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Notice Board Announcements of Religious Icon Unveilings in Edo
YUASA Takashi

This study looks at the notice boards and locations used in Edo in the early modern
period to announce the unveiling of special religious icons. The aim of the analysis
is to show how these sites functioned as hiroba for the transmission and reception of
public information.

Shinto and Buddhist religious organizations held limited unveilings of rarely
shown miniature shrines and icons essentially to propagate their respective faiths
among the general community, thereby giving people opportunities to “make a
connection” (kechien) with these deities. A survey of the period from the seventeenth
century to the mid-nineteenth century shows that the nature of the unveilings varied
significantly according to the historical period and location. From the eighteenth
century onward, for example, most showings in Edo and other major cities were
aimed less at this original goal than at raising funds for the restoration of shrine and
temple buildings. The success of the events therefore rested upon how many people
could be attracted to them during the sixty- or eighty-day period in which they were
held. Particularly for shrines and temples which, based outside Edo, took their icons
to the city only for that limited time, effective advertising was crucial.

One of the ways to broadcast the events was to put up wooden notice boards around
the city. By exploring the actual process by which these signs were produced and
posted, and the locations in Edo where they were posted, this study hopes to provide
an insight into the special sites created and maintained by Edo people for the
gathering and distribution of information. In the case of signs heralding religious
unveilings, these sites were originally fewer in the inner city of Edo than in the
surrounding areas, particularly along major routes like the five major highways
originating in central Edo, and at the city’s border gates. As the unveilings came to
take on a more festive nature in the late eighteenth century, however, they were held
more frequently in the heart of downtown entertainment district along the Sumidag-
awa River. This meant that high-profile places also had to be found in that district
for the display of notice boards announcing the events. Such places included bridges,
such as Ryogokubashi and Eitaibashi, and the entrances to shrines and temples, such
as the Kaminarimon gate to Sensoji in Asakusa. These sites thus served as effective
hiroba for the advertisement of special public showings of religious icons.
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