Color and Costume in the Ainu Epic Poem “Yukara”

Ainu ethnic clothing is decorated with dis-
tinctive Ainu patterns employing kiribuse cut-
ting and embrotdery techniques. 1 was myself
involved in a survey of Ainu ethnic clothing
in the Tosabayashi Collection in the posses-
sion of the Faculty of Letters at Waseda
University, in which capacity [ studied the
needlework of Ainu women primarily from the
standpoints of decorative techniques such as
kiribuse and embroidery. Detailed surveys
made it possible to obtain objective data
concerning sewing and decorative techniques
appearing in various documents, but the
meaning and symbolism of Ainu patterns that
appear on clothing are not clear and have not
been entirely brought to light by previous
research., There would seem therefore to be
scope for explaining the pattems and for
studying how they might be classified and
arranged in a methodical manner. In order to
understand the meaning and the symbolism of
the patterns appearing in traditional Ainu
clothing, 1 believe that it is necessary to take
a look at the expressions used to describe
clothing and colors in the Yukara, to delve
into the view of the world and the aesthetic
consciousness unique to the Ainu people, and
to offer an interpretation of their sense of
color and visual ideas. Very little research
has been done hitherto on clothing on the
basis of the Yukara epic. My studies in this
area will serve, therefore, as basic research in
connection with elucidating the features of
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Ainu patterns.

Methodology

The Yukara epic is an example of oral
literature handed down from generation to
generation by the Ainu people, who did not
originally possess an orthography for their
language and literature. It may be regarded
as the most effective material for throwing
light on the Ainu people's distinctive spiritual
culture, their aesthetic attitudes, and the in-
tentions that underpin their creative work in
the visual arts. On this occasion I have fo-
cused primarily on the Oina sacred trans-
mission which stands at the foundations of
Ainu culture, using the Ainu jojishi Yukara
shu(Anthology of the Ainu Epic, the Yukara),
which consists of the epic as written down in
the Ainu language by Kannari Matsu and
translated into modern Japanese by Kindaichi
Kyosuke. I have extract sections and phrases
from the epic related to clothing style and
coloration, and I have thrown light on the
cosmic vision and preferences of the Ainu
people as well as on colors and clothing that
possess symbolic meaning.

Results

As far as color expressions are concerned,
the emphasis is on basic color terms such as
white, black and red that seems to have
emerged from out of the relative brightness of
light. White and black appear frequently as a
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pair in poetic couplets. Other color terms such
as blue and yellow appear very rarely and are
all subsumed under the same color names.
Subtle changes of hue caused by light and
references to gold appear frequently. The way
in which everything lights up in gold along
with expressions related to hearing such as
beautiful sounds and voices are expressed in
terms of metals coming into contact with one
another. One can see here the yearning of the
Ainu people for metals such as gold and
silver and their personal tastes. Silk and flax
have a special importance for women in terms
of how they dress: tiny fragments of fabric
are often shown being treated like jewels, and
women engage in embroidery as a means of
achieving oneness with their gods. I thus
gained an idea of the feelings that Ainu
women directed towards the costumes that
they created. Extant materials including neck—
lines, armholes and hem sections incorporate
Ainu patterns created by means of kiribuse or
embroidery; variants of red appear in many
documents in the case of cloth used in the
creation of kiribuse patterns. It should be
noted that the costumes worn by ancestral
deities worshipped by the Ainu people are
characterised by the use of red woven atsushi
creating the impression of fire burning around
the hem. One may surmise, therefore, that red
cloth is used similarly to create the impres-
sion of fire buming at the base of the
costume in the same way as the gods and
that this fitted in well with the aesthetic
attitudes of the Ainu people. Apart from this,
i was able to confirm the connection between
clothing style and pattern structure in the
Yukara and to demonstrate how the spiritual
world of the Ainu people is reflected in their
traditional clothing.
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