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Historical Development of Hina Dolls in Japan

Introduction

What exactly are Hina dolls (% NJE) in Hinamatsuri (%
#%1) )? As a foreigner, my first exposure to Hina dolls was
in a traditional teahouse, where a pair of exquisite Hina
dolls were displayed amidst the traditional backdrop of
the room. It was only during my travels around Tokyo,
particularly from a visit to the Hyakudan Hina Matsuri
exhibition at Hotel Gajoen Tokyo’s Hyakudan Kaidan [ F1
Bt B Bt | that | came to appreciate that beyond their
aesthetic appeal, these dolls (often displayed as a
husband and wife pair) embody a rich and complex
history spanning centuries. Titled “1,000 Years of Hina
Dolls: Wishful Thoughts Passed Down from the Heian

The stunning display of Zashikibina Dolls observed at Hyakudan
Kaidan. It depicts the scene of Kyoto during the Heian period (794-
1192). Source: 1,000 Years of Hina Dolls website (left) and myself
(right).
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Period to the Present Day” [ T4E#ED <0 P h HBL
&~ % 1 #k < v ] the exhibition piqued a deep
interest in understanding the complexities behind the
seemingly unassuming object of dolls. This imbued me to
write my JCCI Study Report on Hina dolls found in
Hinamatsuri, specifically regarding their historical
development in relation to the greater Japanese society.
Through how they evolved over time and geographical
space, | would like to further explore how such an
evolution of Hina dolls reflects the changing societal
beliefs, traditions and values in different periods and
regions of Japan. It is with the hope that through this
study, a deeper appreciation of Hina dolls, Hinamatsuri
and Japanese culture can be fostered.

Historical Background of Hinamatsuri (%% 1 )

Hinamatsuri, also known as Girl's Day or Doll’s Day, is a
cultural holiday with Shinto origins. Observed on May 3rd
of each year to celebrate and pray for the health and
happiness of young daughters in Japanese households.
During this period, elaborately crafted Hina dolls will be
put on display in Japanese households with young girls.
While competing legends of the origins of the festival are
present, it is generally believed that it began during the
Edo period (1603-1868). During this time, the Tokugawa
Shogunate aimed to establish new systems for the
samurai class. One of which was the creation of seasonal
festivals following the lunar calendar, known as the Five
Seasonal Festivals (7i. i 7 ) (95 % %, p.2). Hinamatsuri
was thus dictated to be the second of the five festivals,
synonymous with the Peach Blossom Festival (kD i)
as it was the period where peaches typically blossomed.

During this time, rice cakes and peach blossom wine were
also given as offerings to ward off evil spirits.
Correspondingly, the 5th of March was dictated to the
third festival, known as Boy’s Day (¥ ‘T~ @ fii 4J) and
synonymous with the Iris Festival for a similar reason—
the use of irises to keep boys from illnesses and bad spirits
(McGowan). The need for purification is a central theme
of such festivals. The changing seasons, marked by these
festivals, are also periods where people were most
vulnerable to sicknesses due to temperature changes.
This makes the concept of warding off bad energy all the
more pertinent during the festival period.

Origins of Hina Dolls

Understood in this light, how then do the dolls come to
prominence in Hinamatsuri? We must first begin by
understanding the origins of Hina dolls, and their context
in relation to the concept of purification. While

Hinamatsuri can be traced to the Edo period, the creation

of Hina dolls began much earlier. The origins of Hina dolls

date back to the Heian period (794-1185). During this

period, the earliest iterations of Hina dolls were often
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made simply of scrap fabric by family members in the
aristocratic class. They would be given to young children
of the family as a charm to ward off any sickness or bad
fortune to the doll (“Hinamatsuri: Japan’s Doll Festival”,
2015). Traditionally, the young girl will stroke the Hina doll
to rid herself of any bad luck or evil spirit, and the doll will
be released into a flowing river with the hope of carrying
misfortune away (%t L) (Yen, 1975, p.53). Such aritual
reflects the idea for girls to rid themselves of any
“impurities”. This alludes to the cultural perception of the
female body during the period as inherently impure, and
the necessity of a ritual to rid herself of it to strive for an
ideal of purity.

The introduction of Hina dolls into the Hinamatsuri can
thus be seen as a continuation and formalisation of these
earlier purification practices. Just as the seasonal festivals
marked vulnerable periods requiring necessary rituals to
protect and purify individuals, the use of Hina dolls during
the Hinamatsuri reflects a similar desire for protection.
Additionally, the third day of the third month, deemed as
auspicious in Ancient Chinese thought, coincides with the
date set for ancient purification rituals described in classic
Japanese literature "The Tale of Genji" (McGowan). It is
said that on that day, the ritual of "harae" (jik) was
performed to cleanse impurities (“Hina matsuri”). The
dolls, once part of a practical purification rite, became
central to a communal celebration that embodied both
the joy of spring and encompassing wishes of good health
and luck for daughters of the family. By aligning the
festival with the broader cultural context of seasonal
change and the inherent need for purification,
Hinamatsuri encapsulates a convergence of the ancient
with the evolving, bringing together societal rituals into a
celebration of purity and well-being.

"The Tale of Genji" Chapter 12. Naraehon manuscript, mid-17th
century. Source: British Library.



Evolution of Hina Dolls: From a tool for cleansing

impurities to a family’s prized possession

During the Heian period, Japan further saw a growth in
aristocratic and court culture (Heinrich). As such, dolls
began taking on a new evolving role, popularised as
playthings for children from the noble class ( #ff ¥ OF).

Following this, Hina dolls also became more accessible to
common folk during the Muromachi era (1336-1573). In
the Edo period (1603-1868), the custom of presenting
Hina dolls during Hinamatsuri was popularised,
particularly among the merchant class. The dolls

oy \

The image on the left showcases a Hina doll, otogi-bouko which
children played during the Heian period. It is made from fine silk and
resembles a crawling child. Source: NDL Image Bank.

The image on the left depicts a tachibina doll couple, with clothing
styles of the Muromachi era. The tachibina dolls (standing dolls) are
one of the earliest iterations. They are often made of wood or paper,
wrapped in textiles. Their simple forms resemble that of their origins

as hina-nagashi (dolls that are floated down the river). Source: BH#&.

The image on the left depicts the Muromachi-bina dolls, which are in a
sitting position. The sitting position is common in present-day Hina dolls. The
male Hina doll is adorned in Noshi, the dressing of noble men together with
Hakama. The female Hina doll is wearing a red Hakama. Source: Kyugetsu.

additionally evolved with increased intricacy and quality
for they were subsequently made by master dolimakers.
Resultantly, as the dolls became more detailed and
extravagant, families were more reluctant to release the
dolls in the river every year (Yen, 1975, p.53). Instead, they
would prominently exhibit their dolls in their households,
coupled with a well-decorated tiered platform in red (Yen,
1975, p-53). The dolls expanded to include the emperor
and empress (N ZE 8722 NJE), as well as imperial palace
members (ffl FF A J%). They are commonly placed on a
five-step platform with the emperor and empress at the
top, a reflection of the social hierarchy of the Edo era.
Other dolls created include the husband and wife dolls
created inspired by the Muromachi era in the 1400s, and
the musician dolls in the mid-1700s (Yen, 1975, p.54). As
such, as the dolls developed in sophistication, it
transformed into prized possessions for the family, where
women would pass on their Hina dolls to the next
generation of girls. However, despite the cultural shift in
customs from releasing the Hina dolls down the river to
displaying them prominently in Japanese households, the
meaning attached to the dolls of absorbing bad luck in
hopes of good health and happiness for daughters
remains an enduring theme.

Evolution of Hina dolls: Reflection of society

Throughout history, the Hina dolls further evolved in
relation to the economic prosperity of the society as well
as the beauty standards of the period. For instance,
during the increasing popularity of Hina dolls in the
middle of the Edo period, doll markets were established
and frequented by the people. During the period of Kyoho

reforms (1716—36), a new type of dolls, known as the
Kyoho bina dolls were created.

Kyoho bina dolls. Source: Kyugetsu.

The Kyoho bina dolls typically had long faces, slanted eyes
luxurious garments fashioned with gold brocade (U2 NJE®
757 ).Such elaborate dressing reflects speculations of the
then emperor and empress’ dressing. These dolls were
often banned by the then government amid the country’s
economic and cultural reforms aimed at frugality.
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Jirozaemon bina dolls. Source: Theriaults.

During the late 18th century, Jirozaemon bina dolls
emerged. These dolls were named after a doll maker from
Kyoto. They were popularised after Jirozaemon had
opened his store in Nihonbashimuromachi (O 2 AJE D%
#&). For Jirozaemon dolls, their faces are typically rounder,
with thinner eyes and hooked noses (H 11 Z 11 b HE A
J). The dolls exude dignity and elegance, shifting from
the extravagance of Kyoho bina dolls. The garments
worn, together with the facial features of Jirozaemon bina
dolls are inspired by the dressing and beauty standards of
the Heian period. This shift in opulence further reflects
the relatively modest court dressing of the period (U 7%
NIEDZ ). The changing facial features further highlight
the changing standards of beauty through time.
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Keshi-bina dolls. Source: Personal photos taken at 1,000 Years of
Hina Dolls exhibition 2023.
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The transformation of Hina dolls as a reflection of
changing social norms is also evident in the
popularization of Keshi-bina dolls amid the period of
Kansei Reforms (1787-93). During this time, extravagance
was discouraged, and the rising extravagance of
traditional Hina dolls was restrained by the ruling
shogunate. Consequently, smaller-sized Hina dolls
emerged. These compact dolls, known as Keshi-bina,
gained popularity, especially in densely populated cities
where homes and living spaces were more limited (1,000
Years of Hina Dolls exhibition).

Arrangement of Hina dolls

Hina dolls will be typically arranged on a red-tiered
platform. While the dolls can be displayed in a variety of
ways, together with different types of decorations and
furnishings, some aspects in accordance with the social
hierarchy of the Edo period are retained. The display
typically depicts the imperial couple and imperial palace
attendants. The top tier would display the emperor and
empress. For the Kansai region, the empress would be
placed to the right of the emperor. In the Kanto region,
the opposite would be done (Voyapon). A possible
explanation would be the latter’s adoption of more
modern customs and traditions following the Meiji period
where Western elements were introduced in society. In
Western culture, left from a viewer’s perspective is
considered the superior position, leading the emperor to
be placed accordingly as such. On the other hand, the
Kansai region follows a more traditional Japanese
viewpoint, where the right side was the customary
placement for key ceremonial figures. The imperial couple
would also be placed in front of a folding screen (i Ji),
accompanied by lampstands (21l ) with pink decorations
of ume and cherry blossoms to symbolise the welcoming
of spring (Hina Matsuri (The Doll’s Festival)). Below the
emperor and empress, the second tier sits the san-nin
kanjo (= A %), known as the three court ladies. They
would typically be holding sake and seasonal sweets. The
subsequent platforms would display go-nin bayashi ( 71 A\ ¥
), also known as the five musicians. They would be
depicted holding traditional musical instruments such as
the drums (taiko K 3%, otsuzumi K%, kotsuzumi /%)
and flute (i), or singing while holding a Japanese folding
fan, sensu (J& ) (Hina Matsuri (The Doll’s Festival)). Samurais
and ministers, typically members of the imperial palace
who take on a protector role would also be featured in the
subsequent tiers (Voyapon). Japanese garden trees, such
as cherry blossoms or peach trees will also be placed as
decorative pieces on the tiers.

It is customary for the Hina dolls to be put on display from
the beginning of spring until the day of the Hinamatsuri.
It is believed that should the dolls not be kept away



A display of the tiered platform | saw at the exhibition.

promptly; the owners will have the misfortune of
marrying late (Voyapon).

Regional variations of Hina dolls
Beyond the changes of Hina dolls through time, the
decorations, displays and surrounding customs also differ

across Japan's regions. Each area has its own distinct
accompanying decorations that boasts local aesthetics,
ornaments and customs of the region.

For instance, in the Tohoku region of Sakata, Hina dolls
will be displayed alongside ornaments of festive local
delicacies such as seabream (1,000 Years of Hina Dolls).

In Yanagawa, Fukuoka, hanging decorations known as
tsurushi-kazari will be displayed alongside the Hina dolls.
Tsurushi-kazari ornaments are made from scrap kimono
and clothes, originating from fishing villages in the region
amongst families who were unable to afford purchasing
Hina dolls. Subsequently when the dolls became more
accessible, the practice of making tsurushi-kazari
continued, and the ornaments were displayed alongside
the Hina dolls.

These regional distinctions highlight the rich diversity of
Japan’s cultural landscape, with each variation
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Tohoku ornaments are displayed alongside Hina dolls. Source:
Personal photograph taken in the 1,000 Years of Hina Dolls
exhibition.

The image on the right shows tsurushi-kazari decorations hanging
alongside Hina doll display. Source: 1,000 Years of Hina Dolls
website.

showcasing a localised adaptation of the tradition. These
distinctions not only preserve local heritage but further
enrich the celebration of Hinamatsuri, showcasing how
the ever-evolving Hina dolls while maintaining aspects
that honour its historical roots.

Cultural significance of Hina dolls
Hence, the cultural and historical significance of Hina

dolls in Japanese history stretches far and wide. Their
change and continuity from tools of ritual purification to
prized family possessions also reflect broader societal
transformations in Japan. From their origins in the Heian
period, where they were used to ward off impurities, to
their later role as symbols of status and extravagance
during the Edo period till the present, Hina dolls
encapsulate Japan’s shifting social values, beauty
standards, and economic conditions. In particular, Hina
dolls are material representations of central societal
values of Japanese society, such as femininity,
domesticity and protection. The evolution of Hina dolls,
with their increasingly elaborate garments and shifting
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facial features, reflects the changing societal ideals of
what is regarded as the “feminine ideal” over time. The
superstition that Hina dolls must be promptly put away
after Hinamatsuri to avoid the misfortune of marrying
late further underscores societal expectations of the ideal
Japanese woman—to be domestically skilled and begin
her family early. This reinforces societal norms and values
concerning gender and family amongst generations of
Japanese women.

Moreover, the regional variations in Hina doll displays
further emphasize the dolls’ role as a cultural mirror.
These local adaptations from region to region highlight
how different communities in Japan have preserved and
adapted the tradition of Hinamatsuri to reflect their own
customs and resources. This resulting diversity produced
enriches Japanese culture. By understanding the
meanings, nuances and motivations for such
developments of Hina dolls, one can begin to uncover the
rich and meaningful history of Japan and its society
through time and space.

Conclusion: Hina dolls at present

As globalisation beckons waves of foreign influences and
culture within Japanese society, the culture of
Hinamatsuri and Hina dolls has also moved to become
more accessible for non-Japanese to get a glimpse into its
rich and multifaceted history. For instance, the creation
of the “1,000 Years of Hina dolls: Wishful Thoughts Passed
Down from the Heian Period to the Present Day”
exhibition was curated for both the Japanese and
international eye. Personally, it allowed me a window to
glimpse into Japan'’s traditional culture and craft and
understand it in the larger context of society through
time. Hina dolls have also taken on roles as cultural
artefacts, educating many beyond the four walls of a
Japanese household. These opportunities not only serve
as hallmarks in preserving the thousand-year-long culture
of Hinamatsuri, but further create a cultural bridge for
people around the world to appreciate Japan's beautiful
cultures and traditions. It is with this hope that this Study
Report wishes to emulate the intricacy and rich history of
the Hina dolls and celebrate its continued relevance and
adaption throughout history.
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