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How Neshi Came To Be Regarded as Ordinary Attire Rather Than
Robes for Night Service at Court

Maki NAKAT

Abstract

In contemporary scholarship, #dshi, a type of male attire worn at the Japanese
court since the tenth century, is mostly explained as a form of dress used outside the court
by upper-class aristocrats and at the court by a limited number of the highest-ranking
courtiers (Zugys), who received imperial sanction to do so as a special privilege. Historical
documents show, however, that lower-ranking courtiers allowed to enter the privy chamber
as privy gentlemen (enjo-bito) also frequently wore nashi when on night duty. Virtually
ignored today, this point suggests the need to reconsider the character of this form of
attire and the institutions pertinent to it. Through investigation of arguments about ndshi
advanced from the eighteenth to the twentieth centuries, this article draws attention to
the almost forgotten view of Nonomiya Sadamoto, an erudite noble active around the turn
of the eighteenth century, who defined ndshi as robes for night service at the court. Ise
Sadatake, an influential scholar who lived slightly later, criticized Sadamoto’s definition on
etymological grounds and instead promoted an understanding of nashi as a casual form of
attire, leading to today’s standard explanation.

The article also reviews recent discussions regarding the reception of permission
to wear zdshi at the court and argues that researchers have confused two different types
of sanction. One was 7dshi chokkyo, which permitted specific 4ugys to attend the court in
noshi, a phenomena seen from the twelfth century, and the other was zapps chokkyo, which
existed from the ninth century and permitted most zenjo-bito, together with members of
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the Imperial Guard (konoe) and police (kebiishi), to wear robes other than official attire
when necessary. This included wearing ndshi while on night duty. Overall, the article
suggests that Sadatake’s arguments and etymology have been overinfluential and that
further investigation of historical evidence of actual usage is needed to reach a better
understanding of the court system of attire and its social implications.
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