Trends in the Production of Woven and Dyed Products at Department Stores from the Late Edo Period to the Meiji Era
Introduction
Today, art exhibitions account for a significant share of special events held by major Japanese department stores. Indeed, many companies maintain art galleries within their stores. Past studies on the history of department stores as well as art history have clearly shown that the decision to hold exhibitions not directly linked to sales at department stores, which are in business to sell goods, naturally arose from the stores’ desire to use the “shower effect” to indirectly encourage exhibition visitors to make purchases. However, they also reveal that, from the beginning of the 20th century, Mitsukoshi and other department stores developed into more than just large-scale commercial facilities by also functioning as leading cultural facilities. In this paper, the author discusses points linking the earliest department stores (and their predecessor dry-goods [kimono] dealers) with sketching (shasei) school artists who became involved with kimono design and the production of patterns for export-oriented woven and dyed goods even before department stores became associated with art.
1. History of art exhibitions in Japanese department stores
As mentioned above, many Japanese department stores have art galleries. These galleries are not sales floors set up in “art departments” to sell artwork to customers. Rather, they are exhibition spaces for displaying artwork that is not for sale. From the end of World War II until the 1990s, the development of public museums and art galleries gained momentum throughout Japan, and worsening economic conditions led to the merging and closure of stores, and the number of store-owned art galleries has declined since 2000. Nonetheless, of the top ten department stores (in terms of gross sales) operating throughout Japan in 2010—namely Sogo & Seibu, Takashimaya, Daimaru Matsuzakaya, Isetan, Hankyu Hanshin, Mitsukoshi, Kintetsu, Tokyu, Tobu, and Odakyu (Storessha, 2011) —half maintain art galleries. Moreover, even department stores that do not possess art galleries frequently host exhibitions having low commercial value by using gallery space in their art departments. This trend whereby department stores continuously hold art exhibitions was already evident from the earliest emergence of such stores in Japan.
The first department stores opened in Japan in 1905. This was 50 years after Aristide Boucicaut opened Le Bon Marché in Paris in 1852. Before starting their businesses, Japanese department store managers visited the stores of such leading companies as Wanamaker’s, Bloomingdale’s, and Macy’s. There, they learned that Western department stores stoked consumer interest not only by holding sales but also by frequently holding concerts and other special cultural events of a highly public nature. Undoubtedly, this approach made a strong impression on the early managers of Japan’s department stores, and particularly people coming from the samurai class who were participants in department store management (Tanaka, 2011).
Takahashi Yoshio (1861–1937), who was Mitsukoshi’s director immediately prior to its conversion into a department store, and his successor, Hibi Osuke (1860–1931), who was Mitsukoshi’s senior managing director at the time of its inauguration, both studied under Fukuzawa Yukichi (1835–1901) at Keio Gijyuku (present-day Keio University). Looking to promote Japan’s modernization through business and contribute to Japan’s higher international standing, these two men opted not to follow the path toward government service, which was the choice of many elite members of society at the time, but rather to establish themselves as businessmen. However, despite being highly recognized for their abilities and being invited to come to Mitsukoshi from Mitsui Bank, these men were products of the samurai class, which had held the dominant position in the samurai-farmers-artisans-merchants class system of Japan’s Edo Period. As such, they had conflicting feelings about becoming involved in commerce, which still tended to be looked down upon by society. The idea of enlightening the people and contributing to the nation by broadly returning business profits to society fit with their sense of “clan.” In October 1904, just prior to its becoming a department store, Mitsukoshi held a month-long exhibition of works by Ogata Korin (1658–1716) that was the first cultural event held at a department store in Japan. Moreover, Mitsukoshi distributed a “department store declaration” to customers and clients at the end of 1904 that set forth the “holding of art exhibitions and promotion of the Japanese designs” as a management policy (Mitsukoshi, 2005). Mitsukoshi boldly featured this declaration in newspaper advertisements during the New Year’s holiday of 1905. In 1907, Mitsukoshi established an artwork sales department, and in 1908 held an exhibition/display sales event at its Osaka branch that featured a collection of Japanese and Western-style paintings by living artists. In 1913, under the slogan Gakuzoku Kyodo (educated and common classes together), Hibi organized an advisory “fashion research society” comprising company managers as well as external academics, cultural figures, and famous personalities. He further set up a workshop to tackle a wide range of topics that were not directly linked to department store management. Because Mitsukoshi’s activities here caused a public sensation, attracted customers, and helped raise the store’s corporate standing, other department stores began following its lead. Indeed, during the golden age of department stores, one store after another established not only art galleries but also built music halls and theatres on their premises and organized their own youth bands and opera companies. The holding of exhibitions and possession of art galleries represent the oldest examples of such special activities, and it could be said that they remain the ones most deeply entrenched in society today. This paper examines how the department store business has been linked to the fine arts world since its earliest days, with focus on the Mitsukoshi and Takashimaya Department Stores.
2. Use of artists in kimono design
1) Mitsukoshi
Mitsukoshi was the first establishment in Japan to take steps toward becoming a department store. Its history dates back to 1673, when Mitsui Takatoshi (1622–94) opened the Echigoya dry-goods shop in Edo. At the time, standard trade practice involved setting product prices through negotiation between the customer and the shop. However, Echigoya is known as the first shop in the world to take the revolutionary step of selling based on price tags. In 1683, Echigoya branched out into the money-exchange business. Because Kyoto was the center of Japan’s fashion industry and culture in those days, Takatoshi—who had maintained a purchasing store in Kyoto since setting up Echigoya, but resided in Matsuzaka—moved his headquarters as well as his family’s home to Kyoto in 1686. The Mitsui family, which had pursued its business based on two main pillars (dry goods and money exchange), divided itself into 11 “houses” (the Kita, Isarago, Shinmachi, Muromachi, Minami, Koishikawa, Matsuzaka, Nagasakacho, Onoda, Iehara, and Nagai houses), and it utilized a group management system in the operation of Echigoya that was jointly handled by the Mitsui family and representatives of each shop. However, the fall of the samurai class, which represented Echigoya’s most important clientele, following the Meiji Restoration in 1867 plunged the kimono business into financial turmoil. When the Mitsui family entered the banking business in 1871, the kimono business was spun off in accordance with an advisory issued by the Meiji government. This led to the birth of Mitsukoshi. It should be noted that the business has undergone numerous company name changes over the years, including Echigoya, Mitsui Gofukuten, and Mitsukoshi Gofukuten; however, in the interest of uniformity, it is referred to as Mitsukoshi in this paper. Following its separation from Echigoya, Mitsukoshi worked to become a modern retail business as part of its management reconstruction. In 1904, it became a joint-stock company and led other dry-goods dealers in the transformation to a department store that handles a broad range of goods.
In 1895, Takahashi Yoshio put forth a number of management reforms with an eye to Mitsukoshi’s metamorphosis into a department store. One of these reforms was the creation of new designs for women’s festive clothing. As a result, a design office with Japanese painting artists on its staff was established at Mitsukoshi’s Tokyo branch. An advertisement issued the following year (1896) states that the design office employed numerous artists and provided kimono designs made with patterns utilizing the styles of the Tosa school, Sumiyoshi school, Tawaraya Sotatsu, Ogata Korin, and ukiyoe woodblock prints (Echigoya, 1896). Of the four artists working for the Tokyo branch’s design office at the time of its establishment, three—namely, Shimazaki Ryu’u, Fukui Kotei, and Takahashi Gyokuen—studied under Kawabata Gyokusho (1842–1913), who was an artist of the Maruyama school. The exception was Katayama Kando, an artist of the Sumiyoshi school. It has been noted by others that a factor behind Shimazaki Ryu’u’s employment in the design office was his participation in design production for the Ministry of Finance’s Printing Bureau from 1885 to 1892 (Kogo, 2006). However, the author wishes to point out the possibility that exchanges between the Mitsui family (who managed Mitsukoshi prior to Takahashi’s arrival on the scene) and Kyoto’s sketching school artists also had a role in his selection.
The link between sketching schools and the Mitsui family started with Maruyama Okyo (1733–95), who was the school’s originator. Given the great number of Okyo works that came into the Mitsui family’s possession, it can be assumed that Mitsui Takaharu (1715–82, the fourth head of the Kita house) and Okyo had a deep friendship that went beyond a customer-artist relationship. It is known that, even after Okyo’s death, a number of artists of the Maruyama school as well as its offshoots, the Shijo school and Kishi school, came and went from the Mitsui family, and that the head of each house continued to serve as their patrons. Among them, the artist having the closest ties with the Mitsui family was Kawabata Gyokusho.
Gyokusho was born into a family of gold lacquer artists in Kyoto. Because his father was in the employ of the Mitsui family, Gyokusho also became a servant of the Mitsui family at a young age. When he was 11, his master, Mitsui Takayoshi (1823–94), the seventh head of the Koishikawa house, recognized his artistic talent. This led him to study drawing under Nakajima Raisho (1796–1871), who was a second-generation disciple of Okyo. Gyokusho followed Takayoshi to Tokyo in 1867 and honed his skills there. In 1888, he was hired as an instructor at the Tokyo Bijyutsu Gakko (present-day Tokyo University of the Arts). In 1890, he was awarded second place in the Third National Industrial Exhibition, which solidified his standing in the art world. He was conferred with the rank of “Imperial art expert” (equivalent to today’s “living national treasure”) in 1896. In 1910, he opened the Kawabata Art School, where he devoted himself to guiding up-and-coming artists.
At the time that Gyokusho went to Tokyo during the early Meiji Era, Western-style and Chinese paintings were in vogue. Thus, artists of the sketch-based painting schools, of which the Maruyama school was representative, suffered hardship. However, in addition to repeatedly requesting works from Gyokusho, the Mitsui family also him to live in one of their villas as a caretaker when he lost his house to a fire in 1880. This close association suggests that Gyokusho and the Mitsui family had a continuing employer-employee relationship that went beyond that of artist and patron. Other artists who, like Gyokusho, also served as employees were Yamamoto Tokoku (1834–90) and Toyo, who produced works for the Mitsui family of Kyoto. A father and son who were leading second-generation disciples of Okyo, Tokoku and Toyo drew design sketches for not only paintings but also furniture and kimono (Mistui Bunko, 2002). Whether these designs were produced in Mitsukoshi products or for private use will require more thorough study. However, their activities suggest that sketching school artists were involved in the production of kimono designs. At the same time, while no examples of kimono design by Gyokusho exist, records indicate that he created a richly colored floral painting that served as the design for an embroidered folding screen exhibited by Mitsukoshi (while it was still a dry-goods dealer) at the Chicago World’s Exposition of 1893 (Hamada, 1948). This leads to the possibility that the Mitsui family customarily used sketching school artists in design production even before Mitsukoshi played a role in the recruitment of Ryu’u, Kotei, and Gyokuen (who were disciples of Gyokusho) into Mitsukoshi’s design office.
2) Chiso

Mitsukoshi was not the first dry-goods dealer to employ artists to create kimono designs.

The aftereffects of the Meiji Restoration and various resulting policy changes significantly impacted all aspects of life. The nation’s capital, which had been maintained in Kyoto for more than 1,000 years since its construction in 794, was moved to Tokyo, and all of Kyoto fell into economic stagnation. Moreover, the change in political structure from the Tokugawa Shogunate to the Meiji government brought down the powerful samurai families of the old system. Because many outstanding artists had almost exclusive contractual relationships with local lords, this led to a deluge of artists who no longer had a source of income. Making matters worse was the previously mentioned fact that sketching schools had fallen out of fashion by the end of the 19th century. In fact, Kishi Chikudo (1826–1897)—who was a core artist of the Kishi school, a second-generation disciple of Ganku (an admirer of Okyo), and had worked in Nijo Castle and the Imperial Palace—reportedly operated a street stall to survive. The person who extended a helping hand to these impoverished sketching school artists was Nishimura Sozaemon (1855–1935), twelfth head of the long-established dry-goods dealer Chiso. Nishimura, who had received his art initiation from Chikudo as a small child, asked Chikudo to sketch ancient paintings from around 1874. He also asked Chikudo to prepare sample paintings to be used in kimono and woven and dyed products to be sold by Chiso.

However, Nishimura did not ask professional artists to produce paintings because he wanted to rescue them from poverty. Instead, he was concerned about the kimono industry, which had fallen into a rut at the end of the 19th century. The people charged with drawing designs for silk cloth were not artists whose specialty was producing paintings, but rather craftsmen called shitaeshi (pattern drawers). The shitaeshi were more concerned with using existing patterns, with priority on processing simplicity, than with coming up with new patterns. Because of this, kimono designs tended to use the same patterns. Under Nishimura’s management, Chiso’s main products were produced by yuzen dyeing, and their production process was relatively similar to painting in that pattern colors were applied by hand. Given this, Nishimura sought to breathe new life into his company’s product designs and improve the technical skills of his shitaeshi by employing artists.
This is not to say that there were no examples of artists creating kimono designs before Nishimura during the Edo Period. However, such cases were extremely rare. Moreover, it can be surmised that many artists were ashamed to be involved in the production of kimono designs as a side business. In the case of Nishimura’s request to Chikudo, it is likely to have been strongly framed as patronage, as he asked for sample paintings (which, for an artist, are comparable to personal property) rather than actual kimono designs. Nonetheless, Nishimura’s request sparked the birth of a continuous working relationship between Chiso and sketching school artists. In the years hence, Chiso received the services of not only Chikudo but also the sketching school artists Imao Keinen (1845–1924) and Kono Bairei (1844–95) of the Shijo school, which, like the Kishi school, branched off from the Maruyama school. Keinen and Bairei similarly produced sample drawings for yuzen and embroidered products and provided instruction on drawing skills for shitaeshi. Research conducted thus far has identified 22 artists who were involved in the preparation of designs for yuzen and embroidered products. Namely, they are: Kishi Chikudo, Imao Keinen, Kono Bairei, Sakakibara Bunsui, Mochizuki Gyokusen, Kubota Beisen, Kamisaka Sekka, Kawabe Mitate, Takeuchi Seiho, Taniguchi Kakyo, Tsuji Kako, Kikuchi Hobun, Nomura Bunkyo, Nakanishi Koseki, Suga Tatehiko, Konoshima Okoku, Umemura Keizan, Shiba Senshu, Kishi Kyugaku, Fujii Gyokushu, Tosa Mitsutake, and Noguchi Yukoku. It is believed that these artists continued to work for Chiso until around 1887 (Fujimoto, 2005).
3. Expansion into overseas markets
The part-time employment of artists by dry-goods dealers was not limited to kimono design to meet domestic demand. Takashimaya also employed artists to prepare designs for export-oriented woven and dyed goods.
In 1831, the first Iida Shinshichi (1803–74) opened Takashimaya in Kyoto as a shop selling used clothing and cotton to the general public. Takashimaya expanded its business in 1855 and became a dry goods and cotton shop that handled silk products. In 1909, it celebrated the opening of its newly remodeled Kyoto shop by holding an exhibition that brought together 100 famous artists from Kyoto, Osaka, and Tokyo. This represented the first non-commercial exhibition to be held in a department store. In 1911, prior to becoming a department store, Takashimaya established a fine arts sales department. And in 1919, it began business as a department store. This transition was 15 years after Mitsukoshi’s, a delay that was partially attributable to Takashimaya’s commitment to its dry-goods business. At the time, Kyoto already had a number of well-established dry-goods stores, among them not only Mitsukoshi, which had been in business for 160 years when Takashimaya was founded, but also Chiso, which had been operating as a dry-goods dealer since the 1600s, and Daimaru, which was founded in 1717. Thus, Takashimaya was a newcomer, and as such it placed priority on building a solid reputation as a dry-goods dealer, rather than on expanding its business to other goods. This approach slowed its transformation into a department store. However, in terms of linking its business to fine art, Takashimaya compared favorably with Mitsukoshi.
In 1876, the purchase of a large quantity of silk cloth by an American customer drew Takashimaya’s attention to foreigners as a new form of clientele. At the same time, Kyoto, which was experiencing poor economic times due to the national capital’s transfer to Tokyo, held the Sixth Kyoto Exposition in 1877 as a way of promoting industry. Takashimaya’s woven and dyed goods that were entered in the exposition won medals, and thus Takashimaya learned that expositions are an excellent form of advertising that can increase recognition of their name. This led Takashimaya to seek further improvement in the quality of items it presented at expositions. In 1882, Kishi Chikudo and Imao Keinen were asked to prepare designs for embroideries, yuzen dyed-cut velvet, and tapestries. In 1885, a painting workshop was set up and even more artists were hired. One result was a first-place prize won at a Kyoto competition in 1886 for a four-season yuzen folding screen designed by a group led by Kishi Chikudo. Takashimaya’s exquisite and highly artistic woven and dyed products led to its designation as a purveyor to the Imperial Household Ministry, which further raised Takashimaya’s public standing.
Overseas demand and the publicity generated by product presentations at expositions were soon linked, and Takashimaya set off to display its goods at international expositions. It established a trade department in 1887. And in 1888 it opened a painting workshop that specialized in woven and dyed products for export and stepped up its production of such artistic woven and dyed products as embroideries, decorative panels, and tapestries. To do so, it brought together the sketching school artists Kunii Oyo (1867–1923), a Maruyama school painter who was the great nephew of Oshin, Okyo’s grandson; Kobayashi Gokyo, a disciple of Imao Keinen; and Tanaka Ikka, a disciple of Kubota Beisen, who was a fellow disciple with Keinen (Takashimaya, 1941). It is reported that 15 artists were involved in the production of yuzen designs for Takashimaya. By name, they were: Kishi Chikudo, Araki Kanpo, Iguchi Kashu, Kono Bairei, Imao Keinen, Morikawa Sobun, Takeuchi Seiho, Taniguchi Kakyo, Kamisaka Sekka, Tsuji Kako, Sakakibara Shiho, Kamisaka Shoto, Ueda Manshu, Honda Bansui, and Nakanishi Seika (Hirota, 2002).
Takeuchi Seiho (1864–1942) is representative of the sketching school artists who helped produce designs for artistic woven and dyed products for Takashimaya in his youth. In 1881, at the age of 17, he entered Kono Bairei’s private school where he immediately distinguished himself and became one of Bairei’s top pupils. In 1900, he traveled to Europe in part to see the Exposition Universelle in Paris. While there, he came into contact with realistic representation in Western art that differed from that used in Japanese art. In 1913, he was named an Imperial art expert, and in 1937 he received the Order of Culture. He became a leading figure in the Kyoto art world as a pioneer of modern Japanese painting.
It is thought that Seiho began working at Takashimaya sometime in the late 1880s, when he was in his early 20s. By this time he had married and become independent from Bairei. Studies on Seiho in conventional art history make little mention of his part-time jobs while he was poor. However, more recent studies have shown that, as his stature as an artist rose, his work at Takashimaya changed in nature, as his status changed from being something of a craftsman to more of a producer (Hirota, 2004). Specifically, although he drew yuzen designs at the beginning, by the end of the 1880s, he was supervising the embroiderers and the preparation of export-oriented embroidered products. At the 1900 Exposition Universelle in Paris, a Japanese painting created by Seiho as his primary business won a third-place bronze medal, and an embroidered tapestry and three framed embroideries that Seiho and Takashimaya jointly presented won an honorary gold medal and a gold medal. Moreover, he presented yuzen dyed-cut velvet works at the Fifth National Industrial Exhibition in 1903, the 1904 St. Louis World’s Fair, and the Japan-British Exhibition of 1910. Seiho also brought together the works of 50 Kyoto artists that were displayed in a collection by 100 artists from eastern and western Japan at Takashimaya’s first exhibition in 1909. The success of this exhibition set the stage for Takashimaya’s first steps toward establishing a fine arts department two years later (Nakanishi, 1940). In 1914, the year after Seiho was named an Imperial art expert, Takashimaya began selling a pattern—called Seiho Kasuri (Seiho ikat pattern)—that was taken from a kimono made based on a painting that Seiho had presented the previous year. This indicates that the relationship between Seiho and Takashimaya had changed completely from its original form. Takashimaya’s management recalls that the store’s fine art department could not have succeeded without Seiho, and this is likely true.
4. Conclusion: Collaboration between dry-goods dealers and sketching school artists
Thus far, this paper has discussed how artists—whose main profession was painting—started preparing designs at Chiso and then later became involved in the early days of the Mitsukoshi and Takashimaya department stores. One point that draws attention here is that most of these artists were from sketching schools in Kyoto, and that they had an extremely close relationship with one another. Research has shown that 22 artists prepared designs for woven and dyed products and provided basic instruction to shitaeshi at Chiso, and that 15 artists were involved in yuzen design at Takashimaya. However, it deserves note that, of these artists, seven (Kishi Chikudo, Imao Keinen, Kono Bairei, Kamisaka Sekka, Takeuchi Seiho, Taniguchi Kakyo, and Tsuji Kako) are known to have worked at both establishments. Seiho, Taniguchi Kakyo, and Tsuji Kako were leading disciples of Bairei, and together with Kikuchi Hobun (who did work at Chiso), they became known as Bairei Shitenno (the big four disciples of Bairei). Kamisaka Sekka, who later achieved great success as a designer, also studied Shijo school painting during his early art career as a second-generation disciple of Shiokawa Bunrin, who was a teacher of Bairei. Furthermore, Kunii Oyo, who was employed by Takashimaya as a specialist for export-oriented woven and dyed products, taught painting basics to Mitsui Takamine (1857–1948), who was the tenth head of the Kita house, and enjoyed an association with Mitsui Takanori (1874–1937), the ninth head of the Minami house. Moreover, Imao Keinen and Tosa Mitsutake served Takamine, and Tosa Mitsutake and Nomura Bunkyo served Mitsui Takahiro (1849–1919), who was the eighth head of the Minami house.
Of course, the employment of sketching school artists in the design of kimono and woven and dyed products did not arise entirely from personal relationships. Chiso, the Mitsui family, and Takashimaya were all based in Kyoto, and thus it is not hard to imagine that preferences for Kyoto styles were also highly influential here. Takahashi Gyokuen, who was affiliated with Mitsukoshi’s design office, recalled that Gyokusho frequently received orders from the Imperial Household Ministry when he lived at the Mitsui family villa. Thus, it is surmised that Gyokusho’s coming from Kyoto was a point the ministry appreciated (Kawabata & Kawabata, 1932). The Imperial Family and Imperial Household Ministry had been situated in Kyoto prior to the Meiji Restoration, and it is highly probable that their love of Kyoto styles did not diminish even after moving to Tokyo. It should also be recalled that Okyo, the originator of the sketching schools, had participated in the building of the Kyoto Imperial Palace while also remaining a simple local artist. In the sense that they were valued by the Imperial Family, the fact that Gyokusho received orders from the Imperial Household Ministry, and the fact that Takashimaya became a purveyor to the ministry, indicate that both shared the same artistic style. Moreover, the realistic styles of Seiho and others were readily accepted by foreign customers of different cultural backgrounds. This is evidenced by how Takashimaya’s decision to have these artists design woven and dyed products allowed the store to enjoy high praise at a succession of international expositions. In addition, the fact that realistically decorated ceramics and molded handicrafts had already sparked a “Japonism” fad in the West probably fueled the use of realistic designs in woven and dyed products.
In conventional research on garment and art history, studies on how artists were involved in the design of woven and dyed products have been the exception rather than the rule. However, Kono Bairei recalled that eight or nine out of ten artists of his day worked at Chiso (Hirota, 2002). It is difficult to imagine that so many artists with such a close relationship would be participating secretly in dry-goods work. The dry-goods dealers Chiso, Mitsukoshi, and Takashimaya made extensive use of sketching school artists. These companies that later became department stores maintained their relationships with the artists in the years immediately following their business conversion. Whether or not organized business partnerships existed here is a subject for future study. However, it is certain that the active introduction of art as a new element propelled the modernization of dry-goods dealers in the late 19th century and early 20th century.
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