A BRIEF HISTORY OF STRING
WAERIMA GRCHWANDTMER

A tactila hne with innumarable usas, stnng is a Modast
rmatenal that has also baen tied, hung, and atharwvse
handbad in order 10 exprass abstract thought Strng has
dalineated rafligious spaca, descnbad narrativas, danotad
mathamatical data, and possibly aven delivared language

A timaling of three principal ways in which stnng has
baen used to embody ideas also reveals a history of con-
tasted or supprassed informaton. A bnef history of strng
i5 thus a record of attamipts to broak or rmoovar links
batwaen maaning and its materiol

1. EAuY
An arav is o symbolic anclosure that dates back to the
Bilalical ara

The Torah prohibits cortam kinds of wark in public
damaing during the Sabbath, but allows that work to be
dane in an enclosed privata area.

The Hebrew word erov means “to mix” or “join
together”; an eruv serves to intagrate a number of private
and public proparties into one larger prvata domam, Within
the space delineated by an arow, certain work, like chrmang
an umbrella or pushing a stroller, becomaes permissililo

Thare are currently over 150 erovim In communities
throughout the world, The Washington DC eruy includes
the White House, The Strasbourg eruy encompasses the
European Court of Human Rights.

There are numerous regulations concerming the placo
mant of an arev. Thozsa who wuse ane have an obligation

aboye: String marking out Boundary of an aruw in Manhpttan Allef Contral
Park is anclesad wethin thas snee. Photos Sabona Gechwenmdmar
eppontas; Accarding to Gasy Urisn & Carrje Bresinn, thins afs saven
duptimct g in ths arrenge ment. The primany coeds of thess queps

|umvvm himam arinched (o boom s sy, Courtary Harord Laserning
38  rasbody Mussum.

1o ascertain, sach week, whether the erov s functional, A
woakly inspector traverses the line of the erov 1o snsure it iz
intact. And a hotline or wabsite regorts onits status. | called
sovaral arcy hotlines:

Today s Agprd seventl. For this Shabbos, the eruv is up and
Qe dioma,
—Lhicago, Mingis

Friday affernoan, July the fowrieenth, the ey /s kozsher,
—Baltimoara, Maryand

May liith: Shabbat iz ar 7135, The Skokie sruv & kasler,
—Skokia, Ninois

| &t wath twd rabbig in Brooklyn Heights, MNew York, nesar
wehara | live, The aruvy in my nelghborhood is a serles of
strings tad from telaphone poles ranming parallel 1o the
Brooklyn-Cueans Exprasaway, through Cadman Plaza, up
Jay Streat, across Lhvingston Straat, then along Hoyt Streat
until it hangs down from a wree branch on Second Streat,
Anaruv s supposed 10 farm a closed loop, but the rabbis
toled e that thair ey 15 baing combined with its neighbeor-
ingg Park Slops are, wihioch & probalily why the Hoyt Strest
lire 15 braken. Tha Brooklyn Haights rabbis relermed ma 1o
an e inspector in Park Skopa. Wa apoke saveral times by
phona, but he ultimately declined 1o take me on hig wealkly
aruy wialks, sayving that ha praferrad not to pulblicize the ey
hocause of a history of controvarsy,

Ervirn have provokad numerous acnmonious conflicts
ovar dofinitions of public proparty and raligious spaca. In
L2, for exampla, a New Jersay town claimed that the e
constituted an improper governmant endoersament of reli-
gion. A local court sided with the barough, which ardered
the eryv be removed, That decision was later overturned on
an appeal; the new desision was uphekd in subsegusnt court
rulings. In 2003, the Supreme Court refused to hear the New
Jersey municipality s appeal, keeping the arsv legal.
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Ouiper, also spelled khipe and &fpw, 15 tha waord for *knot™
in the native Inca language, Quachun, Guipes ore bundlos
af twisted and knowed colored threads, each feature of
which —length, color of string, number of knots, and type
of knols, lor axample —is thoug ht to convey information.

Ouipas were prosumably read by touch and sight.
Knots were continuously tied and retied, an unfixed means
of inscnbing.

Oy about 600 pre-Columbian gidpus survived the
Spanish conguast and ara prasnnad in privato and museam
collsctions, The Spanigh destroyed quipues in order 1o estab-
lish the newe law of writing, Tha ancient knowledge that the
Andean people kept within thair quipus is long lost,

Whitles geious ara ganerally belioved to contain
genealogical, bureaucratic, aconomic, and astronomical
information, some researchers are working to translate
them into language, Professor Gary Urtan, a leading anthro-
pologist i this fiakd who has compiled an extensive guipoe
database, claima that guipus can be read os a kind of thrée-
dimansional binary code, This would be similar to the way
computans translato night-bit ASCH into letters and words,

Last August, Dr. Urtan and his associate Carria Brozing
{a mathematician, spinnar, and weaver) reported that they
may have doecodad the first word: Prrechuco, 8 place nama.

Quipers also provided & visual form for the concapt of
place, As Cecilia Vicuna, a Chilean poat and armist based
in Mew York who has been making artwork basac on the
concept of guipy Tor ovar lorty yaars, told ma, “In Andean
thought ... they conceptualized themselves — the fatality of
their humannass—as one huge quipy. And the core of that
ruipes wiould ba [the Incan capital] Cusco, From this city,
vartual straight lines would set out in all diractions, just ke
A guipy. And the knots would ba sacred sites .. placo(s)
whara transtormation and passing from one dimansion to
the next occurs.”

. STRING FIGURES

String figures are mada by twisting or weaving a loop of
slring about six feat long 1o form patterns evacative of famil-
iar abpects. Although thare are sarme string figures, like eal's
cradle, that are mada by two or morm peopla, most string
figures are darived from solitary activity, produced by lwo
handg, Dthar sting Tigures aall upon the faoility of toas,
knaas, albows, or mouth,

Though string figuras have probably been mads (or
thousands of years, the history of collecting therm is only
about a hundrod yoars old. Alfred C. Haddon, a zoologist, is
crad (ted ps the first person to devise a scientific language
tor racording how n string figure is made. Anthropologists







avidly eollected string figures in the late nineteenth and aarly
twrntieth centures, The fiest two deeades of the 1900 worae
knowen as “The Golden Age of String Figures”™ becausd =0
many wers notated dunng that penod.

Perhiaps becawsa missionanes who viewed string ligures
as a pagan holdovar exarad pressure on practitioners 1o stop
making them, the meaning of the various farms 1g still laraly
clusive. Evitdance axists that soma carly collectors suspected
that string ligures might possess a sigmificance that escapad
them, Az anthropolegist Frane Boms wrote in 18588

It would seam that as yet thore is no substantial evidenca
that the constriction af strimg fgures iz othar han & recrg-
ation. | say “as yet " for new discovarios may gt any tme altar
S WS On IS Quashon.

Anthropologists still classify sting figures as a pastime:
sormething that prevents boredom, Mark Sherman, director
of the International String Figure Assogiation, spoke about
the kinasthatic fealing of producing a tong dasign ag ha
showed me several ermate figures, “String figures, once
complatad, are dissolved within seconds. The wonderiul
thing about string figures is the process of making tham ..
the leel of the string on your lingars. The Kinasthatic sense
of making string figuras is the same gratfication you gat
frarn (lying & Kite; you can feasl the tugging of the stnng—
the motlon is what's pleasuralde, Thare s a sense of tension,
anel than whin you drop loops of | your fingars and display
the design, you have a senze of release, It's a vary dynamic
process,”

Yat it is known that in some areas of the warld, string
figure practicn was mare than just play and was connectad
10 raligian, mythology, and divination, Tha Navajoe honored
string figures as a gift from Grandmother Spider, and only
macle them during the winter when aplders were inactive.
Armong the Kwakiotl of British Columbia, cartain string
figures were passwords thal gava antry into secret societ-
a5, Tha nativas of the Gilbeart Istands believed in o guide Lo
the undorwaorld who requirad tha decaasad 1o porforrm with

a1

him cartain sories of sting ligures, In some locations, string
figuras also acted as good luck charms to halp ansure a suc-
cassiul harvest or hunt.

Harry Smith {1923-1997), the painter, filmmaker,
and musicologist who made significant contributions to
anthropalogy and 1o the presarvaton of Amarnca’s cultural
haritage, considered himsall the world's lnading authority
on string figures, When he diad, Smith left behind a thou-
sand:page manuseripl, o collection of string figure pattarms
moaunted on black board, and a box of incdex cards related
to his research, On each card, Smith notated the method for
making the string igura, aleng with a st of foatures (such
as, “this string ligure has three diamonds™}). Smith would
sor the cards into ditferant piles based on cross-cultural
commaonality, seeking unlversal thraads,
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