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shunga collector and a ferocious defender of free speech.
But for the most part, the habits of these custodians seems to
have replicated the habits of Edo: shunga were to be col-
lected and enjoyed with complete discretion, in the company
of like-minded connoisseurs. There was a market in Edo
shunga, but it was limited to a small and trusted set.

Overall, the modem history of Edo shunga has until very
recently evolved under two fundamental conditions that have
strongly colored the way in which their Edo history has been
understood. The first has been the almost constant threat of
criminal prosecution, not only for publishing unexpurgated
reproductions of Edo originals but also for dealing and even
for mere possession. The severity of control has eased some-
what in the postwar period, but the strict prohibition on the
reproduction of genital images has resulted in the total ex-
purgation of the genital essence of shunga in all published
books and articles. Shunga have thus come to be function
solely as the realm of the private and voyeuristic connois-
seur and not as a legitimate theme for historians of Edo cul-
ture and art. Just as the pubic hair was been carefully ex-
punged from all public shunga in modern Japan, so shunga
themselves have been expunged from Edo cultural history.

The second condition for the modern understanding of
Edo shunga has been a persistent nostalgia for the world that
produced them, which is idealized as a purer and somehow
more tolerant regime in which the “natural” attitudes towards
sex of the Japanese people were given free play. The mod-
emn custodians of Edo shunga in Japan have been older men
absorbed in fetishistic appreciation and in the study of fine
details to the detriment of wider context. It is clear of course
that in their Edo context, makura-e were not an isolated phe-
nomenon, but changed frequently in responses to larger
changes in society and in discourses on sexuality.

But now things have changed dramatically with the ap-
parent lifting of the ban on the reproduction of Edo shunga
over the past few years. The story still remains to be told in
detail. The battle against obscenity laws in postwar Japan
has a long and complex history, but Edo shunga have rarely
been the object of much vocal protest, which has been re-
served for the work of contemporary writers and artists. Many
have commented on the irony of banning the open sale and
reproduction of the relatively wholesome makura-e of Edo
while permitting the more exploitative and often intensely
misogynist pornography that has thrived in recent decades,
and it is surely this irony that led police authorities to take a
more relaxed attitude.

+ The emphasis in postwar Japan on pubic hair as the de-
cisive marker of pormography has worked particularly effec-
tively against the unexpurgated reproduction of Edo shunga,
in which lavish attention was dedicated precisely to the de-
piction of hair; indeed the use of pubic hair as the critical
marker of obscenity may well be a legacy of Meiji attitudes
to the Edo shunga itself. The key person responsible for the
gradual dissolution of the pubic hair ban seems to have been
Fukuda Kazuhiko, whose photographic reproductions of Edo
shunga from Kawade Shobo Shinsha began with the publi-
cation of Ukiyoe no miwaku (The Lure of Ukiyoe) in Octo-

ber 1986.%° Fukuda's technique was to insist that he was re-
producing art, and to include a majority of non-explicit
ukiyoe. With time, however, all barriers have been dropped,
and a large number of Edo shunga have now been published
in unexpurgated reproduction, some with scholarly appara-
tus.>! Meanwhile, the debate was broadened to contempo-
rary photographic pornography as a result of the celebrated
“hair debate” triggered by Shinoyama Kishin’s nude photo-
graphs, pubic hair and all, of actresses Higuchi Kanoko and
Miyazawa Rie in 1991.

By taking shunga out from under the dark and private
recesses to which they were confined by the Meiji state, it is
now possible to place them back into their original Edo con-
text, and to begin to understand a complex and conflicted
history. The end of this modern history of “shunga” is only
the beginning of the writing the history of Edo makura-e.
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