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Regional Comparative Study on Ainu Clothing and Patterns:

Bark and cotton clothing in Hokkaido from the modern period

Misato GOSEKI

Abstract

This study aims to clarify the role of patterned clothing and regional characteristics of pattern
composition by comparing bark and cotton clothing, which comprise traditional Ainu clothing, along
with their patterns, on a regional level. The significance of this study is that we try to examine
traditional Ainu clothing and patterns, which has been mainly done from the perspective of clothing
research to date, using folkloristics and historiography research tools. The study also has a materials
aspect of identifying basic information on Ainu clothing by comparison and examination by using
clothing materials and painting archives, which have been rarely used to date.

By clarifying basic information such as regional production and the production period of Ainu
clothing since the modern era, which was unclear to date, Ainu clothing will gain more value as a
cultural asset.

In addition, Ainu patterned clothes are deeply related to its faith by protecting people, providing
decoration, and functioning socially. This study contributes to Ainu cultural research by presenting
new findings on Ainu clothing and spiritual cultures and by explaining the form and function of
patterned bark clothing that has not garnered much attention.

Chapter 1 places this study among academic disciplines. In addition, it considers prior research,
presents an overview of conventional research trends on Ainu clothing and patterns, and identifies
relevant issues.

Chapter 2 describes the historical background of Ainu people and the natural environment and
place names in Hokkaido on the basis of conventional research and outlines production methods
such as dyeing and embroidery in Ainu clothing. In addition, because patterned clothing tended to be
worn occasionally, the study also examines Ainu ceremonies, marriages, and funerals. As a result, it
demonstrates the possibility that the embroidery skills of Ainu women spread to other regions,
particularly with regard to marriage, after the Showa period as genetic mixing with Japanese
progressed.

Chapter 3 reveals—on the basis of the literary archives of the late Edo period—that clothing can
be categorized by factors such as a difference in status or disparity of wealth and that in yukar in the
Showa period, embroidered bark clothing was recognized as a costume of noble people. According
to survey results, there were many regions that separated formal and everyday clothing. Additionally,

with regard to accessories, the study showed that many accessories were seen only at the time of



festivals. Thus, the study identifies that the way of wearing clothes, the fabric used, the presence of
patterns, and the accessories were some of the factors that created a boundary between usual and
occasional days such as festivals in the Ainu society.

Chapter 4 outlines the clothing of Ainu at that time, with a focus on modern period painting
archives and differences in wearing patterned clothes, which had not been given attention in the past.
Regarding gender differences, the study confirmed difference in the size of clothes, which arises
from different physiques, and that in accessories. Patterned clothes saw changed appearance after the
popularization of foreign clothes (cotton clothes). Patterned dress before this was bark clothing,
which was always worn by elders because animal skin clothing was strictly prohibited. Bark clothing
was also worn every day; however, unlike formal dress, animal skin clothing was also worn in the
day-to-day life. In contrast, the trend of wearing cotton clothes increased in the Showa period,
following the declining number of producers of bark clothes, although cotton was originally a
valuable article after the popularization of foreign clothes. The results of this study found a common
point both before and after popularization: bark clothing, particularly the type of clothing that is
painted with a pattern, was recognized as the best clothing. Thus, in this study, patterned bark
clothing is positioned as the most important clothing for the Ainus.

Chapter 5 examines characteristics and identifies the production period and region of clothing of
the Tosabayashi Collection and the Kono Collection, data about which are in good condition but are
not well known. Both sets of materials have a high possibility of being produced in the Showa period.
Moreover, because there are patterns with no nominal designation in the Ainu language—such as
bell and heart shapes—pattern development and diversification can be seen. Additionally, the fact
that the clothing of Asahikawa in the Kamikawa district was similar to the pattern composition in the
Hidaka district shows the possibility of the movement of Ainu women. Although there have been a
few studies on factors causing regional differences in the pattern composition, a new perspective on
the dissemination of embroidery techniques through expansion of the intermarriage zone is presented
by this study.

The final chapter, Chapter 6, concludes—in addition to imparting conventional knowledge that the
Ainus regarded patterns as a “living being”—that patterned bark clothing is divine clothing that
represents Ainu faith and spiritual culture. This is a systematic study on the relationship between
Ainu clothing and patterns, which provides clarity on Ainu clothing and spirituality.

Regarding limitations of this study and future research prospects, the authors would like to
compare and examine many more Ainu clothing materials in Japan and overseas to further explore
clothing and the associated pattern regionality. Additionally, we would like to continue our research
to clarify the transition of Ainu clothing and patterns by considering pattern dissemination paths,
using a comparison of patterns with Northern ethnic minorities such as the Nivkh people from
Hokkaido.
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