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A   bag folded in geometric pleats 
that springs to life when picked 
up; a gently tapered vase in 
smoky gray glass; and a clutch 

of light pink, creamy white and dark green 
ceramics in softly-curved pentagon forms. 
Hidden among these shapes and textures 
are clues of an impressive design pedigree 

— they are all the result of a collaboration 
between the ever-innovative Japanese cloth-
ing brand Issey Miyake and the famed Finn-
ish design company Iittala.

The Iittala X Issey Miyake Home Collec-
tion, titled Pause For Harmony, launched 
in 2016 with a mix of 30 textiles, glass and 
ceramic products, offering a perfectly bal-
anced showcase of the two creative pow-
erhouses. This was reflected further in new 
additions to the collection that were recently 
unveiled — a medley of bags, pouches, cush-
ion covers and placemats crafted from tex-
tiles with Issey Miyake’s signature pleats in 
autumnal shades of dark beige and harvest 
gold.

The idea of collaboration was dreamed up 
by Harri Koskinen, the award-winning Finn-
ish industrial designer who, at the time, was 
design director of Iittala. He is now a consul-
tant at the company and continues to work 
on the collaboration project..

Simple, minimal and functional, the line-
up’s products share a focus on timelessly 
high-quality craftsmanship and innovative 
materials — qualities for which both Iittla 
and Issey Miyake have long been famed. 

“This is a collection for everyday use,” 
explains Koskinen during a recent visit to 
Tokyo. “The most important thing here was 
to create an inspiring collection for daily life 

— to make your everyday life a bit better.”
“My design philosophy is very straightfor-

ward — it has to be honest and there has to 
be a reason to do things,” he adds.

Iittala, famed for its expertly hand-blown 
glassware, has played a prominent role in 
Koskinen’s career ever since 1996, when he 
won a student scholarship for a summer 
trainee position at the Finnish company 
founded in the 19th century.

Nearly 20 years ago, Koskinen also discov-
ered firsthand the world of Japanese design 
after receiving an out-of-the-blue invitation 

Harri Koskinen: The Finnish connection

from Issey Miyake himself to exhibit his 
work in Tokyo — a moment he describes as 
a “turning point” in his career.

Since then, Koskinen has worked on a 
string of collaborative projects with Issey 
Miyake as well as other Japanese brands 
including Seiko, Panasonic and Muji (he 
supervised a Found Muji exhibition in Fin-
land last summer).

It was in 2012, shortly after Koskinen was 
appointed design director of Iittala in Fin-
land, that the idea of a creative collabora-
tion with Issey Miyake took root: “I thought 
it would be very delightful to match these 
two brands.

“Iittala has long been working with very 
functional things. Issey Miyake is a very 
innovative brand, really pioneering with 

techniques, materials and pleating in a very 
interesting way. Both brands are symbolic 
and minimalistic, and really appreciate 
craftsmanship and cultural heritage.”

Natural affinities between Japan and Fin-
land have also perhaps contributed to the 
ease with which the two brands are able to 
combine their aesthetics and creativity.

“I think this affinity (between Japan and 
Finland) relates to the mentality of the peo-
ple. We like to be quiet. It’s very natural for 
us not to share all our thoughts all the time,” 
he explains. “There are also the aesthetics of 
daily living that are similar. This was maybe 
more obvious in the 1950s or ’60s — the 
wooden tools, the natural colors, the local 
decorations. There is a shared modesty.”

With a smile, Koskinen describes the four-

year process of creating the collaboration 
— in particular combining “hard and soft 
materials” — as “a great adventure,” culmi-
nating in the inaugural collection two years 
ago.

The additional textile products more 
recently unveiled showcase Issey Miyake’s 
iconic pleating techniques, with fabrics 
undergoing as many as 23 different manu-
facturing stages.

The striking palette of autumnal shades 
of gold and brown is also new to the collec-
tion, apparently inspired by the seasonally 
shifting hues of cornfields in Finland and rice 
fields in Japan.

The concept of daily rituals lies behind 
the curation of product types chosen for the  
Iittala X Issey Miyake collection — which 
range from cups and glassware to cushion 
covers as well as bags.

“It is great to start the day with a sort of 
ritual in the morning to help you get ready,” 
says Koskinen. “The Finnish morning is very 
simple: I like to eat oatmeal and yoghurt 
with berries and coffee. So I need a plate and 
a mug. That is a ritual that I have every day.”

It’s clear that Japan remains a major source 
of inspiration for Koskinen, who runs his stu-
dio, Friends of Industry, in Helsinki: other 
Japan-related work in the pipeline ranges 
from a hotel project in Kyoto to a crafts col-
laboration in Iwate. Not to forget the seem-
ingly timeless creative union between Iittala 
and Issey Miyake: “We are constantly adding 
new colors, small touches,” smiles Koskinen. 

“It’s like a train, it just keeps moving on.”

For more information about Harri Koskinen 
and the Iittala X Issey Miyake Home Collec-
tion, visit www.harrikoskinen.com/FOI and 
bit.ly/iittalaxisseymiyake

The craft behind the design 
At first glance, there’s a uniformity to Asemi Co.’s ceramic cups 
that belies the conscientious thought behind the design. There 
are, in fact, only two shapes in the lineup: a minimalist short 
teacup and its taller sibling. But that doesn’t mean there isn’t 
variety.

For Asemi Co., a co-winner of last month’s IFFT / Interior 
Lifestyle Living Young Designer Award, the concept behind its 
tableware is as important as the items themselves. The brand’s 
designers, Yuki Ishiguro and Lars Amhoff, who have been friends 
since they were students at the Folkwang University of Arts in 
Essen in Germany, share a passionate appreciation for tradi-

tional crafts — and Asemi Co. is like their love 
letter to Japan’s regional pottery.

To produce the lineup, they traveled across 
Japan to personally establish relationships 
with ceramicists, learning about the history 
and styles of local potteries. The conformity 
of the Asemi Co. cups is thus by design: The 
minimalist aesthetic helps bring into focus 
regional characteristics, highlighting varia-
tions in production techniques, texture and 

color. And the results are as beautiful as they 
are thoughtful.

Some cups are hand-thrown, others molded; some are earthy 
in color and texture, others flawlessly smooth with colored 
glaze. One is even patterned with hundreds of tiny hand-pressed 
indentations. All retain an unglazed section, so users can feel 
the difference in textures, and they are designed to complement 
each other, so that they look great when stacked together.

There are four hand-thrown styles — Bizen-yaki (from 
Okayama Prefecture), Matsushiro-yaki (northern Nagano Pre-
fecture), Koshiwara-yaki (Fukuoka) and Soma-yaki (Tohoku) 
— and two molded versions made in Hasami-yaki (Nagasaki 
Prefecture) and Tokoname-yaki (Aichi Prefecture). More are in 
the prototyping stage, so keep an eye on the Asemi Co. website 
for updates. Prices range from ¥1,700 for a small Hasami-yaki cup 
to ¥4,600 for a large Bizen-yaki one.

www.asemi.co

Sticking to a good idea
Masters of imaginative problem-solving, Nendo has taken 

on the sticky issue of adhesives with Gloo, a new range of tapes 
and glue for the Japanese stationery maker Kokuyo.

To unify Kokuyo’s many colorful brands of adhesives, Nendo 
has turned everything its signature white, which draws atten-
tion to a series of innovative physical design revisions that 
improve their performance. These include a cuboid glue stick 
that won’t roll away and is easy to apply to corners; a hand-
held, self-cutting double-sided tape dispenser with a head that 
can be used at two angles; and a bench-top tape dispenser with 
a suction cup to secure it to surfaces and a special straight-edge 
blade that makes it easy to pull off a strip with just one hand. 

Good old-fashioned liquid glue, too, has had a makeover. 
Shaped like a fat self-standing pen, its cap attaches to the bot-
tom so it won’t be lost, while a slanted “smart” nozzle can be 
used pointy-side down to create tiny dots of glue or flat side 
down to draw lines. 

All these items have additional functional details, such as 
a ridge on the glue stick’s cap to make it easy to push off with 
one hand and a mechanism on the tape dispenser that auto-

matically releases the suc-
tion cup. Even some of the 
bonding agents have been 
tweaked to produce differ-
ent colors to indicate adhe-
sive strengths or fade from 
opaque to clear when dry.

Despite the designer aes-
thetic, Gloo prices are close 
to that of regular statio-
nery, ranging from ¥140 for 
a small stick glue to ¥1,728 
for the tape dispenser.

http://root-co.net/play/item/playfulbase-lantern-speaker-bottle

When the thought 
really counts
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A   group of Japanese grannies 
emerges from a boat return-
ing to shore.  Clad in black 
wetsuits and bubbling with 

energy, they are part of a dwindling com-
munity of ama — free-diving fisherwomen.

Onshore, the women — who range from 
60 to 80 years old — compare the hauls of 
shellfish they have gathered. Beneath the 
water, however, they could be mistaken 
for teenagers, gliding gracefully in the dark 
depths of the Pacific.

“I really feel like I am a mermaid among the 
fish, it’s a fantastic sensation,” says a beaming 
Hideko Koguchi, who works as an ama in the 
coastal town of Toba, Mie Prefecture.

She kneels and counts the turban shells — 
a type of sea snail — gathered by the group.

Dressed in her full ama outfit — a mask 
that covers her eyes and nose, flippers and a 
black wetsuit that replaced the white version 
worn by divers until the 1960s — Koguchi 
sheds the weight of her years. She has been an 
ama for three decades, and says proudly that 
she hopes to be diving “for another 20 years.”

During the diving season, which lasts for 
10 months a year, the local fishing association 
scrutinizes weather forecasts and informa-
tion on marine stocks each day, before issu-
ing a call for the women from loudspeakers.

Each ama — which translates as “woman 
of the sea” — has only rudimentary equip-

ment: a buoyant ring to signal her presence 
at the surface while she dives, and a net to 
hold her haul.

Out at sea, the women set up their rings 
and then dip beneath the surface, sometimes 
holding their breath for more than a minute. 
They resurface and tirelessly dive over and 
over, dozens of times a session.

Only 2,000 ama are left across Japan, down 
from more than 12,000 in the 1930s, accord-
ing to records kept by a marine museum 
in Toba. The profession still exists in South 
Korea, where the divers are known as haenyo, 
but their numbers are also shrinking.

Historical artefacts suggest the tradition 
in Japan dates back “at least 3,000 years,” 
says Shuzo Kogure, an ama specialist and 
researcher at the Tokyo University of Marine 
Science and Technology. And while the pro-
fession has never been restricted to women, 
it is the female ama who have attracted the 
most attention. Old photos and postcards 
depict the divers fishing topless, a practice 
that ended in the 20th century but remains 
associated with the ama and the idea of them 
as “exotic objects of fantasy”, says Kogure.

Cliches aside, the women have long 
worked hard to feed their families in isolated 
rural regions where other types of jobs were 
limited.

“In the old days, young women would 
become ama when they left middle school,” 
like a rite of passage, says Sakichi Okuda, 
director of the local fishing cooperative.

Like Koguchi and her older sister, Michiko 
Hashimoto, who dive together, ama usually 
learned the basics from a relative at a young 
age. The sisters are part of an ama lineage 
that stretches back through their mother 
and grandmother, but, they say, their skills 
will not be passed on to the next generation. 
Their children have left for the city, in search 
of more stable jobs.

Okuda admits that today, “it is no longer 
viable to take on this job.” To preserve the cul-
ture, he says, “we have to answer the ques-
tion of how we can increase the revenue of 
these divers.”

The Toba women, some of whom even 

walk with their backs bent over with age, 
acknowledge the work is poorly paid and 
dangerous.

“Of course I would love the kids to take over, 
but I know that being an ama diver is a diffi-
cult job and I don’t recommend it — even to 
my own children,” says Hashimoto.

She sits warming herself at a fire in a hut 
where the women catch up and revive them-
selves after fishing.

“If we want to protect and transmit the val-
ues of the ama, their way of life, we have to 
open the door to strangers and go beyond the 
tradition of passing things through the fam-
ily,” says Kogure, adding that the government 
and local authorities should offer financial 
support to the divers. “If we can accept that 
change, then the future need not be so dark.”

In the neighboring village of Osatsu, young 
recruits are eagerly welcomed. Ayami Nagata, 
a 39-year-old mother of five, began her ama 
training last year, following in the footsteps 
of her grandmother.

“I don’t know how to swim, but I am prac-
tising in shallow areas to start with,” she says.

She isn’t joining the profession for the 
money: each catch goes for only around 
¥10,000. For Nagata it’s about escape.

“These moments of freedom,” she says, “are 
far from the family.”

Age is no obstacle to 
Japan’s ama free divers

Clockwise from 
above: An ama 
fisherwoman carries 
her equipment as 
she readies to dive in 
Toba, Mie Prefec-
ture; an ama free-
dives to collect 
shellfish; before 
beginning work, an 
ama prepares her 
diving suit. AFP-JIJI

‘I think this affinity 
(between Japan and 
Finland) relates to the 
mentality of the people. 
We like to be quiet.  
It’s very natural for us not 
to share all our thoughts 
all the time’
DESIGNER HARRI KOSKINEN

Clockwise from 
above: Finnish 
designer Harri 
Koskinen; a selection 
of pleated bags in the 
Iittala X Issey Miyake 
Home Collection; 
pleated cushion 
covers from the 
latest Iittala X Issey 
Miyake Home 
Collection.  IITTALA
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