

[bookmark: _GoBack]100 Thimbles in a Box
The Spirit and Beauty of Korean Handicrafts

[image: ]
Authors: Debbi Kent, Joan Suwalsky | Softcover | 168 pages | Publisher: Seoul Selection
Publication Date: April 2014 | Dimensions: 11 x 8.6 x 0.5 inches | Price: USD 39.00 

◆ The first time that all of Korea’s traditional crafts have been described in a    
  single English-language book
  ―A description of 44 crafts in seven categories, ranging from jogakbo (patchwork) to    
  kkotsalmun (temple doors)

◆ Written by two American women who adopted Korean children and 
  eventually became experts in the country’s handicrafts

◆ Contains more than 400 vivid pictures of Korean crafts
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The rich history of Korean traditional craftwork, honed over thousands of years

[image: ]While Korean crafts have been an essential part of Korean life for centuries, the label of “traditional” has grown to tarnish some of their original luster. Outside of Korea, the country’s handicrafts are often overshadowed by those of China and Japan, preventing them from being recognized for their unique charm and cultural value. Frustrated with this widespread ignorance of Korean crafts, two American authors set out to write 100 Thimbles in a Box: The Spirit and Beauty of Korean Handicrafts, hoping that an English-language book on the topic would help bring some deserving global attention to Korea’s strong crafting history. The book’s title draws from a tradition dating back to the Joseon Dynasty in which a bride would present handmade thimbles to her husband’s female relatives to wish them good fortune and a long life. The stunning beauty of 44 of Korea’s traditional crafts—sorted into ceramics, fiber arts, paper, inlay, metal, wood, and painting—is presented in detail with over 400 pictures found in the book. While other publications have focused on one or two of these handicraft categories, this is the first English-language guide that brings these diverse genres together in a single volume.

Raising Korean adoptees spurs mothers to become experts in Korean handicrafts

 (
Authors Joan Suwalsky
 (left)
 and Debbi Kent
 (right)
)[image: ]The story of how these two American women came to write a book about Korean handicrafts is a fascinating one. Debbi Kent and Joan Suwalsky both became interested in Korean culture while raising children they had adopted from Korea. Out of a desire to introduce their children to their Korean cultural roots, they would visit Korea once or twice each year and explore Namdaemun Market and Insa-dong to buy their children items related to Korean traditions. At first, they just picked out colorful clothing and norigae (ornamental knotwork) for their kids to wear, but they eventually fell in love with hwagak (ox horn decoration), najeonchilgi (mother-of-pearl inlay), and other Korean crafts. As the authors began to study the subject more intensively, their knowledge grew in both breadth and depth. In the end, each author’s drive to fully embrace their child’s birth culture is what inspired them to become experts in Korean handicrafts—a true labor of love.

But the authors did not stop there. Instead, they decided to begin sharing their knowledge outside their families, organizing workshops and lectures about Korean crafts for parents and children at Korean culture camps and schools in the United States. They felt that not only was it important for their own children to learn about their birth culture, but that it could also be a valuable experience for other Korean adoptees and their families. Impressed by the combination of age-old wisdom and intricate technique, Americans appreciated the artistry of Korean craftwork, and the lectures and workshops have received a positive response. In recognition of the two women’s contributions to the embrace of Korean culture in America, the Korean Consulate in San Francisco awarded them a plaque of appreciation in 2012.
During their time spent giving workshops and lectures, Debbi and Joan sensed that Americans knew much less about Korean crafts than the ones associated with other Asian countries. Even those who had a genuine interest in the topic expressed that they had trouble finding appropriate books in English. It was this dearth that prompted the authors to publish a readable and entertaining book full of striking visual images that would captivate newcomers and connoisseurs alike.

Along with describing individual crafts, this book is a guide to Korean history and culture
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The book is divided into ten chapters. The first two chapters touch upon the historical, cultural, religious, and philosophical background of Korean handicrafts. Chapters 3 through 9 examine the seven categories of crafts, discussing their distinctive attributes, the story of 

their development, and their manufacturing process. The final chapter looks at how traditional expertise and methods have been handed down from the past, how the original techniques are to be preserved, and how these crafts are being reinvented in the present.
In the second chapter, the authors provide a detailed explanation of various symbols that appear repeatedly in Korean handicrafts, as they believe that a grasp of these images is essential for understanding the lives and work of Koreans. These vigorous, charming symbols—which include familiar images such as the tiger, magpie, and lotus, as well as more philosophical concepts such as the sagunja (four gentlemen plants), sipjangsaeng (ten symbols of longevity), and obangsinjang (the spirit-generals of the five directions)—enable readers to understand the psychological and philosophical traditions that have shaped Korean culture for thousands of years. Chapter 10 tells the stories of distinguished craftsmen and artists who carry on the tradition by bringing these crafts to life today. The segment includes gold leaf artisan Kim Deok-hwan and his son Kim Gi-ho, whose unique approach has been handed down for five generations. Also highlighted are Chunghie Lee, a textile artist, and her daughter Jiyoung Chung, who applies the joomchi technique in making paper. Ms. Lee, who incorporates the beauty of bojagi (wrapping cloth) into her lectures at the Rhode Island School of Design in the United States, graciously wrote the book’s foreword.
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As Jai-Ok Shim, Executive Director of Fulbright Korea, said in her endorsement, this book does more than merely communicate information; thanks to its intricate design, it is a work of art in its own right. The design incorporates five bold colors that evoke Korea's traditional minhwa (folk paintings), an exotic motif that is designed to grab the attention of foreign readers. Of the more than 400 photos printed in the book, over half were taken by the authors during visits to various exhibitions, museums, and workshops. The rest of were provided by 20-plus museums and associated organizations, including the National Museum of Korea, the National Palace Museum of Korea, the Jordan Schnitzer Museum of Art, and the Leeum, Samsung Museum of Art.
One cannot help but be moved by the passion and dedication exhibited by the authors, who spent about twenty years gathering material, writing the text, and taking the photos. These women are more than simply foreigners enchanted with an unfamiliar culture; they are mothers crafting something with love for their children to cherish.

About the Authors

Debbi Kent and her husband Bill have three children—their son Justin and their two daughters adopted from Korea, Whitney and Melanie. Debbi’s professional career has included work as a writer, editor, public speaker, marketing representative, and designer. In her free time, Debbi enjoys travel, photography, interior design, and fabric arts.

Joan Suwalsky and her husband Al adopted two Korean-born children, April and Ted. Joan is a developmental psychologist by profession and studies child growth and family functioning, including in adoptive families, at the National Institute of Child Health and Human Development in Bethesda, MD. In her spare time, she is an avid potter and gardener.


Endorsements

100 Thimbles in a Box is a charming introduction to a great range of Korean handicrafts, from the tiny thimbles—an old-fashioned woman’s intimate companion—to the once ubiquitous lattice and paper doors of traditional Korean homes. The authors have tacked down popular accounts of each handicraft, as contemporary Koreans now understand and appreciate them, and abundant photographs that convey the feel and appeal of ceramics, stone, paintings, masks, clothing, and furniture. Spending time in these pages is an enticement to visit Korea for a first-hand encounter with these things themselves.
— Dr. Laurel Kendall 
 Division Chair and Curator of Asian Ethnology, American Museum of Natural History


While many theorists and art historians have tried to pinpoint the beauty and essence of Korean craft, its familiarity and universality have kept it from being fully understood and properly appreciated until this book. Ideal for the general reader, 100 Thimbles in a Box covers various themes and media in Korean art. As they explore the hidden symbolism and unique uses of Korean handicraft, the two authors trace connections between Korea’s past and present. Offering abundant visual material, this book illustrates how Koreans have enjoyed art and culture in every moment of their lives.

— Hyonjeong Kim Han
 Associate Curator for Korean Art, Asian Art Museum of San Francisco


As Korea continues to forge ahead in the era of globalization, 100 Thimbles in a Box provides a timely and necessary reminder of the persistence and beauty of traditional Korea. This thoroughly researched and elegantly photographed book is more than a source of knowledge; it is itself a piece of art. Debbi Kent and Joan Suwalsky have seamlessly blended culture, art, and history to offer readers an extensive overview of Korean handicraft, tradition, and identity.

— Jai-Ok Shim
 Executive Director, Fulbright Korea


100 Thimbles in a Box will be treasured by everyone who loves traditional Korean culture and art. For adoptees and adoptive parents, however, it will also serve to nurture and support individual and family identity and pride. This beautiful volume will keep Korea close to all of us who love Korea, whether we are joined to it by birth, adoption, or simple admiration for its rich cultural heritage.

— Margie Perscheid
 President, Korean Focus

This beautiful book is a perfect introduction to Korean handicraft traditions for English-speaking audiences. Visually stunning, it places traditional art forms in the philosophical and religious contexts in which they have grown over the past 5,000 years, describing how they were (and still are) made, and how they were central to the lives of the Korean people. It offers a clear explanation of the symbols that permeate handicrafts, their origins, and their functions: to bestow blessings and protect from harm. In a final chapter, the status of handicrafts in modern Korea is explored with explanations of how they are being preserved through the efforts of expert artisans and reborn in the beautiful work of modern Korean artists. This fascinating book will whet the appetite of any reader to learn more about the vibrant, engaging folk art that has colored the everyday lives of Koreans for generations.

— Byung Goo Choi
 Director, Korean Cultural Center in Washington, D.C.


Discovering the beauty hidden around us in our everyday lives—pausing to appreciate, for example, the humble glory of a wildflower—that brings warmth to our hearts. There are not many books that describe, as 100 Thimbles in a Box does, the familiar grace and charm of Korean handicraft in terms of its symbolism and the various techniques involved in producing it. I believe that this book will help many individuals come not only to understand Korea, but also to love it.

— Kim Yeonsoo
 Former Director, Research Division of Artistic Heritage,
 National Research Institute of Cultural Heritage in Korea
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Orna meﬂtal KﬂOtWOT"( Maedeup thS & Norigae =z2|7i

Traditionally, the cords that were used in knotting were made from silk and
colored with natural dyes, giving them lovely hues and a handsome sheen.

Maedeup is the Korean word for knot. Different from the
Western tradition of macrame, /maedeup uses one fiber
instead of two, and both sides of the finished piece are
identical. Ancient wall paintings suggest that knotted
ropes were made as early as the Three Kingdoms Period
and were probably used for everyday purposes such as
counting and tying. But by the Joseon Dynasty, knotting
had evolved into a fine art that was regulated by the
government and widely used by Koreans in every walk of
life. Special artisans were tasked with making /maedeyp
for the royal court, and entire villages became devoted to
creating them.

Women of the court wore heavily ornamented norigae such as these. In spring, summer and autumn, ornaments made
with beads or jade were preferred, while agate and amber were worn in the winter.

The most well-known type of maedeup is the
norigae—a beautiful knotted piece with a tassel, meant
to be worn hanging from the tie of a woman’s Aanboxk.
A norigae consists of three parts: the knotwork, which is
always vertically repetitive and symmetrical; the tassle,
which can be made from cord of varying thicknesses;
and the ornament, which is made from precious metals

The size, shape, materials, and colors of norigae reflected the
status and importance of the women who wore them, and
varied by the particular occasion for which they were being
worn. For example, queens, royal concubines, and princesses
wore n0r7gae at all times, while other court ladies wore them
only for official ceremonies. Ordinary women routinely wore
norigae, too, and since they could only afford those made with
simpler, less expensive materials, they often embellished them
with embroidery.

Like many traditional Korean art forms, /maedeup incorporated
themes of nature that were familiar and meaningful to people.
The names of the various knots—Ilotus bud, butterfly, bee,
dragonfly—clearly reflect this, as do the names of the tassles
that are often attached to the knotwork—strawberry, octopus,
abalone. The most popular designs for norigae ornaments are
animals (bat, tortoise), insects (butterfly), plants (pepper, grape,
peony), and household objects (gourds, drums, locks, bells). The
shapes of these ornaments carried meaning for the women
wearing them. A pepper or an eggplant symbolized the wish
for a loving relationship and many children, while a peach
meant that the wearer hoped for a long and healthy life.
Ornaments in the shape of gourds and tiger claws were worn
to repel evil spirits.

Norigae are still widely worn, especially attached to the Aanbok
jacket. But maedeup can be seen elsewhere as well. From tiny
ones dangling from key rings to the grand examples that tie
back floor-to-ceiling draperies at the Korean Ambassador’s
residence in Washington, D.C,, it is clear that maedeyp is an

Fiber Arts
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Kim Hee-jin, a master of maedeup, has been designated a holder of
Important Intangible Cultural Heritage No. 22. She invented a cord and stones such as gold, silver, bronze, jade, amber,
frame that allows a varying number of silk threads to be twisted coral, pearl, or malachite.

together to form a base cord of different widths.

Atriple norigae—one having three ornaments—was worn at
court ceremonies or very special family events, while a single
norigae was appropriate for everyday use.

ancient art form that is still relevant in the modern world.
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During the Joseon Dynasty, colorful ox horn pieces were most often created for women and included jewelry boxes,
combs, spools, measures for the sewing box, and small chests. The painting depicted favorite themes, including
the Ten Symbols of Longevity, flowers, birds, the Four Gentlemen Plants, and light-hearted scenes of everyday life.

Ox Horn Decoration swagak s

Known only in Korea, hwagak is the art of decorating small wooden pieces of furniture
or accessories with ox horn that has been flattened and painted on the reverse side
with bright, auspicious designs. Possibly crafted as early as the Three Kingdoms Period,
hwagak is believed to have first been made of tortoiseshell, a rare material that
became increasingly difficult to find. More plentiful and easier to obtain, ox horn

was substituted during the Goryeo period. Regardless of the material, the process of
making these transparent decorative sheets was extraordinarily difficult.

It was during the early Joseon Dynasty that this art form reached its peak. Because of the
labor and expensive materials involved, it was produced solely for royalty and the upper
classes. The ruling class continued its exclusive use of Awagak until the 17th century, when
two wars brought about by the invasions of foreign forces caused the decline of the

Clean, white horns from young bulls were boiled for hours until soft. The horns were
then hollowed out and flattened over a charcoal fire. After being ironed under a press
for several more hours, the horn was polished to make a thin, transparent sheet 0.5
mm or less in thickness. When the sheets were ready, they were trimmed and painted

on the reverse side with designs executed in the traditional colors of red, blue, green, dynasty and thus a relaxation of some of its restrictions. As a result, hiwagak began being 2o N4 AR Xy
ye”OW’ and white. Glued to wooden surfaces and smoothed with an ivory StiCk, produced for commoners, and the indUStry grew and thrived for the next 200 years. ; y i | {9 N & G A

However, it suffered a serious blow in the early 1900s when a devastating flood in Seoul
destroyed the many hwagak workshops located near the Hangang River, from which
the industry never quite recovered. As a result, painted ox horn began to be replaced by
celluloid imitations.

charcoal, or soy sauce, the sheets protected the painted undersurfaces for extremely
long periods of time. As a result, numerous ox horn artifacts from the Joseon Dynasty
have been found in pristine condition.

Fortunately, there are still

several master craftsmen who
continue to practice hwagak
today, creating beautiful antiques
of tomorrow. Because of the
extreme skill and amount of time
required to create one of these
pieces, they are very expensive
and are usually available only in
museum shops and showrooms
featuring the work of National
Treasures.

The steps required to transform the raw bull's horn into a delicately painted, transparent sheet are many Various stages in the hwagak-making process, featuring the work of Lee A beautiful example of hwagak, which means “brilliant horn.”

and arduous. Jae-man, a master of the craft
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