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Shichitoi

Have you ever wondered what fafami is made of? If you said straw, you'd be half right. The core of
tatami mats is made of rice straw, but the woven part that you can actually see is a grass known as
/gusa or common rush in English. It's a grass found all over the world, so it would make sense that it's
used as literally something to step on. But it wasn't always this way.

Once upon a time, after tatami first became flooring in the Edo era, igusa was used mostly in the
homes and castles of the wealthy and important few, and resembles the tatami most people know of
today, with an edge around each mat. However, commoners often used a different grass known as
shichitoi. Shichitoi is used in Ryukyu tatami, an edgeless variety that can be seen more often in period
dramas than in real life. And the reason for that is an interesting one: shichitoi only remains in one
place in Japan, the place of its origin—OQita.

Shichitoi came from Ryukyu archipelago to Oita and then spread through the rest of Japan as a
household item (er, fixture?) due to the high durability it gets from its unique triangular cross-section.
At its height in 1952, over 5.5 million Ryukyu tatami mats were exported to other parts of Japan every
year, but unfortunately, shichitoi's toughness led to its undoing. It couldnt be mechanically harvested
or weaved, so igusa took its place, leading to shichitoi's decline. At the same time, as a hand-crafted
art, shichitoi became very valuable, leading to it taking igusa’s role as the tatami material of the
wealthy.

Shichitoi tatami can be imported from China or Vietnam, but for the true article, there are only a
handful of companies left making it in Kunisaki, Oita, and even they can only make about two mats a
day each. As a now valuable material, the selection process for what goes into a tatami mat is strict,
and the remainder is used for beautiful crafts.

While making a tatami mat may be a bit too much for most people, the Shichitoi Studio Nanatsumugi,
one of the remaining facets of the shichitoi industry, occasionally holds workshops that let you make
crafts using shichitoi yourself, under the guidance of the officially recognized shichitoi craftsman,
lwakiri-san. Thanks to the Oita International Plaza, | was able to participate e
in one of these workshops, learn about shichitoi and its history, and then
make a coaster out of shichitoi completely by hand.

| am not very skilled with my hands (outside of electronics), but thanks to
lwakiri-san'’s instructions, | was able to make a braided coaster | am proud |
of. She taught everything from how to braid the grass together to how &
to wind it into a spiral, and she did it all patiently and with a smile. | also |
appreciate the history lecture given by the director of the Kunisaki Shichitoi
Promotion Association, Hosoda-san. | would have never known that grass
could have such an interesting history otherwise.

Shichitoi is a treasure of Oita, hopefully one that will last through the
ages. | am glad | was able to make my own one-of-a-kind item with this
one-of-a-kind material. If you also want to be a part of history, why not do
the same?
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