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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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