exercise great influence. For instance, belief in the Buddhist
ideas of karma (former lives and future lives) was widespread.
The new Shinto-related doctrines that developed in the latter
part of the early modern period, moreover, attempted to revive
non-rational elements rejected by Confucian rationalism. Thus,
the early modern period witnessed the dynamic intertwining of
a wide variety of currents of thought, leading to the development
of diverse ideas.

Modern thought has now reached an impasse in many respects.
It is of great importance to take a new look at early modern
thought and try to reassess what it has to offer. How to grasp the
overall path of Japanese thought—including everything of the
early modern period—is the broad research interest that I plan to

explore from now on.
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Nichibunken’s Shunga Collection
HAYAKAWA Monta (Professor Emeritus)

In March this year I retired from Nichibunken, where I worked
for 27 years since its opening in 1987. 1 cannot thank the Center
enough for giving me the opportunity to engage freely in research
and take up various new research activities as well. What 1
appreciate most of all is that I was allowed to continue collect-
ing shunga (“pillow pictures”) prints and books (shunpon) and
research on them. To mark my retirement, allow me here to sum
up the results of my quarter century of collection and research. I
have collected approximately 400 ukiyo-e shunga printed books
and sets of prints, and made about 16,300 digital images of them
accessible on the Nichibunken website. Also, to help the reader
appreciate the importance of the kotoba-gaki (commentaries)
and kaki-ire (monologues and dialogues) written on the ukiyo-e

shunga, the texts have been transcribed and translated into English
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and published as part of the Nichibunken Sosho Series
(Japanese Studies series). Based on this body of material,
I'was involved in a four-year project of international col-
laborative research on shunga, which led to the opening
of the shunga exhibition in the fall of 2013 at the British
Museum, as reported in detail in the No. 88 issue of the
Nichibunken Newsletter (December 2013).

The exhibition at the British Museum, “Shunga:
Sex and Pleasure in Japanese Art,” received a far wider
and much more favorable response than the organizers
had hoped. The Telegraph, for example, wrote, “How
mysterious are the attitudes of other cultures to sex! In
the West, we came to think of it as shameful (Eve got
the blame, of course). It was to be hidden, confined
by religious dictat [sic.] to the marriage bed and only
enjoyed beyond that in furtive corners. Shunga and its
popularity show us a different culture.” The Guardian
also gave a high mark, “Men and women alike are
shown with a sensual imagination that is disarmingly
loving. There’s no violence or cruelty and above all,
no sense of sin.”

Alate-middle-aged Spanish woman who had seen the
exhibition said, “That kind of world of sex is probably
common to all humans. I am amazed to know that such
a very private theme was depicted and enjoyed as part
of culture. I suspect the theme has never been so openly
treated in Europe and the United States. The way of
depiction is unbiased and healthy and it’s like a very
refined and beautiful poetry.” A researcher engaged in
Edo-period art and literature for many years also said,
“This encounter with the ukiyo-e shunga has greatly
changed my way of seeing Edo-period society. I am
even more interested in Japanese culture. The lively
sensibility of Edo people vividly visualized, I think my
understanding of Japanese culture has
deepened.”

How to think about and express
human sex will continue to be a funda-
mental and complex and delicate issue
for any cultural sphere in the world.
I hope that the shunga works in the
Nichibunken collection will be widely

used for the study of Japanese culture.
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