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earliest works were a direct outgrowth of the new and flour-
ishing institution of the Yoshiwara licensed quarters in Edo,
since they take the form of guides (hyobanki) to the brothel.
The earliest dated work of this sort is Yoshiwara makura
(Yoshiwara Pillow) of 1660, which depicts men making love
to courtesans, each of whom is represented by the crest for
specific house of prostitution. Various pictorial conventions
certainly were derived from earlier painted scrolls of aristo-
cratic lineage, but now the context was wholly different, with
a commercial market catering to large-scale and systematic
licensed prostitution.

This is not to say, however, that such images over time
could not have come to serve the kind of customary amuletic
functions mentioned above, with no necessary connection
to the Yoshiwara and other forms of prostitution. Particu-
larly by the end of the Edo period, cheaply printed erotic
images may have come to be used in amuletic ways by the
lesser urban classes, and perhaps even by the rural elite. Yet
the fact remains that the specific origins of Edo makura-e lie
squarely within the world of the brothel.

The Ideological Context of Edo Makurae

In conjunction with the first great wave of printed Edo
and Kamigata makura-e in the 1670s and 1680s, there
emerged an ideological complex that sought to justify the
pursuit of sexual pleasures as a “way” (dd, or michi), as clas-
sically formulated in Fujimoto Kizan's Shikido O-kagami
(The Greater Mirror of the Way of Sexual Passion) of 1678.%
The elaborate rules for progression along a journey of in-
creasing sophistication from yabo (boorish and unenlight-
ened) to sui (stylish and enlightened) may be seen as charac-
teristic of the process by which taste emerged as the key
arbiter in an increasingly commercialized market for goods
and services—in this case, sexual services. As Craig Clunas
argues for the world of “superfluous things” in late Ming
China, taste and discrimination evolved in the urban culture
of Genroku Japan as a crucial form of brake on exclusively
wealth-determined consumption.'¢

The Tokugawa bakufu did not of course approve of this
culture, particularly the involvement of the samurai class.
But this attitude did not stem from any judgment on the
morality of sexual pleasure per se; after all, it was the samu-
rai establishment that had itself promoted licensed pleasure
quarters as a way of managing sexual desire in barrack cit-
ies. Bakufu disapproval was rather on the grounds that it
encouraged laxness, excess, and indecorous behavior. It is
difficult to isolate any particularly “Confucian” element here,
and at any rate there is little evidence of Confucianism as
having much to say about eroticism per se, except to the
degree that if unchecked, it could threaten family harmony
and even survival. .

The history of makura-e, we are often told, is punctu-
ated by periodic episodes of bakufu repression, specifically
in Edo city regulations (machibure) of 1722, 1790, and 1842.
In every case, however, the crackdown was only one part of

a larger program of the suppression of political dissent, and
no specific mention is made of erotic images (as opposed to
erotic books, koshokubon, the target in 1722) until 1842.7
At any rate, there is almost no evidence whatsoever for the
direct suppression of makura-e as such on grounds of “ob-
scenity”: it was rather the potential threat to the social order
that unchecked licentious behavior might pose. The depic-
tion of the sexual act itself was of no evident concern.

And yet the history of the publication of printed makura-
e and warai-bon does in fact reveal a certain correlation with
periods of political repression.'® The first wave of makura-e
described above, led by Moronobu and Jihei in Edo, and
Yoshida Hanbei in Kamigata, tapered off in the late 1680s,
but a new wave of creativity at the hands of the Kyoto artist
Nishikawa Sukenobu appeared in the years 1711-22, and may
well have been brought to an end by the first general prohi-
bition of “késhokubon” in 1722. (The importance of
Sukenobu’s legacy is reflected, as mentioned above, by
“nishikawa-e" as a generic term for makura-e.) Publication
of makura-e almost completely ceased for over a decade
thereafter, resumed only with a handful of works by Okumura
Masanobu in Edo in the 1740s—most of which are undated,
suggesting efforts to thwart the authorities.”” Even in the
1750s and 60s, only a handful of new works were produced.

Everything changed after 1765 and the emergence of
Harunobu as the creator of the new multicolor nishiki-e (“bro-
cade prints”). This ushered in a sustained period of remark-
able creativity in makura-e production, with a total of 122
titles from 1766 until 1790. The Kansei Reforms of 1787-93
clearly took a toll, however, as evidenced in a marked drop
in makura-e production after 1790, although there was a brief
revival in the work of Utamaro in the period 1798-1903. After
this, however, ensued a long period of drastically reduced
erotic publication, with only a handful of works in the 1810s.
But from about 1820, in the early Bunsei period, a third and
final great boom in makura-e publication began, lasting on
until the suppression under the Tenpd Reforms in 1841. Here
as under the Kansei Reforms, bakufu suppression had a clear
and direct impact on makura-e publication.

It would be wrong to conclude, however, that the his-
tory of makura-e publication must therefore be written along
the axis of bakufu repression. While such repression clearly
helps explain the abrupt drop of publications after 1790 and
1840, it does nothing to elucidate the much more important
issue of how the three great waves beginning in the 1670s,
1760s, and 1820s were launched and sustained. I would sug-
gest that any interpretation of Edo shunga that focuses purely
on bakufu regulation may be missing the target. There is no
evidence, for example, that makura-e were ever produced
with any overt intentions to attack the dominant political au-
thorities. This is in striking contrast to Western Europe where,
Lynn Hunt has argued, pornography was always closely
linked with politics. In France, in particular, much porno-
graphic writing in the 18th century was a direct attack on the
royal family and its profligate ways.? This kind of writing is
difficult to imagine under the rule of the Tokugawa bakufu,
where any form of explicit political satire was effectively
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suppressed. The politics of sexuality must therefore be sought
not in overt contestations of power between politicians and
intellectuals, but in the more complex and subtle negotia-
tions of gender discourse between the Tokugawa state and
the publishing arm of popular culture. The overtly political
pornography that was dominant in early modern Europe was
effectively sublimated in Japn, giving a more latent—although
no less powerful-political character to Edo makura-e.

1 would argue that the cultural politics of Edo shunga
are probably to be found in a very different realm, in the
changing discourses on sexuality itself that were conducted
apart from official bakufu authority. The transition between
the first two waves, for example, may reflect not so much
the official bakufu crackdown on késhokubon in 1722, for
example, as a basic long-term shift in the discourse on sexu-
ality. One prototypical work here may have been Kaibara
Ekiken’s ¥Ydjokun of 1713, which included a critique of sexual
passion as a dangerous threat that would sap energy and
shorten life. Ekiken (himself already in his eighties at this
point and probably not so threatened) laid corresponding
stress on “the way of the marital couple” (fifu no michi) in
what was clearly a radical alternative to the “way of sexual
passion” of the shikido-ron that paralleled earlier makura-
e.?! Although Ekiken's arguments may have had little direct
influence on potential publishers or consumers of makura-e,
it does seem emblematic of a tension between two opposed
views of sexuality, one preoccupied with family reproduc-
tion, and the other dedicated to contests of social status in
the anti-reproductive world of prostitution in the pleasure
quarters. One example of a tentative interaction between the
two views may be seen in the new wave of makura-e pro-
duction in the era of An’ei-Tenmei, which despite its roots
in the culture of the licensed pleasure quarters was also broad-
ened to include the depiction of “normal” and even posi-
tively familial varieties of sexual activity.

The “Dgcadent” Phase pf Edo Makura-e

Fig. 4. The forerunner of
“big-cunt pictures”
(otsubi-€): Shunshd’s de-
piction of male thunder
and female lightning in
Ukiyo no itoguchi (1780),
vol. 1. From Hayashi
Yoshikazu, Katsukawa
Shunshé (Kawade shobd
shinsha, 1991), p. 158.
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It remains, however, the third and final boom in makura-
¢ in the Bunsei and Tenp periods that must provoke the
greatest interest in any effort to conceive of a “modemn his-
tory” that will connect Edo shunga with their Meiji survival
and re-interpretation. This last phase of Edo makura-e oc-
curred in the period that modemn cultural historians have come
to characterize as “decadent” (taihai). Whatever we chose
to call it, such a tendency certainly began earlier (most obvi-
ously with Utamaro), but took clearest shape from the 1810s,
with various of Hokusai’s books, and particularly after
Toyokuni’s Oo-yogari no koe of 1822, which triggered the
new boom and was followed by a wide variety of works by
Kunisada and Eisen in the years that followed. As with
nishiki-e prints in general from the Bunka-Bunsei era, one
finds a tendency to increasing violence and sadism in erotic
publications, as well as a fetishistic emphasis on luxurious
printing, in rich colors and tactile gouffrage (karazuri),
packed in paulownia boxes.

At the same time we see an acceleration of the reveal-
ing process by which the genitalia take on a virtual life of
their own, a process that began with the first “big-cunt pic-
tures” (O-tsubi-e) in Shunsho’s still schematic and humor-
ous renderings in Ukiyo no itoguchi of 1780 (see Fig. 4).
The 6-tsubi-e was perfected in Utamaro’s stunning images
in Warai jogo of ca. 1802 (Fig. 5), and in the new style of
enpon of the 1720s and 30s, it became customary to con-
clude each of the standard three volumes with such an im-
age. In the same period, the genitals were often dismem-
bered from the body and personified as beings in their own
right, as in Toyokuni’s astonishing depiction of a horde of
flying female genitalia ravaging a hapless man in “The Cunt
Hell of Great Searing Heat” (Dai jonetsu bobo jigoku) from
Mitsugumi sakazuki of 1825 (Fig. 6).

It is clear that we are now in a wholly different world

b Fig. 5. ”Yurushi note” (The
¥ hand of permission), from
{ Utamaro, Warai jogo (ca.
% 1802). From The Merry'
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from the ethos of either the Yoshiwara or the familial ten-
dencies that appeared in An’ei-Tenmei makura-e. Explicit
genital images have been cut loose from such traditional
moorings, and partake rather of the general ethos of popular
fiction and prints at the time, in which violence, fantasy, and
transformation were dominant themes. It is tempting to see
this as a reflection of the many social tensions of the time.
And indeed, a certain yearning for escapist fantasy in troubled
times may partly account for this “decadent” phase; yet the
fact remains that such truly fantastic makura-e began in the
relatively peaceful and prosperous 1820s, and did not sur-
vive into the far more troubled years of the Bakumatsu era.

The drive of makura-e into worlds of transformational
fantasy in the 1820s and 30s, and its dissolution in the years
following, may be explained by parallel changes in both the
discourse on sexuality and in the social history in 19th-cen-
tury Japan. At the discursive level, perhaps the most reveal-
ing changes are to be found in Kokugaku writings of the sort
detailed by William Lafleur in his book on abortion and
Buddhism in Japan. In tracts dating respectively from 1831,
1834, and 1841, Lafleur detects a growing neo-Shinto em-
phasis on the primary importance of procreation in sexual
activity.” He uses these for evidence of opposition to abor-
tion and infanticide, but the same logic also argues against
purely pleasurable uses of sex, a logic that would later fit
naturally into the ideology of the Meiji state and its preoccu-
pation with production and reproduction.

At the level of the social structure of sex in Edo as well,
these are years of importance, reflected particularly in the
precipitous decline of the licensed quarters in the later
Tokugawa period, and in the corresponding rise of the unli-
censed quarters, both in Edo and in smaller cities and towns
throughout the country. In effect, prostitution was no longer
an elite fantasy that cost fortunes and demanded concomi-

tant demands in sophistication and taste, but rather had be-
come a more routine commodity. cheaply priced and far more
widely consumed.

Similar changes hold for rural Japan as well, where ac-
cording to Kurachi Katsunao, changes in village social struc-
ture worked to encourage a basic shift of emphasis in popu-
lar attitudes from the “harmony of the sexes” (danjo wagé)
to the sort of household harmony (kanai wagd) foreshad-
owed by Kaibara Ekiken’s stress on “the way of the marital
couple.” Kurachi sees this as the resuit of social class divi-
sions in the late Tokugawa village, leading to a heightened
concern among the land owning elite for family survival and
thus encouraging a primary stress on the household. From
the eighteenth into the nineteenth century, Kurachi notes,
unmarried daughters tended increasingly to be sequestered
and married off earlier in order to assure household fortunes.
At the same time, commercial development in the country-
side encouraged the growth of local brothels, so that young
men from village Japan increasingly sought sexual initia-
tion and experience from prostitutes, thus threatening tradi-
tional rural practices of pre-marital sexual experimentation.?

In short, we may now see the final “decadent” burst of
Edo makura-e as a conjunction of the last remnants of the
culture of the classic Yoshiwara that had sustained the ear-
lier two waves, and a popular taste for escapist fantasy and
other-worldly transformation. But far more important were
parallel attitudes at the time that signalled a new regime of
popular sexuality, one in which the household loomed as the
primary determinant of sexual values, and not the pleasure
of the individual man and woman (although the popularity
of rural prostitution in late Tokugawa suggests a real dis-
junction between discourse and practice). The Meiji state
was in a prime position to capitalize on this change.

Fig. 6. Utagawa Toyokuni, “Cunt Hell of Great
Searing Heat” (Dai jonetsu bobo jigoku), from
Mitsugumi sakazuki (1825). From Fukuda
Kazuhiko, Ukiyoe no miwaku (Kawade shobd
shinsha, 1986), pp. 158-9.
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Meiji and the Invention of Obscenity

Some of the earliest actions of new Meiji government
dealt with what can now properly be described with the
English word “obscenity,” since the actions were taken pre-
cisely with a view to the disapproving gaze of Western
observers. One of the earliest prohibitions, for example, was
of street urination (tachi-shoben) in Yokohama in late 1868,
followed by Tokyo Prefecture in early 1869 with an explicit
ban on “shunga [sic] and obscene [midarigamashiki] nishiki-
e.” In the same list, “shunga” were followed by *“‘unsightly”
{migurushiki] posters for sideshows, and children’s toys in
the shape of genitalia.* The prohibitions were justified as
protecting the dignity of the new imperial capital, but the
highly visual and sexual nature of all the prohibited items
makes it clear that it was above all a matter of appearances.

The very notion of “obscenity” (in Japanese, “waisetsu’)
involves a counterpart concept of what would today be called
“community standards.” No such standards were in fact pos-
sible under the peculiar system of rule by the Tokugawa
bakufu, by which each low-level group, whether social or
territorial, was deemed a semi-autonomous unit functioning
on principles of mutual responsibility. What we see in the
emerging concept of obscenity in Meiji Japan is precisely
the articulation of a national “‘community” of a sort that did
not previously exist, now justified in the name of the em-
peror. In effect, we are observing the novel conception of a
“public” in Japan, a notion that grew out of the bourgeois
civil society of the West in distinction to what was even more
important, the “privacy” of the middle class family.

The ensuing Meiji period was characterized by a wide
diversity of new procedures for remaking Japanese bodies.
Much of this came from utterly alien customs, such as sit-
ting in chairs and wearing Western-style uniforms. None of
the bodies that habitually appeared in makura-e made any
sense under the new regime, except perhaps in the surviving
customs of the brothel. At the same time, new forms of sexual
behavior were introduced in the fad for translations of West-
ern manuals on the anatomy of reproduction (“zékaki-ron™)
that began in the mid-1870s and continued to the end of the
century.” In a sense, these manuals replaced makura-e with
an utterly different regime of sexuality, devoted to the con-
trol of excessive sexual behavior and in particular to the dan-
gers of masturbation (one of the mainstays of “normal” be-
havior in Edo makura-e). °

In the face of all this, what is the evidence for the sur-
vival of Edo-style makura-e in the Meiji period? Anecdotal
evidence suggests that it did indeed survive, and even gave
rise to a new “civilization and enlightenment” (bunmei-kaika)
style of shunga in which the lovers are in Western dress and
settings. From the limited evidence I have seen, I would judge
that the style and aesthetic remained largely that of Edo, with
the updating of social types, such as the inclusion of nurses
and women students among the sexual partners of men who
are often bearded and uniformed. At the same time, Yoshida
Teruji claims that cheap shunga prints in Meiji were increas-
ingly produced for customary uses as amulets and charms,
particularly among geisha.?®
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Surely the most striking example of the survival as well
as the transformation of such customary uses of Edo makura-
e, however, was the allegedly widespread printing of shunga
albums during the Sino-Japanese War of 1904-05, for inclu-
sion as “kachi-e¢” amulets in the comfort packages (ian-
bukuro) that were sent to soldiers on the front (see Fig. 7).
Drawing on what we have seen to be the apocryphal Edo
legend that medieval warriors carried shunga into battle, this
practice is said to have been carried out in both the wars
with China and Russia, and indeed to have survived even in
the Pacific War (although often in the form of nude pho-
tos.)? The allegation that the Meiji state even allocated funds
for the production of such battlefield shunga remains un-
documented, but it is clear that the government did nothing
to restrain a wartime boom in shunga production, both in
1894-95 and again in 1904-05.%

After the victory over Russia, however, a massive crack-

Fig. 7. Probable Meiji kachi-e (“victory picture™) from the Russo-
Japanese War, of sailor and nurse from 11-sheet album “Shin sei-
fizoku juikkei.” From expurgated reproduction in Kikan ukiyoe,

bessatsu 1980, p. 131.

down began, and it is reported that three Tokyo police sta-
tions in 1907 confiscated a total of 143,000 shunga prints
and 5680 blocks.? This constitutes a volume of production
that may well have outstripped the total production of
makura-e in the entire Edo period. The publication of shunga
in the old woodblock format seems to have come to an abrupt
end, however, with the repression of 1907. Meanwhile, por-
nography itself had been thoroughly transformed and mod-
ernized along Western lines with the advent of photography
and, in time, film. The shunga idiom, despite certain advances
in its level of realism in the last decades of Edo, could not
compete.

In other ways as well, old Edo was rapidly coming to an
end as the generations advanced, and from the 1890s, there
emerged a thriving school of Edo nostalgists, drawn first of
all from the ranks of former bakufu retainers. It was from
these circles that the 20th-century custodians of Edo shunga
emerged. Some of these were politically motivated, above
all the journalist Miyatake Gaikotsu, who was both a great
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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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