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Issey Miyake and models at his show for Autumn/Winter 1994, in Paris.





INTRODUCTION

“Clothes are of no interest except insofar as they provoke sentiments and reactions in those who wear them. I create, not to express my ego, my personality, but to try and bring answers to those who are asking themselves questions about our age and how we should live in it.”

Those were the words offered by Issey Miyake for the catalogue of the “Making Things” exhibition at the Fondation Cartier pour l’Art Contemporain in Paris in 1998, and a maxim that the designer abided by, with the liberating and innovative garments that defined his career.

Known as the “designer’s designer”, Miyake has always maintained that he was interested not in fashion but in design for living. He cared about the relationship between people and the clothing that covered their bodies. Informed and influenced by a multitude of disciplines, including a cross-pollination of cultures and industries, Miyake bridged tradition with modernity and redefined what clothing – and beauty – could be.

One of the first Japanese fashion designers to show his collections internationally, he shunned conventional Western ideas of beauty and sexiness, which were preoccupied with accentuating and revealing the human form. Instead, he was more interested in the idea of freedom in clothing, the space it occupies and its relationship with the body. Indeed, his designs focus on mobility and comfort. 

His work evolved across five distinct periods, with each chapter characterized by a relentless pursuit of innovation. From his commitment to experimenting with technology and materials, Miyake remained curious, pioneering the use of pleats that later became part of his celebrated Pleats Please line and unique styles like the Bao Bao bags. His approach won over fans like Apple’s co-founder Steve Jobs, whose trademark black turtleneck sweaters were designed by Miyake.

At a time when fashion and art were often regarded as wholly separate practices, Miyake promoted a liaison between the two, giving new meaning to collaborations. He counted architect Isamu Noguchi and photographer Irving Penn among his biggest influences. Miyake also fostered new talent and passed forward what he had learned from his colleagues and collaborators after many years of experimentation.

Miyake “retired” from the fashion industry before the millennium to devote himself to research and special projects. While he handed over the design process to trusted associates, the company remained privately owned and he continued to oversee all the collections. His many awards included Japan’s Order of Culture (2010), while in France he was appointed a Chevalier of the Légion d’honneur in 1993 (advanced to Commandeur in 2016).

On August 5, 2022, Miyake died of liver cancer aged 84, but his influence lives on, across his own empire which today includes ready-to-wear, bags, fragrance and various sub-lines and through the generations of designers that followed him and his views of fashion as a space for limitless experimentation and imagination.
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From Spring/Summer 1990, shown in Paris.







EARLY YEARS






[image: A young Miyake sits in a chair and smiles broadly.]

Issey Miyake in October 1971.





A CREATIVE VISION

Born Kazunaru Miyake in 1938, Issey Miyake became interested in design after coming across the two bridges created by the artist and architect Isamu Noguchi in his hometown, Hiroshima. At the time, Miyake attended Hiroshima Kokutaiji High School in the city’s Naka Ward and this marked the first moment he felt a desire to create. Seeing the bridges in the epicentre of the attack towards the end of the Second World War led Miyake to observe that design could evoke emotion and instil feelings of hope and freedom amid destruction. Years later, he would form a deep connection with Noguchi and collaborative exhibitions presented the work of the two men.

Miyake was just seven years old when he survived the Hiroshima bombing. His father, a Japanese army officer, died on duty. His mother died of radiation poisoning three years later, although he rarely spoke about it. “I tried never to be defined by my past. I did not want to be labelled ‘the designer who survived the atomic bomb’, and therefore I have always avoided questions about Hiroshima. They made me uncomfortable,” he wrote for the New York Times in 2009.

At the age of 10, Miyake developed a bone marrow disease as the result of radiation exposure which left him with a permanent limp. Between 1945 and 1952, when Japan was occupied by the Americans, it was poor Japanese men who first became fascinated by the Ivy League fashion that was worn by soldiers off duty. The popularity of Ivy style, which included classic pieces such as Oxford or button-down shirts, sweater vests, khaki trousers and penny loafers, later took off more widely, permeating Japanese youth culture in the 1960s.

As a teenager, Miyake took an interest in making things. He first aspired to be a painter, but then became fascinated by fashion, despite this not being considered an appropriate subject for men in Japan to study in the 50s. In 1959, he enrolled at Tama Art University in Tokyo and majored in graphic design because fashion was not offered as a course of study.

When the World Design Conference was held in Tokyo for the first time in May 1960, he famously wrote a letter of protest to the president of the Japanese executive committee Junzo Sakakura, describing the conference as “unacceptable” because clothing design was not included in the programme. Miyake believed there needed to be a clear distinction between “trend” and “fashion”, or clothing, which he felt merited as much attention as other design subjects.

After graduating in the summer of 1965, Miyake went to Paris, where he trained at the École de la Chambre Syndicale de la Couture Parisienne. An original sketch by the designer from this time shows a boxy short-sleeved red dress with a yellow turned-up collar that mimicked the popular straight-cut shift dresses of the era. The decision to leave his home country and move to the other side of the world was unusual at the time, but Miyake had an open mind and wanted to explore different ways of life.
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Issey Miyake and a model wearing his Spring/Summer 1973 collection.



Miyake’s first jobs were in the studios of Guy Laroche and Hubert de Givenchy. There, he mastered classic tailoring and the kind of draping used in haute couture to create beautiful clothes for the wealthy. But his mindset shifted after experiencing the Paris riots of 1968, which led to the closure of haute couture houses including that of Cristóbal Balenciaga. (The company relaunched in 2021 after being acquired by the Bogart Group and is today owned by Kering.)

The social unrest consequently sparked a fresh air of unconformity and new creativity among French fashion designers such as Sonia Rykiel. For Miyake, the events served as a kind of awakening: he lost interest in designing for the upper classes and wanted to create clothing for “the many rather than for the few”, he told the Wall Street Journal in 2012. “I wanted to make clothing that was as universal as jeans and T-shirts.”

He moved to New York for a brief stint, where he worked for fashion designer Geoffrey Beene as an assistant designer, channelling the rebellious youth spirit he had witnessed into designs that also embraced the mood of the era, such as shift dresses and short hemlines – as seen via his sketches for the house. He also met with artists Robert Rauschenberg, Claes Oldenburg and Jasper Johns, before returning in 1970 to Tokyo.

Back home, Miyake received commissions from big companies including the Japanese cosmetics firm Shiseido, who asked him to create designs for corporate clothing for the Osaka Expo, and the Japanese textile corporation Toray Industries, for which he took part in the Toray Knit Exhibition. There, his interests in technology and materials began to form, as he designed modular garments with components that could be assembled and disassembled. The designer called it “constructible fashion”.

Miyake founded the Miyake Design Studio in April 1970 with the help of Tomoko Komuru, who became his longstanding business partner, and Makiko Minagawa, a textile designer. Miyake had turned 31 and after years of invaluable experience he was ready to start working. After his experience of America, Miyake became fixated with the idea of freedom, which became a key concept in the studio, where he worked with his team to explore the relationship between clothing and the body.

From the outset, an essential tenet of Miyake’s work has been making clothing from “a piece of cloth”, a creative process that uses only one piece of fabric to create a new design. Miyake was inspired by the kimono which, in contrast to the construction of Western clothing, is composed of rectangular pieces of flat material that are draped over the body.

“All of my work stems from the simplest of ideas that go back to the earliest civilizations: making clothing from one piece of cloth. It is my touchstone. I believe that all forms of creativity are related,” Miyake told the New York Times in 2014. “Clothing,” Miyake sought to remind the world then, is the word that he prefers to “fashion”. “I am most interested in people and the human form,” he said. “Clothing is the closest thing to all humans.”
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From Spring/Summer 1974.





A NEW APPROACH

Miyake’s early collections took inspiration from rural Japan: he used the check pattern from farmers’ clothes, often made from a cotton crepe fabric that had been dipped in the cold waters of Northern Japan, and other traditional fabrics and techniques that were no longer commonly used, such as shijira-ori, a cooling sweat-absorbing fabric, and sashiko, a form of embroidery used for repair and reinforcement, which had been used in Japan since the Nara period in the eighth century. Traditional farmers’ outfits were rooted in practicality and durability, qualities that seemed contrary to the conventional refinement of the high-end fashion world.

One of the first known Miyake photoshoots took place at Ueno Station in Tokyo, featuring models among female farmers who were bringing vegetables into the city. As a provincial boy from Hiroshima, Miyake identified with – and respected – these hard-working women.

Within a year of launching his studio, Miyake presented the first small collection under his name in New York. For Spring/Summer 1971, he created the handkerchief dress, a one-size dress made using three square pieces of jersey cloth, with the bias used to cross the shoulder straps in the back. It marked a continuation of his “one piece of cloth” premise, where clothes are crafted from a single roll of textile.


[image: Models backstage wear body stockings with brown and black check patterns.]

Models backstage at the show for Autumn/Winter 1989.



For Autumn/Winter 1971, Miyake worked with the artist Makiko Minagawa to create a jersey cloth dress printed with a Japanese-style tattoo of Janis Joplin and Jimi Hendrix
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