimed their identity and cultural heritage. A new law, 
passed in 1997, recognized this and set up a Foundation for the Research and Promotion of 
Ainu Culture with funds from central government. 

The Foundation is mounting an exhibition of the D.N. Gordon Monro Ainu collection 
at the Hokkaido Historical Museum in Sapporo in April 2002 and Kanagawa Prefectural 
Museum in Yokohama in July 2002. Apart from those at the National Museums of Scotland, 
some collections remained in Japan and a few items were also deposited at the British 
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Museum and the Pitt Rivers Museum in Oxford. This will be the first time the collections 

will all be shown together, and the exhibition is in honour of the Scottish doctor who is still 

remembered and loved by the Ainu people. 

In the Ainu household there is a careful division of labour between the sexes and this is 
also true of the domestic crafts. Ainu men carve bowls, knife sheaths, make the parts of the 
loom with carved decoration and also make the offerings and libation sticks for the gods. 
Producing mats, travelling bags and braiding bands was all women's work. They are also 
responsible for the weaving, embroidery and applique that produced the distinctive 
traditional dress of the Ainu. 

Travelling bags were a neat construction of woven bulrushes made on the upright loom 
in the same way as the mats (see below), though finer reeds would be chosen. The width of 
the bag is turned up at one end to form a bag with added insets, latterly of imported woven 
cotton as the example in the Museum collections (plate 1, Reg.No. 1886.15). The long lid 
wraps round the bag and is tied with cord at each end, to which a forehead band is attached. 
The lid of the bag has been dyed in a geometrical design using black and rust-brown provided 
by natural plant dyes. The bags were used to carry a new wife's belongings to her new house 
in her husband's village. They were particularly useful for carrying foodstuffs collected in 
the forests or along the shore, or for carrying personal belongings and stores on a hunting trip. 

Forehead bands, used for carrying heavy loads, were made of braided cord. The 
threads making up the cords were made of fibre produced from nettle or vine. The nettle was 
prepared by steeping it in stagnant water and then pressed, scraped and combed. The thread 
was made up of twisted two-ply. A finer version was used for sewing and embroidery. Vine 
produced coarser fibre. The bast of the vine was seeped and fermented to make it stronger 
and less coarse. Forehead bands were usually made from four plaited cords uniting to make 
the rectangular piece for the forehead. They were often soaked in a stiffening substance. A 
forehead band made with three cords, as is the example in the Museum's collection (plate 2, 
Reg.No. 1909.499.44) was used exclusively for carrying the dead, wrapped in specially made 
mats. 

Reeds were also collected for making mats. Mats were used to partition rooms into 
smaller spaces. They were hung along the walls and lined the floors for extra warmth or 
were used at entrances as windbreaks. Women made mats and travelling bags on an upright 
loom, which consisted of a horizontal rod supported at both ends at a convenient height. This 
was notched at intervals of an inch or more according to the size and quality desired. The 
weft or binding threads were strands of linden each wound equally around two elongated 
stones at each end. These were placed over each of the notches so that the stones hung at the 
end of 9" of stretched cord either side of the loom. The warps were usually leaves of 
bulrushes and laid individually on top of the horizontal beam. As each reed is laid on the 
loom alternate pairs of stone bobbins are crossed over it binding each reed in place. The 
stones act as both bobbins and weights to keep the weft cords taut. The reeds usually overlap 
the body of the mat, producing neat looped edges. Obviously the length of the mat is 
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determined by the length of cord wound onto the bobbins, as the width corresponds to the 
number of cords employed. 

Mats with designs were only used in religious ceremonies. They were also wrapped 
about the dead for burial. Inserting the dyed inner bark of linden into the design created 
geometric designs. Ainu women used plant dyes. They either soaked or boiled the material 
to be dyed in a water solution containing the dye. The inner bark of walnut produced black 
and black alder gave a red. Any inner bark boiled with ashes of oak or maple produced a 
reddish brown. All these colours were used in the decoration of mats for ceremonial use and 
travelling bags when used to carry a woman's dowry. Large mats are still made for special 
occasions. They are hung on the walls of a concert hall when a recitation is performed, or 
made for exhibition. The Foundation has acquired several large mats, which are kept in their 
collection of contemporary Ainu crafts. 

The main material used for weaving was the unspun bast of the elm, or attush. In the 
past men and women went on expeditions into the mountain forests in search of elm and 
linden, from which they stripped the inner bark. This was soaked in marshes or swamps until 
it was no longer slimy. Slimy fibres are too stiff for weaving. After soaking, each layer of 
the bark comes off like tissue paper. When dry, the bark was pulled into threads and wound 
into balls. If strands were needed immediately, the small amounts of stripped bark were 
soaked and swished in warm water to remove the sap and soften it. Munro reports only one 
village making coats out of attush when he was there in 1930. Although used occasionally in 
Hokkaido, fur, fish skins and sealskin were more typical of Ainu clothing in Sakhalin, and in 
the Kurile Islands birds' feathers were also used. 

To-day attush is woven rarely, usually as a commission for a museum or as a craft 
demonstration and commission for the Foundation. The loom is of simple construction and 
portable, so that it could be set up whenever and wherever it was needed. In good weather 
the loom could be set up out of doors, but in the winter evenings women were more likely to 
weave inside their homes. Outside, two spikes would be pounded into the ground about 
twenty feet apart. Inside, a pole making up the frame of the house was used for the furthest 
end and any available immovable object at ground level, including another member of the 
family, as the second point of attachmenmt, as this was only needed until the loom had been 
set up. The weaving apparatus is laid out and the header attached to a second position, from 
where the weaver will start weaving. The header becomes the roller for the finished cloth. 
The reed for spacing the warps is placed between the two warps near to the header. Both 
warp and weft are continuous strands of the inner bark of elm, attush. To stretch the warp, 
one end of a ball of attush is joined to the first position and wound round the header at the 
second position. It is passed through one hole in the reed in each direction until enough 
warps have been strung for the width of the cloth, or the reed is full. Each space in the reed 
takes a pair of warps, an upper and a lower one. The loom in the Museum collection has 
warps which are 28ft long and the cloth is 120" wide. 

A semicircular back-strap worn by the weaver is attached to the header around the 
weaver's waist. The header remains in front of her as she provides the tension for the warps, 
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edging slowly towards the first position when weaving. Before she starts to weave, the 
heddle or shed stick is attached to the lower warps between the header and the reed. The 
reeds are not used to beat the weft into place as in other looms. Ainu women use beaters, 
which come in different sizes to suit the cloth, and have a sharp edge for beating in the weft 
after the full shuttle is passed through the shed. These also have a broad flat dimension 
which, when turned on end, expands the second shed, produced by raising the heddle. This 
makes it easier to pass the shuttle before beating in the second weft. A loom for making 
narrow fabric was acquired by the Horniman Museum as part of a collection of Ainu articles 
displayed at the 1910 Anglo-Japanese Exhibition in London. The reed is a simple wooden 
frame with four holes in the top and bottom. Bundles of filament were passed through these 
holes and it acted as a primitive warp spacer and shed stick in one. This loom was used for 
making girdles, sword belts and ties for aprons. Various articles of clothing were made of 
woven cloth, including leggings, aprons, under-garments and the distinctive Ainu coats. 

Decoration in the weave of the cloth can be made by adding imported Japanese cotton 
to the warp at intervals along the width of the cloth. This striped blue patterning can be seen 
in a coat acquired by the Museum in 1909 from Gordon Munro (Plate 3, Reg.No. 
1909.499.48). The hem, sleeves and front of the coats are usually edged in imported blue 
cotton. Other forms of decoration are appliqué and embroidery. A ceremonial coat worn 
by a village chief was woven from nettle fibre, which is much softer than the bast of elm. It 
took longer to prepare and bleach and was a luxury. Some coats have patches of woven nettle 
incorporated into the collar or hem. 

Appliqué patterns are carefully cut out with no aid of a paper pattern or chart. They 
are sewn onto the coats and then lovingly embroidered in couched thread or chain stitch. The 
back of a coat is given as much attention as the front, and a whole coat could take as much 
as a year to decorate. Some are elaborately embroidered with no appliqué. 

Imported cotton cloth was used for appliqué, and later the coats themselves were made 
out of this, decorated with appliqué in patterned or different self-coloured cloth in traditional 
Ainu patterns. At first cotton cloth was only available from old kimono or bed covers and in 
pieces which were not large enough to make a whole coat. Therefore the first cotton coats 
were made up of several pieces which were bartered over several years. The appliqué on 
these earlier coats was applied in strips and the coats are described as ruunpe, the Ainu name 
for the technique (plate 4, Reg.No. 1914.221). As cotton became more readily available in 
the second half of the eighteenth century, there was no longer any need to piece the coats 
together and a new appliqué technique developed alongside ruunpe, known as kaparamip 
(plate 5, Reg.No. 1959.53). The width of the bale of cotton was used. A piece was laid 
across the shoulders of the coat down the front and the back, tacked into place, and the 
patterns were cut out of the cloth. The whole was then embroidered. Both these forms of 
appliqué are still practised for selling at craft demonstrations, wearing for festivals and 
special occasions and on smaller items for selling as souvenirs. 

Brackets are a common element of Ainu embroidered design. They are called aiush in 
Ainu and they point outwards or inwards. They often edge a garment (plate 6, Reg.No. 



8 

1882.22.1), used singly or doubly, each bracket running into the next. Design motifs based 
on a comma similar to the magatama (Japanese jewel) are very common. They are known as 
moreu in Ainu, which is sometimes translated as spiral (Ohtsuka, 1993, p.124). Often they 
are backed or facing in pairs, repeated in mirror form, making up a design component of four. 
They are also used in rows, singly or in pairs of opposing or facing commas. The commas 
can have a squared off extension, giving them the appearance of a hook. 

There has been much research and discussion of Ainu design amongst Japanese 
scholars. Whilst it is objective in the most part, it is important to refer the results of this 
discussion back to concepts known to be part of Ainu culture, and beware of the author's own 
cultural influences. 

Ainu designs are usually symmetrical, especially when applied to large areas such as 
the front and back of coats. However, because the designs are applied by hand they are not 
always exact repetitions. Their origins have been traced to the thirteenth century (Ohtsuka, 
1993 pp 11-20). The decoration is often concentrated around openings at the neck, cuff, hem 
and front and on the back, which were seen as areas of vulnerability, or where demons could 
enter. 

There are almost as many theories about Ainu design as there are about the origins of 
the Ainu race, and in some cases design is used as proof of origin (Sternberg 1929 pp.767- 
783). His argument cites many examples of Ainu patterns derived from the snake. His 
illustrations and reference to the importance of the snake in Ainu rituals concern childbirth 
and the curing of disease, which are also described by Munro (1962, pp.749 and p.108). It is 
possible that Ainu women would use designs related to the snake on clothes because of the 
protection this deity could give against illness. The so-called thorns applied to the end of 
curves and spirals, which are said to protect the wearer from evil1 could be said to resemble 
snake tongues (Plate 7, Reg.No. 1886.1). However, in time, theories putting their origins as 
far back as the Jomon period may well be vindicated (Munro 1911, pp.288-291; Sternberg 
4929, pp.767-770). 

The copies made by the Ainu artists who recently visited the Museum will be bought 
by the Foundation for the Research and Promotion of Ainu Culture for their collection. Dr 
Munro's collection is being used to revitalize the traditional crafts. By copying these objects 
made at the turn of the last century, the Ainu artists will discover ancient techniques and 
invent new solutions, which will re-energize their work and provide examples, which will 
remain in Japan as examples for the reference of future artists and scholars. The whole 
project is being televised by NHK, Japanese national TV, and will be shown as a 
documentary at the time of the exhibition, so introducing Ainu culture to a larger audience. 

1 I was told this in Hokkaido in 1991 by Man Kodama and others. 

Jane Wilkinson 
Senior Curator of East and Central Asian Collections 

National Museums of Scotland 
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TEXTILES AND JAPANESE ARMOUR  

Japanese armour was never the work of one person, being instead a co-operative effort 
between armourer, lacquerer, leather-worker, braid-maker, weaver, dyer and the worker of 
soft metals. For the most costly productions, these artists would form a team led by the 
armourer, to plan and execute both the design and the work. For less expensive productions, 
the customer would select from ready-made elements that would then be incorporated into an 

armour lacquered and laced to his taste. Even a cursory glance at armours made from the 
sixteenth century onwards, shows that they incorporated virtually identical items, such as 
armoured sleeves and masks, indicating a considerable trade in mass-produced components. 
This article sets out to show how the textile elements, lost from most European armours by 
the ravages of time, played both a constructional and a decorative role in the make-up of the 
armour worn in Japan. 

 

Fig. 1 Lamellae either of rawhide or iron laced together with leather thongs. 

Deriving originally from armour worn on the Asian mainland, the type of armour used 
in Japan had, by the early years of the last millennium, evolved into a distinct national style 
designed for mounted archery. Like the armours that inspired them, they were lamellar, that 
is made up from thousands of perforated plates called lamellae, of rawhide or iron. Where 
iron lamellae were used, they were alternated with ones of rawhide to keep the weight to a 
minimum. These plates, about 6cm x 2cm, were assembled into horizontal rows, each plate 
overlapping its neighbour by half, by sewing them together through a group of eight holes in 
the lower part of each scale with two leather thongs (fig. 1, above). At first the lamellae were 
individually lacquered before being laced together, to protect them from the wet. Later it was 
more common to lacquer the completed rows, a change of technique that helped prevent the 
rows sagging as the sewing stretched. 

The complete rows were then assembled into a piece of armour by more lacing, the 
odoshi ge, that used a further five holes in the upper part of each lamella to attach each row, 
overlapping vertically, to the row above. At the top of each element of the armour was a 


