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Baskets of Madagascar and Vietnam

Baskets have become an integral part of everyday life, and they shape the landscape
of people’s lives. The most striking sights in the many villages we visited were the
people strolling through street markets, filling their baskets with goods.

It is not difficult to imagine how in ancient times, when people needed containers for
carrying, storing, or holding objects, they turned to the pliable plants that were readily
available and easy to weave.

These materials differ widely by area - in tropical regions, it is palm leaves with their
strong fibres; in Asia, flexible bamboo; in areas where wheat grows, soft wheat straw;
and in cold areas, tree vines or tree bark. Baskets unique to each area tell the story of
the local climate and vegetation.

The way people live in each region gives these baskets their shapes. Baskets used to
transport goods are shaped by how they are carried - whether balanced on the head,
slung over the shoulder, or carried on poles.

These tools have been shaped by the land and the people, evolving over a vast period
of time. Visiting Madagascar and Vietnam in search of a few outstanding examples of
the countless baskets used around the world, we got a glimpse of how the lifestyles in
two countries on opposite sides of the Indian Ocean are tied together.
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MADAGASCAR

The fourth largest island in the world, Madagascar is a country
located off the south-eastern coast of Africa. The ancestry of the
Malagasy people is a mix of African and Southeast Asian, and it is
still reflected today in their faces, their linguistics and culture. After
separating from the African continent and then from the Indian
subcontinent, Madagascar became an island around 88 million
years ago, giving its plants and wildlife the unique opportunity to
evolve in isolation, which resulted in at least 80% of its flora and
fauna being native only to this island country. For example, raffia
is one of the species that Madagascar is well known for. Though
of course the Malagasy are skilled in working with raffia, their skills
have also stemmed from need, to make items necessary for daily life
with materials that this unique land offers.
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Bozaka

Baskets made from bozaka are commonly used in everyday life
in Madagascar. Grown in the wild and harvested by hand, bozaka
is a thin strong grass on its own and strands are gathered to form
bunches before weaving. The thin grasses gather even more strength
as they are bound together, giving the weaves a unique thickness,
weight and feel unlike any other materials. The resulting basket is
like a strong layer of padding around the items that it is holding,
embracing while it protects.
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Bozaka means'‘vast in number” in Malagasy.
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Bozaka is harvested all year around in Madagascar. Sickles are not
used and, instead, the grass is rhythmically pulled from the earth by
the handful. Unlike cutting, this preserves the full length of the grass.

Drying must then happen for around three days as the bunches are

fanned out neatly in the sun. The colour of the grass thus varies from
green to light brown according to the season and the method of the
harvester, making each basket slightly different from every other.
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Forona

Forona is a Malagasy word for an aquatic grass that can grow
up to two meters tall, mainly in the high plateau region in central
Madagascar. Harvested three times a year, the grass is boiled before
white mud is added; then it is beaten to increase its flexibility in
weaving. Forona cannot be split into smaller pieces, so each grass
becomes a single strand in the weave.

TIFBBL, KEADBERRBTRTTEIEN TEET,
Since Forona is a light grass, large volumes can be compacted into neat bunches and sold.
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Forona has an unforgettable scent. As the material ages with use it
also attains a warm patina, similar to how leather ages. Weaves tend
to also soften and stretch according to how it is used; perhaps this
is why the material tends to be woven into items that are close to the
skin such as mats, cushions, hats, and shopping baskets.
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A wooden tool forflattening-and softening forgna before weaving.
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Raffia

Raffia is native to the African continent and likes to grow in the wet
soils of tropical regions, especially in Madagascar. The raffia palm is
a very tall tree with large leaves. Within each leaf there are hundreds
of leaflets and it is from the membranes of these leaflets that the
raffia fibres are stripped. Raffia is extremely versatile, and so flexible

and strong that pieces can be woven like a textile or crocheted like

wool. Besides the leaves, the raffia palm itself is just as useful, with
the flesh of its fruits used as poison to catch fish, its sepals used for
seasoning and roots to make wine. The leaf stems and rachises are
used as building materials for houses and furniture.
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Weaving is often done on the floor, using both hands and feet.
The weavers are usually surrounded by piles of raw.materials as well as finished items:
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Bundles of raffia at the market.
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The body and the basket

Lifting and carrying, on the head, or around the hip. Strap it on the neck or shoulder; let it hang off
the arm. The emergence of baskets came with a need to do what the human body cannot do - to
gather, to transport, to hold items tirelessly - actions that people cannot always achieve only with
bare hands and body. Since so much time, care and effort are invested into weaving, and involve the
passing of skills and ideas within communities, baskets are a part of life. The introduction of plastic
in the past century undoubtedly has its merits; yet we saw that when people interact with baskets,
their bodies always react naturally as if they are handling something organic. There seems to be
an unquestionable trust and preference for the hand-woven basket in the two countries we visited,
perhaps just as it has always been.
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VIETNAM

Swarms of scooters, scattering of plastic stools along the city
streets, and people busy going about life define a typical scene
of a Vietnamese city. Outside of this, one is almost immediately
faced with the lush green paddies of rice and vegetables, along i -—
with the sounds of leaves rustling in the calm, warm wind. At the
heart of Southeast Asia, Vietnam has a climate that allows much of
the country to enjoy a 12-month growing season and several rice
harvests a year. Life thus revolves around this continuous process
of growing, harvesting and selling. This cycle of life means tools and
items must also be consistently and quickly made. This could be why

the Vietnamse people are so skilled in hand crafting, creating the

items they need in daily life with speed and precision.
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Bamboo

Still a material that is highly present in the streets and homes of both
cities and rural areas, bamboo is a material that helped shaped the
Vietnamese history and culture, with most traditional agricultural
tools, musical instruments and other daily items crafted this strong,
flexible material. Everyone seems to know how to handle bamboo,
and understand its behaviour and potentials. Since there are so many
uses of bamboo, preparation methods also vary widely, so it is not
uncommon to see people buy bundles of freshly harvested bamboo
at the local market, for crafting into something useful at home.
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Although plastic became popular around 20 years ago, bamboo
remains a trusted material in Vietnam. No matter what kind of form
it takes, or how it was weaved, bamboo is versatile enough to make
items used to perform precise tasks that are impossible for other
materials. For example, adjust the weave a little, and it becomes a
strainer fine enough for washing rice. Split the bamboo into smaller
strands, and the result is an exquisite basket.
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Recycled Tyres

Perhaps an advantage of synthetic materials, there is still much wear
left even after a lifetime of use. The shape of a tyre gives clues to
how it can be cut and used, motivating the re-use of the rubber.
In the past, old tyres were often cut to form the perfect feeder for
livestock. Thin strips of the tyre are also used everyday as a handy,
stretchy rope. Although it is already a waste material, the sizes and
shapes of the baskets are dependent on the kinds of tyres sourced in
order to maximise the use of the available material. This takes waste
reduction to a whole new level.
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durced tyre have different sizes, thickeness ang
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Found MUJI

Innovations of MUJI are not simply a process of creation,

they are a review of living by “Searching and Finding”.

Searching throughout the world for durable and long-lasting daily necessities,
MUJI refines found items to suit our changing lifestyles,

cultures and customs, reproducing them at reasonable prices.

From 2003, ‘Found MUJI’ started its journey with a keen eye for good products,
exploring the underlying values of the makers,

retaining the essence of their creations,

and re-tailoring them into MUJI goods that fit the modern way of life.

The Found MUJI journey began in Aoyama.

Join us as we continue the Found MUJI journey together.
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