Western civilisation influenced traditional Japanese fashion
With its distinguishing cut and vibrant colours, the kimono symbolises the tradition and grace of Japan. No other culture values its textiles more highly than the Japanese. The kimono is a Japanese traditional piece of clothing worn by women, men and children. The word "kimono", literally meaning a "thing to wear", has come to stand for these full-length robes. The kimono has had a long history in Japan and the kimono has changed over time to reflect the society and culture of that period.My essay will show how western civilisation influenced traditional Japanese fashion and prints. I will include a history of the kimono and details of how the kimono was made and any relevant events which changed the production or design of the kimono. To appreciate how Japanese culture was affected by the West, it is essential to see how Japan was exposed to the West in earlier periods.

Kimono are straight-seemed garments which are very simple, they are worn wrapped left side over right are usually secured with a sash called an Obi. The kimono is very easy to alter for each wearer, for example the length of the item can be easily drawn up and tucked under the Obi to suit the height of the wearer. By pulling back the collar, the neckline of the kimono can be adjusted to allow the woman's neck to be more revealed. The wrap style allows for ease of movement, which is essential in a culture where many activities are performed while seated on the floor. The kimono is also very well suited for Japans weather. Kimono can be underlined and are worn in the summers and in the winter the kimono can be layered to create warmth. The pattern on the surface of the garment is more significant than the cut of the garment. The decoration and colour on the kimono can indicate culture, identity and even social status. How the wearer accessorises the kimono with the obi, hair pins etc are also very important. Only the privileged regularly wore luxurious kimono; silk kimono would have only been worn by the majority of people on special occasions and were sometimes forbidden to do at all.

From 1603 to 1868 was the Edo period, the Edo period was a division of Japanese history running and it was known as the pre modern era. It is at the beginning of the Edo period that Japan built her first ocean-going Western-style warship. During this period, the Japanese increasingly studied Western sciences and techniques through books which were received from Dutch traders. The study of maths, astronomy, engineering, and medicine were also encouraged as this would help the country. In the arts the quality of workmanship was very important. For the first time, the mass population had leisure time and during this time their search for fun became known as ukiyo (the floating world), this world of entertainment included, geishas, fashion and art, which was shown by beautiful woodblock prints (known as ukiyo-e). "Ukiyo-e is an art closely connected with the pleasures of theatres, restaurants, teahouses, geisha and courtesans in the even then very large city of Tokyo." (Hans Olof Johansson 2007).

At first ukiyo-e were not prints but paintings made with Indian ink, eventually colour was added, as more and more colour was added the paintings became much more intricate. Making these Ukiyo-e woodblock prints was a three-stage process beginning with painting a design with ink onto paper or fabric, then carving the design onto wooden blocks, and finally applying coloured ink to the blocks and printing the design onto paper. For each stage there were specialists, and the whole process took a lot of time and work, but once the blocks were completed, it became much easier than before to make reproductions of the same design, this made them more readily available for the general public.

In 1633, the shogun banned travelling abroad and almost completely isolated Japan in 1639 by reducing the contacts to the outside world to very limited trade relations with China and the Netherlands. In addition, all foreign books were banned.

In 1720 Japan, the ban of western literature was removed. Literature gave a voice to the common people. This lift of the ban meant several new teachings could enter Japan from China and Europe. Towards the end of the 18th century the Russians tried to establish contact with the Japanese but were unsuccessful. In July of 1853, Commodore Matthew Perry of the United States, commanding a squadron and sailed into Tokyo harbour. "He forced Japan to enter into trade with the United States on behalf of the U.S. government, and demanded a treaty permitting trade and the opening of Japanese ports to U.S. merchant ships. This was the era when all Western powers were seeking to open new markets for their manufactured goods abroad, as well as new countries to supply raw materials for industry. It was clear that Commodore Perry could impose his demands by force. The Japanese had no navy with which to defend themselves, and thus they had to agree to the demands" (Columbia University, East Asian Curriculum Project). It is important to recognize that Perry was not forcing the Japanese merchants to trade; he was forcing the Shogun government to stop preventing trade. However, until the Meiji restoration in 1868, the trade remained never limited.

Very popular during the Edo period was the dying of fabrics, Edo-period dying and weaving were mostly bland in colour, the vibrant colours we are used to seeing in kimono did not happen until much later in the Meiji period. Although very few Edo-period textiles remain intact, there are still a few available to view in many museums, but scraps of pieces are the only thing available today.

During the Edo and Meiji periods, the higher classes commissioned designers to make them intricate fabrics and designs in silks and gauze weaves.The lower classes though were not as lucky because they had to work within the strict guidelines from the governments for clothing, material, colours and patterns, but they still managed to stop their designs being stagnant and boring. They often created new designs which had bold images that had subtle tones which made them intricate."Dyeing emerged as an art form in its own right during this period. Although the use of vibrant colours was often prescribed by the Shogun or economically cost prohibitive, the use of brighter colours increased during this period" (Runckel & Associates, Inc. 2008) All the clothing of artists and merchants was regulated by the government, even down to things like nightwear and bed clothes. They were not allowed to be made from embroidered or fine fabrics. Servants were only allowed to wear clothing which was suitable to their station.

Silk is at the heart if the Japanese kimono, because it is linked with a lot of Japanese legends, it is strong and takes dyes very well. Although the Japanese had a vast quantity of silk, it was not always simple for them to make a profit from it. It was not easy for the Japanese to compete against American and European firms. In many cases the Japanese had to sell at a loss in order to get the silk out into the industry. The available statistics for the Meiji period do document the success.

The Meiji period 1868 � 1912 saw Japan turn to enjoy a more culturally aware and open Japan, day to day life began to resemble that in the west and these influences were eagerly absorbed. The new government during this time quickly established new policies trying to modernise Japan, and trying to modernise industry like the West has done many years before. "Traditional Japanese textile artisans entered the new ear sorely disadvantages. They had lost their samurai patron base, and many of their products were no longer needed. The new Meiji economy was based on cash, rather than an exchange for goods-in-kind, and orders for speciality textiles (tariff cloths) ceased." ( Annie Van Assche 2005).

Because the government implied that the West was more superior to Japan, and if the Japanese wanted to improve their status in the world it would have to become more westernised. To begin with the Emperor and Empress began to wear western clothing in public. Upper class Japanese were the next to begin to change over to western styles; this was then followed by many who could afford it.

Japanese men were the first to adapt to western attire, yet they still tried to keep some Japanese traditions like wearing kimono but with a top hat, or high button shoes. The Geisha were the first Japanese women to embrace the western styles, but they were closely followed by a small amount of the female public, but they were not as well versed with the changes in western fashion as the geishas before them, they were often found to be wearing western styles long after they were considered outdated in the West. In 1868 the first sewing machines were introduced to Japan, this allowed them to manufacture more western style garments. Although it was now easier to manufacture these garments, it did not become readily available for ordinary people to wear these newly sewn garments, it was still very expensive, so not many could afford it so, people would mix Japanese and Western items of clothing, wearing a pair of men's culottes over a kimono, or a lace blouse under her traditional kimono, this mix match of Japanese and Western fashion became style which was typical of the modern Meiji look. Although the government was pushing the Japanese people to wear western fashion, most Japanese women still chose to wear a kimono, Japanese life required the removal of shoes when entering a house, and sitting on the floor, the kimono was the most suitable attire to wear for this, as it easily shifts with weight and movement.

The woodblock prints were an easy way for the public to see the western styles being worn. In a print by Utagawa Hiroshige lll, he was an artist who used woodblock prints as a way of recording life as it was during the Meiji period. In the image we can see the empress with her family and their ladies in waiting . The women are wearing highly decorated wedding coat over red hakama (trousers) with a white kimono underneath. They are also seen to be carrying western umbrellas and wearing western style shoes. Another popular artist, Hashimoto Shikanobu, then portrayed the empress in the centre of the three images on either side you can see her ladies in waiting using sewing machines and cutting fabric.

During the Meiji period western style uniforms were given to the police, the army and postmen. Soon civil servants had to do this also. All clothing restrictions were lifted during this period also, which lead to new imports of western accessories. Immediately the Japanese began to grow western style beards and moustaches, also western haircuts became very popular. The Japanese barbers had to travel outside of Tokyo where the foreigners lived in order to learn how to cut hair to the western styles.

In 1906, one foreigner pointed out:

..."the Japanese are always bending over and their bodies have developed a tendency to stoop. Western dresses acquire a figure that emphasises the chest thrust forward and full hips....both [of which] in Japan are denigrated. Another problem is that Japanese women turn their feet inward instead of outward as they walk, which does not enhance the look of a Western skirt." (Dalby 1983)

In the Meiji period, the traditional forms of dying and weaving were challenged by the new technologies coming over from the West. Traditional Japanese dyeing and weaving did not have the same productivity as the western industrial techniques, and were definitely at a disadvantage as more and more manufactured began to use these westernised techniques. Craftspeople were quick to change over to these new developments, importing dyes and power looms. The government also made a lot of effort to take part in overseas exhibitions, and industrial exhibitions to promote the Japanese textile sector. Synthetic dyes were imported from the West in the middle of the 19th century. Almost as soon as they were invented in 1858, they were introduced to Japanese artists. Chemically dyed silk yarns were used to furnish Meiji palaces; they were woven into intricate fabrics. The bold and bright colours produced using the early synthetic dyes became characteristic of the advantages in technology from the Meiji period and were know as "the colours of progress."

Due to the numbers of artists who lost their jobs during the Meiji period, a lot of artists began painting kimono, this trend carried on into the Taisho era (1912-1926) for example shows an elaborately painted kimono. In this kimono you can see how the new chemical dyes really enhance this depiction of 'The Four Seasons'.

During the First World War women joined the workforce in Japan and the kimono was too inconvenient for modern living. Women began to see western dress as a new freedom, but the majority still kept their kimono, changing into them after work. The women's role after the First World War changed dramatically; they gained suffrage and began to become the "new woman".

In December 1941, Japan attacked the Allied powers at Pearl Harbour and several other points throughout the Pacific. The Second World War caused the kimono to become unsuitable for wartime living, because there was a shortage of cloth. This caused the western style dress to become the norm for all sexes and classes. During the post-war occupation American soldiers were commonplace in many parts of the country; this caused Japan to continue to experience westernisation. American films and music became very popular; this caused a lot of artists to use a mixture of both western and Japanese influences in their art.

The post World War II era has scene a drastic social and cultural change in Japanese society. The country that was known for its conservative mindset and traditional norms has both absorbed a multitude of foreign ideas and concepts and reached out to all corners of the world with its own innovations.

Amongst the many revolutionary changes that have sprung up in Japanese society is the style consciousness. From the office executive to the house wife and the school going teen the whole society has become far more conscious of how they come across in terms of their physical appearance. Over the course of the changing times many new fashion trends have developed and certain names have gained world wide recognition in the fashion design industry.
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