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A Study on the History of Early Okinawan Cinema : The Exhibition, Reception
and Production of the Movies in the Meiji and Taisho Eras

Toshikazu Sera

Up until now the history of Japanese movies has been described by centering
solely on the films of the major movie companies of Tokyo and Kyoto. However, regional
differences can be seen in the exhibition, reception and production of the films. The
history of Japanese movies is not necessarily a single stream. A typical example of this
is the history of Okinawan movies, which I have worked on for years. This thesis deals
primarily with this subject in regards to the Meiji and Taisho eras, because regional
differences of movie history are especially great in their initial stages.

It was on March 27, 1902, that the first movie was shown in Okinawa. It was
about five and a half years after the first film showing in mainland Japan. Afterward
various road shows came to Okinawa, and on these occasions silent films were
sometimes narrated in the Okinawan dialect and not in the standard Japanese. In
1913, a theater called Kasumi-za was redecorated into Pari-kan, the first movie
theater in Okinawa. It was started 10 years after the first Japanese movie theater
Denki-kan opened in Asakusa, Tokyo. Pari-kan went out of business shortly after its
start. Then in 1914, Teikoku-kan was newly built as a full-fledged movie theater, and
movies gained popularity among the citizens of Okinawa as a new form of
entertainment.

For Okinawan people movies were not only an entertainment, but also an
opportunity to encounter the cultures of mainland Japan and Western countries.
Initially, most of the katsudo-benshi and musicians were invited from mainland Japan.
Therefore, these movies played an important role in allowing Okinawans to receive the
language and customs of mainland Japan and Western music. In 1916, rensa-geki (a
kind of show in which a film on the screen and the performance by actors on stage are
alternately given) was introduced from mainland Japan. For this new form of
performance, Okinawan actors acted with their local dialect on stage in conjunction

with the films made in mainland Japan.
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“Higeki Yuriko Zenpen ( Tragedy: Yuriko Part I ) ”, one of the earliest Japanese
movies which was set in Okinawa, was made in 1913. In this film Okinawa is described
as a place of healing, which also happens to be a current image of Okinawa. On the
other hand, the production of narrative film began in Okinawa in the middle of the
Taisho era as rensa-geki set in Okinawa, many of which were made between 1923 and
1924. All these early films were lost, but we do have an idea of what they were like
from film censorship records of the state.

The history of early Okinawan movies is a little different from that of mainland
Japan. Unfortunately, however, much of these old films and their related documents
have been scattered or lost. Therefore, until now the early history of Okinawan movies
have been partly unclear and confused. Through this thesis, I have carried out a
thorough research into newspaper articles and censored records in order to bring the
facts to light, to correct false information, and to clarify some unique elements of the

early Okinawan movie history and their regional and cultural backgrounds.
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