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Spring’s First 
Flower: Japanese 
Apricot Blossom 
Patterns Loved in 
Japan

As the harsh winter chill gently fades, the Japanese apricot blossoms begin to bloom. Their 
lovely presence and sweet fragrance have enchanted the Japanese since ancient times. Japanese 
apricot blossoms are not only admired as flowers but are also represented in diverse forms as 
monyo1 or decorative patterns. KUMAGAI Hiroto, a bookbinding designer and an expert in 
Japanese traditional patterns explains that the origin of the Japanese aesthetics can be traced 
back to Japanese apricot blossom patterns. From ancient times, through the early modern 
era, and into the present day, Japanese apricot blossom patterns have continued to reflect the 
Japanese spirit and aesthetic sensibilities.� (Text: YANAGISAWA Miho)

T raditional Japanese patterns often embody a 
deep respect for nature and an awareness of 
the changing seasons. Among them, Japanese 

apricot blossoms have long been cherished as a special 
symbol. Their patterns, modeled after this beautiful 
flower, are not merely decorative. They are a cultural 
motif that symbolizes the Japanese aesthetics, beliefs, 
and seasonal sensibilities.

Japanese apricot trees are believed to have been 
introduced from China as medicinal plants during the 
Nara period (around the 8th century). At that time, 
Japan held a deep admiration for the culture of the 
Tang dynasty (present-day China), and adopted many 
of its cultural items and customs. “In China, Japanese 
apricot blossoms were cherished as a symbol of nobil-
ity. This tradition was introduced to Japan during the 
Nara period, and came to be admired among aristo-
crats,” explains KUMAGAI. Manyoshu (“Collection of 
Ten Thousand Leaves”),2 Japan’s oldest poetic anthol-
ogy, which was compiled from the late 7th through 
the late 8th centuries, contains over 100 poems about 
Japanese apricot blossoms.

During the Heian period (late 8th to late 12th cen-
turies), when court culture flourished, aristocrats 
found beauty not in the Japanese apricot blossoms 

themselves, but in their colors and fragrances. Japanese 
apricot blossom colors were also incorporated into 
the traditional garment color combinations,3 giving 
rise to elegant color names such as 
kobai (crimson Japanese apricot), 
koki-kobai (deep crimson Japanese 
apricot), and usu-kobai (pale crim-
son Japanese apricot). “People of 
that period had the sensitivity to 
perceive even the most subtle dif-
ferences in color and to name them 
with precision. Through the var-
ious colors of the Japanese apri-
cot blossoms, they expressed the 
changing seasons and their emo-
tions,” notes KUMAGAI.

From the Kamakura period 
(late 12th to the first half of the 14th century), when 
the samurai4 class rose to power, Japanese apricot 
blossoms became widely used as patterns in artisanal 
crafts and grew increasingly favored among the samu-
rai. This trend can be traced back to the rise of Tenjin 
worship.5 When Sugawara Michizane, a person who in 
memory later came to be revered as god of learning, 
was exiled to Dazaifu (a government office established 

Japanese apricot blossom patterns at a Shinto shrine
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in present-day Fukuoka Prefecture), he composed the 
following poem: 

Kochi fukaba 
Nioi okoseyo ume no hana 
Aruji nashitote 
Haru na wasureso

(“When the east wind blows, let it send the scent of the 
Japanese apricot blossoms! Although your master is 
gone, do not forget the spring.”)

Inspired by this poem, the Japanese apricot blos-
som became a symbol of loyalty and scholarship. 
Furthermore, based on the ancient Chinese tale, 
Kobun-boku6 (literally, “the trees that love literature”), 
the Japanese apricot came to be regarded as a flower 
symbolizing intelligence and purity of spirit. “For 
instance, the yari-ume (spear Japanese apricot) pat-
tern, which depicts straight-growing Japanese apricot 
branches, was cherished as a motif of the unyielding 
samurai spirit,” explains KUMAGAI.

From the beginning of the Edo period (early 17th 
to mid-late 19th centuries), when the townspeople 
culture flourished, Japanese apricot blossom patterns 
began to spread into the everyday lives of ordinary 
people. The second month of the old lunar calendar 
was called Ume-mi-zuki (“Japanese Apricot Viewing 
Month”), and a custom of viewing Japanese apricot 
blossoms spread, much like today’s cherry-blossom 
viewing. Various Japanese apricot blossom patterns 
were incorporated into the design of kimono and 
accessories, giving rise to many playful motifs.

“The Edo period was a time when townspeople 
started to have more leisure and comfort in their 
daily lives. This was reflected in the playful nature of 
the patterns, including the emergence of humorous 
motifs such as neji-ume (Japanese apricot blossoms 
with twisted petals) and kaku-ume (square Japanese 
apricot blossoms),” explains KUMAGAI. The hiware-
ume (cracked ice and Japanese apricot blossoms) pat-
tern, for instance, symbolizes the arrival of spring. It 
depicts Japanese apricot blossoms blooming against a 
backdrop of cracked ice, capturing the moment when 
hope is born even in the midst of cold.

In this way, the Japanese apri-
cot blossom came to represent 
not only the pursuit of scholar-
ship and nobility, but also pros-
perity, due to its abundant fruit. 
As a symbol of good fortune, it 
continues to be cherished. Most 
Japanese families have a family 
crest, known as kamon, which has 
been handed down through the 
generations, and the Japanese 
apricot blossom appears as a 
motif in many of these crests.

KUMAGAI has encountered 
countless patterns in his work, 
and shares his insights about 
Japanese apricot blossom pat-
terns. “The Japanese apricot 
blossom is a five-petaled flower. 
Arranging five circles in a row is 
enough for Japanese people to 
understand it as a Japanese apricot blossom. Beyond 
its lovely form, the Japanese apricot has noble mean-
ing and an elegant fragrance. It carries no negative 
associations, is easy to use in any context, and as a pat-
tern appears to embody the grace and harmony that 
Japanese people idealize.”

Even as time changes, the purity and grace embod-
ied by the Japanese apricot blossom continue to live at 
the core of the Japanese sensibilities.  

1.	 Decorative patterns on the clothing, utensils, and other objects.
2.	 The oldest existing anthology of Japanese poetry, compiled during the Nara period. It contains 

about 4,500 waka (traditional Japanese poems) composed by authors from all walks of life, from 
the emperor and nobles to commoners. 

3.	 The color coordination between the outer and inner fabrics of a garment, or among layers of 
clothing. 

4.	 Members of a social class who served a lord or exercised authority through military force. 

5.	 The worship of the spirit of Sugawara Michizane (845-903), a scholar and politician of the mid-
Heian period. In 901, due to a political power struggle, he was exiled to Dazaifu, where he is said 
to have died in despair. Celebrated for his scholarship, he later came to be revered as the “god of 
learning.”

6.	 An ancient tale, in which Japanese apricots would bloom when the Chinese emperor devoted 
himself to learning, and faded when he neglected his studies. Based on this tale, kobun-boku 
became one of the alternative names for the Japanese apricot tree.
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Examples of family crests featuring the Japanese apricot blossom as the motif.

The spear Japanese apricot 
pattern, favored by the samurai, 
depicts straight-growing Japanese 
apricot branches covered with 
blossoms.

Various Japanese apricot 
blossom patterns that 
emerged during the Edo 
period. From above: 
neji-ume, kaku-ume, 
hiware-ume




