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Abstract : During the last three years, our research group visited museums, libraries, and private
collections located in England, America, and Japan, in order to uncover as much material as possible on our
respective, proposed topics. As an internationally-based research group (Kyoto, Tokyo, Boston, and New
York) we have been in regular contact, exchanging ideas and opinions among the group, and with other
scholars throughout the duration of our grant. At this stage of our research, we offer the following
observations, which should be viewed not as our final statement, but ideally as a research-in-progress report,
since our topic is a relatively new area of exploration for cultural historians, anthropologists, art historians,

and literary historians.

1. Both the meaning of the word “kimono” and the actual garment as it was produced, marketed, and
consumed within Japan, vis-a-vis the West, and within the larger Asian region shifted throughout
the twentieth century. An array of new forms, techniques, and kimono designs appeared to meet
specific consumer demands. Some of the representative examples of changes in kimono for export
include: additional panels inserted at the side seams to increase the skirt’s flare; new embroidery

techniques inspired by Western techniques; and colors and motifs geared to the consumers’ taste,
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whether Japanese or foreign. One of our researches extended her study of export kimono to include
other Japanese-textile-related products as souvenirs, such as aloha shirts and suka-jan, and
regarded their consumer groups (Japanese emigrants to Hawaii and American soldiers in Hawaii
and Occupied Japan) as active agents in the construction of a new understanding of these textile

products and their meaning in relation to Japan.

2. In addition to viewing kimono simply as garments, our research suggests that a broader approach to
the study of kimono reveals that kimono came to be viewed as symbols of Japan. In the United
States, England, and Europe, the kimono today is displayed in museums, representative of the
genius of Japanese craftsmanship, and is valued more as “art” than as “clothing”. Research on
media portrayals of kimono, such as film and magazines that circulated around the world, are filled
with images or descriptions of kimono. At certain moments in time, particularly during the Taisho
era, the kimono was perceived to be a “modernist” garment both in Japan and in the West, while at
the same time it was viewed as a symbol of Japanese clothing within Japan’s colonies in Asia. The
kimono is freighted with political and symbolic meaning that extends far beyond Japan’s shores.
The dynamic interplay of these multiple perspectives should be considered synchronically, as well

as diachronically.

3. One of our research group’s aims was to consider new theoretical approaches in order to
contextualize the function and meaning of kimono, not simply in terms of Orientalism, which has
previously been considered, but by evaluating what the kimono means when viewed through other
lenses, such as cosmopolitanism and colonialism. Depending on when (the Interwar period, WWII,
or Occupied Japan), where (Japan, Asia, or Western countries), and a person’s class and gender, the

kimono’s meanings continually shift.

4. When viewed from the perspective of an object of material culture, the kimono has been produced
and consumed not only in Japan but all over the world, thus moving beyond Japan’s borders (or
un-Japanization). Today, global yukata designed by a British firm, manufactured by a Japanese
company, and sewn in China, document how transnational the kimono has become. Ironically,
despite the fact that kimono’s function and meaning was subjected to multiple changes during the
twentieth century, more and more people today identify the kimono as a symbol of Japanese

tradition.
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