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Ayumi Harada
Curator
Kyushu National Museum

“Ryukyu: Maritime Trade through the Asian Sea Lanes”

In this presentation, I will discuss the official compilation of diplomatic documents of the Ryukyt
Kingdom, Rekidai hoan, which deals with maritime trade contacts with the Asian sea area from
the 15t century to 16t century. The geographical location, at a pivotal point on the maritime
seaways connecting both East Asia and Southeast Asia made the transit trade possible and
secured its prosperity over a long period of time. I also will describe some Ryiikyi arts as having
been cultivated in the Asian maritime world.

Omoro soshi, a compilation of ancient poems and songs recorded in the Ryukyt Islands and edited
under the royal government of Shuri around the 16th -17th centuries, praises the flourishing
Naha port filled with trade ships from China and Southeast Asian countries.

The king who resides in Shuri
Built the harbor of Naha (Ukishima)
Naha harbor where the ships of China and the Namban gather
By the king who lives in the castle
(Omoro soshi vol. 13 no. 753, translated by Shuzen Hokama)

The port of Naha was at “Ukishima” Island in a bay, in the "Map of Ryuky Kingdom" (collection
of the Okinawa Prefectural Museum and Art Museum) a copy of the original map of ca. 1452. On
the map, the shipping lanes taken by Konan (China), Namban (Southeast Asia), and Japanese ships
converged into this international thriving port.

In 1372, the Ryukyt Kingdom began tributary trade with the Ming imperial court. Around this
time, the Rytukyi Kingdom was given a number of large-scale ships from Ming China. In the half
century up to 1424, they were given a total of no fewer than thirty ships by the Chinese court.
Among the objects that were carried from Ryukyt to Southeast Asia were the celadon ceramics
of the type created at the China’s Longquan Kiln. Other trade objects included Chinese brocades
and Japanese swords and folding fans. From Southeast Asia, they imported spices and
sappanwood, a material used in dyeing fabrics. These were reexported to the Ming court as
tributary objects and sold to Japan and Korea. Also the red dyeing material presumed to be
sappanwood was imported into the Rytukyu Kingdom, for use exclusive in the Sho royal Family
textiles, an example which was found in Kumejima pongee.

According to an early record, fifteen tons of sappanwood imported from Ayutthaya Kingdom to
the Ryukyu Kingdom in only a year. Considerable amounts of cargo were loaded at that time. The
success of such relay trade was based on the relationship with the Ming Dynasty under the
tributary system, and on the existence of a Chinese society in Rytukyt which helped the kingdom.
Meanwhile, Japanese monks came to Ryukyu kingdom to preach the Zen Buddhism in the 15t
century and handled diplomatic relations with Japan. The royal class of kingdom accepted the Zen
Buddhism, and soon monks from the kingdom went to study in Japan and brought many aspects
of Japanese culture back with them.
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Prof. Dr. Shinichi Aso
Okinawa Prefectural University of Arts

“Kamakura Yoshitaro and the Culture of Ryukyu and Okinawa”

The purpose of my report is to explain the historical background of the cultural formation of the
Rytkyiu Kingdom and Okinawa, and to evaluate the contemporary significance of the
documentary materials contained in the archives of Yoshitaro Kamakura.

A remarkable tendency, especially seen from the field of historical studies, is that the culture of
the Rytkyt Kingdom and Okinawa is usually seen in binary terms, that is, the question of whether
it is Japanese or Chinese takes center stage. This tendency is especially conspicuous in early
modern Ryukyu cultural studies. Early modern Rytkyi is commonly seen as the time from the
military invasion of Ryikyt Kingdom by a group of influential people from early modern Japan in
1609 to the political annexation by modern Japan in 1879. In addition to the political and
diplomatic relations with the Chinese Empire that existed prior to this time, this was an era when
it also became strongly influenced by Japan.

Surely it is problematic that the evaluation of Rytukyi and Okinawa culture is solely based on the
question of whether it is Japanese or Chinese? While the influences from Japan and China cannot
be denied, it should also be necessary to think about the development of Ryiikyl’s own culture.
With this in mind, I would like to think about the cultural characteristics of the Ryiikyt Kingdom
and Okinawa from their written culture and other angles.

Based on such considerations, I would like to introduce the value of the historical material in the
archives of Yoshitaro Kamakura. Kamakura was assigned to Okinawa as an art teacher in the early
20th century, and during this time he collected not only art objects such as bingata textiles, but
also historical materials with a wide range of interests, such as those from the
Amami - Okinawa - Miyako Yaeyama areas. His documents also include historical materials on the
restoration of the Shuri Castle, which is currently registered as a World Heritage Site. The
Kamakura archives contain essential documentary materials not only for historical studies, but
also for many other fields. I would like to analyze the importance of analyzing Yoshitaro
Kamakura archival materials in considering future studies of the Ryiikyu Kingdom and Okinawa.
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Amanda Mayer Stinchecum
Independent scholar

“Invented Tradition,” Legend and History: Yaeyama Minsaa, Tiisaaji and the Spiritual
Power of Women”
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According to a legend attached to a sash from the Yaeyama islands of Okinawa, for the past 300
years every woman on one of the islands wove such a sash for her love, patterning it with clusters
of five (itsu) and four (yo) white rectangles read as a rebus, “Itsu yo made mo” (Yours forever
more). Now recognized as an invented tradition created in the mid-1960s, the legend echoes
associations with another cloth object, a scarf, gifted by a woman to a man.

The scarf is closely tied to a narrative once common throughout the Ryukyt: the gift of a scarf by
the weaver to a man in her care as a protective talisman or a love token. Pre-war ethnographic
writings associated this with beliefs in the spiritual power of women. In Ryiikyt poetry, the scarf
appears frequently as a love token. Gifts of cloth that bestow power and spiritual protection on
the recipient are found far beyond the Ryuky1, in East, South, and Southeast Asia, linking the
Rytikyi scarf and Yaeyama sash, and pointing to the strategic location and history of the Ryukyt
Islands as a maritime crossroads for human migration, culture, and trade.

[ will focus on sources in Ryiikyil and Japanese ethnographic writings and in literature connecting
the invented tradition of the sash to the scarf; on experiences and memories of living weavers,
and to the broader notion of the gift of cloth from a woman as a love token; and, more significantly,
as a protective talisman.



Prof. Dr. Hans Bjarne Thomsen
University of Zurich

“Ryukyu and Okinawa Textile Collections through Western Receptions”

Although the Ryukyii Kingdom has been known to the Western world since at least the sixteenth
century, collections of its textiles were relatively slow to materialize. In contrast, Japanese and
Chinese textiles were eagerly collected, as can be seen on the walls of Western painting galleries.
Japanese textiles were brought back through Dutch and Chinese trading networks and Chinese
textiles had long been collected, mainly through Chinese trading ports. In contrast to China and
Japan, the Ryiikyt Kingdom was considered a separate and largely unknown entity and Western
appreciation for its unique culture and sophisticated textile arts appeared relatively late.

As an example from the nineteenth century, the comprehensive Baelz Textile Collection in the
University of Reutlingen with its 800 examples of textile samples collected by Erwin von Baelz
(1849-1913) in Japan during the early 1870s, does not contain a single piece of textile from the
Rytkyiu Kingdom. For von Baelz and others, Ryukyu culture was a separate world than that of
Japan.

One of the first attempts to make a comprehensive collection of Rytukyi culture, including its
textiles, were made through the Prussian government in the 1880s. On instructions from Berlin,
objects were collected between 1881 and 1884 by representatives of the imperial Japanese
government in Okinawa, and a collection of 469 items arrived in Berlin at the Konigliches
Museum fiir Vélkerkunde in Berlin (today’s Ethnological Museum of Berlin). Due to losses during
the Second World War, the collection was significantly reduced, but still contained seventy pieces
of textiles. In 2013, after extensive surveys, a team of experts from the Okinawa Prefectural
University of Arts in Naha was able to publish the entire Berlin collection in a two-volume
catalogue.

This presentation will look at some of the routes by which the textiles of Ryukyt and Okinawa
arrived in Western collections and will explore the roles of key actors who were involved in the
process. It will examine the routes of the Berlin collection and other twentieth-century agents
active in introducing Ryukyt culture to the West, including Soetsu Yanagi (1889-1961), Langdon
Warner (1881-1955), and Jaap Langewis (1902-73).



Ichiko Yonamine
Chief Curator,
Okinawa Prefectural Museum & Art Museum

Textiles of Ryukyu: The Background of Bingata Dyeing

The textiles of Rytkyt are known for their variety of materials and techniques, and also for the
fact that the traditional dyeing and weaving techniques are still performed today on the remote
islands of Okinawa. Up to now, many of our predecessors who devoted themselves to textiles have
studied the techniques and dyeing materials, and have explained the unique and attractive
characteristics of Rytikyi textiles.

However, such explanations do not tell the entire story of Rytkyi textiles. The dyed textiles that
have been passed down from the Ryukyu Kingdom include the products arriving by ship from
China (Ming and Qing Dynasties) and the Japanese mainland that were used for the wardrobes
and household furnishings of the royalty and high-ranking elites. In addition, by examining the
textile products made in Ryiikyt Kingdom, it is clear that some of the techniques have been lost
at some time between the end of the early modern and the modern eras; some include drawing,
embroidery, tie-dye, and stencil printing.

A technique used in bingata is to repeat dyeing with colored materials after paste-resisting with
stencils. I will present on the background of bingata by looking at the similarities and differences
between bingata and the textiles brought by ship to the Ryiikyi Kingdom and the discontinued
textile traditions.
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Keynote Speech

Prof. Dr. Yoshikuni Yanagi
Okinawa Prefectural University of Arts

“Okinawan Textiles with Woven Patterns at the Japan Folk Crafts Museum”

Many high quality Okinawan crafts are stored in the Japan Folk Crafts Museum in Tokyo. They
were mainly collected in 1939 - 1940 by Muneyoshi Yanagi and a group of mingei artists. The
collection numbers 380 fabrics with woven patterns, 413 bingata fabrics, and 657 textile
fragments. From 1990 onward, the presenter surveyed the museum’s collection, taking detailed
photographs and noting minute details of all Okinawan textiles. In 2018 the survey was
completed with the publication of a three-volume report.

The collection of the Japan Folk Crafts Museum was gathered with reference to the artistic
sensibilities of Yanagi Muneyoshi, and its aesthetic value is widely known. Nonetheless, except
for its better-known representative objects, no detailed survey or research have been performed
on the museum’s objects in storage, except to determine their status as folk art.

As a result of his research on the fabrics with woven fabrics in the museum, the presenter was
able to conclusively demonstrate various points regarding the unique beauty of Okinawan textiles.

Raw materials for Okinawan fabrics include materials such as ramie, banana fiber, silk, and cotton.
The woven fabrics created at Shuri used various materials such as silk, cotton, and banana fiber
were used in an especially free manner. Among these, the material tejima was composed of a
complicated mixture of grids and patterns. The grids were made with many colors, utilizing silk
with good color-binding properties, and cotton that had a good compatibility with indigo for the
patterns. In ayanaka, with its distinctive warp pattern, the warped portions were arranged with
fine, densely arranged threads, causing the pattern to stand out.

As such examples amply demonstrate, Okinawan textiles with woven patterns were created
through complex weaving techniques and creative ingenuity. In this presentation, I will present
the special characteristics of the Okinawan textiles with woven patterns in the collections of the
Japan Folk Crafts Museum and, additionally, in the Museum der Kulturen in Basel.
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Minako Hirata
Research Associate
Okinawa Prefectural University of Arts

“The Bingata Textiles of the Museum der Kulturen”

Bingata is one of the traditional crafts of Japan. Its history starts from the Ryiikyu Kingdom at the
time it was an independent country. A unique tradition of the kingdom, it is the representative
dyed textile of the kingdom culture and possesses a characteristic beauty, due to its development
within a unique, non-Japanese culture, customs, climate and history.

In August 2017, the presenter conducted a survey on the Ryiikyu textiles stored in Museum der
Kulturen Basel. We confirmed four types of bingata materials during the survey: clothing, uchikui
(wrapping cloth), textile fragments, and stencils. The survey recorded photographic images and
details such as: measurements, patterns, composition, color materials, color arrangements, and
so on. As a result of the detailed investigations, we were able to determine the key characteristics
of each object. However, in the first survey, due to the lack of time, we were not able to finish the
investigation of the stencils that are used as a tool for attaching the bingata patterns. In this
presentation, I would therefore like to introduce the materials in the Museum der Kulturen Basel
that we were able to survey, namely the clothing, uchikui (wrapping cloth), and the textile
fragments.
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Prof. Dr. Setsuko Nitta
Okinawa Prefectural University of Arts

“Okinawa Textiles with Woven Patterns in the Collection of the Museum der Kulturen”

In August 2017, the presenter conducted a survey of 28 pieces of clothing, numerous textile
fragments, and other objects at the Museum der Kulturen Basel (MKB). Out of the materials
surveyed at that time, [ will report today on the 28 pieces of clothing. I will first highlight the
formats, materials, patterns and preservation state of these 28 objects, and will then consider the
production period of the MKB materials. [t was initially possible to determine that the formats of
the MKB objects were created in a Ryukyt style during the time of the Ryuky Kingdom and an
eclectic kimono style brought over from mainland Japan during modern times. The materials used
in the clothing includes warp of silk (four items), cotton (six items), ramie (three items),
mechanically spun ramie (one item), banana fiber (ten items), and-tunbyan (four items). The
patterns include stripes, lattices, kasuri, brocade, and gauze. The preservation states of the
bamboo fiber and the tunbyan material were remarkably fine.

Based on the above items, an attempt was made to determine the age of the textiles in the MKB
collection. The drawing of the silk and hemp textile designs matched the ones that had been
specially ordered during the Ryukyu Kingdom, and it is extremely likely that they were made
during this period. On the other hand, mechanically spun ramie threads and cotton spun threads
are materials and techniques that were imported from mainland Japan during the modern period.
Therefore it can be said that some of the textiles in the MKB collection were produced during the
Ryukyu Kingdom era (up to 1879) and others were produced afterwards.

The Battle of Okinawa in 1945 was tremendously destructive to human life and cultural heritage
of Okinawa Prefecture. Therefore it is tremendously important for even one piece of Ryukyt
textile to survive unto the present. Furthermore, the preservation status of the banana fiber and
tunbyan textiles in the MKB collection is of an even higher level than those preserved within Japan.
Perhaps this single fact can be said to be the single most important feature of the MKB collection.
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Stephanie Lovasz

Curator of South, Central and East Asia
Kuratorin Siid-, Zentral- & Ostasien
Museum der Kulturen Basel

“Textile Treasures from Japan in the Collection of the MKB: Collectors of the Okinawa
Textiles”

The Okinawa textile collection of the MKB comprises sewn objects as well as textile samples. A
special feature of the museum’s textile collection is an emphasis on production methods, a
direction that was established by Alfred Biihler (1900-1981), who served as the museum director
from 1950 to 1964.

His frequent travels in the Pacific and to Southeast Asia (in 1931/32, 1935, 1949, 1955/56, and
1959) led to Biihler’s interest in local textile traditions and in their production methods. In
addition to the wide-ranging textile collection of the Swiss textile expert Fritz Huber-1klé (1877-
1946), which arrived to the museum collection in 1947, Biihler focused on the systematic
expansion of the collection. Resist dyeing techniques became one of his research topics, and, in a
trip to Japan in 1964, he documented various shibori techniques.

Other collectors, in addition to Biihler und Iklé-Huber, were active in expanding the Japanese
textile collection. Among these, by the far the most important was the Dutchman Jaap Langewis,
who had lived several years in Japan, where he had documented various reserve dyeing
techniques. During the 1950s and the 1960s, the MKB bought numerous textiles and textile
equipment from Langewis. In addition, Ernst Hofmann and Carl Schuster should be mentioned.

The Okinawa collection of textiles at the includes apart from garments also katagami, tenugui,
furoshiki, and numerous textile fragments relating of bingata and kasuri techniques. Apart from
bingata textiles and stencils, textiles made of banana fiber (Musa basjoo) and agave fibers (Agave
americana L.) should be mentioned.



Prof. Shigeru Toma
Okinawa Prefectural University of Arts

“Regarding the Techniques of Decoration and Restoration of Ryukyu Lacquer Arts”

Until 140 years ago, Okinawa existed as the independent Kingdom of the Rytkyi, and developed
a different history and culture from those of mainland Japan. It was located in the middle of China,
Japan, Korea, and the Southeast Asian countries, and due to its superb geographic location and
lucrative trade, developed its own unique culture while absorbing the culture of other countries.

The Rytukyu lacquer arts were cultivated in such an environment and underwent a different
development than the Japanese lacquer arts, and came to express its own unique techniques. In
terms of the decorative techniques, such as the creation of those not practiced in other
prefectures, beginning with tsuikin (pigment paste), this included chinkin (gold inlay lacquer),
raden (mother-of-pearl inlay), hakue (gold foil painting), mitsudae (litharge painting), and so on.
Among them, shinkin and raden were called “old Rytukyi,” that is, the arts that were said to have
flourished in the sixteenth century. The technique was used to decorate not only the ritual objects
of the royalty, but also the decorated gifts presented to the Chinese emperor and to the Japanese

shogun.

In my presentation, I will first introduce contemporary decorative techniques used in Okinawa,
and will then describe the restoration projects in which I have been involved. Regarding the
restoration of the chinkin deposit in particular, contemporary tools are different than the ones
used in the Ryiikyi period, so a proper restoration needs to start with the recreation of period
tools. In addition, in the restoration of raden, it was possible to reproduce the correct light color
shade used in the past by adhering the shell with the rarely used nikawa animal glue.

"Restoration” is not just to make something resemble in its appearance, but to reproduce as
thoroughly as possible with the methods available at the present time. Restoration needs to be
based on the historical background of the object and on research into all its elements, from the
structure of the wooden core to the lacquer decoration. In the process of the restoration, it is
possible to clarify techniques and solutions that had been unknown until now, and to connect the
preservation of traditional techniques with their inheritance into the future. In addition,
restoration projects create new forms of employment, which give new strength to the overall field
of lacquer production.
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Yoko Yamada
Curator
Naha City Museum of History

“Documentary Materials Related to the Royal Sho Family of the Ryiikyii Kingdom in the
Collection of Naha City Museum of History”

The “Documents Related to the Royal Sho Family of the Rytkyu Kingdom” in the collection of
Naha City Museum of History consists of 1166 written documents and 85 pieces of arts and crafts
that stem from the Royal Sho family that ruled the Ryiikyt Kingdom for about four hundred years.
Due to its historical value, the collection was designated as National Treasure in 2006. At present
this collection is the only National Treasure of documents in Okinawa Prefecture.

The 85 pieces of arts and crafts in the collection consist of eight royal costumes, forty-two bingata
textiles, fifteen textiles with woven patterns, five metalwork objects, nine lacquered objects, three
ceramic vessels, and three swords. Although the production age varies depending on the
materials, all objects date to a time between the 15th to the 19th centuries.

The royal costumes were worn by the king wore at ceremonies with importance to the kingdom,
such as a crowns, Chinese costumes (Chinese ceremonial costumes), and accessories. This
archival collection contains the only existing crowns and royal costumes and document the
tributary connection between the Ryukyt Kingdom and China.

A special characteristic of the bingata costumes are compositions that combine a bright yellow
ground with large patterns. Another one of the special features is the use of dragon and phoenix
patterns that were regarded as symbols of Ryukyi royalty.

Woven textile costumes are characterized by geometric kasuri patterns developed in the Rytkyi
Kingdom. The banana fiber used for some of the costumes in the collection was a material that
was widely used for costumes for everyone in the kingdom, including the royal family, the warrior
class, and commoners. The texture of the banana fiber used for the royal family, however, is
especially fine and required advanced techniques that have since been lost: as a result, it is
impossible to restore these costumes.

The metal ritual objects used for royal ceremonies were made with precise forging techniques.
The royal jewel crown was made of a tin bottle with winding glass beads; it is likely that the beads
were imported from China or Southeast Asia.

Lacquerware consist of royal ceremonial utensils and furniture used in the palace. Red
lacquerware with inlaid gold was used for rituals, and are decorated with a dense decoration of
peonies, spindle chains patterns, and the royal family crest, hidarimitsudomoe, or the three tomoe
design.

The ceramic objects in the collection all stem from local Ryiikyt production. Each of the objects
can be said to have Japanese, Chinese, or Southeast Asian characteristics.



Although the three swords in the collection were made in Japan, the mounts of two of the swords
were made in the Ryikyil Kingdom. The two local mounts were made with metal and lacquer and
display the character “heaven” indicating royal ownership and bear traces of engravings.

Accordingly, we can say that the art objects stemming from the Royal Sho family are important
for their ability to display a range of craft techniques that were developed in the Rytkyu Kingdom.
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Taro Kuranari
Curator
Naha City Museum of History

“History and Special Characteristics of Okinawa Ceramics”

From the 13th century to the present day, large amounts of ceramics from China and Japan were
imported to Okinawa. Imported ceramics were initially used by royalty and upper-class families
and gradually came to be used by the entire Okinawa society.

In the 17th century ceramic production technology was introduced from the Korean Peninsula,
marking the start of Okinawa ceramic production. Okinawa ceramics were produced for the
domestic market in competition with imported objects. Therefore, the majority of the local
products was centered on the creation of storage pots and jars.

In addition, Okinawa ceramics have the following characteristics. (1) They were made in the
forms of the vessels necessary for Okinawa's unique religious ceremonies that could be filled with
imported ceramics. (2) Despite the beauty expressed by imported ceramics, Okinawa ceramics
were made according to the local aesthetic sense in ways that could not be satisfied by imported
objects. In a sense, the imported porcelains and the Okinawa ceramics came complement each
other and created a single world of beauty. (3) Domestic production reversed due to the collapse
of the Ryukyu Kingdom, causing the development of export ware for foreign markets during the
20th century. The ceramic artists at Tuboya included an awareness of the reception of Okinawa
from outside its borders into the design and development of their products.

In my report, [ will refer to objects in the collection of the Naha Municipal Tsuboya Pottery
Museum. I will also describe the religious ceremonies and ceramic characteristics related to the
Okinawa zushi burial urn. In addition, I will compare the decoration of early modern Ryukyt
ceramics with that of imported porcelains and will describe how they complement each other.
Finally, [ will introduce a type of export pottery called the “Ryukyus classical ceramics” which was
established in the 20th century and report on how tourism and taste for the exotic has influenced
contemporary Okinawa pottery.

Ji#¥- zushi = burial urn
Bidkili HLBE Rytkyi kotenyaki = Ryiikyi classical ceramics
)& Tsuboya = Location in Okinawa known for its ceramic production
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Jonas Riiegg
Harvard University

“Pictograms and Knot-Ropes: Administrative Records in the Borderlands of Early Modern
Ryukyu”

Yonaguni Island in the Yaeyama Archipelago was the westernmost point in Tokugawa Japan’s
sphere of influence. Conquered by the Ryiikyii Kingdom as late as 1520, the island remained a
borderland hard to control, defined by the dangerous Kuroshio current. Historical discussions of
Yonaguni’s early modern experience usually rely on scarce textual sources of the Japanese-
language administration imposed by outside rulers with limited access to local society.

Local elites became mediators between tax-collecting authorities and a local society hard to fix in
the grids of early modern administration. One of the most surprising features of this borderland’s
administration is its reliance on non-textual documents for demography, tax submission and
trade. While knot-ropes for numerical records were once used widely in the Ryuky Kingdom,
the creation of pictographic writing or kaida-di was a unique product of state formation in the
Yaeyama Islands.

This paper discusses the value of such alternative sources in narrating borderland society in the
bent of the Kuroshio. Responding to the problem of the subaltern, historians have recently come
to explore new archives that account for local agency in pre-literate societies. The task of deep
history is to configure processes of cultural formation and environmental change with the specific
data produced by complex outside administration. In virtual absence of written accounts, the
study of material environments, cultural affinities and non-textual sources can shed light on how
the mechanisms of power were adapted to a maritime borderland.



Tessa Meier

University of Zurich
"Object Description of a Ryukyu Textile"

The Ryiikyt Kingdom (3i#k T[E]) turned its geographical position and historical background to
its advantage and benefited from a flourishing trade. As a result, Ryiikyu created its own values
and perspectives outside of the Japanese feudal state, but still shared some of the same principles
as Japan. This is especially apparent in textiles, for which Rytkyu is well known. The Ryikyu
ryiso (3i2%) may share some similarities with the Japanese kimono, but its appearances are
distinctively different. The central goal of this presentation is to show the historical and social

contexts behind a typical Ryukyu ryiisé.

In this presentation, the characteristics of Ryukyt textiles will be discussed with the aid of a ryiiso
from the 19th century in the collection of the Museum der Kulturen in Basel. In the first part of
this paper, [ will systematically analyze the technical aspects of this ryiiso. The unusual mixture of
fibers used as well as the intentions behind this choice will be discussed. Additionally, I will
take a closer look at the weaving technique and the usage of gauze. The next part of the
presentation will determine the age of the textile through indicators such as the usage of
natural dyes, as well as the quality of the handwork.

The difference between the usage of a Japanese obi belt and a simple rope, which was custom in
Rytkyt, will also be illuminated. Additionally, the different cuts and size-differences between
the two textile traditions will be examined. In the final part of my presentation, I intend to
discuss the importance of the fiber mixture as well as the color choice in the creation of the ryiiso.



Maria Stepanova
M.A. Candidate
University of Zurich

“As Seen on Woodblock Prints: Banana Fiber Basho-fu from Museum der Kulturen Basel”

The historical background of the Ryiukyd Kingdom textiles is very rich and complex. The
geographical location of the kingdom and its trade affairs have a large influence on the
development of the patterns and the weaving traditions. The kingdom had trade relationships
with China, Japan and Korea as well as other nearby countries. Consequently, the kingdom
engaged in cultural exchange and displayed an ability to absorb customs from surrounding
cultures, resulting in the unique character of its arts and crafts. However, there are some works
of art that display the interlacement of the multicultural traditions, thus, raising the issues of their
origins and purpose.

One of such works of art is stored in the Museum der Kulturen Basel and will be discussed in
detail during this presentation.

Basho-fu or banana fiber garments were favored by both royalty and commoners for their airiness
and the fact that the textile does not stick to skin. This characteristic is one that the banana fiber
textiles shares with those made of linen, hemp, and vegetable fibers. Such garments, compared to
Okinawan bingata, typically display simpler patterns and more reserved colors schemes.
However, the cut of the fabrics and their overall style stay within the kingdom's textile traditions,
which allows easy identification most of the time.

The basho-fu garment that was discovered in the Museum der Kulturen Basel demonstrates a
very unusual cut, length, and style for an Okinawa textile. Some of its characteristics point to the
strong influence of mainland Japan and its fashions. Additionally, the color pattern of the garment
is very distinctive and can be seen in numerous woodblock prints from mainland Japan. Thus, the
uniqueness of this garment demonstrates the interlacing of multicultural traditions and gives
birth to uncertainties of identification: for example, the questions of how to name and define such
a textile.



