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INTRODUCTION  
 
 
 

KAMUT  
 

KAMUT is the name given by the Papuans of the Torres Straits to the formation of patterns, designs 

and figures with a loop of string. We might just as well have chosen the name óHonggoô, which is 

what some of the inhabitants of the Melanesian Islands call the same game, or óHeiô, which is the 
name the Hawaiians use. In New Zealand they call it óMauiô, and in Australia, óCudgi-Cudgickô. 

The Eskimos have their own names for this game, and each Tribe of Red Indians has its own name; 

even the pygmies of Africa have a name for it. To come right home, in Englandðand in Americað

it is called óCatôs-Cradleô, but the familiar óCatôs-Cradleô of our childhood is a simple and poor 

thing compared with the string games of primitive people all over the world, and so we have 

selected the name óKamutô as the simplest and most easy to use. 

 

The formation of string figures from an endless loop of string is a game that is played all over the 

world. The game that we know as óCatôs-Cradleô is one of the simpler forms, and came originally 

from the Far East. It is played in China, in Japan and in Korea, from whence travellers brought it 

to Europeðprobably several hundred years ago. For this reason, students of anthropology (men 

who study mankind) and students of ethnology (men who study the different races of mankind) 

call it the Asiatic type of String Game. The other, and more interesting game, is called by the same 

scientists, the Oceanic type, since it is played mostly, by nearly all the primitive peoples inhabiting 

Australasia, the Pacific Islands and many adjacent lands. The Asiatic game always requires two 

players, while the Oceanic game is nearly always played by a single person. It is this latter type we 

have called óKamutô, and with which we are concerned in this book. 

 

So far as is known, the Asiatic game is never more than a game, but the Oceanic game often has, 

or perhaps it should have had, greater significance. For example, among the Eskimos in the far 

north of America, the game is played while the sun is going south in the fall of the year, in order 

that the sun may be caught in the meshes of the string, and its disappearance prevented. On the 

west coast of Hudson Bay, boys are not allowed to play the game, since in later life their fingers 

might become entangled in the harpoon lines. They are only allowed to play the game after reaching 

adult age. In New Zealand, the game is closely associated with ancient traditions of the Maori, and 

in the many figures which are formed with the cord on the hands, the outlines of houses, canoes, 

and figures of men and women, as well as gods and goddesses, are imagined to be represented. 

Songs are often chanted to the accompaniment of the finger movements, the same chant always for 

the same figure. 

 



What advantage shall we get from learning how to make string figures, or if you prefer it, playing 

the game of Kamut? First, we shall be keeping alive one of the games of primitive man throughout 

the world, and this is more important than it may appear at first sight. Secondly, we shall be 

practising a game that teaches us a COORDINATION OF MIND AND HAND, and that is always 

valuable. Most important of all, we shall acquire an interesting hobby, costing nothing, which will 

help to amuse other people, both young and old. To the very few among us whose work may take 

them among aborigines, it might even prove of immense value in establishing friendly relations. 

Who could mistrust a man who carries in his pocket a piece of string, and plays the same simple 

games that you have played all your life? 

 

Now let us leave these introductory remarks and apply ourselves to the real business. In the 

following chapters you can learn how to play Kamut for yourselves, and you should get many hours 

of enjoyment, from the game, if you will only exercise a little patience and give a fair time to 

practice. Most of the figures are easy, once you have acquired the principles, and it is great fun 

making them for the amusement of others, as well as yourself, once you have learnt them. 

Merton Park 

  



CHAPTER I  
 

PRELIMINARY INSTRUCTIONS FOR KAMUT 

 

IN all art there is method, and before actually producing string figures on our fingers, we must 

study the methods which apply. To do this properly, we shall have to memorise the meanings of 

certain terms and definitions, in order to follow the descriptions .in the later chapters. The different 

methods employed by different races in making the figures do not really concern us, but it is 

interesting to know that while many of the methods are the same the whole world over, some of 

them exhibit marked peculiarities which only apply to the particular region in which those methods 

are used. For example, the Navaho Indians have certain movements for producing particular 

effects, which enable us to identify a string figure as their property, while special methods used 

only in the Caroline Islands enable us similarly to identify their figures. In spite of these differences, 

the final figure is often the same, a fact which makes ethnologists (to whom we have already 

referred) spend an enormous amount of time seeking a connection between two or more races. 

Attention will be drawn to some of these peculiarities as they occur. 

 

String figures can be roughly separated into two classesðthose in which the finished result is a 

static figure or pattern, and those in which the final figure is animated. In the first case, after the 

weaving you produce the representation of, say, a fishing net, while in the second case you produce 

the representation of, say, an animal which actually moves along the string as if it were walking. 

The methods of producing the two types of figure, however, are similar, and it is necessary first to 

learn how to differentiate between the many strings which may be passing between the fingers of 

the hand. For this a proper system of names has been devised. 

 

Kamut is played with a piece of string about six feet in length, the ends of which are fastened 

together to make an endless loop. A soft, white cord is the best kind to use, and if it is a óstrandedô 

cord, the ends should be neatly spliced, as a knot is apt to get in the way. A woven or braided cord 

is better, since it is less liable to kink, and in this case the ends should be laid together and neatly 

bound round with thread the same colour as the cord. 

 

All string games begin with an óopeningô, the object of which is to get the original loop arranged 

on the fingers and thumbs of the two hands in a series of smaller loops ready for weaving. Nearly 

all the figures in this book begin with the same opening, no matter from which part of the world 

they first came, but several of them will be found to have an entirely different opening. 

 

When you have accomplished the óopeningô there will be a number of small loops passing between 

the various fingers and the thumbs, and since each loop has two strings, unless we define each 

string, it will be very easy to get confused. We therefore have a name for each and every string, 

based on a system which is very easy to memorise. When you have arranged the loops on the 

fingers, and the hands are held up facing each other, the loops are named from the fingers on which 

they are placed. Thus a loop which is held on the first or index finger is called the RIGHT INDEX 

LOOP, or LEFT INDEX LOOP. Similarly, a loop on the little finger is called the right, or left, 

LITTLE FINGER LOOP, and a loop on the thumb, the right, or left, THUMB LOOP. When a loop 

is changed to another finger, it immediately takes the name FROM ITS NEW POSITION. A finger 

may have two or more loops on it, in which case they are called the upper and lower, or even the 

upper, middle and lower, loops of the finger on which they are placed. In all, starting from the 

positions nearest the body, you may have loops on the thumbs, index fingers, middle fingers, ring 

(third) fingers and little fingers. 

 



The strings of the finger loops are named from their position in respect of your body, and are called 

NEAR or FAR strings. Thus a string which leaves the finger from the side nearest to you, is a near 

string, and a string which leaves the finger from the side farthest away from you is a far string. 

Every loop will have both a near and a far string, and these again will be called after the fingers 

concerned. If there is a loop on the right index finger, one string will be the near right index string, 

while the other will be the tar right index string. A string which crosses the palm is called a 

PALMAR STRING, while a string which passes across the back of the hand is called a DORSAL 

STRING. 

 

Armed with this information, which you should memorise, you should have no difficulty in 

following the instructions for making the figures. The instructions are arranged in steps, and you 

should always read the instructions with your string on your hands, making the various movements 

as they are described. In this way, you will find that the figure nearly always comes out first time. 

If you try to read two or three steps at once and then try them, you may find your string doing all 

sorts of funny things, leaving you with a tangle, instead of an elegant pattern. 

  



CHAPTER II  
 

FIRST STEPS IN KAMUT 

 

IN the previous chapter you were told that nearly all the figures in this book commence with the 

same opening. The first step, therefore, is to learn this opening. To begin with, you must put the 

loop of string on the hands in what is known as the First Position, and you should learn the 

movements now, since the description will not be repeated with each figure. 

 

First Step: Place the little fingers only in the loop and separate the hands. Remembering the names 

given you in the preceding chapter, you now have a single loop on each little finger, with a near 

and a far string, passing directly and uncrossed to the opposite little finger. 

 

Second Step: Turn the hands with the palms away from you and put each thumb up into the little 

finger loop from below. Then pick up, on the back of the thumb, the near little finger loop and 

return the thumb to its original position. You now have a string passing across the front from the 

outside of each thumb, round the thumb, across the palm, behind the little finger, whence it emerges 

as a far little finger string, crossing over to the far side of the other little finger. 

 

It is not essential, of course, that the string be put on the fingers by these movements. Once you 

have mastered the First Position you will just slip your fingers into the loop and be ready; but we 

have started off in this way to make sure you do get your string correctly placed and also as an 

introduction to the naming of the strings. In future, whenever you are to start a figure in this manner, 

the instructions will simply sayðplace the string on the fingers in the First Position. 

 

The next thing to learn is the important opening referred to in the first paragraph of this chapter. 

This method of commencing is known to all exponents of Kamut as Opening A, and it should be 

learned now, since in each of the figures in which it occurs, the first step will only be described in 

future as Opening A. Here are the movements. 

 

First Step: Put the loop on the hands in the First Position. 

 

Second Step: Bring the hands together, and put the right index finger up under the left palmar string 

(the string which crosses the palm of the left hand) and draw out the loop on the back of this finger 

by separating the hands. 

 

Third Step: Repeat the Second Step, this time with the index finger of the left hand and the right 

palmar string. 



 

You now have a loop on each thumb, on each index finger and on each little finger. There is a near 

thumb string which passes right across the front, and a far little finger string which passes right 

across on the side farthest from you. On each hand you have a far thumb string which becomes the 

near index string of the opposite hand, and a far index string which becomes the near little finger 

string of the opposite hand. In forming most of the figures using this opening, it does not matter 

whether the left palmar string is taken up by the right index finger first, or whether the right palmar 

string is picked by the left index finger before the other. In some figures, however, which are not 

symmetrical, it does matter. It is better, therefore, to adopt from the commencement the order 

described, and to make it a habit. If the reverse order is needed, it will be specially noted in the 

instructions. The arrangement of the strings on your hand should coincide exactly with that shown 

in Fig. 1. 

 

óTWO STARSô 

 

To conclude this chapter, let us try to form one of the simpler figures which commence with 

Opening A. 

 

First Step: Opening A. 

 

Second Step: Transfer the index loops to the thumbs. To do this, put each thumb up from below 

into the index loop, withdraw the index finger, and return the thumb to its own position. 

 

Third Step: Transfer the little finger loops to the thumb in the same way that you transferred the 

index loops. You now have three loops on each thumb, the original thumb loop at the bottom, the 

original index loop in the middle with the original little finger loop on top. Keep these three loops 

well separated. 

 

Fourth Step: Put each ring finger up from below7 into the thumb loops; push the two lower far 

thumb strings away from you with the back of this finger and bend the finger towards you over the 

upper far thumb string (this is the string which passes directly from thumb to thumb). Draw this 

string down, and hold it against the palm by closing the ring and little fingers down on to it. 

 

Fifth Step: Bend the middle and index fingers towards you down into the thumb loops ; let the 

middle fingers go right down into the loops until they emerge at the bottom, but push the index 

fingers between the lower near thumb string (this is the string which passes directly across from 



thumb to thumb) and the two other thumb strings. Hold the lower near thumb string between the 

index and middle fingers, draw these fingers away from you, and by twisting the index finger down 

and away from you and then upwards, take the string up on the tip of the finger. 

 

Sixth Step: Slip the thumbs out of their loops without disturbing any other loops, and, turning the 

hands away from you, extend the figure between the index fingers and the ring and little fingers 

clenched in the palm. If you have followed these instructions correctly, the final figure should look 

like the illustration shown in Fig. 2. 

 

Before going on to the next chapter, follow the description of óTwo Starsô several times, until you 

can make the figure from memory without reference to the instructions. While you are doing this, 

think of the various strings and loops by their names; this will help you to master the rest of the 

figures much more easily. In addition, practise slipping the string on to the fingers into Position A, 

until you do it automatically. With a little practice, you should be able to make óTwo Starsô in about 

twelve to fifteen seconds from the time you pick up the string. One of the best things about most 

of the Kamut figures is the startling manner in which the figure appears from what often seems to 

be a complete tangle of string. The way to achieve such effects is to master the moves until you 

can do them almost without thinking, and then to weave the figures rapidly and rhythmically with 

just a slight pause before you stretch out your fingers and display the finished result. 

 

Now read the next chapter, and with the knowledge you have already acquired, you will be able to 

master quite easily some more Kamut figures. 

  



CHAPTER III  
 

PLAIN PATTERNS IN KAMUT 

 

KAMUT figures can, if you wish, be divided again into those which represent merely patterns or 

designs, and those which represent actual objects or living creatures. In this chapter, therefore, we 

will give you some of the figures which are merely patterns, although the primitive people who 

invented them may sometimes have given them names which indicate a similarity in their minds 

to some definite object. If you do not like the names given in this book to any of the figures, by all 

means give them your own names. The titles used here, however, are those by which the figures 

are known to all those who study the art, and were generally obtained from the people from whom 

they were collected. There is no reason, for example, why you should not call óMany Starsô a 

óFishing Netôðit certainly looks like oneðbut if you are talking to another student of Kamut, he 

may not know to which figure you are referring. 

 

óOSAGE DIAMONDSô 

 

The first pattern figure we are going to show you is simply called óDiamondsô. It was collected 

from the Osage Indians of North America, but has since been observed in the Hawaiian Islands and 

other places. It is sometimes called óJacobôs Ladderô and it as also been heard of asô A Fenceò. It 

is, however, generally known as óDiamondsô, or sometimes óOsage Diamonds.ô 

 

First Step: Opening A. 

 

Second Step: Slip your thumbs out of their loops and separate the hands, leaving the other loops in 

their places. 

 

Third Step: Pass each thumb away from you under all the strings. Pick up from below the far little 

finger string on the back of the thumb, and return the thumb to its own position without disturbing 

any of the other strings. 

 

Fourth Step: Pass each thumb away from you over the near index string, and pick up from below 

the next string (i.e., the far index string) on the back of the thumb, and again return the thumb to 

its former position. 

 

Fifth Step: Slip the little fingers out of their loops and separate the hands without disturbing any of 

the other strings. 

 

Sixth Step: Bring each little finger towards you over the near index string, and pick up from below 

the far thumb string on the back of the little finger, and return this finger to its own position. 

 

Seventh Step: Slip the thumbs out of their loops. 

 

Eighth Step: Pass each thumb away from you over the index loop, and pick up from below the near 

little finger string on the back of the thumb, which should then be returned to its own position. 

Ninth Step: With the right thumb and index finger pick up the left near index string where it comes 

round the finger, taking hold of it between the finger and the palmar string, and place it over the 

left thumb. Now repeat this movement with the thumb and index finger of the left hand, and the 

near right index string, which goes over the right thumb. Separate the hands. 

 



Tenth Step: Bend each thumb towards the other hand and then up towards you, and so slip the lower 

near thumb string off the thumb without disturbing the upper thumb loop. 

 

Eleventh Step: If you look at the string now, you will see a small triangle close to each thumb, 

formed by the palmar string twisting round the thumb loop. Insert each index finger from above 

into these small triangles. Turn the palms downwards and slip the little fingers out of their loops. 

Finally, separate the hands, turn the ' palms away from you, and the finished figure will appear, 

extended between the thumbs and index fingers of the hands. The figure should look just like the 

illustration in Fig. 3. 

 

 

In spite of the fact that eleven steps are needed to make this figure, it is really very simple, since 

nearly all the moves are direct. To avoid bringing the hands together, you can, if you like, make 

the ninth movement by pushing the thumb up from below into the index loop between the index 

finger and the palmar string, and then separating the thumbs from the index fingers, but you will 

find the way we have described much simpler. Although there are eleven steps, you should not take 

more than ten to twelve seconds to make this figure, once you have mastered the moves. 

 

óMANY STARSô 

 

The next figure, óMany Stars,ô is a little more difficult; you will require some practice in extending 

the completed figure. At first, it does not come out like the illustration (Fig. 4) every time, but once 

you have got the idea, you will move your hands correctly at the end, and get the right result. This 

figure came from the Navaho Indians, about whom you have probably heard for their beautifully - 

woven rugs. In most Western stories there seems to be a Navaho rug hanging on the wall, or 

underfoot. The Navahos are very skilled at making string figures, and the action of slipping a lower 

loop over an upper loop and then right off the finger and thumb (see the Sixth Step in the following 

description) is so often performed in their figures, and is so peculiar to them, that it is often referred 

to in descriptions as óNavahoing a loopô. 

 

First Step: Opening A. 

 

Second Step: Pass each thumb away from you over the far thumb string and right over the index 

loop, and pick up from below the near little finger string on the back of the thumb. Return the 

thumb to its normal position. 

 

Third Step: Bend each middle finger down and towards you, over the index loop, and, passing it 

below the far thumb string, pick up this string on the back of the finger, and return the finger to its 



normal position. You should now have a loop on each thumb, index, middle and little fingers. Slip 

the thumbs out of their loops, without disturbing any other strings. 

 

Fourth Step: Slightly turning the back of the hands towards you, pass each thumb away from you 

over the near index string, under the far index string and under all the other strings. Then get the 

tip of each thumb (the nail) behind the far little finger string, and draw this string towards you, 

bringing the thumbs back to their normal position. Slip the little fingers out of their loops. 

 

Fifth Step: Press the tips of the right thumb and right index finger together, do the same with the 

corresponding fingers of the left hand, then, turning each hand slightly away from you, pass these 

fingers over the far thumb string and over the index loop, but under the middle finger loop. Still 

keeping the thumb and index tips together, take up with them the far middle finger string, and draw 

this towards you under the near middle finger string. As you do this, let the twisted loop slip off 

the middle finger, and separate the thumb and index ringer to widen out the extra loop they now 

have. You should now have a loop on each thumb, a loop on each index, and a loop passing round 

both the thumb and the index. 

 

Sixth Step: Keeping all the loops carefully in their places, with the right thumb and index finger, 

pick up the lower loop on the left thumb, lift it up over the upper loop (i.e., over the loop which 

passes round both thumb and index), right over the thumb, and, taking care not to disturb the upper 

loop, let it drop on the palmar side. You have óNavahoôd the loop óNow do exactly the same with 

the lower loop on the right thumb, using the thumb and index of the left hand. Still carefully keeping 

all the loops in their places, and using the thumb and index of the opposite hand, repeat this action 

on the lower index loops of each hand. If you wish, you can óNavaho the loops óon the thumbs by 

using your teeth, but you will have to use the thumb and index for the index loops. You will now 

have a single loop on each hand passing round both thumb and index finger, with two other loops 

held by that part of the loop which passes from the back of the thumb to the back of the index 

finger. 

 

Seventh Step: Put each middle finger from below up on the far side of the lower string of the four 

which pass round the string running from the back of the thumb to the back of the index finger. 

Now bend the middle finger towards you, and pull this lower string down on to the palm of the 

hand, letting the loop slip off each thumb. Extend the figure between the index fingers, and the 

middle fingers held down on the palms. This figure should look like Fig. 4. 

 



After completing óMany Starsô, you will want to have the string once again as a single loop. Unless 

you are careful, you can easily get it tangled. In order to prevent this, place the completed figure 

down on your lap or on the table, take hold of the straight strings which form the top and bottom 

of the figure, in the centre; pull out these strings, and you will have the single loop free from all 

tangles. This, incidentally, is true for nearly all string figures. 

 

óBIG STARô 

 
In the last figure of this chapter, only one movement is different from those in óMany Starsô, and 

yet the final result is entirely different. This last figure is called óBig Starô, and it is another which 

was collected from the Navaho Indians. 

 

First Step: Opening A. 

 

Second Step: Pass each thumb away from you over the far thumb string and the near index string, 

then under the far index string and both strings of the little finger. Get the tip of the thumb (the 

nail) behind the far little finger string and draw it back under the near little finger string and through 

the index loop to its own position. 

 

From this position, complete the figure by carrying out the third, fourth, fifth, sixth and seventh 

steps of óMany Starsô. óBig Starô differs from óMany Stars óonly in the second movement, and yet 

you have a vastly different figure, which is illustrated in Fig. 5. 

  



CHAPTER IV  
 

SOME FAMILIAR OBJECTS 

 
IN addition to producing pattern pictures, Kamut can be used to portray actual objects, which are 

easily recognised in the final string figure. Many figures which are made by natives in various parts 

and given a definite name are not always recognisable under that name, possibly because our minds 

are less simple than those of the natives, but more often because the figure represents the symbol 

for the object in the nativesô sign language, and not the actual thing itself. This is particularly true 

of certain of the figures produced by the North American Indians, who employ a picturesque form 

of sign writing. To understand other figures, we need to understand the customs of the originators. 

For example, there is a figure from the Caroline Islands called óCarrying Moneyô, and at first sight 

one cannot see the significance of the title. When it is realised that money in this part of the world 

consists of large, flat slabs of stone with a hole in the centre, and is carried about by means of a 

pole which is pushed through the hole, the picture becomes obvious at once. The figures given in 

this chapter will, we think, convey their meaning at once, and have been selected with that object 

in mind. 

 

óSIBERIAN HOUSEô 

 
The first of these figures is a picture of a house, and comes from the Eskimos, who are great 

exponents of the game. One Eskimo name for this game, which we have called Kamut, is 

óAyahowsitô, which means, literally, óplaying with a stringô. This figure is called óSiberian Houseô. 

It could also be included with the animated string figures, since there are supposed to be two 

Eskimo boys in the house, who run away as the house melts or collapses. Here are the movements. 

 

First Step: Opening A. 

 

Second Step: Close the fingers only tightly together, holding the strings firmly. Now close each 

hand down on to the palms through the thumb loops; turn the closed hands downwards and then 

towards you and up, letting the thumbs slip out of their loops. As you bring the hands up again to 

their normal position and open them again, the string which originally passed across from thumb 

to thumb should slip over on to the back of the hand, becoming a dorsal string. You now have a 

loop on each index and little finger, and a dorsal string on the back of each hand. 

 

Third Step: Pass the thumb away from you, over the lower near index string and under all the other 

strings. Pick up from below, on the back of the thumb, the lower far little finger string (this is the 

string which passes round the back of the hand), and return the thumb to its normal position, 

bringing the far little finger string between the upper and lower near index strings. 

 

Fourth Step: Again hold the fingers tightly together, to avoid any possibility of the strings slipping 

off, and with the thumb and index finger of the left hand pick up the left dorsal string, lifting it up 

over the fingers, and letting it drop on the palmar side. Similarly, with the thumb and index finger 

of the left hand, lift the right dorsal string; over on to the palmar side of the right hand. Extend the 

figure between the thumbs and fingers by stretching out the hands with the finger wide apart. The 

figure is shown in Fig. 6. 



 

The Eskimos will tell you that the two upright pairs of strings are two boys in the house. Slip the 

index fingers out of their loops, and separate the hands. The house will collapse, and the two boys 

can be seen running away, one in each direction. 

 

óAN ARROWô 

 
The next string picture comes again from the Navaho Indians, and the finished result is easily 

recognisable in its similarity to what we understand by its title. Here, then, is óAn Arrowô. 

 

First Step: Opening A. The left palmar string must be taken up first. 

 

Second Step: Exchange the loops of the index fingers as follows: Bring the hands together, pointing 

the index fingers towards one another. With the top of the left index finger, lift the loop off the 

right index finger. Now with the right index finger tip, lift the loop off the left index finger, over 

the loop you have just taken off the right finger. Straighten up the fingers and separate the hands. 

You now have a loop on each little finger, a loop on each thumb, and a loop on each index finger, 

which is linked at the middle with the loop of the opposite finger. 

 

Third Step: Pass the right thumb away from you over the far thumb string but under all the others, 

catch on its back the far little finger string, and return the thumb to its original position, bringing 

the little finger string with it. 

 

Fourth Step: Pick up this far little finger string from the thumb with the teeth, removing the thumb, 

and slip the little fingers out of their loops. 

 

Fifth Step: Turn the hands towards you and close the middle, ring and little fingers of the left hand 

over both the index and thumb loops on to the palm. Close the middle, ring and little fingers of the 

right hand over the near index string and the thumb loop, through the loop held by the teeth, on to 

the palm. Put the tip of the right index finger and the right thumb together, and put the tip of the 

left index finger and the left thumb together. Turn the hands with the knuckles towards each other, 

the palms downwards, and put the thumb and index finger of each hand down between the two 

strings of the loop held by the teeth to the far side of the twist which is in that loop. Now, by turning 

the hands first down, then towards you and up again, each string of the loop will be taken round 

the thumb and index finger of the hand on the same side. Release the loop from the teeth and 

separate the hands. You should now have on each hand a single lower loop on the thumb, a single 

lower loop on the index finger and an upper loop which passes round both thumb and index finger. 

 



Sixth Step: With the thumb and index finger of the opposite hand, or with the teeth, lift the lower 

thumb loop on each hand over the upper loop and let it drop on the palmar side. Do the same with 

the lower index loop on each hand. The loops which you have slipped from each thumb and index 

finger are now looped on the string which passes from the back of the thumb to the back of the 

index finger. One of these loops has a string which passes straight across the figure above the other 

strings. 

 

Seventh Step: Put the middle finger of each hand from below between the string forming the thumb 

loop, and then under the crossing strings, but up on the far side of the straight string just mentioned. 

Bend the middle finger down over this string and pull it down. Then slip the thumbs out of their 

loops, and draw the strings tight. Extend the figure between the index fingers and the middle fingers 

closed on the palm, as shown in Fig. 7. The head of the Arrow is near the right hand, and the 

feathered end near the left hand. You can push the loops forming the points together, and by this 

means the figure can be made very distinct. 

 

This is the first figure we have shown you which is not symmetrical. You will recollect that the 

Third Step was performed only with the right thumb, and although each subsequent step was done 

with each hand, the figure remains unsymmetrical to the end. You will also have noticed the typical 

Navaho movement in the Sixth Step. 

 

AN APACHE óDOORô 

 

The next figure was first obtained from the Apache Indians, but it is believed to be practised by 

nearly all Indian Tribes. The Apaches call it óA Door óor óA Tent Doorô, while the Navahos call it 

óA Ponchoô, and the Zunis óA Slingô. You can call it a hammock or even a stretcher, if you like, 

but we will stick to the original name. 

 

First Step: Opening A. 

 

Second Step: With the right thumb and index finger, pick up the left index string and lift the whole 

loop off the index and over the hand, dropping it down on to the back of the wrist. Repeat this 

movement with the left index loop. Separate the hands and draw the strings tight. 

 

Third Step: With the right thumb and index, pick up the left near little finger string, and, drawing 

it towards you, place it over the thumb (between the thumb and the left index finger). With the 

same finger and thumb, pick up the far left thumb string, and, drawing it away from you, put it over 

the little finger. Repeat these movements with the corresponding strings of the right hand. You 

should now have a loop on each wrist, and two strings crossing the palms of each hand, in the First 

Position.  

 



Fourth Step: Keeping all the loops in position on each hand, grasp all the strings with the left hand 

where they cross in the centre between the hands. Pass this collection of strings from left to right 

over the right thumb, and let them lie on the back of the hand below the crutch of the thumb. Then, 

with the left thumb and index finger, lift the two loops off the right thumb. Still holding these loops, 

let the collection of strings hanging down slip over the right thumb back on to the palmar side, 

leaving the thumb entirely free. Now, without disturbing the original position of the strings forming 

the thumb loops which you are holding with the left thumb and index finger, replace them on the 

right thumb. Now perform exactly similar movements for the left hand. You should now have a 

loop on each wrist, two twisted loops on each thumb, and two twisted loops on each little finger. 

 

Fifth Step: With the right thumb and index finger, lift the loop from the back of the left wrist up 

and over the left hand, and let it fall on the palmar side. Similarly, with the left thumb and left index 

finger, place the right wrist loop on the palmar side. 

 

Sixth Step: Keeping the double loops on the thumbs and little fingers, rub the palms together to 

loosen up the strings; then separate the hands and draw the figure out. The final result is illustrated 

in Fig. 8. 

 

This is one of the best figures, and it is not at all difficult to produce. An additional feature is, that 

no matter how tight you pull it, it retains its shape. The double loops round the thumbs and little 

fingers take rather a lot of string, and you will get a better figure by using a larger loop, say, one of 

eight feet instead of the previously recommended six feet. This, however, is not essential. 

 

óLIGHTNINGô 

 

The last figure we show you in this chapter is another Navaho design, representing Lightning. A 

flash of lightning is nearly always indicated by a jagged or zig-zag line, and this figure is 

particularly satisfactory since the zig-zag line can be made to flash into view, just like lightning. 

One moment you have just a tangle of string and next instant the picture is there. 

 

First Step: Hold the loop between the tips of the thumb and index finger of each hand, so that there 

are about nine or ten inches between the hands with the rest of the loop hanging down. Now pass 

the right hand towards the left and the left hand towards the right, the right hand going slightly 

behind. This will cause the part of the string between the fingers to form a small loop, the string 

coming from the left hand crossing that coming from the right. Now push your index fingers down 

into this loop from behind and pull them gently apart until the strings are straight, the main loop 

still hanging down. Next turn the hands so that they are horizontal, backs up and the fingers pointing 

away from you. There should be a string passing over the back of each index, crossing underneath; 



the string, after crossing, should lay on the thumbs, passing over them, with the main loop hanging. 

Lift the hands upwards, turning them so that the palms face, and separate the hands. As the hands 

separate, the thumbs draw out the main loop. You should then have the strings on the hands, so 

that there is a loop on each thumb and a loop on each index finger, the near thumb string crossing 

to the opposite hand to become the far index string, the far thumb string and the near index string 

stretching directly across from hand to hand. This is an entirely new opening, and while it needs a 

complicated description, is actually quite simple. It will be used again, so that in future, to avoid a 

lot of repetition, we shall just refer to it as the óLightning Openingô. 

 

Second Step: Pass each thumb away from you over the near index string, and take up from below 

the far index string with the back of the thumb; return the thumb to its former position. 

 

Third Step: Bring each middle finger towards you over the near index string, and pick up from 

below on its back, the far thumb-string. Return the middle finger to its former position. 

 

Fourth Step: Bend each ring finger towards you over the far middle finger string and pick up from 

below on its back the near index string. Return the ring finger to its normal position. 

 

Fifth Step: Bend each little finger towards you over the far ring finger string, and pick up from 

below on its back the far middle finger string. Return the little finger to its own position. You 

should now have two twisted strings passing round the little finger, two strings laced round the 

other fingers, and two loose strings passing over the thumbs. 

 

Sixth Step: Hold the hands parallel and facing each other, the fingers tightly pressed against each 

other to prevent movement of the strings; this is important. Keep the little finger loops taut. Take 

the thumbs out of their loops and let these loops hang down loosely in front. 

 

Seventh Step: The thumb should be free, on the far side of the hanging loops. Insert each thumb 

into the small space between the twisted little finger strings, close to the little finger, and start to 

lift the upper of the two strings (i.e., the far little finger string), keeping the lower string tight and 

the fingers close together. Now, as you lift the far little finger string, toss the hanging loops right 

over the twisted little finger strings, and the figure will seem to flash into view. If you do not hold 

the strings tightly in place by pressing the fingers together, you will finish with a very poor figure, 

but if you have made the movements correctly, the figure will be very clear. The effect can be 

judged from the illustration in Fig. 9. 

  



CHAPTER V 
 

ANIMATED KAMUT FIGURES 

 
The Kamut figures we have shown you so far have either been patterns and designs, or 

representative of an easily recognisable object. They have, however, been static. There are some 

figures which are animatedðcall them, if you like, working figuresðand, although they are 

usually very simple so far as the design is concerned, and often require a good imagination to link 

them to their titles, they make an interesting variation. 

 

óA MAN IN BEDô 

 

In óThe Siberian House ódescribed in the last chapter, we showed you one figure which give a 

finished design and then becomes a moving picture. Here is another on the same principle. This 

figure comes from the Torres Straits, where it is known as óLe Sikôð óThe Bedô. The more usual 

name is óA Man in Bed.ò 

 

First Step: Opening A. 

 

Second Step: Pass each thumb away from you under the index loop, and pick up the near little 

finger string on the back of the thumbs; return the thumbs to their normal positions. 

 

Third Step: Bring each little finger towards you, put them down from above into the index loops, 

and pick up the far thumb string on the back of the little fingers; return the little fingers to their 

normal positions. 

 

Fourth Step: Slip the index fingers out of their loops, and the figure is finished. 

 

Fig. 10 depicts the óMan in Bedô. Slip the little fingers out of their loops, and the bed will break up 

and the man will disappear. The Islanders have a chant which always accompanies this figure.  

 



As the index fingers are released to form the picture they chant: Le sikge, le sikge, uteidi, uteidi, 

sik erapei. Translated literally, this means óMan on a bed, man on a bed, lies asleep, lies asleep, 

bed breaksô. As they say óerapeiô, the loops are released from the little fingers. 

 

 

 

óA MAN CLIMBING A TREEô 

The next figure to be described is again 

very simple, and this time comes from 

Australia, actually from the Blacks of 

North Queensland. It is known, however, 

in a number of other places as well. Here, 

then, is óA Man Climbing a Treeô, and if it 

is not very obvious, use a little imagination 

to picture a man with his arms and his legs 

round the trunk of a tall tree. 

 

First Step: Opening A. 

 

Second Step: Bend each little finger 

towards you over four strings, and with its 

back, pick up the next string (i.e., the near 

thumb string). Return the little fingers to 

their original positions. 

 

Third Step: With the thumb and index 

finger of the opposite hand lift the lower 

little finger loop up over the upper loop, 

right over the finger, and drop it on the 

near side (i.e., Navaho the little finger 

loops). 

 

Fourth Step: Bend each index finger down 

over the palmar string between the two 

strings of the loop on the corresponding 

index fingers, and press the tips of the 

fingers against the palms. 

 

Fifth Step: Hold the strings loosely, and let 

the loops slip off the thumbs; then still 

keeping the tips of the index fingers on the 

palms, separate the hands sufficiently to 

permit the loops near the bases of those fingers to slip over the knuckles and so off the fingers. 

 

Sixth Step: Put the far little finger string under one foot or under a heavy book, slip the little fingers 

out of their loops and pull gently with the index fingers, after hooking their tips into the strings 

they hold, until the long strings straighten out, and the figure looks like Fig. 11. If you continue to 

pull with the index fingers, the man will climb the tree; that is to say, the figure, retaining its shape, 

will run up the two long strings, which lengthen as they run through the fingers. 

 



óCASTING A FISH-SPEARô 

 
Another simple moving figure is óCasting a Fish-Spearô, which comes from the Torres Straits. The 

final figure is intended to represent a three-pronged fish-spear which can be cast from hand to hand. 

This figure is of interest, since it is different in structure from those previously described, inasmuch 

as the finished pattern is formed first on one hand, and then may be transferred to the other hand 

and back again at will. 

 

First Step: Opening A, taking up the left palmar string 

first. 

 

Second Step: Exchange the loops on the index fingers 

so that they catch, exactly as described in the 

instructions for óThe Arrow óin Chapter V. 

 

Third Step: Release the loop from the right index and 

the figure is formed. To bring the figure out more 

plainly, close all the fingers of the right hand down on 

the palm, so that all the strings from that hand come 

out between the middle and ring fingers (see Fig. 12). 

 

Fourth Step: To throw the spear from the left hand to 

the right hand, put the right index finger down between 

the right far thumb string and the right near little finger 

string. Bring it up from below into the left index loop 

and draw the loop joining the left hand loops out with 

the back of the right index finger. Release the loop 

from the left index, and the spear will fly to the other 

hand. It can be thrown back to the first position, by 

making a corresponding movement to the above with 

the left index finger, and so on. 

 

 

 

 

óA MOUTHô 

 

The last moving figure in this chapter is óA Mouthô. This is another Eskimo figure first obtained 

from the Eskimos of Alaska. Still another opening is introduced in this figure; however, this new 

opening does not occur in any of the other figures described in this book. 

 

First Step: Put the loop on the hands in the First Position. 

Second Step: Put the right index finger from above, down behind the left palmar string. Draw the 

string out, and as you do so, turn the right index finger away from you and up, putting a twist in 

the loop. Bend the left index finger down, and pick up from below on its back the left near little 

finger string, returning the left index finger to its normal position. Slip the little fingers out of their 

loops. You now have a loop on each index finger and a loop on each thumb. Both the near thumb 

string and the near index string pass straight across from hand to hand, round the index finger and 

thumb and cross at the rear. 

 



Third Step: Turn the palms towards you and put the middle, ring and little fingers of each hand up 

into the index loop from below. Bend these fingers towards you down over the near index string, 

draw this string down and hold it on the palm with the little and ring fingers. Put the middle fingers 

over the far thumb string and hold this string against the ring fingers, which are closed on the palm. 

 

Fourth Step: Without letting slip the string on each index, bend the index fingers towards you over 

the near thumb string, move them away from you and up, thus lifting on their tips the near thumb 

string, while the strings already on the index fingers slip off these fingers. 

 

Fifth Step: Slip the thumbs out of their loops and release the string held down by the middle fingers. 

You should now have a loop on each index finger and a loop held down on the palm by the little 

and ring fingers. 

 

Sixth Step: Put each middle finger, from above, into the index loop, withdraw the index fingers, 

and return the middle fingers to their own position. 

 

Seventh Step: Bring the hands together, and hang the right middle finger loop on the left middle 

finger, without twisting it. Now hang the loop held by the right ring and little fingers on the left 

ring and little finger, again without twisting it. Then put all the four fingers of the right hand through 

the two loops hanging from the left ring and little fingers from the left-hand side, and, closing the 

fingers over these strings on to the palm, take the loops off the left hand. Put the left thumb away 

from you into the two loops hanging from the left middle finger, and, withdrawing the middle 

finger from the loops, put the four fingers of the left hand towards you into these loops, and close 

the fingers on to the palm, withdrawing the thumb. Separate the hands. To make the mouth open 

and close, rotate the wrists alternately towards each other and back (see Fig. 13). 

 

The opening for this last figure differs from the óLightning óopening only in the fact that both the 

straight strings going across the hands are near strings (i.e., they are the near thumb string and the 

near index string). In the óLightning óopening the strings cross similarly, but the straight strings are 

the near index string and the far thumb string. Both these openings can be produced from Opening 

A, in the following way: Make Opening A and slip the little fingers out of their loops; transfer the 

index loops to the middle fingers by putting them up into the loop and withdrawing the index 

fingers; put the index finger over the near middle finger string and under the far middle finger 

string and slip the middle fingers out of the loops. You now have the óMouth óopening. From this 

position, with the thumb and index fingers of the opposite hand take off, alternatively, the thumb 

loops, twist them once towards you and replace them on the thumbs. You now have the óLightning 

óopening.  



CHAPTER VI  
 

LIVING CREATURES IN KAMUT  

 

A VERY large number of the String Figures collected from all over the world are intended to 

represent animals, birds or fishes. In too many cases, however, the representation is, to our 

sophisticated minds, so inadequate that we cannot recognise the pictures, even when we are told 

what they represent. We really need the credulity of a child, who is willing to believe, at any rate 

temporarily, that his father is really a horse when giving a pick-a-back. Often, the simple, primitive 

native has such a child-like mind that probably the String Figure, which we cannot recognise, is to 

him actually, say, a horse or a coyote. 

 

However, some of the String Figures give a striking likeness to the creature they are intended to 

represent, and in this Chapter we show you some of these figures. You will not need to stretch your 

imagination to any great extent to link the finished figure to its title. The manipulation of these 

figures is, perhaps, a little more complicated than those we have shown you so far, but with the 

practice you will have had in making the earlier figures, you should have little or no difficulty. 

 

óA RABBITô 

The first of our figures representing living creatures comes once again from the Red Indiansðthis 

time from the Klamathsðand it is entitled óA Rabbitô. It is one of those figures, we think, which 

really looks like the animal indicated by its name. 

 

First Step: Opening A. 

 

Second Step: Bend each middle finger towards you down into the thumb loop, and bend each index 

finger towards you over the near thumb string. Hold the near thumb tightly between the middle and 

index fingers, and straighten out the fingers, turning the index finger under the near thumb string 

and up in order to get the string round the tip of the finger. Slip the loops off the thumbs. 

 

Third Step: Pass each thumb away from you under the two index loops and up into the little finger 

loop. Draw back towards you, on the back of the thumb, the near little finger string, the upper far 

index string and both strings of the lower index loop. 

 

Fourth Step: Pass each thumb away from you up and over the upper near index string and pull this 

string down with the ball of the thumb, letting the other strings slip off the thumb. Turn the palms 

away from you, still holding down the string with the thumbs, and pass each thumb away from you 

under the far little finger string; draw this string towards you with the backs of the thumbs, 

releasing, as you do so, the string which they were holding down. 

 

Fifth Step: Insert each thumb from below into the small, upper index loop, close to the index finger, 

and draw the upper near index string down through the thumb loop, letting the thumb loop slip off 

during the movement. Now release the upper loop from each index finger. 

 

Sixth Step: Bring the index, middle and little fingers towards you and put them down into the thumb 

loop. Then gently slip the little fingers out of their loops and put each little finger into the thumb 

loop with the other fingers. Hold all four fingers of each hand down on their respective palms and 

turn the hands so that the palms face each other. Lift up the near thumb string with the tip of each 

index finger and withdraw the thumbs, when the figure should appear. With this figure, some 



working of the strings may be necessary to make the Rabbit appear as it should. The illustration in 

Fig. 14 shows you what the Rabbit should look like. 

 

óA BUTTERFLYô 

 
The next of our living creatures to be portrayed is óA Butterflyô, and this, again, we think is one of 

the really effective figures. Once again, it is a Navaho figure, and shows a butterfly perched on a 

leaf or stem, with its wings folded in characteristic manner. 

 

First Step: Make the óLightning óopening (see Chapter V). 

Second Step: Twist each index loop five times, by rotating each index finger away from you, down, 

under the loop and up again five times. It may assist you to do this, if you hold down the thumb 

loops on the palms of the hands with the other fingers. 

 

Third Step: Put each thumb up from below into the index loop close to the index fingers, and, 

without removing the index finger, separate the thumb from the index. 

 

Fourth Step: On each hand in turn, Navaho the thumb loops. To do this, slip the lower thumb loop 

(the original thumb loop) up over the loop passing round both the thumb and index finger with the 

teeth, off the thumb, and let it drop on the palmar side. Separate the hands. 

 

Fifth Step: Bring the hands close to each other, and hang the right index loop on the left index 

finger, and hand the right thumb loop on the left thumb. Now, turning the left hand slightly away 

from you, put the right index finger, from the left side, into the loop you have just hung on the left 

thumb, and put the right thumb, from the right side, into the loop which was originally on the left 

thumb. Next, with right thumb and index finger, lift both loops off the left index finger, and put the 

left index finger away from you into the loop just hung on the left index finger, and put the left 

thumb towards you into the original left thumb loop. Placing the hands with the thumbs and fingers 

pointing upwards and the palms facing, draw them slowly apart When the strings in the middle of 

the figure have partly rolled up, pull down the far index string with the middle, ring and little fingers 

on to the near thumb string, and hold both these strings down on the palms. Hold up the near index 

string and the far thumb string, as shown in Fig. 15, and the figure will appear, the wings being 

held up by the strings extended between the thumbs and index fingers, and the proboscis rolled up 

on the strings held down on the palm. 

 



This is a very good figure, and quite different from any of the others. Although it appears to be 

somewhat difficult, it is in reality easy, and, providing the Fifth movement is correctly performed, 

the finished pattern always appears. If you twist the index finger too many times in the second 

movement, the proboscis will not roll up properly, and if it is not twisted sufficiently, it will not be 

large enough. Five times is about right. 

 

óA LIZARDô 

 
It is difficult to select from among the many possible animal figures others which are really life-

like, but we will give you one more, which, provided that you know in advance what it is intended 

to represent, does convey some idea of the creature. This is also a Navaho figure, called óA Lizard.ò 

First Step: Make the óLightning óopening. 

 

Second Step: Exchange the index loops in the same manner you use for óAn Arrowô. You should 

then have a near index string which passes across between the two hands, passes round the index 

fingers to the rear, links with the far index string from the opposite hand, and returns to become 

the near thumb string, passing round the thumbs to form the far thumb string which also passes 

straight across between the two hands. 

 

Third Step: With the middle, ring and little fingers of the left hand, pull on the far thumb string, so 

as to pull the link between the strings well towards the right-hand side. This link is required to be 

approximately one quarter of the distance between the two hands. 

 

Fourth Step: Transfer the index loops to the thumbs, by putting each thumb up from below into the 

index loop and withdrawing the index finger. 

 

Fifth Step: Bring each index finger towards you over the upper far thumb string, pull this string 

away from you and put the index finger down on the far side of the lower far thumb string (i.e., the 

far string which passes directly from thumb to thumb). Now pick up from below this lower far 

thumb string on the back of the finger, and return the index finger to its normal position, drawing 

the string through the upper thumb loop. 

 

Sixth Step: Put the middle and ring fingers of each hand up from below through the thumb loop, 

and catch between them the upper near thumb string (this is the string which passes directly across 

from thumb to thumb). Pull this string down through the thumb loop with the middle finger, and 

hold it down by closing the finger on to the palm of the hand. 

 


