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Question 8.  From long ago Japan is said to be a country of men first, women 
second. In shunga do we see a preference for showing men’s passion?

A. �is is a common misunderstanding. I often encounter opinions about shunga that 
say that in the explicit depiction of sex, the setting is for women to be the objects of 
men’s lust and they are only there to serve men. It is usually the case that such individuals 
have not actually viewed shunga in any depth, and are making these judgments based on 
contemporary pornography.

To be sure, there are many images where the men seem to be in control, and even 
after reading the text we see that there are many cases where the man is taking the lead. 
However, does this means that men are revered and put first, and women considered 
lowly and only in service to men? If we are to argue this point from the perspective of 
absolute egalitarianism between the sexes, then it is difficult to offer a counter argument. 
Edo-period shunga is following a long tradition of popular attitudes on sexuality and 
bases its depictions of sex on this rather than the official morality regarding sex at the 
time.

As we have seen in the above examples of shunga, there have been hardly any im-
ages where the man is entirely in control, and most show the couple both enjoying sex. 
�e men and women who appear in shunga never seem to be concerned with moral 
questions. It is remarkable how little reflection on morality there is. As the reader well 
knows, both Buddhism and Confucianism, the official religion and official ethical code, 
preached against carnal desire as an evil, but we hardly see any trace of this in shunga. 
�ere is of course embarrassment on occasion, but this is not due to morality, but rather 
to inexperience or in avoiding exposure, a natural reticence about sex. In shunga, experi-
enced characters, both men and women, are forthright in the pursuit of pleasure for each 
other. We could consider this to be the peak of carnal love, but in shunga we also see that 
couples pursuing mutual pleasure are less driven by sexual drive and are simply following 
the instinctual flow of human nature.

In ukiyo-e shunga, one of the important driving forces is the lively and active par-
ticipation of women. As we have seen, men are the instigators in most encounters, but 
the women respond positively with vigor and without constraint. We can see this in the 
images, but it is in the text where this comes through strongly. 

In shunga, almost a reverse of their public roles, we see women’s actions in the 
private world of sex presented as lively and positive. Women often initiate and seek out 
pleasure from their lovers. Of course shunga, like other art and literature, is fiction and 
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but is afraid the consequences of refusing the spoiled and headstrong daughter. But he 
knows that to agree might also lead to trouble. Both boys and girls will use their father’s 
authority for their own ends.

Further, in the later Keika toridasuki 閨花鳥襷 (Love Birds in the Boudoir) Shige-
masa includes a scene that could follow this one. An employee is led into a room and the 
daughter of the house pushes him down and tries to take off his sash.

49. Ehon jinkōki 会本腎強喜 (Picture Book: Joys of Ejaculation) (vol. 3, image 1)
Katsukawa Shunshō (1726–1792). Ink woodblock printed hanshibon book, 3 vols. 1789.

An older woman is embracing a young man. �e dialogue is:

Lady-in-waiting: “Every time I come here in place of his lordship, I’ll teach you 
something good, so follow carefully my lead. Oh, my, what a beautiful fellow. I can’t 
hold back any longer. Take off your formal trousers (hakama). I’ll treat you to a nice 
souvenir, so listen carefully. I’m really shaking trying to hold back.”
Young acolyte: “�ank you for your attentions, but if the head priest hears of 
this, I’ll surely be scolded.”

Figure 48
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We can see that the woman is a lady-in-waiting in a grand samurai house and has come 
to make offerings at the family grave, and is attempting to seduce the acolyte. As we 
have seen, women in such service were not able to meet men and so she is keen to take 
advantage of the opportunity at the temple, and particularly with this handsome young 
fellow. His reaction gives us a hint that he is in fact the sexual partner of the head priest, 
who would not like him to have any other relations. 

50. Koi moyō 恋模様 (Patterns of Love) (images 3 and 4)
Kikukawa Eizan (1787–1867). Set of twelve ōban color woodblock prints. Ca. 1817.

�e image is again of a woman in service who takes advantage of leave to frolic. Behind 
the couple we see an elaborate dinner set out suggesting a rendezvous in a fancy restau-
rant/inn. 

Lady-in-waiting: “It’s been a long time since I’ve had leave to go home, and I was first 
of all looking forward to seeing you. No interest in theater, or other things, I came 
here immediately after stopping by home. Now, hurry and let my spirit fly. Ah, just 
gazing at your tool gets me horny and ready to come—even before you’re in.”

Figure 49




















