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WHEN THE WEST WORE EAST: REI KAWAKUBO, YOHJI YAMAMOTO AND THE RISE OF
THE JAPANESE AVANT-GARDE IN FASHION
Melissa MARRA-ALVAREZ, Assistant Curator of Research, the Museum at FIT

In the early 1980s, Rei Kawakubo and Yohji Yamamoto presented their collections in Paris, creating
remarkable impressions in the fashion world. The works of these designers were called Japanese
avant-garde, and they challenged the concepts of gender and beauty in the West. The international debut
of these Japanese designers considerably shook the established conventions in fashion and design of the
Western world. Initially Westerners regarded the clothes made by Kawakubo and Yamamoto as poor
people’s style, and misunderstood the black color, which was often used by these designers, as reflecting
death, uneasiness and desperation, or otherwise as representing an image of the world after the doomsday.
Moreover, those in the West considered that the dresses made by those Japanese designers were not only
anti-establishment but also anti-female, counterposed to Western elegance. However, their complicated
structures and the designers’ intellectual approaches to designing increasingly fascinated people, and a
movement of positively appreciating their dresses started. Loose-fitting dresses made by Kawakubo and
Yamamoto without ornaments have defined “a new way of wearing dresses.” The “Japanese fashion” with
high-quality textiles, excellent craftsmanship, and practical loose-fitting silhouette gave a new mobility to
the Western people. Kawakubo and Yamamoto, who proposed this new style, were appraised together
with their predecessor Issey Miyake, and these designers have made Tokyo one of the international
centers in the fashion world. The successes of Mitsuhiro Matsuda, Hiroko Koshino and Yukiko Hanali,

who emerged later, owed a lot to the pioneering works by the avant-garde Japanese designers in the West.
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. REESDI—R « )Ty b BILOMPEHRDET 4 —THW TV Y FENFRE
DYV D &V TR R, ROSVIHO T A F—1ebIc K> THEFED T 7y ¥a Y
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Comme des Gargons, 1983. Photo by Peter Lindbergh.

Fig. 2 NABRES,/ AL+ 7« Fv )bV > 1983 -84 4 (J£). 1983 ML (F)
Left: Rei Kawakubo for Comme des Gar ¢ons, 1983-84.
Right: Rei Kawakubo for Comme des Gar ¢ons, Autumn/Winter 1983.
Photograph ©The Museum at FIT

Fig. 3 IOVa Fy R—VORAZ— 197944 FHA Y GRBEF
Poster for Parco, 1979. Designed by Eiko Ishioka.

Fig. 4 dL T - FvIbV Y 1983 4 E—&— - UV RN—=FHl
Comme des Gargons, 1983. Photo by Peter Lindbergh
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