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1. First, could you tell us about yourself, your career, and your international experiences?

KOSHINO: Regarding my career, do you know Kenzo Takada? He has passed away, but he was my classmate when we were students, and we were close friends for a very long time. We studied together. There is an award called the Soen Award. I received it first, and then Kenzo won it the following year. We were really good friends – always competing with each other, yet very close. I think the environment we had when we were young was extremely good. I truly believe that friends are what you should treasure in life. A friendship is not just one person – it becomes something real when it’s two or three people together. That’s how a generation is formed. Kenzo, Issey, and I all belonged to the same generation. By emerging during that period, I think we helped define the place of Japanese fashion designers in the world. Before us, there were designers like Hanae Mori, who was a senior to us, and she also represented her own era. But the next era, that was us.

Hofmeyr: Did you also have international experiences throughout your career?

KOSHINO: I opened a boutique on Avenue Montaigne in Paris, No. 10 Avenue Montaigne, directly across from the Plaza Athénée. I had my boutique there and presented my collections at Paris Fashion Week for 22 years, starting in 1978. Being able to show in Paris was only possible because I had a boutique there. I kept the boutique on Avenue Montaigne for 10 years. Aside from Paris, I also expanded to New York. I opened a boutique on Park Avenue and even held a fashion show at the Metropolitan Museum of Art. In that sense, having boutiques has been extremely important to my career.

During that time, I held shows in various places – Vietnam, Shanghai, Beijing, Cuba, Poland, and more. In Cuba, I was actually the first to hold a fashion show. The same goes for Vietnam. In China, the very concept of a “fashion show” didn’t even exist back then. In Cuba, rather than a traditional fashion show, I created a performance together with dancers. It’s such a vibrant city – people can practically live on music and dance alone. But what it lacked was fashion. By bringing my show there, we created truly lively performances in two venues: the famous nightclub Tropicana and another outdoor theater in the city called Salón Rosado.

In Beijing, I presented my show at the Beijing Hotel – its theater is the largest in the city. That is where I began showing my work outside of France, starting in 1985. And of course, there was Paris Fashion Week. I presented my collections in Paris for 22 years, beginning in 1978. Holding shows in Paris and having a boutique there serve as a kind of validation of one’s career. Because of that foundation, I was even able to hold a show at the Metropolitan Museum of Art. In that sense, Paris Fashion Week is tremendously significant in establishing a reputation that holds up on the world stage.
2. In broad terms, how often have you worked in international or intercultural settings over the course of your career in fashion design?

KOSHINO: I showed my work at the Paris Fashion Week for 22 years. During that time, I traveled to many different countries, including Vietnam, Cuba, New York, Shanghai, Beijing, and many others. Paris holds an extremely important position; it’s not just about Tokyo. Because I had a boutique in Paris, I was also able to open a boutique on Park Avenue in New York, which I maintained for ten years. 


3. Throughout your career, you have worked closely with people involved in the fashion industry and the musical theatre industry in Japan and abroad. Could you tell me about any similarities or differences you noticed in team dynamics?

KOSHINO: There is a director named Amon Miyamoto, and I worked with him on a Broadway production. I spent a month creating costumes for the Broadway musical, Pacific Overtures. The story spans from the Edo period to the present day, so the number of costumes was enormous. The transitions are dramatic – Edo, then Meiji, Taishō, Shōwa, each era changes so much. When the costumes change, they reflect the changing times themselves. It begins not with formal kimono and hakama, but with Edo-period styles, topknots, and samurai attire. Then comes the Meiji Restoration, with Perry arriving by ship. American and French ships come into Kanagawa one after another, and Japan is increasingly influenced by the West. The costumes evolve rapidly, leading all the way to the present day. So, the story really has to be conveyed through the costumes. Altogether, there were more than 100 pieces.


4. As a fashion designer, what strategies have you used for effective communication in international or intercultural teams?
KOSHINO: First, having a boutique and presenting fashion shows – those two are the most important. A fashion show ends in just one day, but a boutique lasts for ten years.
Hofmeyr: Do you have any strategies for effective communication – for example, when working with staff in your boutiques or with the models in your fashion shows?

KOSHINO: Models are selected through auditions, choosing from hundreds of candidates. Since we hold shows twice a year – spring/summer and fall/winter – the types of models we choose differ by season. For summer, healthier looking, slightly tanned models with a South American look tend to be popular. For winter, more Nordic-type models fit the collection. The number of models is enormous, and just the audition process alone takes about a week because they keep coming one after another. During the Paris Fashion Week, the models have incredibly demanding schedules. They have to rush from audition to audition, riding motorcycles or something similar, wearing helmets, then taking off their clothes, changing shoes, and showing up for the auditions. I really think being a model is extremely hard work.
Hofmeyr: Do the models come from all over the world?

KOSHINO: They all gather in Paris during that season. It’s nonstop auditions. An incredible number of models come – around 300, I think. Some you can tell won’t be a match just by looking, while other times you might spot someone walking down the street and think, “Oh, this person is perfect.” It really varies. But I try to be fair to everyone. They’ve come all the way to be there – sometimes in the freezing winter – so even if I can tell at a glance that someone won’t fit, I still hold an audition for them. It would feel wrong otherwise. I have them walk, and I audition everyone equally. New York is a little different from Paris. New York is really interesting – once, someone rolled right into the audition on roller skates. It was so interesting that I just told them, “You should be in the show,” and they ended up walking in the show.

New York and Paris both attract many models, but in different ways. In New York, the models are mostly people who already live there. People don’t come from all over the world. The Paris Collection is the most famous. Models don’t just go to one designer’s audition; they go to many. They do Milan, then Paris. After that comes New York, but in New York, only those living in the U.S. tend to audition; they don’t travel all the way from Paris for it. Paris is where models truly come from all over the world, like Spain, Portugal, and many other countries. You hear all kinds of languages.

Hofmeyr: Regarding communication in your boutiques, are the staff French, Japanese, or do they come from all over the world?

KOSHINO: There is a regulation that requires boutiques to hire local staff, so we had three French employees. Even if the boutique is run by Japanese management, you have to include some French staff; having only Japanese employees wouldn’t be allowed. Essentially, in France, the staff must be French. In New York, it’s the same principle: either New Yorkers or Japanese staff with a valid work visa.


5. Could you give me some examples of successful communication in international or intercultural environments?

KOSHINO: Fashion has no nationality. No matter which country it comes from, it’s about sensibility and beauty. It doesn’t depend on the specific characteristics of a particular country. It’s about the people. 


6. Have you faced any challenges working with and leading diverse national and international teams?

KOSHINO: Distribution is really important. If it’s just a fashion show, that’s one thing, but for a boutique, it’s about sales, which adds another layer of complexity, including tax considerations. Everything has to be properly exported from Japan. For fashion shows, the items can be brought from Japan and then returned, using a carnet to go back and forth, so it’s not considered an export. In that case, nothing can be sold; everything must be returned exactly as it was brought. Not a single item can be sold.


7. What kind of competencies do you think are necessary for students who are considering living and working across cultures in the future?

KOSHINO: When you come to Japan, of course, it’s Japanese. In France, there are foreigners, but the principle of “when in Rome, do as the Romans do” applies. In Japan, visa issues aren’t emphasized as much, but in the U.S., regulations are very strict. If someone works without a visa, the business owner can be sued. The same goes for Paris. Even if a Japanese relative or friend works there, it isn’t allowed. They are very strict, even part-time work is not permitted. Basically, it can be a bit challenging when working abroad, so you need to collaborate with professionals.


8. Can you think of any strategies that you have acquired through your experiences that can help prepare students in Japan for future careers in the fashion and design industries?

While carefully reviewing the photos and other materials

KOSHINO: There’s a difference between a group that produces things and one that designs. In my case, it’s design. Even though its design, simply drawing a sketch doesn’t automatically create the final product. It’s fine once the sketch becomes a garment, but there are very few people who draw the sketches for the process itself. I wonder how others express their ideas. I originally aimed to be a painter. Currently, I have an exhibition of my paintings in Karuizawa, and a portion of it includes my design sketches.

I was the first in Japan to open a boutique. I was also the one who gave it the name “boutique.” That shows how long I’ve been doing this. At first, everyone used to hold shows inside their boutiques, but gradually they began to move to larger venues.

This exhibition, titled "From the Origin to the Present," was held at the Ōita Prefectural Art Museum, Abeno Harukas Art Museum, and Niigata Prefectural Bandaijima Art Museum. In the 1970s and 1980s, I also designed costumes for Shiseido posters and other media. These works really endure over time. When I was in high school, I wasn’t aiming for a career in fashion; I intended to become a painter and was preparing to enter an art college. My family was into fashion design – my mother was involved in fashion, and ultimately because of that background, I ended up following the same path, attending Bunka Fashion College, where I was classmates with Kenzo Takada. That marks the beginning of my story as a fashion designer. My senior, or rather my mentor, was Hanae Mori. There was a contest called the Soen Award, run by the magazine Soen, and I won first place.

At the 1970 Osaka Expo, I designed the uniforms for the companions of three pavilions, and I am also involved in the 2025 Osaka-Kansai Expo. For this Expo, my concept is “circles and squares.” This represents the universe. The universe is a natural phenomenon. When you throw a stone into water, the shape that forms naturally is round. Truly, a circle represents the universe. Humans, on the other hand, think in terms of measurement and numbers, which is represented by the square. So, my concept is the contrast between circles and squares. In terms of a day, it’s like day and night; in terms of color, it’s like white and black or red and black, a concept of opposites.

This was in 1985, when I held my first show in Beijing. It was the largest show in China at the time. This costume is 10 meters long, so it requires two people to work as a pair.

9. Is there anything you would like to share about your international and intercultural experiences that I haven’t asked you about?

KOSHINO: Fashion is not just about clothing; it creates an entire era. It starts with people and their way of life. So, when people wear those clothes, the question is: what kind of life will they lead? Music, architecture, and many other factors influence this, so everything needs to be connected. For human life, we have the essentials: clothing, food, and shelter. Clothing comes first. But eating is not just about filling the stomach—it’s about eating beautifully. The character for “delicious” in Japanese (美味しい) literally means “beautiful taste.” So, we eat with our eyes as well. Japanese beauty is not just about satisfying hunger; it’s about enjoying a meal beautifully, including the presentation, the utensils, and the overall experience. That is what makes it truly delicious.
Japanese kanji are wonderful, aren’t they? Just by looking at them, you can often understand their meaning. Take the kanji for “tomorrow” (明日), for example. It literally combines “bright” (明) and “day” (日). It’s positive and uplifting, isn’t it? There’s no kanji for “dark day.” So “tomorrow” represents hope. Even though we cannot see it, hope is bright. We believe that tomorrow will be bright, and then it comes.

I designed the uniforms for three pavilions at the 1970 Osaka Expo, and this time I’m working on the uniforms for Takara Belmont within the Osaka Healthcare Pavilion. I also designed the uniforms for the volunteers. In total, I supervised the uniforms for 30,000 people.

Hofmeyr: Nowadays, the Japanese language and Japanese culture have become very popular.

KOSHINO: Japan is an island nation, isolated in the Far East, without direct connections to other countries, so other cultures haven’t influenced it much. In that sense, it is very mysterious and inspiring. France and Japan are completely different extremes. That’s why there is a sense of closeness and fascination. In France, for example, people probably aren’t particularly interested in neighbouring countries like Italy or Switzerland, because they naturally think their own country is the best.
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