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The Earliest Japanese Movie — Motion Pictures Produced by Konishi Honten

[rie Yoshiro

In October 1897, Konishi Honten, now Konica Minolta Holdings, Inc., announced that it had im-
ported motion picture camera, it is believed, Baxter & Wray (U.K.). It is said that subsequently Asa-
no Shiro, the employee entrusted with handling the equipment after it arrived, was the first Japanese
person to successfully film, develop and print a movie. In addition, Hiromeya, which at the time
had enjoyed success with the screening show using Vitascope (U.S.), was spurred by this to show a
motion pictures produced in Japan and began this screening enterprise in June 1899. However, the
film materials of those movies filmed by Konishi Honten and shown by Hiromeya are lost to us now.
Furthermore, even remaining documentations are limited, making it difficult to prepare an accurate
list or describe the individual contents of early movies in detail.

All the discourses to date concerning the beginnings of Japanese cinema are based on docu-
ments such as newspaper articles and advertisements from that time and transcriptions based on
the reminiscences of Asano and other Konishi Honten employees. This paper aims to verify the
early Japanese cinema by studying the photographic plates of the film said to have been made
by Asano and others, and cross refferencing the aforementioned two types of written sources of
information.

Although photographs of subjects such as scenes of Meiji period city streets and geisha dancing
can be seen frequently in earlier studies on old movies, they receive almost no attention in research
on cinematic history of today. However, a fresh study reveals records showing that frames from film
shot by Asano, Shibata Tsunekichi and other early cameramen were exhibited at a 1939 cinema ex-
hibition. Therefore, it can be assumed that those plates appeared in various studies were duplicated
from these frames. Furthermore, it is believed that these frames were uncovered during the course
of interviews with those cinematic pioneers who were still around at the time.

Photographs collected from the studies of the past show that there are actually quite a number of
variations present in, for example, plates of film simply labeled geisha dancing. One sees different
features in the implements held by the geisha and the background scenes, respectively. Further-
more, the background includes the name of the restaurant where the film was shot, which is greatly
useful in specifying individual plates.

In writing this paper, photographic plates, which had been sporadically used in past studies,
were collected to the greatest extent possible. Their contents were analyzed and they were com-
pared with film appearing in newspaper articles and testimony by the people involved at the time
the film was shot, in order to verify facts such as their title, cameraman, filming location, date of
showing and screening venue.
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