
TThe kimono remains one of the iconic sym-

bols of Japan, and the dyeing of the cloth used 

is one of the most integral processes in its cre-

ation. The dyers, from whom kimono shops 

order their material, are often family companies 

that have been in operation for generations. Fu-

taba is one such business that is still located in 

the Ochiai district of Tokyo, where the dyers 

gathered around the river where the flowing 

water was used to prepare the cloth.  

The dyers had been concentrated in Aki-

habara—long before that Tokyo district became 

globally famous for electronics and otaku cul-

ture—but migrated to Ochiai further upriver  

over a century ago. Futaba is still located in the 

same riverside spot, though it stopped using 

water from the river back in 1955, and now em-

ploys a large pool for dyeing. 

“There were 300 hundred dyers and related 

businesses at their peak in this area, but now 

there are less than ten in the whole of Tokyo. 

There are still around eighty craftspeople around 

Ochiai though, many of them older people work-

ing out of their homes,” explains Motobumi 

 Kobayashi, president of Futaba Inc. “But if 

something isn’t done to preserve their skills, 

then they may die out with the older artisans.”  

The story of kimono in Tokyo, and the dark 

colors used for them there, is tied up with the 

history of the city before it became the capital 

in the mid-nineteenth century.  

“When Edo [the old name for Tokyo] started 
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Products on display in Futaba’s showroom shop
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Fabrics to Dye For
Futaba Inc. in Tokyo continues to produce fine dyed fabrics in the same time-honored fashion it 

always has. Gavin Blair visited the workshop and spoke with the company’s fourth-generation 

president, Motobumi Kobayashi.
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growing very quickly, business started thriving 

and even more people came to live there from 

all over the country. As the economy got stron-

ger, the merchants became much wealthier than 

the samurai, even though they were supposed 

to be of lower status than the noble warrior 

class,” says Kobayashi. “In order to try and pre-

serve the honor of the samurai, outward displays 

of luxury and extravagance were forbidden.”

“Rather than protesting or rioting, the people 

of Edo found ways to enjoy the rules. They used 

very colorful designs in hidden parts of their 

clothes and created numerous variations of the 

duller colors that they were permitted to use. 

There were said to be ‘48 browns and 100 

grays’—an expression that survives to this day,” 

he continues.  

This is the origin of the Edo Komon or 

Tokyo Dyed Komon style of dyeing kimono 

material that translated into a preference for 

conservative colors in fashion that exists even 

now in the capital. 

“The rules against luxury weren’t really en-

forced in Osaka or Kyoto, and brighter colors 

predominated there. That taste for more flashy 

clothing can still be seen in fashion in the Kan-

sai area of south-central Japan,” suggests Ko-

bayashi. “And to tell 

the truth, even now our 

designs and cloth don’t 

sell very well in Osaka. 

If you go further south 

to Kyushu, they start 

selling again.” 

However, not every-

thing carries on as it 

always has, even in this 

most history-steeped 

world. Designs have 

become much more 

varied than they were for traditional kimonos, 

according to Kobayashi. 

“The rules of kimono patterns have been 

thrown away by many people; they now want to 

express their individuality,” he says. 

“And in recent years some people have again 

come to wear kimono for more casual occasions 

such as going out for dinner or going to the 

theater, not just for weddings and formal cere-

monies,” says Kobayashi. Moreover, Futaba’s 

fabrics are enjoyed today by customers in twen-

ty countries, mostly in Europe.

Despite the changes in taste and design, 

 Futaba continues to dye—choosing from 1,200 

color variations—and dry in the traditional way, 

largely unchanged in over a century. 

The riverside workshop also features a café, 

a mini-museum and classes where visitors can 

try out dyeing for themselves.

Gavin Blair is a freelance journalist living in Tokyo who writes for 

publications in the United Kingdom, United States and Asia.

A Futaba artisan applies fine dye details to a length of 
silk cloth.

Motobumi Kobayashi, 
president of Futaba Inc.
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