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Foreword


I was exhibiting in Vasa when a Swedish artist came over and cheerfully greeted me. ‘Hello, Miss Oro!’ he said. That was what himmeli was called in Swedish back in the day – oro. Nowadays, it is known all over the world by its Finnish name, himmeli, even in Japan and North America. There are many synonyms – straw mobile, spider or straw chandelier. But the proper name is and will always be himmeli.

I fell in love with himmeli as a young girl. I saw my first himmeli in my aunt’s cottage and she had built it from rye straw with her own hands. It was love at first sight. When I was around 20, I got together with an organic farmer who lived in the countryside and grew rye. Thanks to him I was reintroduced to the fine material of rye straw and I was encouraged to take part in my first himmeli course – and it really turned out to be my thing.

Today, around 30 years later, I am a himmelist, perhaps the world’s only full-time one. I have travelled around the world a lot, but always return home to Finland and to the original material – straw. The himmeli straw’s geometrical shapes become alive and talk the language of mathematical beauty. In 2021 even The New York Times turned their attention to me and my work and wrote an article about ‘magical straw’.

With this book I want to showcase the multifaceted design language of himmeli, through models of different designs and materials, and try to convey what it is that makes himmeli so attractive to so many. I hope you find your favourite!

With love,

Eija Koski, himmelist
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Himmeli – history and folklore


Today, himmeli is a modern applied art form and experimentation with new designs and materials happens all the time. But as a traditional craft it has its origins in old peasant communities. During cold winters it was common to sprinkle straw on the floor in the farmer’s cottage as a form of heat insulation. But the straw didn’t only have a practical function: in folk belief straw was often linked to superstition. Straw was thrown over ceiling beams to ask for help, both with the harvest and for finding a suitable fiancée. The more straw that was left hanging, the better.

Straw was also used for making himmeli, which was thought to bring luck. It was the movement itself that brought luck. You had to make sure that the himmeli was in constant movement and didn’t stop, or your luck would turn … But the himmeli itself could also bring luck for the whole farm. It was believed it could secure luck with the harvest and the bigger the himmeli was, the better the harvest would be. One specific belief around Christmas was that the bread wouldn’t run out until the new harvest if a Christmas himmeli was hanging over the table.

Christmas is a celebration that himmeli is particularly associated with and you could wonder if the Christmas tree didn’t partly replace himmeli when the tradition first came to the Nordic countries from Germany. Originally, the Christmas trees were a lot smaller and were hung from the ceiling just like a himmeli! And we don’t have to go back far in time to find examples of this – I have a friend who remembers their grandfather hanging his Christmas tree from the ceiling in the fifties.

In the past, it was customary to build a new himmeli every Christmas and it was left in place until midsummer. The himmeli was hung above the table or it could be placed standing up like a Christmas tree, and people would dance around it on Christmas Eve.

It is said that some himmeli models originate from the chandeliers that were hanging in church. This is why we also talk about chandeliers when we talk about himmeli. The word ‘himmeli’ means ‘heaven’, so you can see why people would make the link between the church and the creation of himmeli.

Nowadays, we need neither straw nor Christmas to be able to hang our himmeli over the table. We can make it in different designs and with different materials, and enjoy its geometrical beauty all year round.
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Rye straw – the farmer’s gold


You can build a himmeli from any hollow material, and I share a few ideas and suggestions later on in the book. Personally, I have tried many different types of materials, but my favourite has to be the classic rye straw. It’s the most genuine, and a himmeli made from rye straw has a natural feel that you can’t achieve using any other material. I also love rye because I have been watching over it in our fields as it grows ready to harvest.


The rye sways on autumnal fields of golden straws. Perhaps the farmer’s gold will have a new life as a delicate himmeli.



Why is traditional himmeli made from rye straw and not any other crop such as wheat, oat or rice straw? It’s probably because dried rye straw has the most beautiful colour of them all – a bright and beautiful golden yellow. Rye straw is also the tallest straw, which means it is the most suitable for handicraft purposes. It can grow up to two metres tall, as it does on our organic field.

It takes a whole year for the rye to finish growing. We sow the rye seeds in August in fertile soil. It starts growing in the autumn when red sprouts emerge. Then the snow will cover the vegetation like a blanket and underneath the rye will rest all winter long. In the spring, when the snow has melted, the rye is completely green and will start growing quickly in height. After midsummer, when the sun shines all day and night here in the Nordics, the rye flowers. Pollination is over in only a few minutes when millions of rye flowers release their pollen at the same time in a huge cloud. If you manage to catch it at the exact right moment, it is a fantastic sight. I have only seen it three times in my life and the experiences were almost holy.

After midsummer, during the first two weeks of July, we start harvesting rye for my himmeli. My husband, who is an organic farmer, has to wait with his combine harvester and tractor for a few more months before he can start taking care of the main harvest. For a himmelist, a few square metres of rye is enough, and just one square metre will give enough straw for dozens of himmeli projects. If you want to start from scratch and make a ‘slow himmeli’ you can grow your own rye in your garden. I know many who have ordered rye seeds from us and have started growing it, even in Hokkaido in Japan.

I cut my rye when it’s still green. I use standard scissors and cut batches as thick as my wrist. Then I tie them with tights that have been cut into 10cm long strips. Yes, you read that correctly – I use old tights. But don’t tell anyone! Unfortunately, I also have to buy new ones all the time since I tie thousands of rye batches in a year, and I can’t get through that many pairs of tights. Tights are the best material to tie the batches with – they keep the straw together in strong wind, and they adjust to the straw as it shrinks during the drying process.
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