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Sources of 'Japaneseness' in Decorative Knots:
Revealing the Embedded Meanings in the Knots and the Braids

YAJIMA Yoshika

Iwao NUKATA, a Japanese scholar specializing in knots, describes Japan as a nation
of knots”, with which Japanese people craft unique Japanese culture in combination
with tea practice, and incense practice. Indeed, decorative knots have been used in
such practices in Japan. However, knots also presented a Japanese nationalistic image
towards both domestic and overseas audiences. Notably, such iconic Japanese image
is often associated with the idea of unity, derived from the act of knotting, or binding
physical threads together. The source of such an idea has been developed among Japanese
folklorists, referring to the theory named Chinkonron on the relationship between spirits
and knots in the context of Shintoism, proposed by Shinobu ORIKUCHI, a renowned
Japanese folklorist.

Moreover, this study focuses on the perspective of materiality in analyzing knots
along with the act of knotting in the context of material culture to unfold what makes
decorative knots represent ‘Japaneseness’. I argue that the analysis of the materiality
of knots can reveal how knots can present the nationalistic image of Japan, partially
associated with the idea of the invented tradition of Eric Hobsbawm. Focusing on the
material of the knots, kumihimo (braids in English) have been employed, originated in
the Chinese crafts, and brought to Japan with the arrival of Buddhism. In other words,
it is difficult to find any uniqueness in Japanese decorative knots, considering cultural
authenticity. However, such aspects of the materiality of objects have not been well

considered in the research of knots among scholars of Japanese art and design.



