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 Introduction 

 Since 1970, the work of the Japanese fashion designers has had an unequivocal 
impact on Western dress. Initiated by lssey Miyake, and followed ten years later by 
Yohji Yamamoto and Rei Kawakubo of Comme des Garçons, they offered a new and 
unique expression of creativity, challenging the established notions of status, display 
and sexuality in contemporary fashion. Miyake celebrated forty years in the fashion 
business in 2010 and Kawakubo and Yamamoto followed suit in 2011 marking thirty 
years since their fi rst show in Paris. In London, in the spring of 2011, the Victoria and 
Albert Museum unveiled a retrospective of Yamamoto’s work, commemorating his con-
tribution to the world of fashion. In the  Financial Times Weekend , of 11 October 2009, 
journalist/photographer Mark O’Flaherty wrote: 

 The middle-ageing of the triumvirate of revolutionary Japanese design is as shocking as any 
of their more confrontational collections; to many of their modernist followers they still seem 
like box-fresh radical upstarts, while for the high street they have only recently come into 
existence through diffusion projects with the likes of H&M and Adidas. So, four decades on, 
have they really revolutionised the world of fashion? 

  Japanese Fashion Designers: The Work and Infl uence of Issey Miyake, Yohji Yamamoto and 
Rei Kawakubo  is a book which will provide you with the knowledge that you will need to 
answer this question. It is not only a study of the aesthetics of fashion but it is a study 
of cultural aesthetics, and the differences, in this respect, between East and West. There 
are countless examples in the history of art which evidence how the West has been in-
formed by the East but none quite as dramatic as in the history of contemporary fashion 
design. This book will provide an understanding of how Japanese thought, tradition and 
advanced textile technology became an intrinsic part of fashion design practice in the late 
twentieth century. It will show how the Japanese designers infl uenced a whole generation 
of young, emerging Belgian designers, amongst others, and how this inter-cultural and 
inter-generational infl uence has infi ltrated the soul of the international fashion industry. 

 LOOKING BACK—A CULTURAL HERITAGE 

 The legacy of an understated elegance has become an intrinsic characteristic of mod-
ern Japanese design, clearly evident in the work of Issey Miyake, Yohji Yamamoto and 
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Rei Kawakubo of Comme des Garçons. But, in reality, it is historically underpinned by 
its samurai origins, an intrinsic part of Japanese culture. While this may seem surpris-
ing, to say the least, the historian Ikegami explains: 

 In terms of dress, when the role of the samurai changed by the late 17th century, and their 
military duties were replaced by bureaucratic duties, their lavish and luxurious custom-made 
kimonos, made from expensive fabric and worn especially for ceremonial purposes (which 
had been seen earlier as appropriate to their rank in society), were replaced by a more sober 
style of everyday clothing. Instead, the wearing of darker clothing, especially black which 
symbolised self-discipline, became accepted as more sophisticated urban attire and a sign 
that good taste was expressed by subtle stylistic differences and intelligence in design. 
(2005: 275) 

 Also, other subtle practices such as wearing cotton kimonos lined with silk or using 
silk in undergarments became common. In other words, certain luxuries were not 
abandoned but simply hidden to all except the wearer. The historical precedent of 
placing restrictions on excessively sumptuous dress (common across all cultures) ul-
timately encouraged restraint and refi nement.1 It is this adage that has been adopted 
by Japanese contemporary designers. Yet, still allowing the past to resonate in the 
present, Rei Kawakubo, in her typically masked way, asks ‘What is in front and what 
is behind?’ 

 For the Japanese, elegance and refi nement do not concur with glamour, or with 
status or class. In this context, one can understand why Yohji Yamamoto and Rei 
Kawakubo did not want to be associated with haute couture and would only show their 
designs in the prêt-à-porter collection showings.   Throughout history, a love of restraint, 
a special type of subtle beauty, incomplete perfection, a cult of refi nement based on 
simplicity and austerity have always been elements of Japanese aesthetics. 

 THE TEA CEREMONY 

 The same sensibility is applied to everyday life as to art, so that even ceremonies 
directly bound up with everyday living are extremely highly developed. Hasegawa, in 
his  The Japanese Character: A Cultural Profi le  (1988), argues that this approach is 
part of the Japanese character and can be applied to the art of packaging, garden 
design and food preparation, as well as dress. Westerners fi nd it interesting that ritu-
alization in the traditional Japanese tea ceremony is a social construction which un-
derscores the nature of Japanese culture. Seen as a social sacrament, its rites were 
codifi ed and conventionalized and the ceremony, still prominent today, is a means of 
consolidating the links with tradition and the past. Kakuzo Okakura, in  The Book of 
Tea  (1964), originally written in 1906, points out that in the late nineteenth century 
many of the old traditions were cast aside, as Japan embraced the Western world. 
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This ritual, which was meant to arouse feelings which were associated with a sense 
of beauty, was often relegated, almost as an apology, to the more conservative facets 
of Japanese society. 

 For Keene, in his  Appreciations of Japanese Culture  (1981), the symbolic reference 
inherent in the tea ceremony refl ects the importance of simplicity and perishability 
in the Japanese aesthetic. He believes that ‘it is possible to say of certain aesthetic 
ideals that they are characteristically and distinctly Japanese’ (1981: 11). In terms of 
simplicity, Keene argues that ‘the tea ceremony developed as an art concealing art, an 
extravagance masked in the garb of noble poverty’ and that perishability ‘came to be 
a necessary condition of beauty’ (1981: 22, 30). When Yamamoto and Kawakubo fi rst 
paraded their ‘shrouds’ on the catwalks of Paris they were greeted with howls of dis-
approval and their ‘look’ was dubbed the ‘aesthetics of poverty’. The notion of beauty 
being found in objects which were aged with time and use, such as the old, irregular 
and worn drinking vessels often used for the tea ceremony, was diffi cult for Western au-
diences to appreciate. In Japan, however, it refl ected individuality and appealed to the 
humanistic spirit. Perishability, it would seem, is closely allied with suggestion, another 
component of Japanese aesthetic ideals. That which is omitted, whether in literary writ-
ing or in the visual arts, creates an ambiguity that, in turn, becomes a ‘suggestion of 
meaning’ that is the source of its beauty. For instance, in Haiku poetry in particular, it 
is the absence of certain words that creates an ambiguity (Keene 1981: 14), and when 
negative space dominates positive space, it creates an ambiguous spatial element in 
Japanese watercolour painting. These characteristics of simplicity, irregularity, perish-
ability and suggestion of meaning have been instilled in the history of Japanese writing 
and painting for thousands of years. In aesthetic terms, this sensitivity and subtleness 
are still considered important cultural components and remain a dominant force in 
contemporary Japanese art and design. 

 Interestingly, while the element of perishability was underscored in the early work 
of Yamamoto and Kawakubo in the form of deconstructive practices including ragged 
edges, tears, knots and uneven hemlines, it was addressed much more literally in 
the work of some of the Belgian designers, and in the work of Martin Margiela in par-
ticular. He experimented widely to show how garments decompose when exposed 
to the elements and how used clothing could be given a second life. In Japan, fash-
ion designers are closely aligned to the textiles that inspire their work, collaborating 
closely with textile designers to create new fabrics which develop from technologi-
cal processes that subtly imitate the essence of individualized handcrafted surfaces. 
The Japanese have a heightened respect for materials, whether natural or synthetic, 
partly based on Japan’s indigenous Shinto religion, which centres on the worship of, 
and communion with, the spirits of nature. This book has dedicated a chapter to the 
distinguished textile designers who have helped to establish the textile culture in con-
temporary Japan. 
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 THE IMPORTANCE OF THE KIMONO 

 One of the most visible indicators of the image of Japan as a culture which connects 
its people to its past is the continued wearing, even today, of the kimono for formal oc-
casions. Ancestral techniques have not been replaced but adapted and expanded so 
that the kimono, for example, has remained a symbolic unit of measure for cloth, like 
the  tatami  for Japanese architecture (McQuaid 1998). It is an example of a beautifully 
simplistic construction technique. Eight rectangular pieces of fabric are sewn together, 
using straight not curved seams, and the sizes of the pieces are standardized. It could 
be argued that this garment, worn for centuries by the Japanese, became the founda-
tion of a sensitive and subtle aesthetic which is still considered an important cultural 
component in their arts. It is a garment, very much like the Roman toga, that confers a 
dignity upon the wearer and that symbolically connected people from all parts of Japan 
throughout its history (Figure 0.1). To a certain extent, as it was worn by members of 
all social classes, it had the ability to bestow pride and to spread nationalistic spirit 
across all stratifi cations of Japanese society. 2    

 Miyake, Yamamoto and Kawakubo have all commented during their lengthy careers 
that the kimono is the basis of their fashion design. It is the foundation upon which 
they build their garments and conceptualize their ideas regarding space, balance and 
the relationship of the shape of the garment to the underlying body. Miyake’s work, for 
example, comments on the re-contextualization of the kimono to create a different aes-
thetic milieu. Miyake rejected the traditional forms of Paris collection clothing. Through 
the inventive use of fabric and successive layering, he developed a concept of fashion 
based on the use of cloth, or rather the ‘essence’ of clothing—the wrapping of the 
body in cloth. He has created anti-structural, organic clothing, which takes on a sculp-
tural quality which suggests a natural freedom, expressed through the simplicity of its 
cut, the abundance of new fabrics, the space between the garment and the body, and a 
general fl exibility. Miyake stated, ‘I learned about space between the body and the fab-
ric from the traditional kimono . . . not the style, but the space’ (Knafo 1988: 108). 

 The kimono (or ‘dressing in  wafuku ’) also affords a fashion system which is based 
on convention for both the designer and the wearer. It is the perfect vehicle for seman-
tic analysis as outlined by Roland Barthes in his 1968 publication,  The Fashion System , 
as it is a form of dress that has changed little throughout the course of history. While in 
Japan today the kimono is surrounded on all sides by Western clothing, it is seen as a 
unique art form that symbolizes many dimensions of social life, distinguishing the gen-
der of the wearer, identifying the season, defi ning age distinctions and signifying taste. 
The very subtle degree of skin revealed at the nape of the neck, the set of the  obi  (the 
wide sash fastened in the back with a large, fl at bow), the depth and placement of hem 
designs and the shape of the sleeves are all matters which identify the taste of the 
wearer. Liza Dalby, in  Kimono: Fashioning Culture  (1993: 12), compares the kimono to 
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poetry: ‘Like poetry, dress was a vehicle for the expression of artistic sensibilities.’ In 
recalling history, she alludes to the ‘coherent system of meanings, metaphors and nu-
ances’ linked to the kimono and how nature’s imagery, plants, insects and other ani-
mals, colour, weather and especially the seasons, played out in both poetry and dress, 
became part of the visual language of the garment. These sensibilities emphasize the 
complexity of meaning which underlines the fashion culture in Japan and which must 
be considered seriously in any study of Japanese contemporary fashion. 

 THE KEY DESIGNERS 

 This book will attempt to show how these cultural traits are embedded in the design 
work of Miyake, Yamamoto and Kawakubo, providing a cultural richness and meaning 
that defi es and deconstructs the notion of a globalized fashion industry. It will identify 

  Figure 0.1   Japanese multi-layered and multi-coloured kimono, 
 kimono parade, Nishijin Textile Centre, Kyoto. Photograph: author.
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how these designers have tailored art to everyday life and have embodied features 
such as asymmetry, imperfection and incomplete beauty, rejecting the idealized, the 
majestic, the imposing, the superfi cial and the minutely detailed—all facets of a con-
tinental civilization. 

 Japan’s willingness to embrace the avant-garde is evident in its fi ne art, architec-
ture and fashion design and, for this reason, Japanese design had an unprecedented 
impact on Western design during the twentieth century. The designers Miyake, Ya-
mamoto and Kawakubo produce work that is imbued with the history of the past, yet 
looks dynamically towards the future through a poetic amalgam of ideas and func-
tions. All three Japanese designers rejected ‘change-for-change’s sake’, and instead 
chose to work on the refi nement and evolution of previous collections. This evolution 
of an idea was the basis of Japanese fashion. The conceptual process of serialization, 
re-visited by many conceptual visual practitioners since the 1960s, is integral to the 
Japanese approach to design. They have become leaders in the international fashion 
industry. Miyake, Yamamoto and Kawakubo are often described as niche designers—
designers who do not follow stylistic trends or directions. Unlike their European and 
American ‘stylist’ counterparts, they have not exclusively embraced the revivalist or 
popular cultural imaging that has inundated Paris catwalks for decades. Their clothing 
has created a visual language that strengthens the converging line that exists between 
fashion and art. Miyake is amused when his work is so often referred to as an art 
form. ‘Why,’ he frequently replies, ‘clothes are more important than art.’ 

 Ignoring stylistic trends, these Japanese designers work within a postmodernist 
visual arts framework, appropriating aspects of their traditional culture and embrac-
ing new technological developments and methodologies in textile design. Yet, at the 
same time, they infuse their work with meaning and memory. The subtleties inher-
ent in their textiles and forms promulgate a new aesthetic in Western dress. Miyake, 
perhaps the most revered designer in Japan today, has consistently propagated new 
ideas, new materials and new design directions which accommodate the modern life-
style of contemporary women. While the work of Yamamoto and Kawakubo was ini-
tially framed as another form of anti-aesthetic, their contribution to the evolution of 
twentieth-century fashion has been more profound. Their understated design under-
lines the notion that culture, conceptualization and experimentation can be integral to 
fashion, as it is to art. By the end of the century, they had helped to change the face 
of fashion irrevocably. 

 THEIR INFLUENCES 

 Perpetuity in design is ensured by the Japanese system of apprenticeship. In the fash-
ion design studios, younger designers follow in the footsteps of their head designers 
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and the leading fashion masters for up to eight years. These ‘second-wave’ design-
ers will often continue their practice under the banner of their mentors and become 
internationally famous when they show their own collections in Paris. Dai Fujiwara and 
Naoki Takizawa of the Miyake Design Studio (MDS), Junya Watanabe and Tao Kurihara 
of Comme des Garçons and Limi Feu of Yohji Yamamoto are key examples of this sys-
tem and are, possibly, the designers who will lead fashion forwards for the next thirty 
years. Innovation, experimentation and individuality are encouraged but their training 
builds on commitment, self-discipline and motivation. 

 Many international fashion designers have paid homage to Miyake, Yamamoto and 
Kawakubo and it is diffi cult to know which designer has ultimately had the greatest 
impact upon the industry. While their infl uence has been widespread, their revolution-
ary trends stimulated a pronounced response from the younger Belgian designers who 
graduated from the Antwerp Academy in the 1980s. The avant-garde Japanese design-
ers inspired radical thinking, and their philosophy about designing persuaded their fol-
lowers to challenge traditions, to re-think old ideas and to re-confi gure old forms. By 
example, they had introduced both men’s and women’s garments that became looser 
and more comfortable, with little attention to detail. Deconstruction of tailoring, with 
stitching revealed and seams sometimes incomplete, unhemmed edges, tears, rips, 
hanging threads and frayed sections, often tied in knots or left to decompose, became 
the prototype for cutting-edge design practice. Innovative fabric determined the design 
of their garments and conceptualization and meaning became more important than in-
dividual styling. Designers including Viktor & Rolf, Helmut Lang and Hussein Chalayan 
picked up the gauntlet and continued this legacy of intellectual design. 

 The notion of ‘conceptual’ aesthetics led to many changes in the established fash-
ion system. The Japanese broke away from the historical paradigm of using conven-
tional models and replaced glamour with uniqueness and individuality. This included 
substituting young models with more mature ones—for example, Miyake’s  Beautiful 
Ladies  collection (1995) used six models aged between sixty-two and  ninety-two. Mi-
yake set the precedent for displaying fashion exhibitions in major museums and art 
galleries around the world, consolidating the idea that fashion could be an art form 
in its own right. Encouraged by this lateral thinking, the younger Belgian designers, 
including Margiela, Van Noten and Von Beirendonck, and the British designers John 
Galliano and Alexander McQueen, among others, subsequently adopted the practice 
of holding their fashion collection showings anywhere and everywhere, a trend that 
became universal. By the turn of the twenty-fi rst century, fashion students around the 
world became engrossed in the avant-garde fashion world of the Japanese, the Bel-
gians and the neo-conceptualist designers.  Japanese Fashion Designers: The Work and 
Infl uence of Issey Miyake, Yohji Yamamoto and Rei Kawakubo  celebrates their signifi -
cant achievements, not only for what they have attained in the past but for what they 
will contribute to the evolution of twenty-fi rst-century fashion in the future.  
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Issey Miyake

Clothes . . . speak many languages . . . and have to be seen on the outside . . . as well 
as felt on the inside.

Miyake

 
Issey Miyake does not want to be called an artist (Figure 1.1). Nor does he want to 
be labelled a ‘Japanese’ fashion designer. However, from a Western point of view, he 

Figure 1.1 Japanese fashion designer Issey Mi-
yake smiles after receiving the gold medal of the 
Premium Imperiale at the awarding ceremony in 
Tokyo, 18 October 2005. Photograph: Yoshikazu 
Tsuno/AFP/Getty Images.
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is both. He argues that stereotypical boundaries limit the possible concepts of de-
sign and yet his history has revealed that nothing has prevented Miyake from melding 
the past, the present and the future in his life’s work. By challenging convention as 
an aesthetic stance, he states, ‘I believe in questioning.’ For over forty years, Miyake 
has reinvented form, redefi ned the boundaries of clothing in both functional and aes-
thetic contexts, and rejuvenated new modern methods of clothing production. He has 
promoted an integral liaison between the fi ne arts, photography, the applied arts and 
fashion and shown the world the true meaning of collaborative effort. He has fostered 
new talent and he has ‘given back’ or ‘passed forward’ that which he has learned from 
his predecessors, his colleagues, his years of experimentation and his time-honoured 
experience in the fashion industry. Undoubtedly, he is considered one of the most cre-
ative forces in the world today. 

 Miyake has been dubbed ‘The Picasso of Fashion’, presumably in relation to the 
diversity of his work, his propensity for discovering new artistic methodologies and his 
challenging of traditional concepts of design. One might argue that what constitutes 
the greatest challenge of his work is his ability to force the viewer to confront their own 
assumptions about what comprises clothing or ‘dress’. Miyake draws on both artisan 
production and new technologies and explores all expected and unexpected possibili-
ties in the process. In both his  Pleats, Please  and  A-POC  collections, he has embraced 
the new postmodern woman of the late twentieth and early twenty-fi rst centuries. He 
has shown her that, through the beauty of simplicity, clothing can be unaffected by the 
shifting tides of taste. His work suggests that meaning, either symbolic or inferred, 
can allow the imagination to expand well beyond the literal needs of clothing. Yet Mi-
yake also sees clothing as something to use, and more recently something to renew or 
reuse. He has devised new ways of minimizing waste in clothing fabrication and sees 
the customer as his greatest collaborator. 

PLEATS, PLEASE 

I feel I have found a new way to give individuality to today’s mass-produced clothing. 

Miyake

   
 Arguably, Miyake’s renewed or re-designed concept—the 1993  Pleats, Please  

range—owes much to Fortuny, a Spanish couturier, who was the master of the ‘poetic 
pleat’. As an early twentieth-century designer, Fortuny used ancient methods to revive 
a Grecian pleating system. He perfected this in his  Delphos  garments, created in the 
fi rst decade of the twentieth century, which subsequently inspired numerous designers 
of the 1920s and 1930s. Taking the process one step further, Miyake combined this 
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technique with new-technology synthetic fabrics as an innovative approach to pleat-
ing, and the result inspired his  Pleats, Please  collection, shown for decades around the 
world. Miyake’s garments are cut two-and-a-half to three times larger than the fi nished 
garment and sewn together fi rst, then they are sandwiched between layers of paper 
and individual pieces are hand-fed through a heat press, where they are pleated. Ac-
cording to Miyake, ‘Even when I work with computers, with high technology, I always try 
to put in the touch of the hand . . . two or three people twist them . . . and put it all 
into the machine to cook it’ (Simon 1999). The fabric’s memory holds the pleats and 
when they are released from their paper coating, they are ready to wear. This industrial 
process allows both texture and form to be created at the same time. Vertical, hori-
zontal and zig-zag pleating is used to create varying effects and architectural shapes 
(Figure 1.2).  Interview  magazine quotes Miyake as saying: ‘Pleats give birth to texture 
and shape all at the same time. I feel I have found a new way to give individuality to 
today’s mass-produced clothing’ (Saiki 1992: 34). 

 When Miyake designed dance costumes 1  for William Forsythe’s Frankfurt Bal-
let in 1990, he used ultra feather-light polyester jersey, permanently pleated. He 

Figure 1.2 Issey Miyake, ‘Minaret’ pleated dress 
with seven hoops, 1995. Photograph:  author.



12     JAPANESE FASHION DESIGNERS

realized that this new method of making clothes was a marvellous thing for danc-
ers— a type of second skin—as it held its shape so well. He wanted to work with 
the body in motion and wanted the clothes to move as the body moved. He spoke 
to many dancers and studied how they wore their clothes. In the following year 
(1991), he sent 200 to 300 garments for the dancers to choose what they wanted 
to wear in each performance of  The Last Detail , so that each day the performance 
was different. Ultimately, this led to the development of the  Pleats, Please  range. 
It would seem that ‘nobody was able to capture the fl exibility and lightness of 
contemporary pleats better than Issey Miyake’ (Kiss 2004). Subsequently, this in-
spired him to use dancers, rather than models, to display his work on the catwalk. 
For his 1991  Fête  collection, which celebrated life and technology, Miyake’s fabrics 
were cut into complex patterns by using ultrasonic waves that emitted heat vibra-
tions. Arguably, he created the most intricate and sophisticated pleats to date, 
clearly evident in his  Colombe  dress. This garment, made with snap fasteners that 
transformed a single fl at panel of cloth into a softly draped dress, proved that there 
was no need for sewing as fasteners could be used both functionally and deco-
ratively. This seminal garment was later exhibited in an installation at the Benaki 
Museum in Athens in 2004 called  Ptychoseis: Folds & Pleats: Drapery from Ancient 
Greek Dress to 21st Century Fashion.  

 The  Pleats, Please  series attests to Miyake’s desire to produce adaptable clothing 
that is both functional and refl ective of modern simplicity in an egalitarian society. 
Suzy Menkes, fashion writer for the  International Herald Tribune , pointed out that ‘Poly-
ester was embraced by the Japanese when Paris Couture was embalmed in a cocoon 
of silk’ (Menkes 2006b), thereby marking the signifi cance of this new diversion away 
from European high fashion. Pleats and polyester jersey, part of standardized cloth-
ing conventions, were used in a new and challenging way by Miyake, which forced the 
viewer to reassess their role in modern society. But are pleats really modern? Issey 
Miyake would cry ‘yes’ as they were lightweight for travelling, 2  offered freedom of 
movement (the elasticity of the polyester allowed enough stretch to pull it on and off 
comfortably without the need for fasteners) and did not change with the seasons. In 
1993, he became involved in the production side of the fabric, because the prices 
were too high for the majority of people to buy. Affordability has always been a main 
concern for Miyake. 

 Miyake placed great emphasis on the actual methods of construction of his gar-
ments, informing the buyer that there was something more to his clothing than just the 
superfi cial ‘skin’ (Plate 1). This becomes evident when one views his award-winning 
website, www.pleatsplease.com, which details the research and development of his 
products and alludes to the nuances of production techniques by providing an illus-
trated storyboard which outlines the step-by-step process involved in the making of his 
 Pleats, Please  range. It is a didactic approach to marketing which appeals intellectually 
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to an older clientele, and yet he combines this ploy with the paradoxical imagery of 
vibrant, colourful and very active dancing fi gures which swirl around focus points, in-
vigorating and energizing the computer screen. 

  Pleats, Please  and the Guest Artist  Series 

 Miyake’s collection ranges until 1996 consisted of neutral-coloured trousers, skirts 
and tops. After this he introduced high fashion colours and they often incorporated 
printed designs by different guest artists: Yasuma Morimura the contemporary Japa-
nese fi ne artist, the photographer Nobuyoshi Araki, and artist Tim Hawkinson. Known 
as the  Guest Artist  series (1997), Miyake invited artists to use his modular pleated 
garments as a medium for their own work. He chose collaborators who used the body 
as an erotic or conceptual entity. Morimura is an artist who uses his body as a tool of 
expression. When Miyake invited him to incorporate a number of his printed images 
into the  Pleats, Please  series, Morimura chose the top half of the French neo- classicist 
nineteenth-century painter Ingres’ famous  Le Source  painting of 1856, where an image 
of a young woman about to pour water from a jug was used. An inverted photograph 
of the artist himself covered with scarlet netting was featured on the bottom half (Fig-
ure 1.3). In another garment, the photographer Nobuyoshi Araki used optical illusions 
as images on the pleated fabric which move with the body. Araki, one of Japan’s most 
controversial photographers, also uses his craft as an autobiographical tool. His opti-
cal images either ‘appear’, if they are printed on the clothing before it is pleated, or 
‘disappear’, if they are printed after the fabric has been pleated. Thus the photo im-
ages come in and out of focus, so to speak, as the clothing follows the wearer’s move-
ments. Hawkinson uses a variety of experimental techniques to fragment the image of 
the body into sections or ‘visual patches’.   

MAKING THINGS : A RETROSPECTIVE EXHIBITION 

 Miyake’s trademark designs were celebrated at the  Issey Miyake: Making Things  exhi-
bition held at the Cartier Foundation for Contemporary Art in Paris in 1998, where ten 
years of his work was on view. The museum, designed by Jean Nouvel, opens into a 
three-storey, glazed ground fl oor space where dozens of Miyake’s  Pleats, Please  gar-
ments were suspended from cables coming from the ceiling. The multi-coloured array 
of moving pleated tops, trousers and dresses resembled party lanterns, sorceresses 
or exotic birds fl apping their wings and could be seen by passers-by as well. This sec-
tion of the exhibition explored the notion of body movement and showed how Miyake 
could transform a fl at two-dimensional shape into a billowing three-dimensional poly-
chrome dress. According to Herbert Muschamp of  The New York Times , 
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 As you walk past, your movement activates a mechanism that reels the dresses swiftly up 
to the ceiling and lets them fl oat down like gaily colored parachutes. The room is constantly 
in motion, animated by what looks like a parody of that old fashion game of rising and fall-
ing hemlines . . . Miyake intends the Cartier Foundation show to be seen as a collaboration, 
too. He has conceived the installation as an exchange between his clothes and the Nouvel’s 
building. (Muschamp 1999) 

 This exploration of the formal potential of new materials and methods is revealed both 
in the architecture and the clothing. 

 Another section of the exhibition was themed ‘The Laboratory’, where gigantic rolls 
or knitted tubes of fabric were partially unfurled to display several laser-cut dresses. 
A row of headless mannequins were arranged here, all wearing black garments that 
were connected to one another and, at the end, to one of the same large rolls of fab-
ric. Simultaneously, this became both a display of fashion and a display of process. 
Miyake explained his new concept of  A Piece of Cloth  ( A-POC ): 

 One of my assistants found this old German (knitting) machine. It was originally used to 
make underwear. Like Chanel, who started with the underwear fabric—jerseys—we used the 

Figure 1.3 Issey Miyake/Yasumasa Morimura, 
Guest Artist series No. 1, screen-printed polyester 
Pleats, Please collection dress, autumn/winter 
1966–7. Collection: Sherman Contemporary Art 
Foundation. Courtesy of Dr Gene Sherman.
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machine (later guided by a computer program) . . . to make something else. It’s called ‘Just 
Before’. The fabric is like a long tube dress—it’s over 130 feet long. You can cut it as you 
like; it can be a long dress, or you can make it shorter, or baggy. If you cut it one way, it makes 
a long dress with sleeves. If you cut it another, it’s a short dress without sleeves. It permits 
that kind of choosing. (In Simon 1999) 

  A-POC  

People are waiting for something that is fun which they feel that we can create together. 

Miyake (in Menkes 2000b) 

   
 The concept quoted above (in Simon 1999) was to become the foundation of all of 
Miyake’s later work—particularly his second major series, the  A-POC  ( A Piece of Cloth ) 
range. 3  Like the kimono, the main principle was not to cut into the woven cloth, but to 
respect the integrity of the material and to use its shape to house the body. This se-
ries evolved from a conceptual basis that challenged existing conventions—it became 
another form of renewed clothing production. Lee, in her  Fashioning the Future: Tomor-
row’s Wardrobe , argues that ‘APOC proposes a radical rethink of fashion manufacture 
for the twenty-fi rst century’ (2005: 30). 

  A-POC  started in 1998 as revolutionary garments cut either by heat-punch or, better, 
by extreme cold-punch methods, from tubes of Raschel-knit material (a warp- knitted 
fabric that resembles hand-crocheted and lace fabrics and nettings) and has now 
evolved to include jeans and furniture coverings. At the 2006 Milan Furniture Fair, a 
collaborative  A-POC  project between Miyake and designer Ron Arad displayed uphol-
stery that can switch from covering Arad’s  Ripple Chair  to clothing a human. Called 
 Gemini , it is used to cover a body-cushioning seat pillow, blurring the edges between 
designer chairs and designer clothing. This new concept becomes part of the ‘per-
formance’ that is also an inherent part of the  A-POC  process. It would seem that the 
interactive part that the consumer plays, not only in the process of making, but also 
in the wearing of individual garments, is paramount to its appeal. The garments can 
become customized for individual purchasers and Miyake contends that ‘People are 
waiting for something that is fun which they feel that we can create together’ (Menkes 
2000b).  A-POC  was initially revealed to the fashion world at the Ecole des Beaux Arts 
in Paris in the autumn of 1999 and shortly afterwards in Tokyo. In his Omotesando 
shop, 

 Rolls of fabric in bright red, green, black, navy and white are stacked upon a display case . . . 
If [the customers] want to try on something, there is a selection of items ready-cut. These 
can be bought individually but the idea is that one size fi ts all, and there is no right or wrong 
way of wearing it. Miyake says ‘You can wear it as you like—they’re your clothes’. This idea 
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of making clothes from a single piece of cloth—like the Indian Sari or the Roman toga—has 
always been central to his work. ‘The basis for clothing design lies in a piece of cloth, which 
no fashion or trend can alter’, he argues. (Blanchard 1999) 

 The tube of stretch jersey fabric, which starts with a single thread, so each garment 
is woven complete with welts and seams, metamorphoses into a variety of different 
forms when cut. The tube of fabric is initially pressed fl at so that the shapes of the 
garments can be woven into them. A ribbed outline demarcates the shapes, which can 
then be cut out with a pair of scissors. Menkes (2000b) refers to this process as a 
‘Miyake Slice-Your-Own’, suggesting that it is a type of ‘deli self-serve’ construct. In 
the high-tech twenty-fi rst century, consumers have been programmed to cope with DIY 
fashions, self-serve department stores, ATM machines and petrol stations. Theoreti-
cally, one might suppose that the  A-POC  concept is not much different. 

 While seen by some as a marketing gimmick and by others as a utopian vision to fe-
tishize technological progress, this new approach to fashion was successful in Tokyo, 
but when his Paris store opened, in September 2000, it was slower to catch on. He 
argues that it usually takes eight years for a revolutionary trend to take hold, but it 
seems it is taking longer for the concept of  A-POC  to fi nd its footing. But is this really 
what the postmodernist consumer wants? Miyake argues that 

 We are looking to people, not the fashion (community) and we are fascinated by technology. 
People have become consumers; they forgot the ways they can participate in their clothing. 
 A-POC  does that. It is important people participate in making their own clothing. (Graham 
2007) 

 Conceived as a unique, futuristic interactive fashion system,  A-POC  tube designs, 
made from high-tech fi bres and woven by a computer-instructed machine with the 
clothing pattern etched on, allow the buyers to become their own pattern-cutters and 
designers. According to Miyake, this process provides a framework for ‘design and 
fi t’ and subsequently could be seen as clothing that becomes universal (Plate 2). 
The fact that the  A-POC  garments could be produced without machine-sewn seams is 
revolutionary in itself and stimulates interesting possibilities that could totally revolu-
tionize the ready-to-wear fashion industry. Signifi cantly, while the concept is primarily 
about uniformity and the streamlined body, it also minimizes waste in clothing fabri-
cation. This has become a major issue in terms of ecological sustainability over the 
past decade. Miyake suggests that ‘we make a single pattern and we send it to many 
places—Africa, the Middle East—and people can make it their own . .  . To me, it’s 
the future of clothing, the 21st century way of making clothes to use frameworks and 
technology to use cloth effi ciently and beautifully’ (Graham 2007). Arguably, in both 
his  Pleats, Please  and  A-POC  ranges, Miyake has attempted to redefi ne the role of de-
sign in daily life. 
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 Miyake’s vision, setting the standards for a universal fashion production system, 
may not be fully realized for decades, but it has offered the world a new insight into 
‘what might be’. Conceptually, it might be too diffi cult for today’s Western fashion buy-
ers to grasp. Anna Wintour, long-standing editor-in-chief of American  Vogue  complained 
that the Japanese designers’ clothes were ‘too diffi cult to wear’ to be a commercial 
success (Warady 2001). Miyake admits that 80 per cent of his clothes are sold in 
Japan, while he has retail outlets in New York, Paris and London, among other cities. 
Today, Miyake insists that  A-POC  intrigues the Chinese, whom he says are his best 
customers as they are learning quickly to wear lighter, unusual clothes and they under-
stand the advances technology promises. ‘The great thing about Japanese designers’, 
argues Miyake, ‘is that we have our own companies. We don’t do licensing. We are not 
controlled by someone else. We are our own’ (Simon 1999). Franka Sozzani, editor-in-
chief of  Italian Vogue , applauds the Japanese designers’ independence and suggests 
frequently that they are considered icons in the fashion world. 

 EAST MEETS WEST 

I realized these two wonderful advantages I enjoy, and that was when I started to 
experiment creating a new genre of clothing, neither Western nor Japanese but beyond 
nationality. 

Miyake

   
 In the fi ne arts, the interface which existed between Eastern and Western cul-

ture has been well documented. In terms of fashion, Jun I Kanai (Fukai 1996: 195), 
curator-at-large of the Kyoto Costume Institute, argues that there are many Western 
clothes that are ‘strongly reminiscent of the decorations, patterns, constructions or 
overall sensibilities of the Japanese kimono’. She asserts that the fascination with 
Japan and an acknowledgement of its infl uence upon Western art is the basis for 
‘Japonism’, which produced a new visual direction, a modern style. The well-known 
American painter James McNeill Whistler frequently visited two Japanese shops in 
Paris in the 1960s—La Jonque Chinoise, an Oriental curio shop on the rue de Rivoli, 
and an antique shop, La Porte Chinoise, on rue Vivienne—to purchase kimonos, por-
celains, screens and  ukiyoe  prints. Such items appeared in his paintings, including 
 Caprice in Purple and Gold: The Golden Screen  (1864) and  The Princess from the Land 
of Porcelain  (1863–4). In the early twentieth century, ‘kimonomania’ appeared in the 
work of Paul Poiret, the designer who freed women from the shackles of the corset and 
introduced loose-fi tting, non-restrictive clothing. It also inspired the work of Poiret’s 
contemporary, Madeleine Vionnet, heralded as the ‘designer’s designer’ as she was 
considered one of the most infl uential couturiers of the twentieth century. She also 



18     JAPANESE FASHION DESIGNERS

advocated the wearing of comfortable, draped garments that liberated the body in the 
early 1900s, and she relied on simple, unfi tted clothing characterized by geometric 
lines and fl at construction in the 1920s. The stylized, geometric patterns of all Art 
Deco textile design refl ected the impact of Japanese applied arts upon Europe while, 
at the same time, many examples of silks patterned with Japanese motifs were com-
ing out of Lyon, the textile centre of France. These were used to create fashionable 
Parisian haute couture clothes. 

 In 1996, A key exhibition entitled  Japonisme in Fashion  was held in Tokyo at the 
Tokyo Fashion Hall, Ariake, and later in the year travelled to Paris to be held at the 
Musée de La Mode et du Costume, Palais Galliera. Organized by the Kyoto Costume In-
stitute and curated by Akiko Fukai, its aim was to illustrate the historical development 
of Japanese cultural infl uence upon Western costume. The Kyoto Costume Institute 
has been collecting, studying and preserving Western costume, including undergar-
ments and accessories, and related documents since its inception in 1978. 

 Writing a treatise on Japanese art, Yoshida (Yoshida  et al . 1980: 17–18) outlined 
four key characteristics that epitomized the cultural differences between Eastern and 
Western art: symmetry, balance, perspective and affi nity with nature. He points out 
that the Japanese developed their own particular form of symmetry, as they used a di-
agonal rather than a centrally placed horizontal or vertical line when dividing a rectan-
gle. Secondly, they attempted to achieve a balance based on an inner meaning rather 
than shape or proportion. Thirdly, they placed a greater emphasis on negative space 
in their compositions, a technique adopted from the Chinese in the sixteenth century, 
to create a sense of depth. Finally, Japanese art refl ects an intense sympathy with na-
ture, evoking an emotional response inherent in the beauty of the natural world. Even 
Sir Rutherford Alcock, 4  previously the British Minister in Edo (Tokyo), also maintained, 
in  Art and Art Industries in Japan  (1878), that the power of expression, combined with 
simplicity of treatment, was characteristic of all Japanese art. 

 While Japan was attempting to protect its cultural boundaries, Western clothing infi l-
trated the higher circles of Japanese society in the late nineteenth century. European 
fashions were adopted by the Japanese Imperial Court and the leaders of the govern-
ment and, by the 1890s, old sepia photographs reveal that bowler hats, high-collared 
shirts and leather shoes were worn with the kimono. By the 1930s, there was a grow-
ing trend for many businessmen to adopt the conventional Western-style suit to the 
offi ce during the day but convert to the traditional  yukata , a casual summer kimono 
usually made of cotton, when returning home. Katzumie (Yoshida  et al . 1980: 7–8) at-
tributes this to the dichotomy, present for the past 100 years in Japanese society, that 
lends itself to a ‘perpetual oscillation between the opposed phenomena of tradition 
and progress, Japanese and Western’. He adds that ‘this peculiarly Japanese brand 
of dualism has invaded every aspect of our life from clothes, food and houses to art 
and culture in general’. 
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 One might argue that the secret of Japanese creativity is found in the past, em-
bodied in the concept that change and diversifi cation are used to bring together all 
the parts into a single landscape. The Japanese belief in the transience of all earthly 
things, embedded in their preoccupation with the ephemeral, is an important factor in 
a discussion of Japanese aesthetics and, in turn, recalls the dynamism of fashion. An-
other cultural strength lies in their ‘pragmatism in converting necessity to opportunity’ 
(Jansen 2000: 686). This is particularly relevant to twentieth-century history as, after 
the Second World War, Japan rose from being a previously poor Asian nation to one 
which became a world leader in industry, manufacturing and design. Issey Miyake has 
been described as one of the leaders who not only contributed to Japan’s post-war re-
covery and cultural and creative growth, but was also one of the fi rst Asian designers 
to infi ltrate French fashion (Plate 3). 

 Dorinne Kondo, in a seminal essay entitled ‘The Aesthetics and Politics of Japanese 
Identity in the Fashion Industry’ discusses how the fashion industries 

 defi ne a critically important arena where global economical power and cultural authority are 
contested. Keen economic competition is paralleled by competition for cultural recognition, 
and here Japan is assuming a place at the forefront of design, the meeting point of high tech 
and aesthetic. (1992: 176–7) 

 Japan is one of the leading countries in the world for consumer spending in fashion. 
By 2000, it was estimated that 70 per cent of Japanese designer garments would be 
purchased in Japan and that 50 per cent of selected leading European high fashion 
collections would be purchased by Japanese consumers. By 2010, the younger Japa-
nese consumers looked more towards European designed clothing as, according to 
Godoy (2007), they want to look like celebrities. Kondo discusses how ‘nation’ and 
‘culture’ are problematic as fashion industries participate in a global fashion industry. 
She argues: 

 How does one speak of ‘Japanese’ design when fl ows of creative talent and capital are truly 
transnational and when ‘Japanese’ designer garments are consumed not only in Japan but 
throughout the world? Indeed, what counts as Japanese clothing when Western clothing has 
been on the Japanese scene at least since the 1860s and when today’s designers grew up 
with blue jeans more than with kimono? (1992: 177–9) 

 It could be effectively argued that postmodernity in fashion is inherently cross-cultural 
as more Japanese designers and fi rms infi ltrate Paris’s stranglehold on the interna-
tional fashion industry. This hegemony is slowly giving way to a cosmopolitan identity 
in the fashion capital, where the House of Grès was purchased by Japanese textile and 
apparel company Yagi Tsusho in 1988, the head designer of the House of Cacherel 
became Atsuro Tayama and the Japanese fi rm, Onward Kashiyama, fi nanced French 
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designer Jean Paul Gaultier. Cultural ambivalences abound and contest notions of 
what constitutes mainstream fashion. This has been further clouded by multinational 
fi nancing, licensing and the controlling role of major syndicates such as LVMH (Louis 
Vuitton Moët Hennessy) in determining and rotating the head designers of many of the 
leading couturier houses. 

 Would the East/West paradigm be dissolved if the Japanese philosophy was ad-
opted? Fashion, they say, should transcend nationality ( mukokuseki ) and this is em-
bedded in Miyake’s words: 

 Away from the home country, living and working in Paris, I looked at myself very hard and 
asked, ‘What could I do as a Japanese fashion designer?’ Then I realised that my very 
disadvantage, lack of Western heritage, would also be my advantage. I was free of Western 
tradition or convention. I thought, ‘I can try anything new. I cannot go back to my past be-
cause there is no past in me as far as Western clothing is concerned. There was no other 
way for me but to go forward.’ The lack of Western tradition was the very thing I needed 
to create contemporary and universal fashion. But as a Japanese (person) I come from a 
heritage rich in tradition . . . I realised these two wonderful advantages I enjoy, and that 
was when I started to experiment creating a new genre of clothing, neither Western nor 
Japanese but beyond nationality. I hoped to create a new universal clothing which is chal-
lenging to our time. (Miyake 1984) 

 WALKING BACKWARDS TOWARDS THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY 

I learned about space between the body and the fabric from the traditional kimono . . . 
not the style, but the space. 

Miyake

   
 According to a contemporary Kyoto textile artist, among others, after the Second World 
War there was a growing infl uence of American popular culture on Japanese society. 
It seemed that the Japanese people were no longer selectively focused on their cul-
tural heritage, instead desiring new and novel consumer items rather than cherishing 
traditional pieces. By the 1960s, this sentiment reversed and a ‘fresh’ embrace of 
their indigenous culture was read as a backlash against a previous celebration of ‘out-
sider’ popular culture. Through a detailed visual analysis, Miyake’s early 1970s col-
lections, in particular, seem to owe a great deal to his cultural heritage. It is generally 
contended that a common or shared trait among the three leading Japanese fashion 
designers—Miyake, Yamamoto and Kawakubo—is that they all based their designs 
on the concept of the kimono and the traditional Japanese way of packaging in which 
everything is somehow folded, wrapped, revealed and shaped. Bénaim referred to this 
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cultural phenomena as walking ‘backwards towards the twenty-fi rst century, and [it] of-
fers suggestions for the future’ (1997: 7). 

 The Kimono 

 For Miyake, these traditional kimono techniques of draping, pleating and overlay are 
evident throughout his designing career. The notion of wrapping the body is linked with 
the Japanese genius for enclosing space. Japanese clothing is seen as a form of pack-
aging the body. Miyake stated, ‘I like to work in the spirit of the kimono. Between the 
body and the fabric there exists only an approximate contact.’ It is this central concept 
of space between the body and the cloth, called  ma  in Japanese, which creates a nat-
ural freedom, and general fl exibility in the garment. ‘Clothes’, Miyake explains, ‘have 
to be seen on the outside as well as felt on the inside’ (Cocks 1986: 44). He sees 
clothes as tools for living that should be relaxing, convenient and useful. 

 The kimono has always played a signifi cant role in the culture of Japan. The great 
value attached to kimonos and textile design is evident in the involvement of some of 
Japan’s most famous artists in the design of the garments, such as the nineteenth-
century printmaker Utamaro. Kimonos are handed down from generation to genera-
tion, and they have defi ned the Japanese tradition of beauty. Dating back to the Heian 
Period (eighth to twelfth centuries), the kimono was primarily a garment of the leisured 
class and the way that the colours overlapped, changed and harmonized according to 
the season was of great aesthetic concern. The choice of the kimono’s colours, de-
signs and materials became governed by a precise code of social appropriateness. 
While the kimonos worn by wealthier people were made from exquisite silk fabrics, 
the farmer wore kimonos made from cotton. Cotton was fi rst cultivated in the fi fteenth 
century and before that various natural fi bres were used for clothing—most com-
mon was ‘ASA’ a hemp-like fabric favoured for summer garments. ‘Kozo’ fi bre, from 
the bark of the mulberry tree, long used to make exquisite handmade papers, was a 
mainstay for clothing worn by commoners. In northern Japan, in particular, paper was 
used as a lining for warmth and this inspired Miyake to produce a collection of paper 
dresses. When paper fi rst arrived from China, it was seen as a precious commodity. 
A proverb explains, ‘Draw on silk and it will last 500 years; draw on paper, it will last 
1000 years.’ 

 Miyake’s work comments on the recontextualization of the kimono to create a differ-
ent aesthetic milieu. Miyake rejected the traditional forms of Paris collection clothing. 
Through the inventive use of fabric and successive layering, he developed a concept of 
fashion based on the use of cloth—or rather, the ‘essence’ of clothing: the wrapping 
of the body in cloth. He has created anti-structural, organic clothing which takes on a 
sculptural quality that suggests a natural freedom, expressed through the simplicity of 


