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Question 6. When we look at shunga we cannot help but notice the exaggerated bodies 
and contorted positions. Was ukiyo-e shunga used as a manual of sex?

A. We find all kinds of techniques and innovations in shunga, and among them are some 
examples that aim to be manuals for sexual techniques. However, there are only a few, 
perhaps less than ten, among the as many as 800 shunga books.

It is often remarked that shunga includes exaggerated depictions of male genitalia. 
We cannot help but notice this. When we look carefully we notice that in fact the vulva 
is also proportionately big. �is only makes sense. From the latter half of the eighteenth 
century we see that there is a balance equal in size between the heads and the genitalia. 
And further that both are drawn with equal detail. When we examine carefully we can-
not help but think that the artist aimed for us to focus on the genitalia. If we only look 
at the sexual depiction, then we can see why some would suggest that it is like hentai 
manga, but ukiyo-e shunga’s real aim is different, as we will see below.

A key point is that both the faces and the genitalia are invariably presented as 
a balanced composition. Furthermore, the images do not focus only on the genitalia, 
always setting the faces in equal proportion. In focusing on the sexual act and the faces 
in parallel, the impact is that the composition of the bodies naturally becomes distorted. 
When we look at grand works by Utamaro or Hokusai, we see that in order to frame the 
genitalia and faces in balance on the same flat surface the bodies cannot help but become 
somewhat misshapen. Commentators often note the acrobatic nature of shunga; we can 
suppose that the artists did not intend to contort the body, but that once it became 
conventional to draw the sex organs and faces in parallel proportion, the effect was to 
distort the composition as a whole. �is aspect of artistic license seems to have been well 
understood by the Edo populace, as is evident in the following senryū comic haiku.

Foolish couple / imitating shunga / sprained back

�is kind of representation of the body might offer us a deeper meaning, revealing sym-
bolically an important aspect of Japanese culture. If we consider that the human face is a 
symbol of the public or surface in society, then the genitalia are a symbol of the private or 
hidden. �is supposition allows us to interpret the convention of making both face and 
penis/vulva the same size as representating the juxtaposition of the public and private 
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VI. FACES AND GENITALIA IN PROPORTION

that is always both in conflict and in interaction, and can never be completely separated; 
therefore, presenting the human condition as complex and dynamic.

28. Ehon komachi biki 絵本小町引 (Picture Book: Pulling Komachi) (image 5)
Kitagawa Utamaro (1753–1806). Set of thirteen ōban color woodblock prints. 1802.

�e pair are wearing light kimono and we see a fan, indicating lovers on a summer eve. �eir 
bodies are definitely contorted like acrobats, the woman above but on her back. Even that is 
difficult enough but the man has his left leg intertwined with the leg of the woman, and the 
woman’s face is turned as she kisses him. �is position would surely lead to sprained muscles.

�e text is full of coded references to contemporary well known “men about town.” 
Utamaro often included such references to his close associates, and his fans understood 
who the individuals were.

Man: “No matter how much Yamaguchi and Tennō love sex, the ones who are the 
most obsessed must be me and Sekimata. Above us one level up is surely Kanai 

Figure 28




















