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NAIL FOLDS -
THE GUARDIANS OF YOUR NAILS

Examine the area on your finger where the
skin touches the nail plate. The skin does not
end where it meets the plate. Instead, the skin
makes a U-turn and folds back underneath
itself. This fold of skin pushes up against the
nail plate creating a tight seal that prevents
bacteria and chemicals from getting
underneath. There are four of these ‘seals’
surrounding the nail plate from all sides.

Their function is to protect the underlying nail
bed from infection and injury. They are the
'Guardians' of the natural nail. When one of
these guardian seals is broken, infection can
result. These important seals protect the nail
bed and matrix area from the outside world.

In this article we will learn how important it is
for nail professionals to protect these seals and
keep them healthy. Bacteria, fungi or viruses
can attack and create an infection if even one
of these folds are damaged or broken.

Examine the base of your nail at the paint
where the skin meets the emerging nail plate.
This skin actually folds underneath itself and
the underside rests on top of the unexposed
nail plate. The eponychium. covers the newly
forming natural nail with a roof of living skin.
The area where the skin actually ‘folds’ is
called the proximal nail fold. It is the actual
bend where the skin of the eponychium makes
a U-turn and folds back under itself. Proximal
is a medical term for ‘nearest attached end’, so
you can see where this skin fold gets its name.
On each side of the plate, two more folds form
tight seals along the sidewalls. These sidewall
seals are called the lateral nail folds. The two
lateral nail folds are important guardian seals.
In this case, ‘lateral’ means "to the side”. We
will learn about the other seals in a moment.
But first, let's focus our attention on the base
of the nail plate.

CROSS SECTION OF THE MAJOR PARTS OF THE NAIL PLATE - FIGURE 1.2

EPONYCHIUM AND CUTICLE

Living skin covers approximately 20% of the
nail plate. The skin that lies directly on top of
the newly developing nail plate is called the
eponychium. Normally the uppermost, visible
part of the eponychium has the appearance

of smooth, healthy skin. Cuts, nicks, bruises,
irritating substances or other injuries to the
eponychium can cause permanently lost or
damaged nail plates. Clearly, this is an important
part of the nail unit. Not surprisingly, the
tissue that sits upon the nail plate is very
different from visible eponychium.

The underside of the eponychium nail fold

has a strange, sticky texture.

The word ‘cuticle’ is loosely and often incorrectly
used. Ask a client to point to their cuticle and
they'll most likely point vaguely to the skin at
the base of the nail plate - the visible part of
the living eponychium - instead of the non-
living tissue on the nail plate.

How did this name misconception get started?
Surprisingly, it probably started because of
some medical text. These few references often
simply state that the cuticle is the eponychium,
without explaining to the reader that the
cuticle sheds from the underside of the
eponychium. But, the "cuticle’ is only a part

of the eponychium. In fact, it is found on the
underside of the eponychium where the tissue
sits against the newly forming nail plate. This
tissue sticks very tightly to the freshly made
nail plate. The tissue binds so tightly that the
growing nail plate pulls off a thin layer and
drags it along. In other words, the detached
tissue ‘rides’ on the nail plate, seeming to
grow from under the edge of the nail fold.
This thin layer of colorless tissue is the cuticle
(see Figure 1.3). The underside of the
eponychium is constantly shedding thin layers
of this colourless tissue. As this shedded skin
emerges with the nail plate it creates the most
important of the four nail plate guardian seals.

WHAT’S IN A NAME?

Over the years, much confusion has been
caused by a misunderstanding of nail
anatomy. Some government regulations tell
students they can't cut the cuticles, when
really they mean the ‘living tissue’ of the
eponychium. Cutting the fold can break the
seal and lead to infection.

These regulations aren't meant to prevent
you from cleaning the non-living tissue
(cuticle) from the nail plate.

Clearly, the confusion can be avoided if we
teach clients about the anatomy of the
natural nail. While they are marveling at
your knowledge, you will be helping eliminate
the confusion. And you'll be making a positive
contribution to our industry.

THE CUTICLE IS THE DEAD TISSUE ON THE NAIL PLATE,
NOT THE LIVING TISSUE THAT SURROUNDS THE NAIL
PLATE. IN THIS CROSS-SECTION THE CUTICLE CAN BE
SEEN SEPARATING FROM THE UNDERSIDE OF THE
EPONYCHIUM - FIGURE 1.3






