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28.5cm x 716.9cm of which 639.9cm is Hokusai’s painting and 76.1cm is Enba’s comedic prose. 
 

Suggested day walk: 
Total 6 km of walking (approx. 3.5 miles) 

 
Start at Asakusa Subway Station (Ginza Line) 
 
Early morning visit (before the crowds) to Senso-ji Temple. All halls are open by 
6:30am. 
 
Walk to Matsuchiyama Shoden Shrine 
 
Walk past the Sanya Canal pedestrian park and explore. 
 
Note: The Yoshiwara Courtesan district is now called Senzoku, and is further up the 
Sanya Canal embankment (now pleasant green strolling path with the canal covered 
over). Please be aware that Senzoku is perhaps the most dangerous area in Tokyo 
and a visit alone or at night is not advised.  And even during the day with an escort it 
is a bleak place to visit. 
 
Cross over the Sakurabashi (Cherry Tree) Pedestrian Bridge (far bank of the Sumida 
River is famous for cherry trees). 
 
Visit Mimeguri Shrine, Ushijima Shrine, stroll through Sumida Ward, Sumida Park and 
then stroll along the Sumida River pedestrian path. 
 



Visit Former Yasuda Garden and then stroll past the Sumo Wrestling National Stadium, 
past the Edo-Tokyo Museum (closed now for renovations until 2025). 
 
Complete walk at The Sumida Hokusai Museum 
 
Hokusai’s scroll 
In April 2015 a scroll by Edo Period (1603-1868) artist Katsushika Hokusai (1760-
1849) was purchased by The Sumida Hokusai Museum.  The purchase price was 
149.5 million yen (approx. USD$1.3 million).  The price was a world record for the 
artist and a Japanese painting.  The artwork is the centrepiece of the Museum’s 
collection. It was the centrepiece artwork at the opening of the Museum in 2016.   
 
The work is Hokusai’s largest, being over six metres long.  The painting explores both 
sides of the Sumida River from Ryogoku Bridge, past Azuma Bridge, as far as the 
Sanya Canal.  From there the perspective changes and the viewer is taken along the 
embankment above the Sanya Canal and along the roofline of the Yoshiwara 
Courtesan district.  
 
The painting includes the interior of one of the reception rooms of a tea house in the 
Yoshiwara, passing through the meal, entertainment, and intimate parts of a visit.  It 
is possible that one of the figures in the painting is a self-portrait of the young Hokusai, 
aged 46 at the time, flirting with four beautiful courtesans. 
 
The painting was commissioned by well-known humorous author, Utei Enba.  Hokusai 
painted it at Enba’s home in 1805.  The home was in Aioi-cho (today’s Midori 1-chome, 
Sumida Ward).  Enba is one of the founding fathers of the resurgence of Rakugo 
comedy in Edo. 
 
The scroll was originally owned by Enba and was stored at his home.  It then passed 
to Honma Kouzou (1842-1909) who was a wealthy Sakata merchant turned DIET 
lower house politician from Sakata, Yamagata Prefecture.  Honma was a serious 
collector of Hokusai’s work.  Following this it was purchased by an art dealer, Hayashi 
Tadamasa.  In 1896 (29th year of Meiji) the first research on Hokusai published in 
Europe, “Hokusai” by Edmond de Goncourt stated that the scroll was in the collection 
of art dealer Hayashi Tadamasa (1853-1906).  Hayashi attended Tokyo University and 
then went to Paris as a translator in 1878. He initially worked as interpreter and 
assistant to Wakai Kenzaburo (1834-1908), Vice President of a Japanese government 
trading company.  In 1884, Hayashi and Wakai set up a business partnership, the 
Wakai-Hayashi company, selling woodblock prints and contributing to the European 
fashion known as Japoinsme.  Wakai retired in 1886, and the business continued with 
Hayashi on his own. 
 
When Hayashi returned to Tokyo in 1902 the scroll was sold at the French National 
HotelDrouot auction centre (75 firms worked in this centre).  Its location in France was 
then unknown for 100 years.  Many researchers refer to it as Hokusai’s masterpiece 
from the prime of his life. 
 
Sumida Ward began to consider the purchase of the art work for its new Museum after 
it was purchased by a US based Japanese art dealer at a Christies auction in 2008.  
The Ward began to collect donations from three major local philanthropists to enable 



the purchase. The Ward curator argued “The scroll is important as it is the only work 
detailing both sides of the Sumida River with a known date for its creation.  The 
painting’s use of shadow is unusual and not seen in other Hokusai works.”   
 
Conspiracy theorists seize on these important unusual aspects of the painting to 
question the providence of the scroll.  I give absolutely no credence to these 
conspiracy theories but for the record I respond to the three main complaints: 

1) Sailing ships did not cross underneath the lower Ryogoku Bridge when Hokusai 
painted.  Rebuttal: paintings exist from the same time showing sailing ships 
passing below the Bridge of Hokusai’s time. 

2) Hokusai would not have used different shadow directions for the two main 
bridges.  I absolutely discount this argument.  I agree Hokusai was 50 years 
before his time in using shadow in Edo artworks, but that was his genius, and 
his technique would be copied by Hiroshige 50 years later to much fanfare.  
Hokusai was looking at Western artwork and receiving inspiration about use of 
shadow.  And the claim about the shadows being in wrong directions on the 
two bridges ignores the artistic balance of the way Hokusai positions the 
perspective of the two bridges. 

3) The impossibility of finishing the painting at one “Sekiga” (salon meeting where 
a work of art is completed before the gathered guests) – I do not believe the 
work needed to be finished in one sitting.  This is a major work and preparatory 
sketches may have been made during the initial salon meeting, including some 
words from Enba.  The full work was probably completed over a much longer 
period of time, with Enba adding his well-considered full response later.  Or it 
was a major work commissioned by Enba, completed at his home, and then 
presented to Enba’s circle at a Sekiga gathering. 

 
Hokusai was born in Kamesawa, Sumida Ward and lived for most of his life within the 
area of the Ward.  The Museum stands at the site of Hokusai’s birth.  Hokusai is best 
known for his series “Thirty Six Views of Mount Fuji”. 
 
The bulk of the Collection of The Sumida Hokusai Museum” is made up of The Peter 
Morse Collection.  And the Narazaki Muneshige Collection.  Peter Morse (1935-1993) 
was an American researcher and collector of Hokusai’s works.  His collection included 
600 items by Hokusai and is the largest collection of Hokusai’s works in the West.  
Morse was related to American zoologist Edward S. Morse (1838-1925) who visited 
Japan and discovered the Omori shell mound. 
 
Narazaki Muneshige (1904-2001) was an art historian.  He served as Chairman of the 
Ukiyo-e Society.  About 480 items in his collection are in the Sumida Hokusai Museum. 
 



 
 

 
 
Hokusai’s painting depicting scenery on both sides of the Sumida River, from Ryogoku 
Bridge to Okawa Bridge (today’s Azuma Bridge) as far as Sanya-bori Canal, and then 
the interior scenes of a Shin-Yoshiwara brothel, is 639.9cm long.  Attached to it is 
comedic prose on paper 76.1cm long by the commissioner of the painting, Utei Enba.   
the scenery  
烏亭焉馬應需（おうじゅ） 
於談洲楼九々蜃 
北斎席画 
At the request of Utei Enba 



At Danshuro’s home, painted as a “Sekiga” by Kyukyushin Hokusai 
Danshuro refers to Utei Enba’s home at Aoi-cho (Tatekawa Danjuro) 
Enba used the Pen-name Tatekawa (after the Tatekawa River near his home – 
different characters, and Danshuro, after the 5th generation Ichikawa Danjuro who he 
was close to – different characters again).  Definition of Sekiga:  席画 Artists invited to 
a special salon-like gathering would be asked to paint at the gathering – the act of 
which, or the painting thus produced, being called “Sekiga”.  It was particularly popular 
during the Edo Period among the “Nanga” artists who combined prose or poetry with 
their paintings.  These included rumours about unusual acts, such as Ike-no-Taiga’s 
“Shitou-ga” (fingertip paintings) and Katsushika Hokusai’s eccentric behaviour.  
(Kyukyushin was the name Hokusai used in 1805) 

 
隅田川両岸景色九々蜃北斎画写 
会府 呈（てい）offer 塚原主人其題作狂文  談洲楼 
 
東都の両国橋ハ西南に冨士を詠（なが）め東北に筑波（つくば）を見る四季の景色
あるが中に夏ハさら也 
The Ryogoku Bridge of our Eastern Capital looks out to Mount Fuji in the Southwest, 
and Mount Tsukuba to the Northeast.  All seasons are fine but summer is particularly 
impressive.   
 
岸の水茶屋の花香（か）に寄る人はしこなし顔にあつさ忘れて釜元につぶやく茶屋

にひいてたる女房あり 
 
(honkoku and English language translation work in progress being conducted by John 
McBride).  The Honkoku work has been completed in the Museum’s catalogue on 
page 177 and McBride is checking this work.  The English translation is extremely 
difficult as the Japanese text is a series of place names along the Sumida River which 
Enba has combined in sentences which are musical and provide special sounds when 
read aloud.   
 
Utei Enba 



Utei Enba by Kunisada 
 
Also known as 桃栗山人: Momokuriyama Sanjin 

立川: 立川: Tatekawa 
談州樓焉馬: 談州樓焉馬: Danshuro Enba 

1743-1822 

Carpenter turned raconteur and writer; loyally supported the Ichikawa Danjuro lineage 
of actors from the generation of Danjuro IV in the 1760s and led the Mimasu poetry 
group that regularly put out surimono prints of Danjuro VII designed by Utagawa 
Kunisada (https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/term/BIOG692)  Utei lived in Aoi-
cho and sometimes used the pen-name Tatekawa (after the river that flowed nearby 
– different characters), and out of respect for Ichikawa would sometimes name himself 
Danjuro (different characters). 

Utei Enba and Rakugo 
Rakugo is a form of humorous story telling told by a single seated performer who uses 
just a fan and small cloth as props.   The stories are relatively long (some up to 20-30 
minutes long) and involve dialogue between more than one characters.  A humorous 
punchline (“ochi” or “sage”) is used to conclude the story.  Rakugo derives from the 
humorous stories told by “Otogi-shu” who accompanied warriors during the Warring 
States Period (15-16th centuries).  A book published in the early Edo Period (early 17th 
century) called “Seisuisho” (醒睡笑) by Kyoto priest Anrakuan Sakuden (1554-1642) 
brought together 1,039 of these popular stories, many of which are still performed 
today.  Sakuden is considered a founding father of Rakugo. 
 
From about 1670 a number of “Rakugo Performer Founding Fathers” came to 
prominence.  They included Tsuyu-no-Gorobee (1643-1703) in Kyoto, Yonezawa 
Hikohachi (b.? – 1714) in Osaka, and Shikano Buzaeemon (1649-1699) in Edo.  They 
used roadside shelters to perform for money.  This was referred to as 「辻噺」”Tsuji-



banashi” or “Roadside Tales”.  After the popularity of this form subsided, Rakugo went 
into decline for 100 years. 
 
Then in 1786, Utei Enba, known as the “Father of the Recovery Period of Rakugo” 
started to perform in the tea houses and restaurants of the Muko-jima area of Edo.  
Famous theatre performers followed in his footsteps including Sanshotei Karaku 
(1777-1833) and Sanshotei Entei (1900-1979).  These dynasties and other famous 
families of Rakugo performers continue the tradition today. 
 
Rakugo’s popularity is due to its continuing relevance to society, in breathing life into 
old stories by facing issues of import, popularity and humour today.  As an example of 
relevance to our story today is the Rakugo “Funatoku”: 
 

Funatoku (the boatman) - Rakugo 
A young man was living on the second floor of a ferry office.  The owner 
of the office told him to get off his backside and do something useful.  
The young man decided he wanted to be a Captain on one of the 
owner’s ferries.  The owner said that was impossible. Tthe young man’s 
thin arms meant he was just not strong enough.  The young man said 
he understood it was not about strength but about technical skill.  The 
owner then warned him how hot the summers were and how biting 
were the bitter winter winds.  Undeterred, the young man refused to 
give up on his ambition.  The other Captains were eventually called in 
to meet the new member of their ranks.  The other Captains 
demonstrate what a tough mob they are.  They don’t add to their ranks 
easily.  Shortly after on a beautiful evening, all of the ferries depart with 
customers heading to the Yoshiwara.  The young man is the only one 
left.  A couple come along and ask for a ferry but are told there are no 
boatmen left.  They enquire as to the availability of the young man 
sitting at the back of the ferry office.  He jumps up and insists on taking 
them out on the river, despite the owner protesting to the customers 
that he had no experience.  They get on the ferry and the young man 
takes them out on the river.  But he has no control of the boat and runs 
into the bank numerous times.  They finally reach the destination but 
he can’t get the boat to dock.  The customers eventually step into the 
river and wade to the shore.  The young man then yells out if they could 
hire a boatman to take the boat back to the office! 

 

Other collaborative works with Hokusai (1760-1849) 

忠孝潮来府志 Chuko itako bushi.  Imprint 1806 (Bunka 6) 5 volumes. 

 
References 
“Tokyo Before Tokyo” by Timon Screech, Reaction Books 2020 available on Kindle.  
Chapter 6 deals with “A Trip to the Yoshiwara” and explains in wonderful detail the 
journey that is being described in Hokusai’s painting. 
 



“Yukaku to Nihon-jin” by Tanaka Yuko.  Kodansha Gendai Shinsho (Pleasure 
Quarters and the Japanese). 
Professor Tanaka was the 19th Chancellor of Hosei University.  She describes in great 
detail the economics and flow of money within the Yoshiwara.  It is astounding the 
amount of money required to keep the Yoshiwara operating.  Professor Tanaka’s 
approach is to consider the human rights issues of the way women were treated in the 
Yoshiwara. 
 
“The Nightless City” by Joseph De Becker, published 1899.  Republished in 
February 2022.   Available on kindle. 
De Becker was a Engish jurisprudence advisor to Japan who became a Japanese 
citizen in 1891 and died in Japan in 1929.  The book was written in English by a legal 
expert with all of the accurate detail one might expect from a lawyer.  What is 
fascinating is the De Becker knew the Yoshiwara well and was visiting the quarter 
while it was still operating in the Meiji Era.  It is extraordinary his knowledge of ancient 
texts (in very difficult Japanese) which dealt with conditions in the Yoshiwara for its 
entire history. 
 
“Hokusai Returns – a long lost picture scroll and masterpieces from the 
Collection” – the impressive catalogue produced by The Sumida Hokusai Museum 
for its opening in 2016. 
 
The Sumida River 
The Sumida River branches off from the Ara River at the Iwabuchi lock in Kita Ward, 
Tokyo.  It flows 23.5 km to empty into Tokyo Bay.  It is a Japanese Class A River, 
specified as a waterway of special importance. 
Along its length are a number of confluences including the Shingashi River, the 
Shakujii River, the Kanda River and the Nihonbashi River. 
The river’s name and spelling have changed over time and after changes to its 
drainage basin.  Sumida River (today):  隅田川,  (previously): 住田川、墨田川 
Other names: Miyato River (宮戸川), Suda River (角田川、須田川) ,  Asakusa River, 
and ”Okawa” (“great river”).  It’s current name was established in 1965. 
“Okawa” is used as a nickname for the stretch of Sumidagawa from Azuma-bashi 
(Asakusa) to the river mouth.   
 
The Road to Yoshiwara 
Horses were used to travel to the Yoshiwara until 1661 when their use was banned 
(1st year of Kanbun era).  The horse ban edict had to be reinforced again in 1668 (8th 
year of Kanbun era) after the first edict was mostly ignored.  Following the strict 
abolition of the use of horses to the Yoshiwara, boats became popular.  It was possible 
to walk or ride in a palanquin to the Yoshiwara but this was considered less 
fashionable than taking a boat.  The use of palanquins was also banned but this was 
never enforced. 
 
Different routes to Yoshiwara by horse, palanquin or on foot: 

1) Main route: horse road up the Western side of Senso-ji Temple to Tamachi 1-
chome.  Climb the 禿坂 Kamuro Slope to Nihon Zutsumi Embankment. 

2) Pass through the rice paddies at the back of Senso-ji Temple to Tamachi 2-
chome and then climb Kewai-zaka Slope to Nihon Zutsumi Embankment.  This 



route equates to today’s Senzoku Avenue but one had to endure the lonely rice 
paddies and Asakusa pond and so it was not a route of choice. 

3) Travel from Minowa to the Nihon Zutsumi Embankment. 
4) Travel from Shitaya Ryusen-ji-cho to Ohaguro Ditch. 

 
When travelling by boat: 
Take a Choki-bune boat from Yanagi-bashi Bridge, up the Sumida River, to the Sanya 
Canal, and then walk along the Nihon Zutsumi Embankment.  The boats would enter 
the Sanya Moat and dock at ferry jetties just past the Imado-bashi Bridge.  The cost 
of the ferry was 148 “mon” copper coins. (90 minute trip costing in the range of US$25-
$45).   
 
Customers would have a short rest at the ferry office, perhaps a cup of tea, before 
walking or taking a palanquin to the Yoshiwara.  Customers headed for Saruwaka-cho 
(a theatre district) would also get off at the same jetties. 
 
Some sources, including Wikipedia, state that the Choki-bune boats could make their 
way up the Sanya Canal all the way to Yoshiwara but there is no substantive evidence 
for this and I believe was unlikely.  The canal was tidal and was otten dry bedded.  On 
some days it was even a struggle for the flat-bottomed light-weight choki-bune boats 
to get to the ferry jetties.  
 
Dote 8-cho (土手八丁) 
The Nihon Zutsumi Embankment of the Sanya Canal extended from Sanya to Minowa, 
a distance of 13-cho (or 1.4 km).  The saying went that customers walked 8-cho or 
872 metres from Saiho-ji Temple to Emon-zaka Slope at the entrance to the Yoshiwara. 
 
Three slopes that disappeared when Nihon Zutsumi Embankment was destroyed: 
Emon-zaka Slope (Gojukken-michi or the “90.9 metre road”) 
At the top of the slope was the Mikaeri-Yanagi willow tree on the left and on the right 
the Koma-dome Matsu (horse-hitching pine tree).  The slope was not straight but had 
a kink in it.  The street today, although no longer a slope, still has this kink or 
switchback.  Three theories for the switchback are: 

1) The slope descended 3 metres and required a switch back so it was not too 
steep.  Reference: “Tokyo no Sakafuzei”  The Elegance of Edo’s Hills” by Doka 
Dozaburo 

2) An unobstructed view of a red-light district was not considered appropriate.  
Reference:  “Edo no Omokage” Traces of Edo 

3) Town Magistrate and Lord of Kamio Bizen ordered three zig-zags to be placed 
in the road so that the Shogun could not see the Gate of Yoshiwara when he 
was out hunting (falconry).   Reference: “Saka-no-machi.  Edo Tokyo wo aruku” 
Town of Hills, walking Edo Tokyo.  By Oishi Manabu (PHP Research 
Publications) 

 
Kewai-zaka Slope (化粧坂) 

Kewai-zaka equates to today’s Senzoku Avenue.  The street was lined with “Amigasa” 
Tea Houses.  Customers would borrow an “Amigasa” (braided hat) and hide their faces 
with their fans as the descended the slope to Yoshiwara.  This practice however is 
only recorded in the early Edo period and did not seem to be practised later in the 



period when customers were perhaps more brazen.  There were “Amigasa” Tea 
Houses on Emon-zaka Slope as well. 
 
Kamuro-zaka Slope (禿坂) 
This slope has disappeared but it existed around the border between Akasaka 5-
chome and 6-chome.  The slope started at Sodezuri Inari Shrine up to the 
Embankment near Sanya-bori-bashi Bridge. 
 
Similar art works for comparison purposes.  Other Sumida-gawa River scenes 
in Woodblock Prints 
The following series are used to compare Hokusai’s painted scroll “Scenery on Both 
Banks of Sumida River”, 1805. 
 
“One Hundred Famous Views of Edo”   
1856-59  (approximately 50 years after Hokusai’s scroll) 
Utagawa Hiroshige (1797-1858) 
Completed in the final years of Hiroshige’s life the 119 prints were published in 
serialised form.  Hiroshige II completed the series after Hiroshige’s death. 
 
“Scenic Places of Edo – Edo Meisho Zue (e-hon, book) 
1834  (approximately 30 years after Hokusai’s scroll)                                                                                                                                                        
Saito Yukio (1737-1799) and following 2 generations.  Illustrations (very accurate) by 
Hasegawa Settan (1778-1848) 
Seven volume illustrated guidebook. 
 
 “Ehon Edo Omiyage” (Illustrated Book:  Souvenirs of Edo) 
1850-1857  (approximately 50 years after Hokusai’s scroll) 
Utagawa Hiroshige 10 volumes.  Volumes 8-10 completed by Hiroshige II.  Thought 
to be preparatory sketches for “One Hundred Famous Views of Edo”. 
 
“Edo Kiri-ezu” (Sectional Maps of Edo) 
1849-1870 published by Owari-ya Seishichi 
Light weight portable maps of small sections of the city of Edo which included great 
detail about the smallest of streets and the names of Feudal Lord estates.  The first of 
these was published in 1755 by Kichimonji-ya who published 8 maps.  In 1846 a further 
31 maps in 3 colours were published by Omiya Gohei and this covered all of Edo.  The 
most popular versions (and the ones used for this research) were published by Owari-
ya Seishichi between 1849 and 1870 (3rd year of Meiji).  The Owari-ya versions used 
5 colours and were much more attractive than their predecessors.  The feudal lord 
residences had their crests emblazoned on their estates, Shrines and Temples were 
in red, Machiya or townhouses were in grey, streets and bridges in yellow, rivers and 
canals/ditches in blue, mountains, forests and agricultural fields in green.  The warrior 
homes were differentiated with a black circle for the lower residence, black square for 
the middle residence, and the family crest for the upper residence. 
 
Ryogoku Bridge 
First built in 1659 (or 1661) after the Meireki Fire of 1657, it’s name means “two 
provinces” (by joining Edo or Musashi Province to Shimosa Province”.  It was the 
second bridge over the Sumida River following the Senju Bridge.  The wooden bridge 
was washed away countless times and rebuilt for the last time in 1875.  However, this 



Bridge collapsed in 1897 during the annual fireworks display.  The next bridge was 
built from 1901 and opened in 1904.  The bridge survived the 1923 earthquake but 
was renewed and rebuilt in its current form shortly after in around 1931.  Most of the 
original steel bridge was removed and rebuilt in Chuo Ward as the Minamitaka-bashi 
Bridge on Sakura Avenue over Kameshima River. 
 
Ryogoku Bridge and the Great Riverbank, No 59 from One Hundred Views of 
Edo 
Hiroshige 
Hiroshige described Ryogoku Bridge as "the liveliest place in the Eastern Capital, with 
side-shows, theaters, story-tellers, and summer fireworks; day and night, the 
amusements never cease." Despite the festivities, the artist offers a peaceful, almost 
stylized, depiction of the place, with only a modest sense of its celebrated bustle. On 
the river is an assortment of cargo and passenger boats.  Below is a row of riverside 
tea stalls where one could relax, much as in a modern Tokyo coffee shop. 
 
Yanagi-bashi Bridge (from Chuo Ward Education Committee Interps Board at 
site): 
Location: crosses the Kanda River, the South side being at Chuo Ward, Nihonbashi 
2-chome, and the North side being at Taito Ward, Yanagi-bashi 1-chome. 
Yanagi-bashi Bridge spans the Kanda River near its mouth where it flows into the 
Sumida River.  It dates back to the mid-Edo Period when a ferry services provided 
crossing services at the River.  The ferry crossed from 下柳原同朋町  “Shimo-
Yanagiwara Doubou-chou” (Chuo Ward) across to 下平右衛門町 “Shimo-Hei-emon-
chou” (Taito Ward).  The ferry was inconvenient and in the 10th year of Genroku (1697) 
locals made a request to the Southern Magistrate’s Office for the construction of a 
bridge and this was approved.  The bridge was completed in 1698. 
 
Yanagi-bashi area was famous at the time for ferry terminals for pleasure craft that 
took patrons out on the Sumida River.  A comedic Senryu poem went “柳橋川へ蒲団

をほうり込み”.  (“Yanagi-bashi Bridge.  Throw a futon into the river.  It won’t hit the 
water”). 
 
A steel bridge was built in Meiji 12 (1887).  This bridge collapsed during the Great 
Kanto Earthquake of 1923.  The Recovery Bureau planned a new bridge which would 
accommodate the many pleasure craft that sailed below to dock further up the Kanda 
River.  The final design took into account bridge design over the Rhein River in 
Germany, and design aspects of Eitai Bridge.  It was completed in 1929.  There are 
very few “Recovery Bridges” left in Tokyo and for this reason the Yanagi-bashi Bridge 
has been registered as a cultural asset. 
 
Site of O-Kura-bashi Bridge 
The Okura-bashi spanned a canal that ran alongside the estate of the feudal lord 
(Daimyo) Matsumae Takahiro (1829-1866) who ruled the Matsumae Domain (today’s 
Southern Hokkaido).  His court title was Izu no kami.  Takahiro was sent to Edo at the 
age of 4 and he learned English!  He succeeded to the lordship of Matsumae in 1849.  
In 1865 as senior advisor to the Shogunate he opened the Kobe Port to foreigners and 
earned the displeasure of the Court.  He had all his titles stripped and retired in favour 
of his son.  He died at the young age of 36 in Hokkaido. 
 



At the end of the canal was the Shogunate’s Okura-chi or Otake-gura (a storage area 
for Shognuate construction materials).  Boats would travel up the canal and unload 
timber and bamboo for construction.  The area is now used as the National Stadium 
for Sumo Wrestling and the Edo Tokyo Museum. 
 
Komadome-ishi (horse hitching stone) 
In 1631 a typhoon caused flooding along the Sumida River and the damage was 
considerable at Honjo.  The 3rd Shogun Iemitsu decided to survey the damage but no 
one could get across the river.  Finally, a high-ranking government official Abe Tadaaki 
was able to ford Sumida River on horseback and survey the area.  When resting his 
horse he hitched to this rock.  He was later worshipped as a deity by the grateful locals 
of Honjo. 
 
The stone sits in the Kyu-Yasuda Teien Garden, formally the estate of the feudal lord 
Honjo Matsudaira (initially Kasama Domain in Ibaragi and later the Miyazu Domain in 
Kyoto).  In 1879 it was purchased as the home of the founder of the Yasuda 
Conglomerate.  The strolling garden’s pond was originally tidal and while cut off from 
the Sumida River today, artificial means are used to continue its tidal effects and 
different views revealed as the water level changes. 
 
Fukagawa-bushi Folk Song 
(accompanied by Shamisen) 
 
Promptly!  On a Choki Boat. 
On our way to Fukagawa. 
Yes! Yes! Up from the jetty. 
Cheerfully, 
The hearts of the customers 
Fly as high as the sky 
Yes!  Yes!  Accompanied by the tea house owner. 
 
Promptly!  In a palanquin. 
On our way to Yoshiwara 
We make our way down Emon slope. 
Cheerfully, 
Staring up at the Omon Gate, 
With deep intimacy 
Yes! Yes!  What anticipation! 
 
Priests!! Oh yes.  Two of them of to Yoshi-cho 
Up the steps, Yes! Yes! 
Promptly! 
Peaking into the room next door. 
The guests play “rock, paper, scissors” 
 
深川節 
日本民謡 
  
一、 

 猪牙
ちよき

で、サッサ、行くのが深川通ひ 



 あがる桟橋子
さんばしご

、コレワイサノサ 
 いそいそと 
 客の心は、うはの空 
 飛んで行き度い、コレワイサノサ 
 ぬしのそば 
二、 
 駕籠で、サッサ、行くのが吉原通ひ 
 おりる衣紋坂、コレワイサノサ 
 いそいそと 
 大門口をながむれば 
 深い馴染で、コレワイサノサ 
 お楽しみ 
三、 

 坊様
ぼさま

、ハイハイ、二人で 葭 町
よしちょう

通ひ 
 あがる段皆子、アレワイサノサ 
 いそいそと 
 隣座敷を眺むれば 
 差いつをさへつ、アレワイサノサ 
 狐拳 
 
This popular folk song dealt with three entertainment districts of Edo, each with its own 
distinctive character: Fukagawa, Yoshiwara, and Yoshi-cho.  When researching 
entertainment districts in the city of Edo it is a valuable reference.  In traditional 
Japanese Dance only the first two verses were used – the verse about male prostitutes 
for priests in Yoshi-cho was deleted.  However, in “Kappore” dancing (comical 
dancing) all three verses were used.  In comical dance the Geisha of Fukagawa were 
sophisticated but pretended not to be selling sex.  There was no such pretence in the 
licensed brothels of the Yoshiwara.  And Yoshicho, near today’s expensive restaurants 
of Ningyo-cho, was the equivalent of today’s gay bar area.  In comical dance the two 
priests play a version of “rock, paper, scissors” by using gestures for “fox, village 
headman, and rifle”.  The expensive restaurants of Yanagi-bashi Bridge were close 
by. 
 
Yoshi-cho 芳町 

Yoshi-cho was located in today’s Ningyo-cho area which was the original Yoshiwara 
area.  With the expansion of Edo, and the destruction and reshaping of the city after 
the Meireki fire of 1657, the original Yoshiwara area became a red-light district.  A 
number of theatres also stood in the area, including the Nakamura-za.  As demand 
required, some tea houses began to offer male prostitutes.  The young male 
prostitutes were sometimes young kabuki actors from the age of 10 up to their early 
20s.  This is the beginnings of the Yoshi-cho red-light district.  In 1841 the Nakamura-
za burned down and it and the surrounding theatres moved to Saruwaka-cho in 
Asakusa.  After the Tempo Reforms (1841-43) unlicensed red-light venues in the city 
were clamped down upon and many unlicensed female prostitutes escaped from 
Fukagawa to the Yoshi-cho district.  At the end of the Edo Period there were 24 female 
prostitutes remaining in the district.  Yoshi-cho was caught between the red-light 
districts around Yanagi-bashi Bridge and Reiken-shima Island and was feeling the 
pressure when in the early Meiji Era the neighbouring district of Nihonbashi Kakigara-
cho became the market centre for pricing rice and the area saw a sudden increase in 



business and liveliness.  The area’s popularity only increased in the Meiji, Taisho and 
Showa eras.  Japan’s first actress, Kawakami Sadayakko (1871-1946) and the singer 
Kouta Katsutaro, who was originally a geisha, came from this area.  In the Taisho Era 
(1912-1926) women called “Shiro-kubi” (White Necks), unlicensed prostitutes, 
appeared and started to work the streets of Kakigara-cho, corrupting public morals.  
By the 1930s there were 240 Okiya (houses with affiliated Geisha), 700 Geisha, 140 
“Machiai” or establishments proving rental rooms, 5 or 6 restaurants and most of these 
were within the Kakigara-cho district.  The combined businesses of Yanagi-bashi and 
Reiken-jima did not surpass this number.  During WWII the Yoshi-cho red-light 
businesses were shutdown and much of the area was destroyed in the bombing raids 
of Tokyo.  Post-war the area soon recovered and in 1949 there were 278 Geisha, 177 
Okiya, a restaurant, and 121 “Machiai” rental room establishments recovered and 
operating.  The area developed during Japan’s rapid post-war economic boom and in 
1977 the name of the area was changed and “Yoshi-cho” disappeared, while the 
number of Geisha and restaurants decreased.  By 2010 there were 16 Geisha in the 
area and one restaurant remaining, the Hamada-ya. 
 
Genya-dana Hamada-ya 
A rare example of an original Yoshi-cho restaurant.  Today it excels as a traditional 
restaurant (lunches approx. JPY20,000, dinners approx.. JPY40,000) and is popular 
as a wedding venue.  It opened its doors in 1912. 
 
The area Hamadaya is situated in was called Genyadana after Okamoto Genya, who 
was a doctor to the third Shogun Tokugawa Iemitsu in the Edo Period.  The name 
Genyadana is also well known as the setting for the Kabuki play Yowanasake Ukinano 
Yokogushi. 
 
Hamadaya was the original name of an Okiya (Geisha house) which flourished in the 
Meiji period (late 1800s).  The most famous geisha of the era, Sadayakko Kawakami, 
hailed from Hamadaya, and attracted many guests, including Japan’s first prime 
minister, Ito Hirobumi, and other important figures who were active in the Meiji period.  
When the owner of Okiya Hamadaya closed the business at the end of the Meiji Period 
(1910s), the founder of the current restaurant inherited the name and the ryotei 
restaurant Hamadaya was born in 1912.  
 
Fukagawa 
Fukagawa began its history as a red-light district in 1655 when tea houses serving 
food opened up in front of the Tomioka Hachiman Shrine.  The Shrine was completed 
in 1627 and the surrounding land was developed in 1652.  Tea houses serving food 
were permitted 3 years later.  And these would become the foremost unlicensed red-
light district in Edo.  This type of unlicensed area for prostitutes was called an “Oka-
basho” or “Other Place”.  In the early 1700s a Geisha called Kikuya who danced in the 
then mostly homosexual red light district of Yoshi-cho escaped and established a 
school of dance and Shamisen at Fukagawa.  This was the start of the Fukagawa 
Geisha tradition.   Kikuya loved the black Haori jackets made famous by the Tayu 
senior geisha and this became fashionable in the Fukagawa and its “Haori Geisha”.  
 
Shubi-no-Matsu 
(translation of interps board at Shubi-no-Matsu site today) 



The original location of the pine was 100 metres downstream from this sign.  The pine 
was between the 4th and 5th canals of the Asakusa Shogunate Warehouses.  The 
branches of the pine bent down towards the river and almost touched the water’s 
surface.  It was called the “Shubi” pine or “Pine of Success.  There are three theories 
given for this name. 

1) During the great flood of 1631 the Shogun Iemitsu was desperate to dispatch a 
mission to explore the damage on the far side of the Sumida River.  All attempts 
failed until finally, a high-ranking government official Abe Tadaaki was able to 
ford Sumida River on horseback and survey the area.  Iemitsu was so 
impressed with this bravery that he named the pine “The Pine of Success” after 
Abe’s brave feat. 

2) Customers going to and from the Yoshiwara courtesan district would “pray for 
“success” on the way to the Yoshiwara, and would brag of their “success” on 
the way back. 

3) Seaweed and oyster farming in the area used brushwood as a clutch.  This 
brushwood was called “Hibi”.  Edo-ites are famous for mis-pronouncing “Hi” and 
“Shi” and therefore the pine became “Shubi” pine. 

The first generation pine fell down in the 1770s in a great storm.  The second 
generation pine died in the 1850s.  And the third generation pine died in the 1910s.  
Pines that replaced them were destroyed in 1923 in the great earthquake and in 1945 
during bombing raids of Tokyo.  The current pine is the 7th generation of pine and was 
planted in December 1962 by the local Commerce and Tourism organisation of South 
Asakusa. 
 
Saruwaka-cho 
Was also known as “Shibai-cho” or the theatre district.  In 1842 the Shogunate ordered 
two of the three major theatre companies, Nakamura and Ichimura, to move to this 
area.  The following year Kawarazaki-za, the backup company to the third major 
theatre company Morita, also moved here and created the largest theatre district in 
Edo.  Three gates into the area meant that a theatre “enclosure” was created.  
Alongside the playhouses were theatre tea houses, homes of actors and support staff, 
restaurants and souvenir stores, scenery workshops and small prop sellers.  In a way 
the Shogunate had imprisoned all theatre related people in this one area.  The area 
was known as Asakusa Shoden-cho but it was renamed Saruwaka-cho after the first 
generation of a founding family of Edo Kabuki, Nakamura (Saruwaka) Kanzaburo who 
established Saruwaka-za Theatre in this area in 1624.  There were three blocks 
(chome) in the area, with Nakamura-za in 1-chome, Ichimura-za in 2-chome, and 
Morita-za in 3-chome.  In the Meiji Period Morita-za moved to Shintomi-cho in 1872, 
and the other two theatres moved to Taito Ward (Torigoe-cho and Shitaya 
Nichomachi) and so by 1892 there were no theatre functions left in Saruwaka-cho.  In 
Eisen’s depiction the planned location of the Kawarazaki-za is shrouded in cloud and 
therefore the publication date of the print is thought to be 1842. 
 
Sumida Hokusai Museum (Architect: Sejima Kazuyo)   Opened 22 November 
2016 
From Museum website: 



Design Concept 

• The museum has been planned to blend in with the park and the locality to 
make it easy for people to drop in for a visit. Instead of consisting of just one 
building, the slits provide gentle divisions to help the outer façade blend in well 
with the scale of the surrounding downtown district.The gentle slits in the overall 
structure represent an approach to the first-floor area and are connected to 
outside walkways. A sense of having a “front” and a “back” has been avoided 
to enable access from all points in the surrounding area. 

• The structure of the building has been sealed in consideration of the storage 
and exhibit of the ukiyo-e, but it is possible to see inside the museum from the 
slits outside to provide the local people with a sense of being close to the 
Sumida Hokusai Museum. It is also possible to enjoy the scenes of the park 
and surrounding area from inside the museum, as well as enjoying panoramic 
views of the distinctive features of Sumida City from the top floor, such as the 
Tokyo Sky Tree. The slits also form a diverse range of spaces within the 
museum. While the various floor areas of a 
certain floor are formed into independent rooms, the floor areas on another floor 
are combined to form a single room. 

• The outside walls of the structure are made from aluminum panels that have a 
slightly mirrored surface. This means the outer walls will gently reflect scenes 
of the downtown area and allow the building to blend into the general panorama 
of the surrounding town. Also the gentle fluctuations in the floor area gently 
modify the reflected scenes to provide a different outer appearance depending 
on the angle from which it is viewed. 

Yaomatsu Restaurant 
In the early Meiji Period a very popular restaurant stood at the location of the Old Mito 
Domain Boat Shed (Ofune-gura) on the banks of the Sumida River.  It was called the 
Yaomatsu Restaurant and was particularly famous for clam soup and yakitori.  The 
head chef was Oyama Matsugoro who had apprenticed at one of the best restaurants 
in Sanya, the Yaozen.  He then opened a restaurant on the opposite side of Sumida 
River on Mukojima Island next to the Suijin Shrine there and called it Suijin Yaomatsu 
(initially Azuma-ya).  Then in Meiji 3 (1870) he opened Yaomatsu at the foot of the 
Makura Bridge.  With its expansive views of the Sumida and Genmori Rivers the 
restaurant soon became popular with leading politicians and business people.  It was 
closed after the Great Kanto Earthquake of 1923. 
 
It was said of Yaomatsu that, “In those days it was a two-storied stylish restaurant.  
The Makura Bridge added elegance to the scene.  From the top floor of the restaurant 
customers could enjoy views of the tall pagoda of Senso-ji Temple to the left, and the 
forest of Matsuchiyama Shoden to the right.  Also in those days of clear skies and 
views, Mount Tsukuba could be seen from the rear of the building in the far distance.  
It was indeed a magnificent setting.” 
 
Genmori River and Kita-Jikken River 
The Kita-Jikken River flows for a length of 3.24 km in today’s Tokyo, and is a Class 
One River, part of the Ara-kawa River system.  It was originally built as a canal dug in 



the early Edo Period.  To its West was the Sumida River, and to its East the old Naka 
River.  The Western part of the river today is in Sumida Ward and the Eastern section 
in Koto Ward. 
 
The name comes from the fact that it was to the North of Honjo.  Honjo was a new 
area on the far side of the Sumida River developed after the devastating Meireki Fire 
of 1657.  The Kita-Jikken River became the border between Honjo and Mukojima 
Island.  The river was 10-ken or Jikken wide (18.2 metres wide).  In the past the part 
of the river West of the confluence with the Oyoko River was called Genmori River 
(alternatively Genpee-bori Canal), and to the East was the Kita-Jikken River. 
 
After the Meireki fire of 1657 the Genmori River was dug to transport timber just after 
1658, as part of the Honjo development.  The Kita-Jikken River was dug in 1663 to 
transport fresh water for agricultural irrigation.  Initially the two rivers were joined but 
damage from Sumida River floods meant that in 1672 an embankment was created 
which separated the two rivers. 
 
In 1885 at the request of locals the two rivers were joined again.  The two rivers 
became the quickest route between the old Naka River and the Sumida River.  For a 
time the river flourished as a mode of transporting rail freight from the old Narihira-
bashi Station into the down-town areas of old Tokyo.  However, in the post-WWII era 
the use of barges declined.  A sluice gate was added and the two rivers were again 
separated.  And many of the canals which joined the two rivers such as the Okawa 
River mentioned above, were filled in.  It’s use as a canal sadly disappeared. 
 
Since the commencement of the Tokyo Sky Tree project in 2012 the river once again 
is in the limelight.  A walking terrace along the river, ferry ports, and a water purification 
plant have all been built.  A pedestrian bridge has been added.  Plans exist to recreate 
some of the old canal routes.  The Sumida Park project from Makura Bridge to Tobu 
Bridge was also recently completed in 2020. 
 
The estate next to the Genmori River was the Mito Tokugawa family warehouse or 
lower estate.  It had a tidal pond in the garden that drew river water from the Genmori 
River mouth.  The small bridge which crossed it was the Shin-Koume Bridge.  The two 
bridges were affectionately known as Shin-san and Gen-san, like a married couple.  
And so local Edokko refered to the bridges as Makura-bashi (the Pillow Bridges).  The 
river feeding the pond was filled in in 1875 and the bridge pulled down.  The Genmori 
Bridge was formally named Makura Bridge.  Hon-bashi bridge on the 3rd avenue 200 
metres up the Kita-Jikken River was re-named Genmori Bridge.  Today a sluice stands 
between the Kita-Jikken River and the Sumida River and so it is impossible to access 
the river by ferry. 
 
The canals and rivers of old Edo 
Edo was truly the Venice of Asia.  Reference: https://www.viva-
edo.com/horiwari.html 
 



 
 
Mimeguri Shrine (Mimeguri Inari Shrine) 三囲神社（三囲稲荷神社） 
The creation story of the Shrine goes back to Kobo Daishi and his veneration of 
“Tanaka Inari” (venerating the Inari god of rice production in amongst the rice paddies).  
The original location of the Shrine was further North along the River in the middle of 
rice paddies.  In the 1350s a priest, Genkei, from Mii Temple near Lake Biwa was 
building a Shrine at this location and discovered a buried statue of an old man riding 
a white fox.  A white fox appeared from nowhere and circled the statue 3 times (“mi-
meguri”) and disappeared.  This was the reason for the naming of the Shrine 
“Mimeguri”. 
 
The famous Edo-period family of merchants, the Mitsui’s, who owned the Echigo-ya 
store (today’s Mitsukoshi Department Store), adopted the Mimeguri Shrine as their 
tutelary shrine because the characters used to spell the family and Shrine’s names 
were delightfully similar.   
三井 (Mitsui) family 
三囲 (Mimeguri) Shrine (the character for “Meguri” is the same character for “well” in 
the Mitsui family name enclosed in a square.  The character means “an enclosure” (or 
to pass around).  But in this case the Mitsui family took the characters to mean that 
the Shrine enclosed and protected the family name.  This wealthy family came from 
the town of Matsuzaka in Ise.  It was indeed a fortunate family for the Shrine to have 
as supporters. 
 



In 1716 the Yoshida family (responsible for ranking shrines) gave the Shrine the 
highest possible rank (正一位しょういちい).  In 1723 the 3rd head of the Mitsui family 
paid for the erection of an impressive worship hall.  The Shrine was then recognised 
by the people of Edo not just as a Shrine praying for a good rice crop amongst the rice 
paddies along the far side of the Sumida River, but a Shrine representing the wealth 
and good fortune of one of Edo’s most important merchant families.  The Shrine was 
destroyed in 1855 in the Ansei Edo Earthquake and was rebuilt in 1862 again by the 
Mitsui family.  This is the building that exists today. 
 
In 1996 a number of objects found in the Shrine grounds today were donated by the 
Mitsui family from the 11th generation head of the Mitsui family, Mitsui Takakimi’s 
(1895-1992) residence.  He had built his home in Nishi-Azabu, Minato-ku Tokyo.  
Known as the Mitsui Hachiroemon tei Mansion (this is the name given to all heads of 
the Mitsui family), the house was relocated to the Edo-Tokyo Open Air Architectural 
Museum in Koganei Tokyo in 1996.  Objects donated included the family shrine, the 
triangular Torii gate, and an ablution basin with the family’s crest carved into it. 
 
Then in 2009 the symbol of the Mitsukoshi Ikebukuro Department store, a bronze Lion, 
was donated and moved to the Shrine grounds. 
 
In 1693 during a long-lasting drought, the Haiku poet Takarai Kikaku (disciple of 
Matsuo Basho) wrote a poem praying for rain  
ゆうだちや田を見めぐりの神ならば or  
遊ふた地や ⽥を⾒めぐりの 神ならば   
“an evening shower, and the god looking over the rice fields”   
The following day the drought broke and the Shrine became famous.  The poem is 
clever as the first letter of each line spells “yutaka” or abundant, a device used by 
famous poets of old such as Ono Komachi and Nouin-boshi.  There are two puns in 
the poem as well “playing in the fields” and the word for “evening shower”, and “pass 
around 3 times” and “look over or protect”. 
 
The Shrine appears a number of times in the historical novel “Onihei Hankacho” (鬼平
犯科帳) (by Ikenami Shotaro, serialised 1967-1990). Ikenami’s description closely 
follows the depicition of the Shrine in the “Edo Meisho-zue” (Illustrated Guide to 
Famous Places in Edo”).  Paraphrasing Ikenami, he writes “the Shrine was 
approached by descending the embankment of Okawa (the Sumida River), passing 
through it’s main Torii Gate at the bottom of the embankment, and along a pine tree-
lined approach through rice paddies.  The grounds of the Shrine were enclosed by a 
thicket of trees and bamboo and the main worship hall is an impressive structure.” 
 
Ushi-no-Gozen (Ushijima Shrine) 
Established 860.  Provides the protective deities for Honjo and Ushijima, including 
Susano-o, the God of Storms.  The original name of the Shrine was “Ushi-no-Gozen”.  
It was located about 700 metres North of its current location.  The “Illustrated Guide to 
Sumida River Muko-jima Island” (1856) states that, “The Ushi-no-Gozen stands on the 
Northern side of Mimeguri Shrine, to the West of Kofuku-ji Temple, to the South of 
Chomei-ji, and a River .” (the river no longer exists).   
The foundation myth states that the great Warrior Minamoto-no-Yoritomo prayed for 
safety here when his large army tried to cross the Sumida River in a flood in 1180.  His 



army was saved and in 1181 Yoritomo paid for the construction of the Shrine hall.  This 
type of story related to Yoritomo and “Gyu” (cows) is seen elsewhere, for example, at 
Koishikawa at the Gyu-Tenjin (today’s Kitano Shrine).  A statue of a cow (“nade-ushi”) 
is famous in the grounds of the Shrine.  These types of cows are seen in many other 
Shrines around the country and the belief is that cures are achieved by touching that 
part of the cow which is ailing you (knees, head, stomach etc).  However, Ushi-no-
Gozen’s cow is unusual in that it will also cure ailments of the heart and other 
psychological problems.  The Shrine is popular with parents and newborn children.  
Bibs are blessed here and the baby that uses the blessed bib will grow to be healthy.  
The Shrine now sits at one end of Sumida Park a little less than a kilometre 
downstream from where Kofuku-ji and Chomei-ji still stand.  Chomei-ji is known for 
Sakura-mochi sweets. 
 
Mokubo-ji Temple 
Built in this location to pray for the soul of the child Umewaka-maru.  Umewaka-maru 
was born in Kyoto in the Heian Period to a “discarded woman” mother and a Senior 
General father.  His father died when he was 12 and so the young child headed for 
the Tohoku region of Japan to a family acquaintance.  Along the way he met with a 
slave trafficker and died of disease along the banks of the Sumida River.  His mother 
went mad when she arrived and found out what had happened to her son.  The locals 
built a mound to commemorate the young child, and that mound is today’s Mokubo-ji 
Temple.  The sad story is the subject of many forms of artistic expression, including 
Edo Period popular novels, Kabuki, songs and puppet plays. 
 
Suijinja Shrine (Sumidagawa Shrine) 
Address: 2-17-1 Zutsumidoori, Sumida-ku, Tokyo 
Nearest station: Isezaki Line, Kanegafuchi Station 
Year of establishment: unknown. 
Foundation myth:  In the age of the gods a deity riding on the back of a turtle (omen 
of good luck) was enshrined here at Ukishima Island on the East bank of the Sumida 
River.  The locals had called the island Ukishima (“floating island”) because it was 
never inundated in floods.  The temporary shrine erected here was called Ukishima 
Shrine.  Centuries later around 1177-1181 when Minamoto-no-Yoritomo (1147-
1199.2.9) was travelling from the Capital to the Provinces he sheltered here in a violent 
storm.  He prayed for abatement of the storm.  He sensed the miraculous virtue of 
Suijin, the water god, and had a Shrine built here as protector of the Sumida Village.   
The Shrine sat on the banks of an important water transport route. The Shrine gained 
in popularity particularly with boat owners who prayed for safety on the water.  They 
called it Suijinsha (Water God Shrine) or Funadamasha (Boat Spirit Shrine).  On 28 
May 1733 the Shogunate had a religious festival conducted in honour of the Suijin 
water God and on this occasion pyrotechnician Kagiya Yahee exploded about 20 
fireworks on the river.  This is the start of the famous annual Sumida River Fireworks.  
The main hall dates to 1858 and the Worship Hall to 1864.  In 1872 the name was 
changed to Sumidagawa Shrine.  After WWII the Shrine was moved South 100 metres 
to its current position due to the construction of the No. 6 Expressway and River 
fortifications.  Its current position is where the famous restaurant mentioned above, 
Suijin Yaomatsu, was located.  The current position of the approach path and other 
structures was finalised in 1980.  
 
Imado-bashi Bridge 



Utagawa Hiroshige      
 “100 Views of Edo”  1856 (Ansei 3rd year) 
119 prints depicting the city in recovery after the 1855 Ansei Edo Earthquake.  42 of 
the prints are set in Spring.  20 of these depict cherry blossoms. 
 
This print is the only one that depicts a cherry in full foliage.  Set near the Mimeguri 
Shrine (三囲神社) at Muko-jima in today’s Sumida Ward.  The Sumida Embankment 
cherries were famous.  The print looks across the river to the Sanya Canal and Shoden 
Temple (on the raised Matsuchi-yama green hill). 
 
The Geisha is being led by a lantern to her next appointment at a nearby tea house.  
Hiroshige depicts her clothes and expression as uncouth and unsophisticated.  The 
low level Geisha adds to the loneliness of the night.  However, the other side of the 
river is bustling with lights ablaze.  The legs of the Imado Bridge are clearly visible.  
The lights are from the famous Takeya ferry office and the Ariake restaurant.  One can 
almost hear the laughing voices.  Choki-bune boats and covered boats are floating on 
the river.  The feeling is that “every night is festival night at the Yoshiwara”. 
 
Hiroshige depicts “Yin and Yang: in the comparison of each side of the river.  Actually 
the city was beset by a huge typhoon immediately after the start of the publication of 
the series in 1856.  By the time this print was published in August 1857 the restaurants 
(which were destroyed or flooded) were all fully recovered.  Green foliage on cherries 
depicts warm weather and perhaps the city was feeling a sense of relief in recovery. 
 
Sanya-bori (Sanya Canal) 
Built in the early Edo Period (17th century) to reduce flooding on the Ara River.   The 
Sanya Canal extends from Minowa on the Ara River to the Sumida River.  The canal 
joins the Sumida River at a place called Imado.   
The canal is now completely filled in and is a 700 metre long “Sanya Canal Park”.  
During the Edo Period (1603-1868) visitors to the Yoshiwara Pleasure Quarter would 
ride their Choki-bune boats up to the Imado-bashi Bridge.  They would alight there and 
continue along the Sanya Canal Embankment (Nihon Zutsumi) to the Omon Gate of 
Yoshiwara.  Some references state that it was possible to travel up the Sanya Canal 
but this is unlikely.  To “frequent Yoshiwara” was also referred to as to “frequent 
Sanya”.  It was thought that visiting by boat was more sophisticated than travelling by 
road (foot, horse (banned), or palanquin (banned but not enforced).  There were many 
ferry operators and restaurants in the neighbourhood. 
 
In the Meiji Era (post-1868) the entertainment district moved from Yoshiwara to 
Shimbashi.  In the Showa era (1930s) fertilizer boats began to use the canal as a 
mooring point.  Nagai Kafu reports that the Yoshiwara declined and the Sanya Canal 
started to be filled inby the 1930s due to foul smells.  In the post-war years the 
Yoshiwara was closed following the 1956 “Prostitution Prevention Law” and by 1975 
the canal was completely filled in. 
 
Songs recalled the splendor of the Yoshiwara and Sanya Canal (「よろず吉原、山谷
堀」).  The three Kabuki Theatres of Edo were nearby at Saruwaka-cho (today’s 
Asakusa 6-chome) and so the Sanya Geisha were also referred to as “below the 
scaffolding (of the Kabuki Theatres)” Geisha (櫓下). 
 



Before being filled in, Sanya Canal had 9 bridges.  One of them was called “Kami-
Arai-Bashi” Bridge, so called after the washing or bleaching of Asakusa Washi Paper 
in the canal.  Asakusa Paper was made from recycled paper and was used by the 
Yoshiwara prostitutes to write letters and for ”general” use and cleaning.  Huge 
amounts of this paper was used.  Many paper factories surrounded the Sanya Moat 
and the paper-makers would bleach the used paper in tubs left in the canal’s flowing 
water.  This was called “Hiyakasu” (“cooling off”).  The process would take about 2 
hours and while waiting the paper-makers would stroll around the Yoshiwara  “window-
shopping” the prostitutes.  This type of viewing of the prostitutes lined up in the 
windows of the tea houses without actually purchasing their services came to be 
known as “Hiyakashi” (cooling off).   
 
Yoshiwara 
(“The Japanese and Pleasure Quarters” by Emeritus Professor Tanaka Yuko), 
translation by John McBride 
Introduction 
The problem of pleasure quarters from gender perspective 
This book is about Japanese “Yukaku” (pleasure quarters).  Yukaku flourished from 
1585 until 1958, a period of 373 years.  Within this long history, this book will focus on 
one type of pleasure quarter, the “Kuruwa” or gated pleasure quarter which formed in 
the Edo Period (1603-1867).  Of the 25 licensed quarters spread throughout Edo 
period Japan, this book will focus on the Yoshiwara area of Edo. 
 
Before beginning, there is one thing the reader should understand.  “Yukaku must 
never appear again in this world.  Nor is it economically possible that the pleasure 
quarters and the systems that supported them can ever be reproduced.” 
 
The reason for this is that pleasure quarters are the basis for Edo Period culture and 
were the source of energy for the Edo Period.  Vast amounts of money were required 
to maintain the pleasure quarters of Edo.  This book will describe a year in the life of 
the pleasure quarter, the festivities and regular activities through the year, a day in the 
life of the pleasure quarter, who the prostitutes were, and who the customers were.  It 
was an exceptionally extravagant world.  Customers spent vast amounts of money to 
support this luxury.  They were called お大尽 (Odaijin) – the “big spenders”, wealthy 
merchants, high ranking samurai, and later politicians and captains of industry. 
 
As long as there were people who spent vast sums of money, there were those who 
took receipt of these vast amounts of money.  They were the brothel owners, not the 
prostitutes themselves. This book will describe in detail how money flowed within the 
pleasure quarter. 
 
Why did the prostitutes not receive money directly?  The reason is why “Pleasure 
quarters must never exist again in this world.  Nor can the pleasure quarters and the 
systems that supported them ever be reproduced again.” 
 
The system was that the family of the young prostitute would be paid an Advance for 
the use of the girl (“Zenshaku-kin” 前借金)and the young girl would spend her working 
life paying back this Advance received by her family.  She could not stop working as 
a prostitute nor escape until after this money had been paid back.  She was placed 
under strict surveillance.  She was not strictly “purchased” and so she was not 



considered a slave, but she was “Security” for the “Advance” and therefore lost her 
freedom.  This is an abuse of human rights. 
 
We will consider why the Yukaku could only be created under this economic model.  
Why women were not allowed to work of their own free will.  I believe it be a problem 
of gender rather than an economics.  There was enough variety of work available 
during the Edo period for women so that if given a choice, no woman ever needed to 
work in the Yukaku. 
 
First, there is no career path for a prostitute.  There is no second career for a prostitute.  
It does not enhance your resume.  It is possible to make one’s way up in the hierarchy 
of the pleasure quarter itself and perhaps own a brothel one day, but it is almost 
impossible to leave the pleasure quarter. 
 
Second, youth is valued in the pleasure quarter.  The normal life of learning and using 
this wisdom to further your career, or use this knowledge to learn new skills and act to 
protect yourself from change is impossible for a prostitute.  The older a prostitute is 
the less value she has.  This does not add to the desire to mature and grow wise. 
 
Third, the danger of violence and disease is ever present.  STDs can be checked and 
treated today but in the Edo period it was a matter of luck.  Prostitutes were not allowed 
to eat in front of guests and so they gulped their meagre food quickly in the kitchen.  
They had no enjoyment from eating and from staying healthy.  The life span of 
prostitutes was short. (McBride note: average lifespan was 21-23 years of age). 
 
Some customers enjoyed treating the prostitutes with violence and then would pay to 
cover up the problem.  The high class brothels along the main street of Yoshiwara 
would keep a careful eye out for this type of customer.  But the cheap brothels which 
lined the outer ditch of the Yoshiwara had no such concerns. 
 
Fourth, even if a customer fell in love with a prostitute and wanted to marry her he still 
had to pay the huge amount of money to pay off her family’s advance.  If he decided 
to wait for her, she had to sleep with many men in the meantime.  On the other hand 
if the prostitute fell deeply in love with the customer and misunderstood his economic 
situation this could lead to deep depression.  This depressing situation on occasion 
led to the suicide of the prostitute. 
 
The Zenshakukin (Advance) System was used to ensnare girls into work they would 
not have chosen themselves.  This situation is relevant to gender problems today. 
 
Men using their power and money to influence women, and women being hurt by this, 
resulted in the #MeToo movement, which started in Hollywood, and spread around 
the world.  In Tokyo the Tokyo Olympics placed a focus on men who do not think it is 
wrong to express openly views which belittle women.  Japan is now well known for 
having poor representation of women in politics and at corporate board level. 
 
During the Corona-19 pandemic women who were employed on a casual basis have 
lost their jobs, some have become homeless, and some were even murdered on the 
streets.  The problem of pay gaps, conditions of employment and status between men 
and women remains a problem in Japan today. 



 
Why have we failed in trying to improve these working conditions for women?  And 
why, since the disappearance of the Yoshiwara in the post-WWII years up until now, 
do women continue to have such narrow choices in employment?  And why do we 
refuse to give control to women over their employment conditions, restricting them to 
casual arrangements? 
 
This problem relates to Japan’s fixed view of the makeup of the family structure.  The 
family should be a structure within which each individual can reach their own potential, 
and feel fulfilled, and capable of living a life as an individual.  A family should not force 
certain work on a member of the family in order to support the family.  The “Yukaku” 
pleasure quarter system was one under which work was forced on women who would 
never have chosen that work or lifestyle in order to support the survival of that family.  
We should give consideration as to whether this system of forcing employment on 
women is not alive and well in the Japan of today. 
 
Why we should consider the history of the Yukaku? 
As stated above, consideration of the history of the Yukaku places a light on problems 
faced by society today.  I also wanted to correct mistaken impressions of the Yukaku. 
 
The first fallacy resulting from the image of the Yoshiwara from Taisho and Showa 
(1910s – 1950s) is that the Yukaku was a place where prostitutes alone worked.  I will 
write in detail about this shortly, but it was also a place where Japanese culture 
flourished including calligraphy, Japanese poetry, haiku poetry, Shamisen, songs, 
dance, lute, tea ceremony, ikebana, Chinese poetry, kimono (traditional dress), 
Japanese hairstyles, hair adornments, incense, footwear and geta clogs, protection of 
annual festivals and events, Japanese food, Japanese sake (alcohol), letter writing in 
long strips of paper using Japanese sentence structures, the language of the Yukaku, 
the protection of Japanese cultural forms which have continued since the Heian Period, 
and other extreme forms of exaggerated structured culture which could only survive 
in the Yukaku environment. 
 
However, another fallacy is the misunderstanding about the gaps in the society of the 
Yukaku.  There was the Advance System mentioned above but there were many other 
problems which arose from the vast sums of money that moved through the Yukaku.  
There were the different classes of brothels, and prostitutes from the highest paid 
“Oiran” to the lowest paid prostitutes of brothels overlooking sewage ditches.  There 
was the absence of policies regarding STDs.  There was the fabulous feasts enjoyed 
by the customers versus prostitutes who may drink enough to get drunk but barely 
managed to find time to eat enough to sustain themselves.  These problems must not 
be overlooked. 
 
Recently the second series of the animated series “Kimetsu-no-yaeba” (Dragon 
Slayer) (record breaking animated series) launched in October 2021.  This series 
features a Yukaku and apparently parents have been troubled as to how to explain a 
brothel to their children.  They should read this book and explain two facts: 
 
One, prostitutes during the Edo period were very different to ordinary people.  They 
infused their hair and clothing with the rarest of imported incense making their scent 
remarkable.  They studied Japanese poetry and could write their own beautifully 



formed poetry.  There were some who even studied Chinese poetry.  They studied 
calligraphy and could write scroll like letters in beautiful characters.  Some could play 
the shamisen, and sing, and play the lute.  They knew how to conduct the tea 
ceremony and to arrange flowers.  They were scrupulous in abiding by the Japanese 
calendar and recognising the traditions and celebrations of old.  And they enjoyed 
these celebrations.  They were the protectors of traditional Japanese culture.   
 
And the parents of today’s children engulfed in watching the most popular animated 
series in world history should also explain that the prostitutes worked hard to return 
the Advances of money made to their families.  In order to do so they entertained men 
of high rank in society and had to have high levels of education themselves in order to 
do so.  However, they were not free to say no to sexual relations because of the 
requirement to pay back the Advances of money to their families.  And most customers 
were there precisely to have these sexual relations.  These prostitutes were looked 
upon not as equal human beings with rights, but simply as sexual objects.  This must 
never be allowed in modern society.  The parents should explain that to their children. 
 


