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On the Status of Women in the Late Medieval and Early Modern Periods
in Japan : From the Images of Widow Nuns and Their Families, and
Documents on the Disposal of Property

KoJIMA Michihiro

There are many depictions of family relationships in Japanese genre paintings. In this paper, I
focus on the widow nuns (Gokeama) . Paintings from the late Middle Ages, around the 16th century,
often depict widow nun as leading a group of women in a family, or even an entire family. However,
from the beginning of the early modern period, the 17th century, the status of the Gokeama nuns
declined and they were no longer depicted. On the other hand, there appear depictions of married
couples and single-marriage small families.

In order to examine the meaning of this trend from other sources, I attempted to make a
quantitative analysis of documents of property disposal, such as land sales documents, from the
collection of the National Museum of Japanese History. According to this analysis, in the latter half
of the 15th century, women were no longer seen as the subject of disposal or acquisition, and men
probably came to represent the family with the establishment of patriarchy. Nevertheless, the fact
that the Gokeama nuns are depicted as patriarchs in paintings of the 16th century may be because at
this stage they not only still retained substantial authority in early Medieval Age, but rather, with the
strengthening of hasband's patriarchal authority, the status of the wife, who inherit it after the death of

her husband as co-owner of the family, was also became high.

Key words : women’s history, family history, genre painting, widow nun, land sale documents
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