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The Beauty of Nihongami - ‘Japanese Hairstyles’

Lustrous black hair swept-up into three-dimensional forms and embellished with hair ornaments
- nihongami (lit. Japanese hair), or traditional Japanese hairstyles for women, epitomize the
classic sense of beauty and aesthetics that have taken root in Japan. Why do we still find them
beautiful today? In this magazine issue, we examine the attraction of Japanese traditional
hairstyles and explore the sense of aesthetics in Japanese culture.
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The Advent of Nihongami

Nihongami originated in the 16th century Azuchi-Momoyama period, when women’s long hair was tied at the back of
the head like a ponytail so that they could be more active, compared to the long flowing hair that had previously been
customary for centuries. The practice of putting one’s hair up gradually evolved into complicated and decorative

forms. Subsequently, hundreds of hairstyles were created in the Edo period (17th to mid-19th century).
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Basic Facts of Nihongami

The nihongami is made up of four elements: maegami

(front hair), bin (side hair), tabo (back hair), and mage ] mage (topknot) 2 B9 B AT
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Basic Hairstyles and Their Variations

There are four basic types of nihongami, the
Hyogo-mage, Shimada-mage, Katsuyama-mage,
and kogai-mage. Each is characterized by the

shape of its mage (topknot).
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Hair Ornaments Adorning the Nihongami

Although kushi (combs), kanzashi (hairpins), and
kogai (hair sticks) were originally functional, they
developed into hair ornaments during the Edo
period. As indispensable items of high fashion, they
sometimes reflected the wearer’s flamboyance
and pride, while also

symbolizing their status.
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What do Hairstyles Tell us?

In Edo period Japan, people’s hairstyle and clothing was severely circumscribed according to their social status. There were actually

many rules depending on their age, stage in life, and occupation. In fact, their hairstyle was an indication of who they were. #HE2I—LoFTOE LN
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The Most Lavish Nihongami

It was courtesans, however, who had the most flamboyant hairstyles during the
Edo period. Their hair ornaments alone weighed as much as 6 kg! Courtesans

rated each other, and wore sumptuous kimono and hairstyles as a way of

6

showing off their high status.
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The Profession of ‘Onna-kamiyui’ (Female Hairdressers) o
A =~

doing hairstyles which the customers requested.

As increasingly elaborate hairstyles were created, it became harder for women to fix ’ | W S
their own hair. As a result onna-kamiyui, or female hairdressers specializing in women’s L | i [‘ / "'\" " ol
hairdos came into existence, in addition to the practice of visiting their customers and wwmuumwmwmm N/ ll[iumﬂ . L "
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Nihongami Culture is Still Alive Today

Although Japanese women no longer make use of traditional nihongami every
day, they still have an innate sense of aesthetics whereby they feel that lustrous
black hair is beautiful and that putting one’s hair up goes well with wearing a
kimono. There are also hairdressers who pass down hairdressing techniques
that originated in the Edo period and are still being used today. The culture of
nihongami that embodies the distinctive Japanese sense of beauty is surely still

alive in both form and mind.
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