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    (Frontispiece) An ornate maru obi is strewn over a soft blanket of snow.
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    Introduction


    Using Obi as a Decorative Accessory


    Over the past few decades the Japanese kimono sash, or obi, has gained popularity as a home decorating accessory. The exquisite silk fabric, made into intricate patterns with stunning colors, makes the obi desirable as an accent in any room. Any of the obi styles mentioned in this book can be turned into objects of art for the home. Unlike the rules of fashion that dictate which kimono are worn with which obi, there are no restrictions when it comes to decorating with the obi. From contemporary to traditional interiors, the draping of an obi in a room can soften hard lines and add color to an otherwise drab area.


    Although the most popular use for the obi with Westerners is as a table runner, it can also be used as a wall hanging or sculpture, or as an accent on furniture such as chests, pianos, and mantels. Obi of varying lengths can be folded, knotted, or tied with tassels to achieve the desired effect. Remnants of silk obi can be resewn into pillows and bedspreads, even showcased in picture frames.


    Initially the maru obi was favored as an accessory due to its length of up to 4 m (4½ yd.) and width usually of 30 cm (12 in.). Maru obi also tend to be made of the finest brocade and are more expensive than other styles. Fukuro obi, while sewn differently, are very similar to maru obi in length and width. As fukuro obi were introduced in the 1920s in Japan, the very oldest obi are almost always of the maru style.


    When selecting either a maru or fukuro obi, take time to unfold the obi and check the full length for any damaged spots. Also, look carefully at the design, as some obi may be missing part of the pattern. You may find, for example, that the flowers in a pattern are not fully colored on one section. This may have been an economic decision and not an oversight as only certain sections of the obi are visible when worn with kimono. However for someone who plans to display the full length, an uneven or unfinished pattern could present a problem.


    Check the reverse side of the obi as well. Many obi are reversible, with a different but equally fantastic design on the back. It may also be a less expensive piece of fabric that totally clashes with the front. Sometimes the lining is plain silk, or perhaps a satin weave, and occasionally there may be no silk lining but a cheap, gauze-like fabric instead. Many obi sold for use in interiors have a new, neutral lining sewn on the back, especially if the original lining was unattractive or damaged.


    Although the Nagoya style is a bit shorter, 314-345 cm (124—136 in.), than the formal maru or fukuro obi, it is quite popular for use in decorating due to its wide range of colors. Because it is pre-folded and easier to tie, the Nagoya obi is a convenient choice for young Japanese women to wear with kimono. This explains the availability of richer and brighter hues in the Nagoya style, as these colors are more appropriate for young or unmarried women.


    In its original form, with part of the obi folded over and stitched, the Nagoya obi has a unique asymmetrical line. This seam can also be opened and the obi relined in order to achieve a longer style. If the obi is fully patterned, then it is easy to unstitch the seam, open it and reline the fabric. Before attempting this, check the folded area to see if the fabric is worn. Most obi will show a slight crease down the middle when they are opened, but, if the fabric is too worn, it will appear damaged.


    If your Nagoya obi has a design on only sixty percent of the material, the plain portion can be cut out and the patterned pieces fitted together and resewn. Although this results in a shorter obi of approximately 213 cm (84.1 in.), the length is often more suitable for placing on the top of a small chest or table. Used in the original form, without relining, it is easy to knot or fold the narrow end of a Nagoya obi, whether patterned or plain, for a special touch.


    Obi in the hanhaba fashion are very much in demand, due to their affordable price and narrow width of 15 cm (6 in.). This size is ideal for accenting the top of a mantel or for draping along the narrow stairs of a step chest (kaidan dansu). Another popular use for the hanhaba is as a wall hanging. The width is almost identical to that of old-fashioned "bell pulls" which hung in the homes of wealthy families, especially in the southern United States in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. These bell pulls, made of elegant tapestry, were mounted with brass fittings at the top and bottom.


    Seasonal colors and motifs that are so important in all aspects of Japanese life, from culture and design to food and clothing, are also evident in obi. When creating a spring table setting you may want to use an obi in soft pink shades, perhaps sprinkled with embroidered cherry blossoms. For a festive holiday look, obi in bright reds and deep greens add elegance to any interior. Dramatic autumn shades of orange and rust are also color schemes frequently found in the obi.


    [image: ]


    When buying an obi for use as a decorative accent in the home, coordinating with your interior colors is the most important consideration. Though an obi in good condition will have a higher value, the condition alone is not the most critical factor. Slight stains and worn spots will not detract from an obi in the perfect color, with an exquisite design, used in the ideal setting.


    Certain symbols and motifs are more popular than others in obi designs. The crane, a symbol of long life, appears frequently, usually in white on a colored background. Other good luck symbols include the pine bough, bamboo branch, and phoenix. Frequently a particular flower or tree is paired with a particular bird. For example, the phoenix, peacock, fowl, and pheasant are usually shown with the peony, while the crane is often shown together with pine.


    Other popular designs include the Japanese fan; cherry, plum, and peach blossoms; and the Imperial family's crest, the chrysanthemum. Many stunning-obi have a repeat pattern of family crests, or mon, covering the obi. Some of the most popular obi designs were brought from China hundreds of years ago, in particular the geometric designs which are based on ancient Chinese patterns. Other common Chinese themes in obi design are komainu (lion-dogs), dragons, and other animals.


    Because the obi, due to the impracticality of wearing kimono, may have lost its place as the central element in Japanese wardrobes, these works of art have found their way into the hands of new owners who cherish the obi's beauty and history. From contemporary to classic, traditional to eclectic, interiors of every genre can be accented with obi in various guises. There is no right or wrong way to use an obi as a decorating accessory, and the obi fabrics lend themselves to a wide variety of applications. As the following photographs will illustrate, imaginative obi creations can add a dramatic effect to any room.


    Each obi is unique and, with proper care, will appreciate in value as time goes by. Just as Japanese women traditionally passed their obi down from mother to daughter, so will a new generation of families pass down their treasured obi heirlooms.
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    Table Art


    Japanese obi take on a life of their own when used to enhance a coffee table, still life, or floral arrangement. Obi fabric has body arid weight which lends itself beautifully to all manner of twists, ties and angles. Don't be afraid to experiment with knots arid bows; the creases usually fall out easily.


    One of the most striking statements in a room can come from an obi strategically placed on a coffee table. You will see several examples of this on the following pages where the obi adds a dash of drama arid interest to glass, wood, or marble surfaces.


    Festive colors such as red, green, and gold are actually quite common in the obi; as a result many people own at least one "holiday" obi which can be used on a table or mantel, or even wrapped as a skirt around the base of a Christmas tree.
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    A rust-and-gold Nagoya obi with navy blue accents combines dramatically with an autumn flower arrangement
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    This gift shop uses a festive maru obi in red and gold colors to highlight their Christmas display.
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    A gold, red, and black fukuro obi on a red-lacquered kimono stand. The blank section is cleverly concealed so that only the ornate iris design is shown.
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    Here, a white obi floats within a glass-covered coffee table. The splashes of deep red in the simple obi design pick up the burgundy color scheme of the living room.
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    Wrapped around a pot of geraniums, a maru obi with a touch of red brightens up a corner of this room.
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    Note the intricate fan design using gold threads on black silk.
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    The complementary blue and orange hues in this Nagoya obi create a gentle still life.
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