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RINKO KIMINO has written 20 books on kimonos, Japanese folk craft and kabuki and her work has appeared in several books, magazines and newspaper articles. Her works are geared toward the youth of Japan, and promote Japanese traditions and crafts such as kimonos with a modern sensibility. As a curator of Japanese culture, she wants to share with and educate others on the beauty and calming benefits that the rituals of kimonos, kabuki, Japanese calligraphy, traditional art & craft and tea ceremonies can provide. Rinko is also a curator for the development of new kimonos and Japanese accessories to appeal to a contemporary audience. She lives in Tokyo, Japan.
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‘Beauty of Kanbun Era’ from the Edo period. The outer kimono is decorated by tie-dyeing with floral patterns.







はじめに Introduction

THE KIMONO IS THE NATIONAL DRESS of Japan. For Japanese people, the kimono is far more than mere clothing – it is a mirror reflecting Japanese culture and history, a crystallization of aesthetic sensibilities and techniques cultivated over many years. Each kimono contains within it the delicate art of dyeing, the meticulous work of weavers and countless design elements passed down through generations. A single kimono weaves together Japanese artistic taste and seasonal awareness.

A kimono comes to life through a process of spinning threads, weaving fabric, dyeing and sewing. Each step of this process embodies the superior craftsmanship and innovative spirit of artisans. The first chapter introduces the fundamental structure of the kimono, the various types of kimonos and obi and the range of traditional techniques in dyeing and weaving. While the kimono is often discussed solely within the framework of ‘Japanese traditional culture’ in modern society, we also want readers to understand that the kimono is highly functional and represents sustainable fashion.

You might look at a kimono, with its multiple layers and various sashes and cords, and think it must be very constraining. However, in my experience, wearing a kimono is actually quite comfortable – the fabric wraps around your body in a way that feels truly embracing.

One of the kimono’s most captivating aspects lies in the richness of its patterns. Whether depicting seasonal flowers, traditional motifs or auspicious designs, each pattern carries deep meaning. Chapter 2 explains the significance and origins of these patterns. Through these designs, one can understand how Japanese people cherish nature, constantly learning from and revering it.
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Kyo-Yuzen is a traditional, hand-painted dyeing technique passed down in Kyoto.
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A luxurious traditional kimono featuring vibrant floral designs with gold and silver embroidery, a garment such as this would be formal attire for unmarried women.



The history of the kimono is, in essence, the history of Japan itself. Chapters 3 and 4 trace the evolution of the kimono from the Yamato period (c. 300–710 CE) to the present day. We explore the role and significance of kimono in different eras, from the juni-hitoe (12 layers) that embodied the beauty of court culture, to the kamishimo (formal attire) for samurai and kosode that developed in samurai society, to the aesthetic sensibilities of common people that matured under Edo-period (1603–1867) regulations. We also examine how the kimono evolved after Japan’s long period of isolation ended and encountered Western culture and consider the place of the kimono in contemporary society.
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‘Dressing obi’, photograph by Kusakabe Kimbei (1841–1934).



The kimono has always been present during life’s milestone moments. From birth, celebrating children growing up, coming of age and marriage, to the end of life – the appropriate kimono has been chosen for all significant occasions in Japanese life. Even in modern times, this attitude of cherishing life’s pivotal moments remains unchanged. Chapter 5 explains the types and characteristics of kimono worn in these significant moments in our lives.

The kimono is by no means a relic of the past. It is a form of dress that holds rich potential for expressing the aesthetics and values of those living in the present day.

People often describe kimonos as magnificent works of art. While the technical mastery and beauty of a kimono’s dyeing and weaving techniques are undoubtedly remarkable, I hope you appreciate more than just its visual beauty. Through the kimono, I want you to experience core Japanese values: treating objects with care, using things with genuine appreciation, passing traditions on to the next generation and being mindful not only of oneself but of others. These are the values that Japanese people hold in esteem.

Through this book, I hope readers will discover new aspects of the kimono’s appeal, develop a deeper understanding of the kimono and above all experience Japanese culture through this iconic garment. Nothing would bring us greater joy. I would like this book to serve as a bridge in sharing the kimono culture inherited from our ancestors with the world.

Rinko Kimino
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The fabric used to make kimonos, called bolts of cloth, is sold wound around a core rod.







CHAPTER 1 着物とテキスタイルの構造 Structure and Styles of Kimonos


Kimono Basics


Kimono shape

You’ve probably seen people wearing kimonos. But do you know what size a kimono is, what shape the fabric is made from and what the finished product looks like?

The traditional Japanese fabric used to make kimonos is called tanmono. It is a long, narrow bolt of fabric, typically measuring about 36–40cm (14–16in) in width and approximately 12–15m (40–50ft) in length. This size is specifically designed to provide just enough material to create one standard-sized kimono or other traditional garment.

For short haori jacket and long-sleeved furisode, bolts of fabric are made with the length of fabric needed. Basically, one bolt is used to make a kimono. Even for smaller people, the excess fabric is tucked in rather than cut shorter.

Unlike ready-to-wear clothing, kimonos are usually tailored to fit the wearer, so the fabric from a tanmono is cut and sewn according to individual measurements. The design and patterns on the fabric are carefully aligned and adjusted during the tailoring process to ensure symmetry and balance when worn.

[image: Image]

A fabric panel for a kimono



For a kimono, the roll of fabric is cut into eight parts: the front and back body, two collar sections, two sleeves and two okumi sections (narrow panels that add width). In most cases, the fabric is cut in a straight line along the fibres, so no parts are discarded. Therefore, if the kimono is unstitched and resewn, it can be restored to the original roll of fabric before it is stitched. Formal kimonos, such as furisode, tomesode and houmongi, have a flowing pattern that runs from the front to the side and back.

This type of patterning on kimonos is called eba-moyo, and the white fabric is first made into a temporary shape for the kimono. After the temporary shape is made, a design is drawn and the pattern is applied using various techniques, such as yūzen dyeing and shibori tie-dyeing according to the design. Once the design is drawn, the fabric is unravelled and returned to a single bolt of fabric. Fabric has been valuable to ordinary people since ancient times and has been used with great care.
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Constructed kimono with sections as shown on the fabric panel.



Since antiquity, it has been the role of women to sew and manage the family’s clothes throughout the year. Surprisingly, until the early Shōwa period (1926–1989), having a kimono tailored was an important condition for marriage.

As children grow, if the kimono becomes too small, it is unstitched and resewn to fit them perfectly. Before winter comes, kimonos are unstitched, washed, stuffed with cotton and resewn. Before sewing, any tears are repaired and small items are made into children’s kimonos, nightwear, aprons, cushions, futons and dishcloths. Finally, the fabric is made into rags and dusters so that all the material is used up. The wisdom of managing precious fabric without waste is truly eco-friendly. This is one of the wonderfully functional and beautiful things about the kimono.

The great thing about kimonos, which can be unstitched and resewn back together, is that the entire fabric can be re-dyed. Any frayed, stained or discolored areas can be hidden in an invisible place when resewn, revealing only the beautiful parts. There are seam allowances so that the size can be adjusted as the child grows, and if the fabric becomes dirty or torn and there is no longer enough to make a kimono, it can be resewn into a haori jacket or obi sash.
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Women in the Edo period sewing kimonos, printed by ukiyo-e artist Katsushika Hokusai.







Types of Kimono


Kurotomesode (Black Formal Kimono)

Kurotomesode is a formal kimono typically worn by married women on formal occasions, such as weddings. It is characterized by a black background with intricate, colourful designs along the hemline. Often featuring five family crests (kamon) on the chest and back, this kimono is the most formal type for married women.
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This kurotomesode has a fine black silk hem with a pattern of illustrated books and folding fans.




Irotomesode (Coloured Formal Kimono)

Irotomesode is similar to kurotomesode but has a coloured background instead of black. It is a formal kimono often worn by relatives at weddings or formal ceremonies. Irotomesode also usually has family crests and designs around the hem.



Tsukesage

Tsukesage is a casual kimono. It has smaller, simpler patterns that are arranged in a specific, subtle order, making it appropriate for less formal occasions like tea ceremonies or gatherings.



Furisode

Furisode is the most formal kimono for unmarried women, characterized by its long, flowing sleeves. Often worn at Coming of Age ceremonies, weddings and formal events, furisode features vibrant, eye-catching designs and patterns.



Komon

Komon is a casual kimono with a repeating pattern across the fabric. Unlike formal kimonos, it has no distinct scene or specific motif placement, making it suitable for daily wear or casual outings. It can be dressed up slightly with accessories for more formal events.



Tsumugi

Tsumugi is a casual, handwoven kimono made from raw silk, often showcasing simple patterns or subtle colours. Known for its durability, it is suitable for everyday wear and casual events. Tsumugi kimonos are prized for their craftsmanship and are more informal than other silk kimonos.


[image: Image]
Irotomesode from the Taishō era; Mount Fuji stands out from the indigo blue hem.



[image: Image]

Formal houmongi with blurred patterns and flowers drawn across the seams.






Houmongi

Houmongi is a semi-formal kimono worn by both married and unmarried women. It often has continuous patterns flowing from the shoulders down to the sleeves and hem, symbolizing the wearer’s openness to visit and socialize. Houmongi can be worn to various celebrations and parties.

[image: Image]

The irotomesode (left) and houmongi (right) are formal attire for married women.
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Fine red crepe silk tsukesage decorated with chrysanthemums, c. 1920–40.






Iromuji

An iromuji kimono is a single-coloured kimono with no patterns, often worn for semi-formal or formal occasions. Its simplicity makes it versatile, suitable for tea ceremonies, graduations, or other events where understated elegance is appreciated. It can be dressed up with a family crest (kamon) or paired with different obi styles to suit the occasion.




Types of Obi

There are six main types of obi sash: Maru obi, Fukuro obi, Nagoya obi, Hanhaba obi, Kaku obi and Heko obi.

[image: Image]

A woman visiting Fushimi Inari Shrine wearing an iromuji kimono.





Kaku obi

Kaku obi is a stiff, woven obi for men. It is tightly woven and thick

in texture.
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