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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

           ,ga is written with two Chinese characters meaning "spring The word shun 

painting." The character for spring (shun), as in the word sh " (sexual                                                 unjo 
                                                                                                                                                                                                     ,g passion), refers to human sexual desires, and accordingly shun a are 

pictures depicting the sexual customs of men and women. The history 
     ,ga in Japan is quite old, with documentation dating back to the o f shun 

Nara period (8th century).' By the Heian period (9th-12th centuries), 
shunga pictures were already being created as objects of aesthetic apprecia-
tion apart from medical reasonS.2 However, nowadays in speaking of 

  ga, most people think of the erotic woodblock prints by Edo-period shun 
(17th-19th centuries) ukiyo-e artists such as Kitagawa Utamaro (Figure 1) 
and Katsushika Hokusai (Figure 2). Ukiyo-e shunga was produced in 
enormous quantities 'in the Edo period, to the extent that there are not 

                                         ga, and followed a any famous ukiyo-e artists who did not create shun 
truly colorful development.

1. The term osoku.Zu (pictures of men and women sharing the same bedding), referring to 

medical illustrations of sexual intercourse, can be found in the decree of medicine and dis-

ease tided Isbitsureilaws for medical care) in the Taihd ritsulyd (legal code compiled in 701). 

2. There is a reference to shunga as paintings to be aesthetically appreciated in the "Biogra-

phy of Tsunesada Shinn6" (short biography of the second son (825-884) of EmperorJun-
na) included in the biographical section of volume 8 of the Zokugunsho ru#fi.
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Figure 1. From the Utanwkura (Pillow Book), a set of twelve prints by Kitagawa 

 Utamaro (1753-1806), after Utantakura, vol. 1 of Uk!~o-e hi.Z6 meihin shfi, 

 Tokyo: GakushO Kenkyfisha, 1991.

This is regarded as Utamaro's sbunga masterpiece. The varied 

brilliant hues, the rhythmic movement of the calligraphic lines de 

and the crisp description of the figures are superb.

use of colors and 

fining the kimono,
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Figure 2. From the Namichidoti (Plovers over Waves), a set of twelve prints 

 by Katsushika Hokusai (1760-1849), after Namichidoti, vol. 2 of Uk6lo-e hiZ6 

 meihin shfi, Tokyo: Gakushfi Kenkyfisha, 1991.

This is Hokusai's sbunga masterpiece. While exaggerating the size of the male penis is 

an expressive device characteristic of ukiyo-e shun                                          ga, a special feature of Hokusai's 

shunga is that women's genitals are also magnified. Here the genitalia of the man and 

woman are almost the same size as their faces and depicted in elaborate detail.








