
AAt the peak of their popularity in the Meiji 

period (1868–1912), there were over 200 manu-

facturers of traditional Japanese umbrellas in 

Kyoto. Today, there is but one, Hiyoshiya. With 

sales falling alongside the decline in the use of 

wagasa—as the umbrellas are known in Japa-

nese—Hiyoshiya, too, had been on the verge of 

closing down. It was saved by Kotaro Nishibori, 

the current president, who has reinvigorated 

the business by taking its traditional craftsman-

ship in new directions.    

Wagasa are painstakingly handcrafted from 

a single piece of bamboo and covered with washi 

(Japanese paper) to create the individual design 

of each umbrella. Wagasa have been made this 

way for almost a thousand years since they were 

introduced from China, though the waterproof-

ing of umbrellas with linseed oil and their wide 

use as rain umbrellas is a relatively recent de-

velopment, dating back a couple of centuries. 

“There are three main kinds of wagasa: the 

parasol, the rain umbrella, and the larger kind 

used for tea ceremonies and other such occa-

sions,” explains Nishibori. 

Although Nishibori is the fifth-generation 

head of Hiyoshiya, he came to the field from 

outside, having married the daughter of the 

previous head of the business. He was a local 

government worker at the time and had no no-

tion of how to run a traditional Japanese artisan’s 

company. However, after having seen, and 

come to appreciate the craftsmanship of wagasa, 

he decided—against many 

of his friends’ advice—to 

take over the business twelve 

years ago. 

“With the number of peo-

Kotaro Nishibori, president of 
Hiyoshiya, holds a nodate-gasa 
parasol for use in the open-air tea 
ceremony. In the background is 
Hokyo-ji temple, which is located 
directly opposite the Hiyoshiya 
studio. The temple allows Hiyoshiya 
to use its grounds to dry the 
umbrellas under sunlight after 
coating with linseed oil.
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HiyosHiya 
Reinventing the Umbrella
Gavin Blair visits a small company in Kyoto whose president has brought one of Japan’s most iconic 

traditional products not only into the twenty-first century but also to countries around the world. 
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ple using wagasa decreasing 

year by year, we had to do 

something new to save the 

business, so we decided to 

make lamps and lampshades 

using the principles, materi-

als and craftsmanship of 

wagasa,” says Nishibori. 

In addition to creating 

lamps from the traditional bamboo and washi 

paper, Nishibori has created a series made 

from steel and plastics, utilizing the shape and 

design of wagasa. As well as being bought for 

private houses, the lampshades are also used 

in restaurants, cafés and hotels both in Japan 

and abroad.  

Nishibori learned by trial and error when try-

ing to make products for overseas markets. He 

explains that his first set of lamps was deemed 

too small when he took them to Europe to show 

people. He was also told that they were too 

bright, so he made larger sizes with lower watt-

age light bulbs. The lamps are now sold in twelve 

countries and represent about 40% of Hiyoshiya’s 

sales, being particularly popular in central Eu-

rope where they have won design awards. 

“We exhibited in Shanghai last year and 

thought maybe our products would be too ex-

pensive for the Chinese market, but that turned 

out not to be the case at all,” says Nishibori. 

“Even in Japan, when people do want to buy 

a wagasa, they often don’t know where to buy 

it. The Internet is really useful in this respect, 

and the number of people accessing our homep-

age has grown enormously since we launched 

it in 1998,” says Nishibori. 

Having studied abroad after high school 

while staying with relatives who had emigrated 

to Toronto, Canada, Nishibori learned to speak 

English, which has proved useful as his over-

seas business has increased. He has also col-

laborated with European designers on new 

ranges of products and traveled around the 

world to exhibitions with Hiyoshiya.  

According to Nishibori, the only way to pro-

tect the traditional artisan skills of making and 

repairing wagasa is to take them and put them 

to use creating products that will sell in the 

modern global marketplace. 

“There’s a lot of talk about tradition, but 

nothing started life as traditional; what is now 

thought of as traditional was once new,” points 

out Nishibori. “My philosophy is that tradition 

is a continuing process of innovation.”

Gavin Blair is a freelance journalist living in Tokyo who writes for 

publications in the United Kingdom, United States and Asia.

Kotaro Nishibori utilizes the open-
close mechanism of the design 
features of the wagasa umbrella 
(left) in lampshade designs such as 
this one (right) made of steel and 
plastic.
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