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Fujinuma Noboru, Holder of an Intangible Cultural Property
(Living National Treasure), Bamboo Art

The techniques used in bamboo art are classified into plaited or constructed works,

which are made with bamboo strips, and works made from round, un-split culms of
bamboo. The various forms created from this medium, including flower baskets and
fruit baskets, make use of the austere beauty of the natural material, with its strong,

supple appeal. In 2012, Fujinuma Noboru was designated a Holder of an Important
Intangible Cultural Property, or Living National Treasure, for his bamboo art.
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Design concept

Fujinuma begins work on a new piece. His idea is to
depict a hoju, a sacred Buddhist jewel cloaked in flame.
He wants to express the seemingly contrary elements of
bamboo—its delicacy and strength—in a flower basket
with a two-layered structure.
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Selection of bamboo

In Fujinuma’s workshop in Otawara, Tochigi prefecture.
Since ancient times, marked temperature differences in
this region have helped produce strong bamboo.

The madake (Japanese timber bamboo) standing in
Fujinuma’s workshop has already been dried to remove

any oils.
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Making bamboo strips

The flower basket he is working on will require 240
tangentially split (hirawari) strips for the interior layer,
and 360 radially split (masawari) strips for the exterior
layer. Fujinuma goes through several processes first using
two small blades and then using a planing blade to make
bamboo strips that are uniformly 1.8 mm wide and 0.3
mm thick. Then he chamfers each one by hand to smooth
the corners, giving them a refined finish.
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Dyeing

Fujinuma dyes the bamboo strips into colors inspired by
the image of rising flames on a Buddhist jewel.
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Interior layer (plaiting the base)

Fujinuma plaits four bamboo strips using clematis
plaiting (tessen ami) to form the base of the basket. A
hexagonal pattern like a clematis flower begins to emerge.
After 30 bundles of four strips have been interwoven
together, he begins to use twill plaiting to form the

rounded shape of the walls.
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Interior layer (openwork twill plaiting)

To give the completed basket a beautiful vertical form,
Fujinuma joins the plaited base with a second layer, which is
plaited in the same way. To form the basket's inner walls, he
uses an openwork twill plating technique (sukashi ajiro ami)
—in which he leaves airy spaces between the twill plaited
strips. He incorporates subtle variations in the spacing of

strips within the weave help give the basket a rounded form.
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Interior layer (applying lacquer)

The shape of the rim determines the entire look of the
piece. Fujinuma decides on an asymmetrical form with
three peaks. He holds this temporarily in place with wire
and uses a small electric saw to carefully shape the mouth.
He then applies lacquer to help secure the plaited strips

into the desired, final form.
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Exterior layer (attaching bundled strips)

The bamboo strips used on the outside consist of bundles
of six radially splict strips stacked together. Fujinuma
doubles these by bending them in the middle. He turns
the finished interior portion upside down, and attaches 60
bundled strips to the foot by wrapping them with rattan.
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Exterior layer (bundled plaiting)

Fujinuma plaits the attached bundles of strips adding
“twists” to the plaited bundles—his original plaiting
technique. Fujinuma says, “Changing techniques actually
changes the shapes of my works. What I do is not plaiting,

but more like parallel construction.”
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Exterior layer (rim)

To make the wavelike shape of the rim, Fujinuma uses

the heat of a lamp to bend rounded strips of bamboo. He
then binds them to the rim with ractan. The flower basket
is finished with a coat of lacquer. This not only brings

out the beauty of the bamboo, but ensures that the form,
which has been shaped through twisting, stays securely in

place.
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“Hoju” (Sacred Jewel)
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The completed work, Flower Basket with Bundled Plaiting,

The bundled plaiting expresses the supple strength of bamboo, while the openwork twill
plaiting expresses its delicacy. These seemingly contrary elements combine in a single piece,

exemplifying cthe beauty of harmony sought by Fujinuma.
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FUJINUMA Noboru

Born in 1945 in Otawara in Tochigi
prefecture, Fujinuma Noboru aspired to
be a bamboo artist from the age of 30. His
meticulous, inventive pieces have earned
him awards at traditional craft exhibitions
in Japan and accolades at exhibitions in
Los Angeles and Chicago.

He received the Medal with Purple Ribbon
in 2004 and, in 2012, was designated

a Holder of an Important Intangible
Cultural Property — better known as

a Living National Treasure — for his

bamboo art.
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