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On two separate afternoons in the early week of January, I stood camera-ready on Takeshita street 

in Harajuku, Tokyo. On both days, I braved the relentless crowd of excited tourists and locals alike, 

eyes peeled and finger ready on the trigger as I prayed to catch a glimpse of her unique street 

fashion. In the chilly winter, there was little harvest. 

For decades, Harajuku is famously known as the mecca for Japan’s 
exuberant teenage fashion culture. And for decades, many from 
around the globe would flock to the region in and around Harajuku 
to take a peek at her boisterous personality. It is unsurprising for the 
uninitiated to stare wide-eyed, mouth agape at young adults, both locals 
and tourists alike, who hit the streets dressed in the Harajuku style. To 
these strangers, the Harajuku style is an outrageous mess. And they 
are quite right. From the endearing sweet lolita to its dark equivalent 
gothic lolita, from the girly-glam ganguro to the Western glam rock 
influenced visual kei, the style is a culmination of the different fashion 
subcultures in Japan, all of which are righteously outrageous, and 
illustrate the audacity and inventiveness of the country’s expressive 
youths. Takeshita street is one of the many streets where the Harajuku 
style is rife. Lined with some thrift shops, fast food outlets, crepe 
stands, and many fashion boutiques, a walk down Takeshita street is 
akin to swimming against the current. Amidst the relentless push and 
pull of seemingly unceasing human waves in the narrow street, I finally 
yielded my first catch of the day: a pair of Japanese ladies in Decora 
style signature bangs, bright pink and leopard print clothes, and of 
course some kawaii accessories. With the mish-mash of vintage wears, 
colorful clothes and cute (or at times, dark) accessories, the Harajuku 
style thrives on the visual sensory overload. To some Japanese youths, 
the Harajuku style is a rebellion against the strict uniform culture in 
Japan, a movement that emphasizes the individual over the group, 
an expression that goes against traditional conformity. While it is 
widely-revered for its eccentricity, the Harajuku style is dying. Despite 
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having origins as early as the 1980s when Japanese youths then would 
patronise the streets in bright-colored clothes and neon-colored hair, 
the Harajuku style only captured the world by storm in between the 
late 1900s and the early 2000s when images of such youths appear on 
the most popular media then—magazines. One such magazine was 
‘FRUiTS’, the brainchild of acclaimed street photographer Shoichi Aoki. 
Aoki, who had also shot extensively on the streets of Paris and London, 
began ‘FRUiTS’ in the mid-1990s when he noticed the changing 
dynamics of Japanese youth fashion then. In many ways, he was one 
of the first pioneers who had documented and showcased the wild 
creativity and explosive dynamics of the Harajuku style to the world, way 
before celebrities like Gwen Stefani or Avril Lavigne popularized it. In 
the two decades of its release, ‘FRUiTS’ has published a total of 233 
issues. Yet, in February 2017, the magazine was shuttered. “There are 
no more cool kids left to photograph,” Aoki had said in a separate media 
interview with Japanese site Fashionsnap. My second (and final) catch 
of the day was also along one of Takeshita’s side streets. This time, it was 
a man decked in black and leather. He reached for theatricality with a 
coat dress, a leather beret, a coffin-shaped bag, and a black victorian 
hand fan. Suffice to say, he delivered. Why the death of such a creative 
fashion movement, you may ask? I suppose we have the proliferation of 
mainstream fast fashion to thank for that. As international fashion labels, 
such as H&M, and Japan’s Uniqlo, which continues to offer affordable yet 
globally approved trendy attires to the masses, start spouting up in Japan, 
the death of creative fashion seems ominously imminent. After all, no 
one wants to be deemed the freak who dares to dress against the norm 
(coffin bag or not). The future of the Harajuku style still remains largely 
unknown. But one thing’s for sure, there are lesser daring souls who 
would hit the streets clad in kawaii lolita dresses. However, that’s not to 
say that creative fashion is completely dead - who knows, a new change 
may very well be under wraps. Perhaps I’d be greeted with a brand new 
discovery on my next visit to Harajuku.  

I guess only time will tell. 
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It takes some time for first-time visitors to get accustomed 
to Tokyo’s high octane energy—think navigating amid 
blinking neon signages, tall anime figures, life-like robots, 

large billboards of some Japanese celebrities, and facing the 
ever ferocious waves of humans at a certain crossing. To many, 
Japan is the land of fresh sushi, rich heritage and of course, the 
gorgeous hanami (cherry blossom viewing) in Spring. They are 
not wrong of course, but to the fashion curious, Japan can be so 
much more. The Land of the Rising Sun is also well-known for 
their creative fashion sense and what many are unaware about 
is the plethora of vintage thrift shops hidden amidst your ramen 
stands and old-school retro arcades. With an assortment of 
styles that appeals to everyone, from the conservative to 
the daring young-at-heart, it is possible for one to spend 
hours rummaging through densely-packed racks of garbs and 
garments, only to be torn with the desire to purchase 
everything and anything. 

From resplendent pop-ups to fast fashion classics, thrift shopping 
in Japan is like grasping at straws. It requires scintillating wit 
and at times, stoic composure. And this, I guess makes the hunt 
for the best vintage clothing in Tokyo all the more alluring. 

Chicago, Omotesando
Situated inconspicuously at a turn of a building and with an 
entrance that seems uncomely, the basement of Chicago is 
where the delights are stashed. First-time visitors to Chicago 
will undoubtedly be put in an ephemeral daze at the maze-like 
basement, where goods are strategically compartmentalized. A 
haven for those seeking to add more denim to their collection, 
Chicago is notable for stockpiling some of the most authentic 
and rather diverse set of American vintage streetwear.
Address: 6 Chome−6−31−21, Shibuya-ku, Jingūmae, 
Tokyo, Japan.

A Glimpse Into 
Japan’s Thrift 

Shops

Kinji Used Clothing, Harajuku Branch
With a reputation as one of the most renowned thrift shops 
in Japan, Kinji offers an eclectic, all-encompassing selection of 
second-hand apparels for both sexes and all sizes, with racks 
of clothing classified according to its price point. Conveniently 
located near Harajuku, Tokyo, it is no wonder this commercialized 
giant is popular amongst many Japanese youths. If you’re 
thinking of shopping here, it’d be wise to note that prices 
here in Winter will be slightly more expensive than the oth-
er seasons.  Address: 〒150-0001 Tokyo-to, Shibuya-ku, Jingūmae, 4 

Chome−31−1 0  YMスクエア原宿B1F.

Flamingo in Harajuku 
Unlike Chicago and Kinji, Flamingo sells vintage clothing at a 
slightly lavish price point. But this should not deter anyone from 
entering the store for its multifarious fares — a pretty nice and 
rather exclusive selection of wares that ranges from the 
old-school 1950s to the modern hipster. With various outlets 
all about Japan, this crammed-but-cosy nook is a crowd 
favorite amongst the discerning tourists and stylish Japanese 
youths. Address: 〒150-0001 Tōkyō-to, Shibuya-ku, Jingūmae, 4 
Chome−4− 2 6 - 2 8.
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