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Visualizing the Clothing of Japanese Women in Korea,

1910-1940."

The University of British Columbia Kyrie Vermette

Clothing can be an outward form of identity as well
as a form of personal expression. In early 20" century
Japanese Empire, women’s selection of Japanese or
Western clothing, and traditional styling and fabrics or
newer vibrant patterns, was an outward demonstration,
not just of their personal tastes, but of their ideologies
and sense of place in the modernizing Japanese empire
and world at large. Furthermore, many women sewed
their own clothing and the clothing of their family mem-
bers. Sewing was considered an important skill for all
women to learn and was essential to both the role of
Good Wife, Wise Mother, and the fashion experiments of
New Women. Through their sewing, women were re-
sponsible for the outward appearance of themselves, their
family, and collectively, the whole empire.

There is extensive scholarship on the history of fash-
ion, clothing, and kimono in Japan. Books, as well as mu-
seum exhibits, have demonstrated the many ways that
Japanese clothing adjusted in relation to economics, in-
dustrialization, new technology, and artistic interactions
between Japan and the West. Taisho Kimono and Art Ki-
mono explain and show how European Art Nouveau and
American Art Deco influences led to the popularity of
twisting botanicals and geometric patterns on kimono in
the 1910s-1930s, while the invention of synthetic fabric
and chemical dyes led to vibrantly coloured fabrics and
the mass production of pre-made kimono (Hamada 2015,
3-19; Yorke 2023, 9, 17, 51-52, 62, 116, 134). Mean-

while, Adoption of Western Clothing in Japan and the
History of Bunka Gakuen tells the story of the introduc-
tion of Western fashion to the royalty and nobility during
Meiji and the continued spread of Western fashion into
everyday dress for middle class Japanese throughout
Showa (Adoption of Western Clothing 2023). As is evi-
denced by the types of special sewing manuals for new
brides published by the Japanese women’s magazine
Shufu no Tomo, well educated Japanese women were ex-
pected to know how to sew both Japanese and Western
clothing by the late 1930s (Japanese Sewing 1939; West-

@® Western Sewing, Shufu no Tomo Bride Course, National Diet
Library
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@ Results of the Seiwa Women’s College survey of
Honmachi, Green Flag, March 1938, pp. 230-33

ern Sewing 1939).

While there is plentiful research on Japanese cloth-
ing in the first half of the twentieth century as it was
worn in Japan, research on Japanese clothing, its con-
nection to colonialism, and specifically what was worn by
Japanese in the colonies is much less studied. Yet, cloth-
ing also played an important roll in the colonies since it
was a visible sign of Japaneseness and therefore distin-
guished the colonizers from the colonized. It was also
connected to claims of the modernity and beauty of Jap-
anese culture. So, what did Japanese women in the colo-
nies, specifically in Korea, wear from 1910-1945? Ac-
cording to the 1937 survey led by Kon Wajiro, more
women in the colonies (it is not clear whether these
were only Japanese women) wore Western dress than
did women in Japan. In this 1937 survey published in
Fujin no Tomo, Kon Wajiro claimed that 46.6% of women
in Taipei and 40.7% of women in Seoul wore western
clothing compared to only 25% of women in Tokyo (Gor-
don 2011, 122-123). With almost half of all women in
Seoul purportedly wearing Western clothes, these num-
bers would suggest that there were not many kimono
wearers in Seoul. However, a 1937 survey of Honmachi
Street in Seoul, conducted by the Japanese students of
Seiwa Women’s College (JEF17£24), suggests differently.
Of the 507 women who walked by the site of observa-
tion, only 43 people (8.5%) were wearing Western dress
while the vast majority, 372 people (73.3%) were wear-

ing Japanese clothing. The remaining 92 women (18.2%)

oo

@ Detail from the postcard “Daegu Motomachi Street,” 1918
33, The Postcards of the Modern Korea, vol. 5, p. 241.

were wearing Korean clothing (Esen et al, 1938.3, 230~
33). This suggests that the majority of Japanese women
in Korea were wearing Japanese clothes, specifically ki-
mono.

The numbers of the Seiwa Women’s College survey
are further supported by examining the types of clothing
worn by women in colonial postcards. Although these
postcards were generally meant to show landscapes or
impressive architecture in colonial Korea, they also cap-
tured the fashions of the times as worn by the people
walking through the photographed scenes. Of the women
captured in the photographs, around 33 were wearing
Western dress (15 of whom seem to be schoolgirls),
while approximately 80 were wearing kimono or yukata.
Of the adult women in Western clothing, 12 were in
bathing suits, meaning that I only counted 6 adult women
in everyday Western dresses (Urakawa 2017). Whether
these women were Korean or Japanese is uncertain, but
we get the sense that Western dress was not as common
as kimono and was predominately worn in the summer
near the sea, or by schoolgirls.

In regard to kimono, the question then becomes,
what styles of kimono were Japanese women in Korea
wearing, and did these match the styles of the time in
Tokyo or did they lag behind? On the one hand, Kweon
has argued that Japanese women in Seoul were more
modern than many women in Japan were (Kweon 2014,
175-176). As representatives of naichi (PI#8) they had
to uphold the image of Japan as an Asian center of mo-
dernity and progress. Furthermore, because they were

part of the colonizing class and at the top of the social hi-
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@ Detail from the postcard “View of Honmachi St. Keijo,” 1939,
The Postcards of the Modern Korea, vol. 2, p. 176.

erarchy in colonial Korea, many Japanese women would
have had access to the latest fashions. However, on the
flip side, Japanese women living in Korea were often crit-
icized for not having the virtues of work and morality of
a true Japanese woman in Japan (Kweon 2014, 180~
181). In terms of fashion, this might suggest that they
wore different styles than women in Japan, being either
more extravagant due to their socio-economic status and
perceived moral laxity, or being old fashioned due to the
distance between Seoul and Tokyo.

When looking at the kimono attire of Japanese wom-
en in the postcards of colonial Korea, there are a variety
of styles which indicate differences of class and age, but
in general the kimono styles are concurrent with those in
Tokyo. There are many instances of geometric patterns
making their appearance in the kimono of Japanese
women in these postcards. Such geometric patterns were
heavily inspired by Art Nouveau and Art Deco and were
a prominent feature of fashion in Tokyo from the 1910s-
1930s. Stripes were the most popular pattern for kimono
stretching from the end of the Edo through the Showa
eras. There are at least eight women in striped kimono
who make an appearance in the colonial postcards.

There are also examples of Japanese women in Ko-
rea wearing geometric patterns that were distinct to the
1910s, 20s and 30s. For example, a souvenir postcard
from Wonsan Beach shows a drawing of a woman wear-
ing a bold red and white checkered obi (Urakawa 2017,
vol. 3, 269; Yorke 2023, 176). Another postcard of a
street in Daegu from, probably, the late 1920s, shows a

woman in a spring or summer checkered kimono of

meisen fabric. Since the postcard is in black and white, it
is impossible to tell what colours the kimono would have
been, but due to the high contrast between the checker,
it was likely composed of a very pale colour and a very
dark or vibrant colour, creating a bold look (Urakawa
2017, vol. 5, 241; Yorke 2023, 175). In a 1939 postcard
of Honmachi shopping street in downtown Seoul, a wom-
an in the forefront wears a popular striped kimono. Her
trendy new style of Nagoya obi features a checkered pat-
tern of interlocking triangles that was also featured on ki-
mono in Japan in the 1920s-30s (Urakawa 2017, vol. 2,
176; Yorke 2023, 318-319). The Art Nouveau inspired
wave pattern also makes its appearance on the Japanese
women in postcards of colonial Korea. A postcard of the
1929 expo in Seoul includes a woman wearing a dark ki-
mono with pale stripes and an otaiko obi of a medium
dark colour with a very pale pattern that seems to have a
wave-like curve to it (Urakawa 2017, vol. 1, 367). Also,
in the aforementioned postcard of Honmachi, the Japa-
nese woman next to the woman with the triangular
checkered obi is also dressed in the height of 1939 fash-
ion. Over her striped kimono, she wears an obi with a
distinct wave pattern (Urakawa 2017, vol. 2, 176; Yorke
2023, 282-283).

Art Nouveau and Art Deco inspired botanical pat-
terns across the entire kimono are another example of
distinctly Taisho and early Showa fabric patterns that are
prevalent in the postcards of colonial Korea. There are
eight women whose outfits clearly feature floral patterns.
For example, in a postcard of a salt bath house at Wolmi-
do, Incheon, most likely from the late 30s, the standing
woman wears a kimono, or possibly yukata, that has hor-
izontal stripes and pale six petaled flowers rimmed with
a dark colour (Urakawa 2017, vol. 3, 212). These are
probably lilies (Hamada 2015, 69). In a postcard of Mat-
sushima Park in Moppo (Mokpo), one woman, probably
an entertainer, wears a very dark obi with pale, possibly
white, five petaled autumn flowers that are similar to ex-
amples from Japan (Urakawa 2017, vol. 1, 440; Hamada
2015, 87). The woman furthest from the camera has
large, dark, circular flowers, which resemble morning
glories, on a pale kimono (Hamada 2015, 98-103). In a
postcard of Jinnampo from 1933-1945, the woman on
the left wears a dark kimono with light lines crossing to
form a six pointed star pattern, while the woman on the
right wears a kimono of medium colour with thin pale

lines forming a distinct pattern of hemp leaves (Hamada
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@ Detail from the postcard “View from a Room of Salt Bath
C.K.,” 1918-33, The Postcards of the Modern Korea, vol. 3,
p. 212,

2015, 73). Her pale obi has a pattern of large, dark cir-
cles, which may also be floral (Urakawa 2017, vol. 4,
316).

Mixed in amongst these fashionably patterned kimo-
no are around 42 kimono without distinguishable pat-
terns. Of these 42 kimono, 12 are in postcards that have
been coloured, showing that the perceivably plain kimo-
no are still in the bright colours which were fashionable
at the time. The remaining postcards are black and white
so the vibrancy of the colours cannot be ascertained.
However, age, as well as tastes in fashion and finances,
may also affect the vibrancy of colour and boldness of
pattern. Many of the women in what appear to be darker
and less patterned kimono also appear to be older, based
on the presence of children or the low position of their
obi-jima.

It is natural that in any community there will be a
variety of fashions affected by age, wealth, and personal
tastes. The Japanese women in colonial Korea, as pic-
tured in these postcards, are no exception to this. Never-
the-less, these postcards do show that colours and pat-
terns which were fashionable in Japan were also present
in colonial Korea, suggesting that Japanese women in the
colony did indeed keep up with fashion trends and were
not behind the times in comparison with the fashionable
set in Japan. Young Japanese women of means in Korea
were models of the Japanese modernity that the empire

tried to impress on the colonies. Knowing that Japanese

@ Detail from the postcard “Fine View of Matsushima Park in
Moppo, Chosen,” 1925-33, The Postcards of the Modern
Korea, vol. 1, p. 440.

women in the colonies, such as Korea, dressed similarly
to women in Japan can help to open up the field of re-
search on the connections between clothing and colonial-
ism in the colonies, since scholars will be able to utilize
the vast research on fashion in Japan as the basis for
studying the fashions of Japanese women living in the

colonies.

* Special thanks to Bailey Irene Midori Hoy for sharing her ki-
mono knowledge.
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