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Section 1. Trend hunter and myth buster!

Why is it important to sometimes look from outside the
box? Because sometimes you have to be from outside the
box to see. I came to Japan, and then to kimono with no
ideas, no history, no baggage. I was completely an out-
sider to kimono culture. Of course I had no Japanese fam-
ily from whom I could inherit kimono either. In a similar
way, the significance of fashion is often understood from
the outside, usually by looking back in time. At the time
when things happen, it is difficult to understand what is
going on, but often we can understand in retrospect.

In my own journey, I went from loving all kinds of fash-

ion, to loving kimono. When I discovered kimono, I trailed
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the kimono stores and also bookshops in order to learn as
much as I could about this wonderful, silk garment. I went
from looking to buying, from learning to teaching, and
also am involved in collecting and dyeing (as a hobby).
Once I was learning about kimono from my kitsuke teach-
ers, but now I am learning about Japan from kimono. The
kimono is my teacher. I am always watching what is going
on in the kimono world, and therefore I consider myself a
kimono trend hunter. I am also against orientalism and the
western idea of the kimono being fixed in time, that never
changes, (a non-fashion item). I also consider myself as a
myth buster. This is because I want to increase under-
standing about the kimono in other countries, and I want
to tell people what it is really like, which is not the fixed
image but a living and changing garment. From this came
my Ph.D. topic, “Revisiting Fashion and Tradition Through
the Kimono”. This thesis first sets up a definition of fash-
ion to work with, then looks at kimono history in the light

of the fashion definition, and finds it to be fashion. This
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definition and methodology could be used to examine
other non-western fashion systems and I think it is a use-

ful tool to use for this purpose.
Section 2. Defining Fashion.

There is a myth that is still alive in fashion discourse in
the west, that says that fashion was born in Europe and
could not have been born anywhere else. Most often there
are three reasons given for this. 1) Because of the flexible
social system, 2) Because of the technology and economic
conditions, 3) Because fashion is about change in shape.
Even though there are some new voices in fashion theory,
this myth is not dead yet. It is still alive and well, often
quoted, even by Japanese fashion professors. If you doubt
the reality of orientalism, it is easy to see what it looks like
by investigating the word “Kimono” on Getty Images web-
site. Here can be found images of maiko and geisha, com-
ing of age, seven five three, and martial arts and tea cer-
emony pictures. The ordinary Japanese woman wearing a
casual kimono does not exist. This is a disturbing state of
affairs, when you consider that the internet has made
information available so easily, across the globe. The west

clings to the orientalist images, and perhaps Japan itself

exports an orientalist image, knowing that this is what the
west would prefer to see.

Something is not fashion because I consider it interest-
ing or cute or beautiful. Fashion has a role to play in soci-
ety. So from the published fashion theory I developed a
five point definition of fashion, in order to test the kimono
to see if it could be considered as a fashion garment as
well as a traditional one. This became the first chapter of
my thesis, and I also use it as the first chapter in my book,
where it is followed by two chapters of fashion history and
then three chapters that cover the kimono world today:
publishing, makers and marketers, and end users, (wear-
ers) of kimono. My working definition of fashion that I

developed from western fashion theory, is as follows.

1) It is an economic system requiring the technology to
make the goods, a distribution system, a market, buy-
ers and users, and a system that publishes the dis-
course about the products.

2) It values new over old. The old is regularly replaced by
new and more fashionable goods on the market.

3) It values form over function often resulting in clothing
that is not practical but has extraordinary shapes for
effect. Examples are such items as corsets, bustles,
neck-ties, stiletto heels.

4) Fashion is group behaviour. There are always leaders
and followers. Leaders, also termed early adopters,
could be style icons among the rich and famous:
actresses, singers, wives of heads of state etc, or popu-
lar staff members at 109 store in Shibuya.

5) Fashion is also a vehicle for personal expression. While
marking ourselves as part of a group, we also want to
identify ourselves as individuals and decide whether to

stand out from the crowd, or blend in with it.

Section 3. Sophisticated Statements in Heian and Edo.

Using my definition of fashion I then went back in time,
by examining clothing, and written documentation, in
order to determine if these factors were found in kimono
history. I studied the Heian and Edo periods as in these
particular periods Japan had little contact with the outside
world, so the domestic influence is very strong. There are
few written documents from the Heian period, and I relied
on the English translations of Makura no Soshi, and Genji
Monogatari. Makura no Soshi provided a lot of evidence
of clothing behaviours. Being more of a diary, or a list of

observations more than a story, I was able to find numer-
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Akira, kimono is fashion, and his desire is that Japanese This is an English language summary of the speech pre-

play more, with kimono fashion. Akira, living in Yamagata, sented at the Japan Kasei Research Group Kanto Section
is an outsider to the world of kimono which is based in and Young Researchers Group.
Kyoto and Tokyo. His images are both a challenge to the
established kimono world and also point a way to a future
with kimono. His favourite saying is: Life with an extra

dress-code, must be so exciting.
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