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ihoko Wakabayashi is a
proponent of the Saori
method of weaving, a phi-
losophy of “free weaving”
developed in Japan. She teaches classes
at her studio, Saori Weaving, on
Highland Street. Born in Nagano, ]apqrg
she grew up in Yokohama, later earning
a BA in education from the University of
Kyoto. She later lived in Michigan and
studied Saori in Kyoto, then moved to

Worcester with her family in 2000. Sheis

37 years old.

What was it that attracted you to this
originally?

I think just the philosophy — the idea_
of not just making things but the more
spiritual process. 1 was working with
kids — kids who were having problems
with Japan’s rigid school system. They
have to do what everybody’s doing, so if
you do something different, they’re
sticking out. That’s not good. I believe
in education, but think there should be
more focus on individuals Then I
bumped into this Saori book that said,
“There are no mistakes — don’t just
weave cloth but weave your spirit.”
That’s what attracted me.

So what was it you liked about Saori?

1 liked the philosophy that it’s really
not just about weaving but includes a
focus on individual development.
People say it’s like moving meditation.
Weaving itself is called that, but espe-
cially in the Saori way. We don’t follow
any pattern, so we don’t know where
this piece will be going, and as you
weave, you cannot see what you've
done in the past, so you just have to be
focused on the present moment. That’s
just really good practice. And then
there’s the whole idea of working with
all sorts of people. Sometimes we all
work together — not setting up a goal
first.
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This seems to be both traditional and
non-traditional at the same time. Is this
related to the spontaneity of zen?

f Right. There is a tradition of weaving

w is not a traditional
craft — it’s contemporary. It’s weaving,
but not following a set pattern. Just
trusting in yourself. Trust in your sense
of colors. Your signature. Only at that
time, at that moment.

Ireally don’t think of weaving as con-
ducive to that — it’s so mechanized and
regimented.

Saori has interesting ideas
ing. Weaving can be fun, like this. We
don’t have to worry, because we don’t
have to set a goal in the first place. We
can just weave it, and then think about
how we can use it afterward. Then we
ask,”What would be a good use for this
piece, to give life to this cloth?”

Do you find traditional weaving frus-
trating?

With traditional weaving, first we
have to decide the pattern, then we have
to follow the instructions on how to do
the threading. If you make a mistake,
you cannot make the pattern, because
it’s obvious you missed something. If
you miss something; you have to go
back and start all over. And in class,
nobody can talk because everybody is
focused on their own thing. Although I

~ do enjoy the mechanism of the weaving
and I like the working environment.
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Do traditional weavers get skeptical
about Saori?
. T've heard a lot of things in Japan
because there are many traditional
weaving styles. Some people say, “This
is not weaving.” But it’s like music —
like classical music and jazz music. The
first time people hear jazz, some people
say it's not music. No melody. This is
weaving, but we don’t follow any pat-
terns. We say it’s OK to make mistakes,
or to be messy. Letting bad things hap-
pen, but it’s not a mistake. Accept it.
Work with it. All of life can be like that.

This absence of goal orientation — is
that essentially a counter-philosophy?

I believe so. I think human nature
needs balance. Especially in this coun-
try, people are so busy, and this will give
you a relaxed time. It’s great to work
and coordinate with your hands, feet
and mind. There are different reasons

an, there is no chance
to express yourself, so there is more
focus on expression, being your own
self. In this country we have more ways
to relax — follow our own pace and
judgment and allow our mistakes and
our nature to be sloppy. It’s all right to
just be yourself, without thinking what
has to be done. This is OK. You don’t
have to set the goal; just be present in
the moment.

continued on page2
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‘We always hear that Navaho weavers
purposely leave a flaw in their weaving
so that it will not be perfect. Are you
making a cult out of mistakes and spon-
taneity?

1 think so. The founder [of Saori] is
always saying, look at nature — nothing
is straight. The branches aren’t straight.
So it's OK to be like nature. You don’t
have to be this industrial way.

And explain to me this business of
weaving the spirit.

Teacher don’t say what to do. So [stu-
dents] have to make decisions on what
they want to do. So it’s really focused on
themselves — what they like. They have
to decide - “What do I like? What feels
good about doing this?” People find
their preferences — their favorite col-
ors. But it’s also OK to just have an
empty mind — don’t think about it, just
follow your instinctive impulse to pick
up certain colors.

What if I follow my impulses and I
don’t like the result? Don’t people pro-
duce a lot of junk sometimes?

Not junk. You will discover this is
OK, a part of yourself, your decision,
your art. Of course, some people think
that this is not beautiful, but that’s also
personal taste, too. In' Japan, some peo-
ple don’t like the Saori philosophy that
everything is OK. They want to concen-
trate on ]ngher art or beauty But its
purpose is not to make beautiful stuff;
but rather through this they. develop
their own way; they cultivate their own
experiences, ideas and expression. That
helps their emotional stability. That’s a
result, but 1 just like everybody working
together to develop their own expres-
sion. i

In pottery, sometimes teachers will
have their students break their first pot,
so they don’t get hung up on it. Do you
do that?

No, we don’t do that. Sometimes the
first piece is the best piece. Sometimes
the first time people don’t think too
much.

‘What is the natural temperament of a
weaver?

Saori weavers are very open-minded
people. Curious. They have all kinds of
ideas they will try. They're not afraid to
make mistakes. They’re courageous.
This is just weaving, throwing some col-
ors together, but maybe for some people
it's a big adventure. But it's not danger-
ous, so maybe it’s a good way to have.a
little adventure.

Is everyone who comes out of Saon
perfectly balanced and centered?

I want to say yes, but it’s just a two-
hour class. The focus is not on]y“your-
self. In traditional weaving, nobody can
talk, because they have to worry about
not making any mistakes. In Saori,
sometimes we're just chatting and walk-
ing around seeing what other people are
doing, so it’s really nice to cultivate rela-
tionships, help each other and make
friends. It’s really great practice for me,
seeing other people’s work. I don’t
make judgements, but some people
seem so uptight — but their weaving is
“wow.” It just makes me realize you
cannot tell a person. Showing a piece is
like showing the spirit. =}

Allen Fletcher may be rearhed at
afletcher@wpltd.com.





