
Tsutsumu means to wrap or bundle up. 

The character originated as a representation of a child

enclosed in its mother’s womb.

That which is precious, we wrap up to protect.

Glimpses of this sentiment can be seen in scenes from 

everyday life, showing that it is still being passed on in 

Japanese culture. 

The act of tsutsumu is revealing of the Japanese people’s 

consideration and aesthetics.
Photography/ Satoru Naito (pp. 1-8, p. 13), Satoshi Osaki (pp. 9-11, p. 17)
Interview and text /Kyoko Ohtsu
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Furoshiki are the original Japanese 
eco-bag. In terms of versatility they 
are far ahead of the paper bags and 
wrapping used nowadays. Any object, 
even irregularly-shaped ones, can be 
wrapped. Furoshiki are easy to tie and 
the finished product looks beautiful. 
They can be folded up compactly 
after use and used many times over. 
Could any other wrapping material be 
so practical? 

There are various theories about the 
origins of the word furoshiki 
(furo[bath] + shiki [spread out]), but 
records from the Muromachi period 
(1333-1568) show that feudal lords 
wrapped their clothing in a cloth 
marked with their family crest at the 
bath house, and used this cloth to 
stand on afterwards while dressing 
and grooming themselves again. In 
the Edo period (1600-1868) furoshiki 
marked with brand and trade names 
apparently became popular and were 
used as a form of product advertising. 

In modern times furoshiki are still 
utilized in a variety of ways. In the 
past, the sight of anyone dressed in 
western clothing clutching a furoshiki 
would have given an odd, mismatched 
impression, but recently an increasing 
number of people are using furoshiki 
instead of a simple bag or purse. This 
writer is one such person—I always 
have two or three furoshiki in my 
travel bag. They are perfect for 
bundling up changes of clothes, and 
also for wrapping up small objects or 
things I buy when I’m away. They’re 
also handy to scrunch up and stuff 
into the gaps inside my luggage as 
cushioning.

 “Furoshiki are popular not only with 
the Japanese, but also with people 
from overseas,” says Keiko Kikuta, 
owner of the furoshiki specialty shop 
Furoshiki-ya Yamatonadeshiko.
“Furoshiki are so beautiful in 
themselves, some people use them for 
table cloths or scarves. They come in 

so many materials, sizes and patterns, 
that I’d love to see them being used 
imaginatively more and more in 
everyday life.” 
Once you learn the basic tying 
method, making simple but attractive 
bundles is surprisingly easy. Mid- and 
end-of-year gifts have long been sent 
by parcel delivery service, but to 
really show your feelings wrap a gift 
up in a furoshiki and deliver it by 
hand. 
Four examples of the many methods 
of tying furoshiki are shown here. Try 
them! Furoshiki are an eco-bag that 
we can proudly show the world. 

The Convenience of 
Furoshiki

Use Them for Whatever 
You can Think of

These basic methods are all you need to know

■ Furoshiki-ya Yamatonadeshiko
6-15 Kagurazaka, Shinjuku
Telephone: 03-3266-1641
http//www.yamatonadeshiko-tokyo.com

Furoshiki are the Original 
Japanese Eco-bag The Two Basic Methods of Tying

A Convenient Cloth of Ever-Changing Appearance
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Wrapping 
With a 
Furoshiki

Single Knot 

Basic Knot

Match up the tip so that the 
back of the furoshiki is not 
visible.

1

Cross the tips over.

1

Pull on both ends to make 
firm the knot, then adjust 
the shape.

5

Wind the tip around in one 
hand and make a loop.

2

Wind the topmost tip over 
and around the other once.

2

Finished. The knot should 
lie horizontally. 

6

Pass the tip through the 
loop.

3

Pull both ends to tie once.

3

Hold the tip and pull firmly.

4

Tilt the frontmost tip to the 
opposite side, pass the rear 
tip over and through the 
loop.

4

Hold the section below the knot 
with the left hand, and pull the 
left tip with right hand in the 
direction of the arrow until you 
feel resistance. 

Hold the knot from above 
with the right hand and pull 
to the right. 

1 2

Undoing basic knot
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Basic Wrap

Method of Tying

The Furoshiki

Wine BottleWrap

●The Furoshiki

This shade of light green (Rikyu) has 
a strong Japanese image and was 
popular in the Edo period. It is 
beautifully designed with a flowing 
water and chrysanthemum pattern. 
(Chrysanthemums and water, grayish 
green, 75cm width, 15,750 yen).  

For a formal impression using one basic (ma-musubi) knot. This method is 
useful for carrying things because the shape holds well. A decorative method of tying with tucks 

around the neck of the bottle. The surprise 
element  makes this perfect for a gift. 

Place a box in the center of 
the furoshiki, decide the 
position in accordance with 
the pattern.

1

Spread the furoshiki into a 
diamond and place the 
bottle in the middle. Put a 
rubber band on the neck of 
the bottle.

1

Fold in from the edges to 
make pleats in this section, 
then hold in place with the 
rubber band.

3

Lift up the left and right 
tips, cross over behind the 
bottle and bring to the front.

5

Lift up the closest corner 
and fold at the top to match 
the bottle’s height.

2

Pleat the other side in the 
same way and hold in 
place with the rubber band.

4

Tie a ma-musubi knot 
around the bottle neck. 
Spread the pleats out and 
straighten the shape.

6
Cover the box neatly with the 
frontmost corner, and tuck the 
extra material underneath.

2

Do the same with the right 
side.

Bring the back corner over to 
cover the box in the same 
way.

3

Straighten out the angles on 
both sides and tie a 
ma-musubi over the box.

Lift up the left corner while 
neatening the sides and bring 
it over the box.

Tidy the knot to finish.

5 64 7

●The Furoshiki 

Made by contemporary dyer Yasuko 
Sato. A bold modern design that 
changes in appearance according to 
how the furoshiki is tied. (Iceflower 
blue, 70cm, 2,625 yen)
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Double Knot Wrap Simple Bag

Method of Tying Method of Tying

A typical fine-detail pattern from the 
Edo era. Versatile usage because of 
patterning on front and reverse 
sides. ( Same komon [shark 
fine-pattern], red/yellow, 68cm 
width, 6,300 yen)

●The Furoshiki

A large, rather thick furoshiki with a 
motif from Scrolls of Frolicking 
Animals (Japan’s oldest manga). 
(Choju-giga, dull orange-brown, 
105cm width, 2,100 yen)

Suitable for wrapping long objects. The two basic (ma-musubi) knots give a 
decidedly elaborate air. 

Can be slung over the shoulder or carried by hand. Wide objects or even small 
pets can fit neatly inside.

Spread the furoshiki into a 
diamond and place the article 
in the middle.

1

Spread the furoshiki into a 
diamond.

1

Lift up front and back corners and take to 
opposite sides while crossing over in the 
middle. Pull both ends to make sure the 
crossover point is in the center.

2

Fold in half to form a triangle.

2

Lift up the two edges on the 
left-side.

3

Tie the two sides together at 
the top with a ma-musubi 
knot.

4

Straighten the angle on the right-side 
and tie a ma-musubi knot.

4

Neaten the shape while using 
the ma-musubi knot as a 
handle.

5

 Tie a hitotsu-musubi knot on two 
corners at the base of the triangle. 
These determine the bag’s depth, so 
balance the length of the knots on both 
sides. 

3

Repeat steps 3 and 4 for the 
right-side.

5

●The Furoshiki
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■ Matsuya Ginza
3-6-1 Ginza, Chuo-ku, Tokyo 
Telephone: 03-3567-1211
(main switchboard)
http://www.matsuya.com/

Akiyo Torii is stationed in 
customer service to welcome 
customers and wrap goods. 
She is an expert in wrapping 
items quickly and attractively.  

 “We have boxes and wrapping paper 
in the right sizes on hand, so we can 
wrap anything we sell. Essence Plus, 
a women’s accessory shop on the 
first floor, has wrapping paper and 
paper bags in five different sizes. 
There are more than 20 different 
types of boxes, for everything from 
handkerchiefs to hats (from 50 yen 
per box [without tax]). We also have 
long thin bags for umbrellas. 
Wrapping paper and box sizes are 
different on each floor as every floor 
sells different products.” 

Items wrapped specially for 
JQR. Essence Plus, located 
on the first floor of the 
Matsuya Ginza Department 
Store, has a range of 
women’s accessories just 
right for early summer.

Wrapping examples: It could be for home use, a boxed present, or 
a present without a box… whatever kind of wrapping the customer 
wants, the store will oblige. Putting the wrapped item into a paper 
bag for ease in carrying it home is also part of the service. 

包
Department
Store
Wrapping

Wrap

The Extra Measure of Service 
that Comes with the Wrapping

All Purchased Items are Wrapped

Japanese people are used to the 
perfectionist wrapping service 
provided by Japanese department 
stores. Travelers to Japan, however, 
are amazed by its attractiveness. 
Wrapping that is so precise it could 
have been done by machine is a 
unique service of Japanese 
department stores. It’s fair to say that 
to see a shop attendant spread the 
paper out diagonally, place the item 
in the corner and then fold the paper 
along the lines of the box, is to watch 
a skilled craftsman at work. Her 
fingers are nimble, there is no wasted 
movement. The wrapping always 
finishes up on the reverse side, with 
no slackness in sight. If ten of the 
same article were to be wrapped, all 
ten will finish up looking almost 
exactly the same. It is probably only 
in Japan that such a miracle unfolds 
at department stores throughout the 
whole country.  

Many Ginza department stores are 
thronging with visitors from overseas. 
Matsuya Ginza is an old established 
store that opened there in 1925. In 
2001 it switched to a white-toned 
wrapping paper and the look was 
unified with the LED embedded white 

exterior walls that were completed in 
2006.     
 “When the customer pays for their 
purchase we ask if it is for home use 
or as a present, as we try to 
differentiate the wrapping. If it is a 
present then we ask if they would like 
it put in a box before beginning to 
wrap,” said Yuka Ogasawara of the 
Public Relations Department in 
Matsuya Ginza.
At Matsuya Ginza, staff must undergo 
wrapping training before they are 
assigned to a section, and practice 
daily even after that.  
“A certain level of speed is necessary 
because we can’t keep customers 
waiting too long. We also always try 
to keep in mind which wrapping goes 
with which item, or which 
combinations require what wrapping, 
and the order of wrapping, so that we 
can deal with whatever comes up 
quickly and without hesitation. We 
have several kinds of stickers 
available to put on presents, which 
overseas guests particularly enjoy 
choosing,” said Ms. Torii in Customer 
Service.  

Ms. Torii promptly proceeded to wrap 

several items for us. That’s when I 
noticed that the wrapping wasn’t just 
beautiful. For example, when I told 
her that “the stole is a present but it 
needn’t be put in a box,” she first 
enveloped it in a double layer of thin 
paper before encasing it in wrapping 
paper. In answer to my question “Why 
the thin paper?” she replied, “because 
while you’re carrying it there might be 
some kind of impact that will tear the 
wrapping paper, so it’s to prevent the 
item fraying in case that happens.” I 
gained a new appreciation for the 
quality control and thoughtful 
consideration that lie behind this 
service.  
*Please also watch the video images I 
recorded of Ms. Torii’s fast work. 

Protecting the Purchase 
is Another Purpose of 
Wrapping

Practice Wrapping
Nimbly and Neatly
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Located in Shibuya, Tokyo, Tsutsumu 
Factory is a store that specializes in 
wrapping materials. The store interior 
overflows with various wrapping items 
and gift cards. You can also take 
something along to the store and get 
it wrapped with the materials available 
there. 
“Recently we’ve had a lot of requests 
to wrap wine and local beers, because 
bottles are hard for novices to wrap. 
There’s also been an increasing 
number of customers who bring 
unwrapped items purchased from 
electrical stores that they want 
wrapped,” said Naoko Honda of 
Tsutsumu Factory. 

The system of charges for the 
wrapping service is very clear. 
Customers tell the staff their budget, 
the present’s purpose and their mental 
picture of the finished wrapping. Staff 
then select wrapping materials in 

“Because wedding wrapping is mainly white, the trick 
is to make a difference with a ribbon. This was a 
wedding present for a man, so I used blue-tinted 
paper as the base, with two kinds of ribbons of 
different thicknesses. A thin gold ribbon layer on top 
pulls the whole look together. Adding flowers and a 
pale corsage made it much fancier.” 

“The soft fluffy toy inspired me to use a soft 
paper as the wrapping material. I doubled two 
shades of pink soft paper over to form a bag, so 
as to reveal the color gradation. At the customer’
s request I decorated the knot with a large flower. 
This used up the leftover soft paper, which I 
made into large flower petals.”

consultation with the customer. There 
are material charges and a technical 
service charge. The technical service 
charge is set at three levels according 
to the combined length of three sides 
of the package: up to 100 centimeters 
is 420 yen, 101 to 150 centimeters 
is 630 yen, and 151 centimeters 
upwards is 1,050 yen. On the day of 
my visit there I was surprised to see a 
male customer bring in a black 
kimono sash. An austerely elegant 
wrapping in deep green tones gave a 
striking finish to this gift intended for 
a man. If you had started out trying to 
create a wrapping with such an 
elegant color combination, it would be 
difficult to find the materials. I can 
understand why he came to this shop. 
Incidentally, black wrapping paper has 
apparently been in high demand the 
past few years so the store has a 
wide variety in stock. 
“Many customers have a firm idea of 
what they want the finished item to 
look like. But if that is not the case, 
we can suggest a few different 

combinations, and we also have lots 
of samples in the store. We’re happy 
to be consulted any number of times 
until the customer finds what they 
like,” Ms. Honda said. 
Next, she demonstrated her wrapping 
skills for me on two celebratory gifts. 
You can see the video on the internet 
showing how a pro handles this task. 
Please take a look.

A Wedding Gift

A Baby Gift

Creative advisor/ Naoko 
Honda. Business 
Department Manager, 
Tokyo Main Branch 
Store, Tsutsumu Co. Ltd. 
“When you’re wrapping 
everyday, your hands feel 
comfortable with paper 
after one or two months.” 

Total cost: 2,583 yen. Materials 
(pearl paper 315 yen, wide white 
ribbon 336 yen/m x 1 meter, gold 
mesh ribbon 378 yen/m x 1.5 
meters, white rose corsage 315 
yen x 2, pearl corsage 315 yen) + 
technical charge 420 yen.

Total cost: 1,533 yen. Materials 
(dark pink soft paper 294 yen/m × 
1 meter, light pink paper 294 yen/m 
× 1 meter, pink ribbon 357 yen/m 
× 1 meter, yellow ribbon 168 yen/
m × 1 meter) + technical charge 
420 yen.

Wrapping for a photo frame. “I thought 
the original wrapping was quite plain 
and not suitable for a wedding present. 
It’s an expensive gift so I’d like 
something equally fancy to match.” 
(customer’s request)

Wrapping for a small soft toy. 
“The toy shop put it in a clear 
bag with a ribbon, but that has 
no surprise element (laughs). I 
want it to give a soft loveable 
impression.” (customer)

■Tsutsumu Factory, Shibuya Store
Tsutsumu Building 1F, Udagawa-cho
37-15, Shibuya-ku, Tokyo
Telephone: 03-5478-1331 
http://www.tsutsumu.co.jp/

Great Tricks 
from the Wrapping Experts

Leave it to the Experts to Find a Match for Any Style 

包
Specialty
Store
Wrapping
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A Clear System of
Payment for Services
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Graphic designer Hideyuki Oka 
(1905-1995) was also a collector of 
traditional Japanese packaging. 
Fascinated by the beauty of cake 
boxes and various other food 
containers, he spent many years 
traveling the country to add to his 
collection. This collection was 
inherited by the Meguro Museum of 
Art, Tokyo, which put part of it on 
public display in an exhibition entitled 
“Tsutsumu—Exhibition of Traditional 
Japanese Packaging” (closed May 22, 
2011). The great many examples of 
packaging on display there could well 
be called a testament to Oka’s 
commitment and tenacity. 
The exhibition was separated into 
sections according to material; tree, 
bamboo, bamboo grass, earth and 
straw. Every section was full of 
deeply fascinating designs. Packaging 
that you can see even today such as 

chimaki (bamboo wrapped cakes) and 
monetary gift envelopes, mixed with 
objects that are probably no longer 
made such as egg holders. Some 
were beautiful and some were richly 
amusing—it was never boring. I just 
had to admire anew the ingenuity of 
Japanese in the past. And, without 
realizing it, I found I had gained an 
aesthetic Japanese sense of beauty 
and spirit. 
    

 

The materials used for packaging 
were those found close to hand in 
nature. Much of the packaging was 
born out of necessity, practical things 
that were deeply rooted in daily life 
and passed on through the 
generations. Functionally they were 
also superb, as wrapping made things 

convenient to carry around, and 
opening them up was simple. The 
items on display are a testimony to 
the highly advanced wrapping skills 
behind them. 
Oka’s perspective has one more 
aspect to it, which is the aesthetic 
angle. The packaging did not have to 
be simply practical, it had to be 
beautiful as well. He sought out 
things that became even more 
beautiful through being wrapped. I felt 
as if I had seen the roots of the 
Japanese aesthetic that strives for 
beautiful wrapping, which has been 
passed down all the way to the 
present. 

Practicality and
Aesthetics

Left: In the paper section. Inventory of a set of betrothal gifts. Second generation style Kanezawa mizuhiki-ori (folded red and white paper) by Ume Tsuda 
(1907-2004). Made in 1988. Above right: In the bamboo section. Bamboo utensils, baskets and chimaki wrappings made of bamboo grass, woven baskets 
and other objects reveal much about bamboo’s versatility as a material. Below right: Sawa no Tsuru sake barrel displayed on the first floor of the museum. 
The character for rice forms part of the design, and the barrel is packaged decoratively for use as a gift. 

Straw egg holder/ Foodstuffs/ 
Yamagata prefecture. A work 
of art in itself, this packaging 
was made by farmers well 
versed in the properties of 
straw, and born out of long 
experience. There were many 
variations of this packaging 
method, and eggs were also 
packed horizontally, 
depending on the region. 
Contrived so that even if the 
topmost egg is taken out, the 
next one won’t break. Made 
by Seiji Ishikawa (1921-
1997). Photograph by 
Michikazu Sakai 

Traditional Packaging Born of
Resourcefulness and
Craftsmanship

A Visit to a Traditional Packaging Exhibition

包
The Japanese 
Culture of 
Wrapping
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“The Japanese people’s attitude toward daily living shows in a
mindset that has an accurate grasp of each material’s inherent qualities, 
and utilizes them while trying as much as possible not to impair it.”

Bamboo whisk-shaped candies/ sweets/ Miyagi 
prefecture. A simple work made of small sarashiame 
sweets speared on the tip of thin bamboo strips, and 
placed in a bamboo pipe. Like a lovely bunch of flowers. 
Believed to have been based on a tanabata festival motif. 
Not made anymore. Photograph by Michikazu Sakai . 

K in Senryo/ toothp icks/ Saruya ,  Tokyo .  Even more 
s ingu la r  than the pau lownia wood box which impar ts  a 
sense of  luxury  a re the eye-catch ing bo ld characters  
K in Senryo (meaning “go ld senryo” [o ld  Japanese co in] .  
Photography :  Michikazu Sakai .

Hideyuki Oka, Nihon no Dentou Pakke-ji (Traditional Japanese Packaging), Bijutsu Shuppann, 1965

Ohineri (monetary gift wrapped in paper)/tossed coins. 
Ohineri has its origins in the custom of throwing 
monetary gifts to actors on the stage after a play 
finished. It is an expression of the Japanese belief that 
gratuities should be wrapped in paper. Money wrapped 
in paper also has the advantage of being easy to 
control. Photograph by Michikazu Sakai .

Chimaki (rice ball or cake wrapped in bamboo grass)/
foodstuff/Fukushima region. Chimaki are found all over 
Japan, and are known by various names such as sasamaki or 
sasadango. Glutinous rice or balls of steamed rice are put in 
bamboo grass and tied into a bundle with a strong fibrous 
grass. Mainly used nowadays for wrapping sweets. 
Photograph by Michikazu Sakai .

■ Meguro Museum of Art, Tokyo
Meguro 2-4-36, Meguro-ku, Tokyo
Telephone: 03-3714-1201
http://mmat.jp/
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The Royal Park Hotel in Nihonbashi, 
Tokyo is adjacent to the Tokyo City Air 
Terminal, and as a result many who 
stay at the hotel are from overseas. The 
first floor Royal Gallery, a gift shop 
selling items with the hotel logo, offers 
guests a special wrapping service. 
They will even wrap items purchased 
outside the hotel free of charge.
“We get all kinds of requests for 
wrapping, like wine that was bought 
duty free, or t-shirts bought in bulk that 
guests would like wrapped individually,” 
said Ms Hirano, the assistant manager 
of the Royal Gallery. When I pressed 
the point about whether this was free 
even if the guest brought in a large 
number of items, “Of course,” she 
replied. “We can’t do it at short notice, 
but if a guest requested to have it done 
by their departure the day after 
tomorrow, we would take the items and 
deliver them to the guest’s room the 
night before departure.” It’s all part of 
the hotel service. The only problem is 
that the hotel cannot use paper or 
stickers with the hotel logo on it for 
wrapping items purchased outside, 
since the quality of the wrapped item is 
unknown. Nonetheless, there are 
absolutely no shortcuts taken with the 
wrapping.
“We often get asked to wrap souvenirs 
for children, so we always ask if it’s for 
a boy or girl, and choose the ribbon 
color accordingly. Once when I was 
asked to wrap a lot of baseball caps, I 
wrote a label for each with the team 
name on it because I thought it would 
be hard to know which team was in 
which package, and the guest was 
delighted by this.”
Everything purchased outside the hotel 
that is wrapped here is still handed over 
in a carry bag. “We feel that it would be 
such a shame if the pleasure of giving 
a present was spoiled because the 
wrapping tore during transit.” That’s the 
kind of hospitality which could well be 
called service beyond the call of duty. 

■ Royal Park Hotel
Kakigara-cho 2-1-1, Nihonbashi,
Chuo-ku, Tokyo
Telephone: 03-3667-1111
http://www.rph.co.jp/

There are two types of wrapping paper. White paper printed 
with the hotel logo is used for items bought in the hotel shop, 
and a plain moss green paper is used for items bought 
outside. Stickers that hold the paper down are also either 
printed with the hotel logo or left plain. 

Attaching a label to 
identify the contents 
when items the same 
size are wrapped is 
another part of the 
service.

A Free Wrapping Service
for Guests

Even Items Bought Outside Can be Wrapped

包
Hotel
Service

Yoko Hirano, 
Royal Gallery 
Assistant 
Manager, is 
engaged in 
buying as 
well as sales.
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