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				INTRODUCTION

			

		

		
			
				These days Tokyo is a well-established fixture on the fashion map, and the term “Japanese fashion” evokes a strong image. At the top end of the market, Japanese designers remain synonymous with avant-garde design; at the affordable end, companies such as Uniqlo and MUJI bring high-quality, utilitarian design to the masses. Japanese streetwear brands have a global cult following owing to their innovative cut and use of materials, and Japanese subcultures introduced the world to kawaii (the aesthetic of cute). 

				This worldwide recognition and popularity is often regarded as a fairly recent phenomenon. In the early 1980s, two Japanese designers’ debut made waves on the Parisian catwalks and were quickly credited by the press with establishing Japanese fashion. Rei Kawakubo and Yohji Yamamoto undoubtedly set out a unique and, more importantly, different aesthetic to the looks dominating the European and American catwalks at the time, and it’s also true that the ensuing press attention helped to spread 

			

		

		
			
				“The fashions that have swept in from the East represent a totally different attitude towards how clothes should look.”

				The New York Times, November 14, 1982

			

		

		
			
				Washed broad blouse, MUJI 2022.
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				and popularize the idea of Japanese fashion worldwide. However, it is not accurate to see the 1980s as the start of Japanese fashion. To do so ignores both Japan’s rich fashion history and the successful endeavours both at home and abroad of the Japanese fashion designers who preceded the “deconstructive” duo of Yamamoto and Kawakubo. 

				As this book will set out, Japan has always been a nation with a thriving fashion culture that has seen the creation of unique styles and aesthetics often based on inherently Japanese concepts and ideas.

				So why do so many still think of Japanese fashion as a fairly recent invention? The key question here is: How do we define fashion? All too often the answer is still from the moment when the West becomes aware of a particular style, and embraces (if not appropriates) it – hence the frequent citation of the 1980s as the birth of Japanese fashion.

				Equally, what is recognized as fashion is often limited. For far too long “traditional” garments such as the kimono were categorized as ethnic and thus static, often viewed as costume as opposed to fashion. Indigenous garments, particularly non-Western clothing, were therefore almost by definition overlooked. And yet, as we’ll see, Japan has had a strong and unique fashion culture for centuries. 

				This book will trace the key moments in the development of Japanese fashion, discuss its impact on Western fashion, take a closer look at the ethos and work of key designers, and celebrate the uniqueness of Japanese street styles.

			

		

		
			
				Two Yohji Yamamoto silhouettes with details from traditional Japanese paintings on a marbled ground, Spring/Summer 1987.

			

		

	
		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				Introduction

			

		

		
			
					10

			

		

		
			
				Above: Street style reminiscent of the Crows, shot at the Rakuten Autumn/Winter Fashion Week Tokyo, 2021. 

				Opposite: An early pleated silhouette by Issey Miyake, from Spring/Summer 1989. In 1993 he would launch his Pleats Please line entirely focused on pleated garments.
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				Kimonos To Paris

			

		

		
			
				The kimono is an iconic item of dress and closely wrapped up, if not synonymous with, Japanese identity and dress. What we know as the kimono has been worn in Japan by all classes of society and by both sexes since the late sixteenth century but, as Anna Jackson observed in Kimono: The Art and Evolution of Japanese Fashion, “the fact that its basic shape has remained consistent over the centuries, means that the kimono is often viewed as a simple, timeless garment” and therefore excluded from fashion.

				This view says more about the Western-centric nature of fashion studies than the kimono. In the West, as Elizabeth Wilson points out in Adorned in Dreams, fashion is often defined as “dress in which the key feature is rapid and continual changing of styles”. By contrast, the basic shape of the kimono, a straight-seamed garment constructed with minimal cutting from a single bolt of cloth, has not changed for centuries. However, to conflate this with the notion that the garment was excluded from fashion culture could not be more misleading. 

				Western fashion understands change as a shift in the silhouette to accentuate ever shifting erogenous zones, but in Japanese style the body is essentially irrelevant. Meaning, as well as fashionability, does not lie with the garment itself but with its surface. 

			

		

		
			
				An eighteenth-century embroidered and hand-painted kosode, the short-sleeved predecessor of the kimono.

			

		

		
			
				Framing the Kimono
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				An eighteenth-century woodblock print depicting an act from Suzuki Harunobu’s play Sekidera Komachi, about Ono no Komachi, the great ninth-century poet also known for her beauty.

			

		

	
		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
					17

			

		

		
			
					Kimonos To Paris

			

		

		
			
				Kimonos came in different quality fabrics, with different patterns and embellishments depending on the wearer’s wealth and social status. Like Western fashion it thus identified the owner’s position in society. For commoners, the kimono was made of cotton with simple patterns, was mostly functional, and was not changed or replaced with a regularity defined by changing aesthetics. At the top end of the social hierarchy, however, richly decorated silk kimonos were the haute couture of their day and came in endless designs and colours. Several kimonos might be layered to reveal contrasting patterns and these could in turn be combined with patterned obis (the wide belt worn to wear the kimono in a closed manner). The result was an outfit that was anything but simple to wear. 

				Just as in Europe where patterns and colours changed, so did those of kimonos; Japanese dress culture had its own fashion cycle that dictated regular change, as evidenced by surviving kimonos in museum collections worldwide. The variety, craftsmanship, originality and quality of these luxury kimonos is akin to what was being worn in the upper echelons of European court society. Indeed, the kimono did not go unnoticed by privileged European society: after the Dutch brought the kimono to Europe, it had a significant impact on the informal dress culture of the social elite, and kimono-inspired garments became a status symbol to show off the wearer’s wealth, taste and style. 

				The country’s closed borders meant that few Japanese-made kimonos were available outside the country, but after Japan opened up for trade in the mid-nineteenth century a veritable wave of Japanomania swept the West. Warehouses sold imported Japanese goods, including textiles, inspiring a fashion for the wearing of kimonos in the drawing rooms of London and Paris, and also exerting a significant influence on European interiors – further proof that Japanese design was in fact extremely fashionable. 
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				La Liseuse, by Georges Croegaert, 1888. The interior reflects the European Japonisme craze of the second half of the nineteenth century following Japan’s opening up to foreign trade.
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				A summer kimono, made of silk gauze and treated by Tsutsugaki (a technique of resist dyeing in which rice paste is used to create the design). From the first quarter of the twentieth century.
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				The popularity of Japanese products remained strong well into the early years of the twentieth century. But aside from the West’s adoption of Japanese styles as an expression of fashion, it is also important to understand the central role that the kimono played in the seismic shifts in Western female fashion which marked the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. It is no overstatement to say that the kimono significantly contributed to the liberation of the female wardrobe. 

				Many French haute couturiers, upmarket London dressmakers and department stores on both sides of the Atlantic enthusiastically incorporated Japanese “elements” into their designs, including crane and blossom embroideries, obi-style belts and parasols decorated with bold “Japanese” patterns. However, it is the impact of traditional Japanese pattern cutting and the Japanese approach to the human body that was of real importance in this period and a major catalyst for change.

				In Japanese dress the shape of the body is irrelevant. The kimono is an assemblage of rectangular pieces of fabric, and unless worn, it lies flat. This means that the body itself gives the garment shape, which as a dressmaking ethos is the diametric opposite to Western tailoring, which has historically been concerned with shaping the body. Through Western eyes, the kimono may therefore be perceived as shapeless and loose fitting. To Japanese eyes, by contrast, the superfluous space created between the body and the garment is referred to as ma: “a rich space that possesses incalculable energy” according to Akiko Fukai in Future Beauty.
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