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The History Of The Kimono

Introduction: A Garment Woven
Through Time

The kimono is far more than a simple item of clothing. It is a
living canvas of Japanese artistry, a symbol of cultural identity,
and  a  garment  whose  folds  tell  the  story  of  an  entire
civilization.  For  centuries,  the  T-shaped,  wrapped  robe  has
evolved from a practical  undergarment  into  a  sophisticated
statement  of  status,  aesthetic  sensibility,  and  personal
expression. To understand the history of the kimono is to trace
the shifting tides of Japanese society—from the imperial courts
of Heian to the warring samurai eras, the strict social codes of
the Edo period, and the rapid modernization of the Meiji era.
This journey reveals not only how fashion changes but also how
a nation preserves its soul through textile, dye, and silhouette.
In  this  article,  we  will  explore  the  profound  history  of  the
kimono, examining its origins, transformations, and enduring
relevance in both Japan and the wider world.

The Ancient Roots: From Hanfu to
Heian Court Robes

Chinese Influence and the Birth of the Straight-
Line Cut

The  earliest  ancestors  of  the  kimono  emerged  during  the
Kofun  period  (300–538  AD)  and  the  subsequent  Asuka
period (538–710 AD).  During this time, Japan was heavily
influenced  by  Chinese  culture,  including  clothing  styles.  The
Chinese  hanfu  and  pao  (long  robes)  provided  the  basic
template: a straight-line cut, wide sleeves, and a wrap-front
closure.  However,  the  Japanese  climate  and  cultural
preferences  soon  led  to  modifications.  Unlike  the  Chinese
garments  that  often  featured  elaborate  closures  and  stiff
collars, the Japanese version became softer and more layered.

By the Heian period (794–1185 AD), the courtly aristocracy
had  developed  a  distinctly  Japanese  aesthetic.  The  most
famous garment of this era was the jūnihitoe, or "twelve-layer
robe,"  worn  by  noblewomen.  This  elaborate  ensemble
consisted of multiple silk robes layered in carefully coordinated



colors, with the sleeves and hems peeking out from beneath
each  other  to  create  a  gradient  effect  of  hues.  The  heavy,
flowing layers signified not only wealth but also a refined sense
of beauty known as miyabi (courtly elegance). At this point, the
garment  was not  yet  called the kimono;  it  was simply  the
standard attire for the imperial court.

The Emergence of the Kosode

Beneath the magnificent jūnihitoe, women wore a simpler
white  or  colored  undergarment  called  the  kosode  ("small
sleeves").  The kosode was a straight-line tunic with smaller
sleeve  openings  compared  to  the  outer  robes.  Originally  a
practical inner layer, the kosode would eventually become the
direct ancestor of the modern kimono. During the Heian period,
men also wore a version of the kosode under their formal court
robes.  This  period  saw  the  first  clear  separation  of  Japanese
clothing from its Chinese roots, as the straight-line cut became
standard and the use of  ties (rather than buttons)  became
universal.

Medieval Transformations: Samurai
Pragmatism and the Rise of the
Kosode

Kamakura and Muromachi Periods (1185–1573)

The rise of the samurai class during the Kamakura period

(1185–1333) brought a shift in fashion priorities from courtly
display to practicality and durability. Samurai needed clothing
that allowed for movement during battle and horse riding. The
multilayered court robes gave way to simpler, more functional
attire. The kosode stepped out of the shadows and began to be
worn as an outer garment, often paired with a hakama (wide-
legged trousers) for men. Women of the samurai class also
adopted the kosode as their primary outer garment, although
they wore it in longer lengths.

During  the  Muromachi  period  (1336–1573),  the  kosode
became increasingly decorated with intricate patterns. Dyeing
techniques  evolved,  and  the  garment  began  to  reflect  the
wearer's  social  standing.  The  obi  (sash)  became  a  more
prominent feature, transitioning from a narrow cord to a wider
belt  that  held  the  kosode  closed.  The  term  kimono
itself—literally "thing to wear" (着物)—came into common usage
during the late Muromachi period, replacing older terms like
kosode and sode. This linguistic shift signaled the garment's
new status as the definitive Japanese robe.

The Edo Period: The Golden Age of
the Kimono

Social Stratification and Sumptuary Laws

The Edo period (1603–1868) was a time of peace under the
Tokugawa shogunate, and it proved to be the golden age of
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kimono culture. With a rigid class structure—samurai at the
top,  followed by  farmers,  artisans,  and merchants—clothing
became a primary way to signal one's status. Sumptuary laws
dictated fabric types, colors, and patterns based on class. For
example,  commoners were forbidden from wearing silk  and
elaborate  gold  embroidery,  while  samurai  wore  restrained,
monochromatic designs with family crests (mon).

Yet  despite  these  restrictions,  the  merchant  class  (chōnin)
became wealthy and found subtle ways to express their fashion
sense.  They  used  ikat  (kasuri)  weaving,  fine  cotton,  and
shibori (tie-dye) techniques to create stunning patterns that,
in  theory,  complied  with  the  law but  in  practice  displayed
immense  taste  and  wealth.  The  obi  widened  dramatically
during this period, becoming a wide, stiff sash that was tied in
elaborate  bows at  the back.  The obi  became a canvas for
intricate brocade and embroidery.

Development of Iconic Kimono Types

Many of the classic kimono styles we recognize today were
perfected during the Edo period:

Furisode ("swinging sleeves") – a formal kimono with
long, flowing sleeves worn by unmarried women. The
sleeves often draped nearly to the floor.
Tomesode – a formal kimono with shorter sleeves, worn
by married women. The design is often concentrated
below the waist, with family crests on the chest and
back.

Uchikake – a heavily embroidered over-robe worn by
brides in the Edo period, often featuring auspicious
motifs like cranes and tortoises.
Jinbei and yukata – casual summer kimonos made of
lighter cotton, worn by commoners and later adopted for
informal occasions.

The printing technique of yuzenzome, invented by Miyazaki
Yūzen in the 17th century, revolutionized kimono decoration.
This method of resist-dyeing allowed for incredibly detailed,
painterly  designs—landscapes,  flowers,  birds,  and  seasonal
motifs. Edo became the center of kimono production, and the
city's  vibrant  fashion  culture  was  immortalized  in  ukiyo-e
woodblock  prints,  which  often  depicted  beautiful  women in
fashionable kimonos.

Kimono as an Art Form

By the late Edo period, the kimono had become a serious art
form.  Weavers,  dyers,  embroiderers,  and  textile  designers
collaborated to produce garments worth a fortune. The kimono
was  not  merely  clothing;  it  was  a  portable  artwork  that
reflected the wearer's taste, season, and social aspirations. The
practice of coordinating kimono colors and patterns with the
seasons  (kisetsukan)  became  deeply  ingrained,  with  specific
motifs  reserved  for  spring,  summer,  autumn,  and  winter.



Meiji Restoration and Beyond:
Westernization and Revival

The Great Shift (1868–1912)

The Meiji  Restoration (1868)  brought  radical  changes  to
every  aspect  of  Japanese  life.  The  government  encouraged
Western dress as a sign of  modernization and international
standing. Men were required to wear Western-style suits for
official functions, and by the early 20th century, many women
had  begun  adopting  Western  clothing  for  daily  wear.  The
kimono—associated with the "old" Japan—saw a sharp decline
in everyday use. However, it did not disappear. Instead, the
kimono became reserved for formal occasions, festivals, and
ceremonial events. The distinction between wafuku (Japanese
clothing)  and  yōfuku  (Western  clothing)  was  firmly
established.

Taisho and Showa Era: Reinvention

During the Taisho period (1912–1926), a new style called
the Taisho romanesque  emerged,  characterized by  softer
colors,  art  deco  influences,  and  more  relaxed  silhouettes.
Women  began  wearing  meisen  kimonos—affordable,  mass-
produced silk with bold geometric patterns—which became a
fashion  statement  among  the  emerging  middle  class.  The
Showa period (1926–1989)  saw further diversification. After
World War II, the kimono industry faced material shortages, but

soon revived with synthetic fabrics and modern designs. The
yukata  (cotton summer kimono) became popular for casual
wear, especially at fireworks displays and hot spring resorts.

Post-War Decline and Preservation

By the late 20th century, the kimono had largely become a
special-occasion garment. Most Japanese people own at least
one  formal  kimono  (often  a  tomesode  or  furisode)  for
weddings, coming-of-age ceremonies, and graduations, but few
can wear it without assistance. The complexity of tying the obi
and the expense of accessories have made the kimono a niche
interest. Nevertheless, traditional crafts such as Nishijin-ori
(weaving from Kyoto), Kaga yuzen (dyeing from Kanazawa),
and Oshima tsumugi (pongee silk) continue to be practiced
by master  artisans,  ensuring  that  the  knowledge is  passed
down.

The Kimono in the 21st Century:
Global Influence and Cultural
Reimagining

Modern Fashion and the Kimono's Legacy

Today, the kimono has found new life beyond Japan. Designers
worldwide draw inspiration from its silhouette and motifs. The
kimono jacket, a shorter version of the traditional robe, has
become a staple in global fashion, often crafted from silk, satin,
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or cotton with modern prints. In Japan, a subculture of kimono
enthusiasts—both young and old—has emerged, dedicated to
wearing the garment daily or on special outings. Social media
platforms like Instagram have given rise to a community that
shares  styling  tips,  blending  vintage  kimonos  with
contemporary  accessories.

Additionally, events like kimono de Paris  and international
kimono exhibitions highlight the garment's universal appeal.
The  Ministry  of  Economy,  Trade and Industry  of  Japan has
recognized certain traditional  kimono textiles as Intangible

Cultural  Properties,  and  UNESCO  has  inscribed  Japanese
traditional textile techniques on its Representative List of the
Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity.

Eco-Sustainability and the Slow Fashion
Movement

The kimono's construction—straight lines, no darts, adjustable
fit—makes it a prime candidate for sustainable fashion. Modern
designers are repurposing antique kimono fabric into dresses,
bags, and home decorations, breathing new life into


