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Prior to the Edo period the type of garment we nowadays call kimono used to be known
as kosode (‘small sleeves’). The term kosode did not refer to the size of the sleeves,
however, but to the narrowness of the armholes, which were only just large enough for

the arms to pass through.

In the twelfth century (Heian period), the term kosode was used to signify garments with
tubular sleeves and narrow armholes. It was used in contrast to the term osode (‘large

sleeves’), which meant garments with large armholes.

During the Heian period kosode were worn by aristocrats. They were worn in multiple
layers by court ladies in the form of so-called juni-hitoe (‘twelve-layered robe’) and as
undergarments for wide-sleeved robes such as sokutai. Similar garments were worn by

ordinary people as single robes that served as both inner and outer wear.
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“Clad in the Aesthetics of Tradition: from kosode to kimono’
Kimono The Art and Evolution of Japanese Fashion

Nagasaki Iwao
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