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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.


[image: A model on a runway wears a dark blue dress made with pleated fabric with an elaborate sleeve.]

From Spring/Summer 1990, shown in Paris.
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