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I N T R O D U C T I O N

It was in 1897. Or maybe that was in 1898. A cinematographer from the com-
pany of the Lumière  brothers, Auguste (1862–1954) and Louis (1864–1948), 
placed a motion picture camera, the Cinématographe Lumière, in an elevator 
of the Eiffel Tower and photographed a view from  there.1 This film, known as 
Pa norama pendant l’ascencion de la tour Eiffel (Panoramic View during Ascension 
of the Eiffel Tower), is a visual rec ord of a modern technological experience: 
a view from an electrically operated fast machine that takes a rider to the top 
of a metal tower in two brief shots, one of approximately fifteen seconds and 
the other thirty seconds.

Apparently, this film is a typical example of actualités, or actuality films. 
Film historians tended to call Lumière cinema actualités  because they cap-
tured moments of life around the turn of the twentieth  century, using footage 
of such current events, places, and  things as French ceremonies, military pa-
rades, a president’s visit to vari ous locations, and travelogue footage of foreign 
countries. Arthur Lenning claimed that they  were “nothing more than mo-
tion picture snapshots” that  were “the recording of unadjusted, unarranged, 
untampered real ity.”2

But as early as 1979, analyzing twenty- eight Lumière films that  were avail-
able for viewing at the Museum of Modern Art, the film historian Marshall 
Deutelbaum claimed that “ there is  little reason to continue to regard them 
as naïve photographic renderings of natu ral events which happened to occur 
before the camera.” Deutelbaum’s main argument is  limited to the narrative 
structure of Lumière films that, according to him, use “ancillary actions to sig-
nal the beginning and end of central action, and, thereby create a strong sense 
of closure.”3 Pa norama pendant l’ascencion de la tour Eiffel appears to begin when 
the elevator has started to move and end when it is about to stop. In that sense, 
Deutelbaum argues, the film has a certain narrative structure.

If we look a  little closer, in addition to the narrative structure we notice 
that Pa norama pendant l’ascencion de la tour Eiffel creates an attraction of its 
own that goes beyond actualité  because of its careful composition. The film is basi-
cally divided into two planes: in the first, we see numerous metal bars that form 
the tower moving across the frame from the top to the bottom; in the second, 
we see the Palais du Trocadéro, which would be demolished for the Exposition 
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Internationale in 1937 and replaced by the Palais de Chaillot. As each of  these 
metal bars, coming from diff er ent directions, passes by, especially in the sec-
ond shot, in which the camera slightly tilts downward and changes its direc-
tion to the low  angle, the Palais du Trocadéro gradually changes its position 
while Pont d’Iena comes in sight. Eventually, the Seine also becomes vis i ble at 
the bottom of the frame.4

The film historian Komatsu Hiroshi claimed in 1991 that Lumière films 
“prob ably  adopted the significance of directionality of lines in paintings to their 
photo graphs”  because the dominant discourse of the time about ideal photo-
graphy was “to reproduce paintings.”5 Lumière films, according to Komatsu, 
“brought such artistic inclination in photography” to their Cinématographe 
and “graphically enhanced the directionality of lines by the movements of 
objects as a mass.”6 Already in their 1894 essay on photography, the Lumière 
 brothers opposed the prevailing view that photography could not be an art 
form  because it represented nature as it is. They pointed to directionality of 
lines and shadows as the ele ments that would have artistic effects in photog-

Figure i.1. © Institut Lumière, Pa norama pendant l’ascencion de la tour Eiffel  
(1897 or 1898).
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raphy. As they argued, “Composition and chiaroscuro should be satisfactory 
in order for a tableau to formulate a good impression” and claimed that the 
first priority should be “composition” that would contain “unity and balance.”7

When we juxtapose the film Pa norama pendant l’ascencion de la tour Eiffel 
with the work of Henri Rivière (1864–1951), a printmaker and photographer, 
we realize that the Lumière  brothers’ films  were not simply actualité but should 
be located in the contexts of pictorialist photography as well as within the 
trend of Japonisme in art.8 Japonisme was the term coined by the French critic 
Philippe Burty in 1872 to describe the influence of Japa nese art and culture on 
Eu ro pean fine art starting roughly in the 1860s.

When the Lumière  brothers screened their first films in Paris in Decem-
ber 1895, Rivière was a stage director of a puppet shadow theater  under the 
name “Ombres chinoises” at a famous cabaret, Le Chat Noir. From 1886 to 
1897, the year that the café closed, he created forty- three shadow plays. One 

Figure i.2. Henri Rivière, “Dans la Tour” (“In the Tower”), from Les trente- six 
vues de la tour Eiffel (Paris: Eugène Verneau, 1902). Color lithograph. Achenbach 
Foundation. 1983.1.2.25. Fine Arts Museum of San Francisco. © 2019 Artists Rights 
Society (ars), New York/adagp, Paris.
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of his inspirations was Japa nese art. As did a number of impressionist and 
postimpressionist paint ers, Rivière encountered Japa nese art through ukiyo- e 
(pictures of the floating world) woodblock prints.9 Heavi ly influenced by the 
woodblock prints of Katsushika Hokusai (1760–1849), Rivière recorded the build-
ing of the Eiffel Tower with a series of thirty- six sketches from 1888 throughout 
the 1890s. The work was loosely based on Hokusai’s popu lar serial of ukiyo- e 
prints, Fugaku sanjūrokkei (Thirty- Six Views of Mt. Fuji, ca. 1830).10 Rivière’s work 
was then published as a collection of lithographs, Les trente- six vues de la tour 
Eiffel (Thirty- Six Views of the Eiffel Tower) in 1902, only four or five years 
 after Pa norama pendant l’ascencion de la tour Eiffel was filmed. Rivière was also 
a pictorialist photographer whose prints  were often based on his own photo-
graphic works.

The close graphic and compositional affinity between Pa norama pendant 
l’ascencion de la tour Eiffel and Rivière’s work in the series of Les trente- six vues de 
la tour Eiffel informs us that the Lumière  brothers used motion picture cam-
eras to depict the world in the way that Japa nese ukiyo- e did, by way of the 
impressionist and postimpressionist paint ers and printmakers, including 
Rivière. Their films  were not simply “the recording of unadjusted, unarranged, 
untampered real ity” but indicated strong graphic awareness and vigilant com-
positional artificiality.11

In fact, when the Lumière  brothers produced and exhibited their first films 
in 1895, France was in the midst of the popularity of Japonisme on a massive 
scale. It is said that printmaker Félix Henri Bracquemond discovered Hokusai’s 
woodcut sketchbook series Manga (published 1814–78), which was supposedly 
used as packing material in a box of porcelain imported from Japan, as early as 
1856.12 The  great wave of Japa nese art began with the 1867 Exposition Univer-
selle in Paris. Paint ers began to find inspiration in Japa nese woodblocks, chal-
lenging the illusionism of perspectival depth found in conventional composition 
since the Re nais sance. The supply of Japa nese woodcuts was reaching its peak 
in Paris by the mid-1880s.13 Then, according to the art historian Klaus Berger, 
“The decisive turning- point in the history of Japonisme” was the exhibition 
Maîtres de l’estampe japonaise (Masters of Japa nese Printmaking) or ga nized by 
art dealer Samuel Bing, the founder of the 1888 periodical Le Japon artistique 
(Artistic Japan), at the Ecole des Beaux- Arts, Paris, from April 25 to May 22, 
1890. The Japa nese sources, including 763 woodcuts, which had previously 
been accessible only to avant- garde artists such as the impressionists and col-
lectors,  were exhibited in public. “In the de cade that followed,” writes Berger, 
“it became harder for an avant- garde artist to avoid the lure of Japa nese art 
than to succumb to it.”14
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This book explores the connections between Japonisme and early cinema. 
Japonisme surely influenced Eu ro pean fine art, but it also had a significant im-
pact on the emergence of cinema in Eu rope and Japan in the late nineteenth 
 century to early twentieth  century. But this link has never been explored in 
depth. The focal point is the films of the Lumière  brothers between 1895 and 
1905. My arguments are based on my close viewings of 1,428 Lumière films at the 
Institut Lumière in Lyon, France.15 When I watched  those 1,428 films one by one, 
I was not simply enjoying revisiting the moments of life and sights of history 
between 1895 and 1905. Instead, to begin with, I was hooked by the unique stylis-
tic ele ments, particularly the aesthetic compositions, that  those films  adopted. 
Without knowing Rivière’s work, I intuitively thought about the style of impres-
sionism and about the acknowledged influence that ukiyo- e by Hokusai and 
Utagawa Hiroshige (1797–1858), among  others, had on  those French artists.16

When I encountered a film such as Pa norama pendant l’ascencion de la tour 
Eiffel, my eyes could not help constantly moving back and forth between a dis-
tant view of the Paris landscape and a mobile close view of the grid of the tower 
itself. Clearly, Lumière films, in which this sort of composition with objects 
looming into the foreground dominates, are at odds with the order recession 
of perspective- driven images. To be more exact,  these films stimulate a more 
physiological and corporeal sense of vision.

It was the film historian André Gaudreault who suggested that it would 
be more productive to discuss Lumière films by comparing them “synchronic-
ally with other work from the cultural practice” from which they  were derived 
 because what the Lumière  brothers did was “amalgamate themselves with  these 
products.”17 While Gaudreault’s main focus was the relationship between 
Lumière cinema and a theatrical tradition in France, the aesthetic  composition 
of Lumière films required them to be “synchronically” located in a much broader 
field of communal sensibility among vari ous media: namely, Japonisme.

I consider Japonisme as the “nodal point in a transmedial network” among 
painting, photography, theater, and newly emerging cinema, among  others, in 
the late nineteenth to the early twentieth  century.18 This is certainly a revi-
sion of (as well as an extension to) the existing history on Lumière films and 
beyond, “with a wider scope of pertinent phenomena and more inclusive in its 
understanding of the visual and material culture” that is relevant to a histori-
cal analy sis of  those films, if I use the words of the film historian Thomas El-
saesser.19 This book corresponds to what Elsaesser proposes as “film history as 
media archeology.” What Elsaesser means by this concept is the activity of re-
covering “diversity” and “multiplicity” of trajectories in cinema’s past “firmly 
embedded in other media practices, other technologies, other social uses, and 
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above all as having— throughout its history— interacted with, been dependent 
on, been complemented by, and found itself in competition with all manner 
of entertainment forms, scientific pursuits, practical applications, military 
uses.”20 I see Japonisme as a significant example of, at least, “other media prac-
tices, other technologies, other social uses” and of other “entertainment forms” 
and “scientific pursuits.”

Furthermore, when I was watching Lumière cinema at the Institut Lumière, 
I was amazed at the fact that  there was a more explicit encounter between the 
Lumière Com pany and Japan during the height of Japonisme. Among the 1,428 
films, I found 33 films made in Japan. This number itself was impressive  because 
no film was shot in any other part of Asia, except French Indochina.

I was also surprised at the diversity of topics that  these films dealt with. 
As I discuss in chapter 3, it has been widely believed that the earliest surviv-
ing Japa nese film was Momijigari (Maple Viewing, 1899), which documented a 
per for mance of two acclaimed Kabuki actors, Ichikawa Danjurō IX and Onoe 
Kikugorō V. Historians have agreed that during the first de cade of the twen-
tieth  century, Japanese- made films basically reproduced the Kabuki stage. 
However, the thirty- three Lumière films, which  were produced between 1897 
and 1899, revealed that the first “Japa nese films”  were not made by the Japa-
nese but by French cinematographers and that their contents  were not just 
about traditional Japa nese theatrical plays. It was still true that some Lumière 
films reproduced theatrical per for mances, but the main focus of  these films 
appeared to be on the everyday life of ordinary Japa nese  people.  There  were 
films of street scenes.  There  were  others that depicted the work of farmers and 
of geisha.  There  were even a  couple of films that displayed the village of Ainu, 
the indigenous  people in Hokkaido, a northern island of Japan.

Perhaps what intrigued me most during my extensive viewing of Lumière 
films was a much more complicated image of Orientalism observable in 
 those films. In his seminal work Orientalism, Edward Said clarified how Eu rope 
described the Orient and authorized a certain view of it.21 Eu ro pean  people 
tended not to view non- Western cultures as they  were but accepted them only 
 after transforming them into acceptable forms. In other words, the Orient was 
 imagined and presented as an ahistorical, timeless, and closed entity, while 
a temporality such as pro gress or development was an attribute of the West. 
 There was a clear dichotomy between the pro gress of Eu rope and the retreat or 
difference of the other regions, between the subject that viewed and its object 
that was viewed.

Instead of Orientalism being something that the West did to the passive East, 
 these films by the Lumière Com pany revealed moments when the Orientalist 
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imagination was somewhat contested. First,  those films indicated a multipronged 
adaptation by French cinematographers of artistic techniques that originated 
in Japan and  were exported to France, whereupon they underwrote the sense 
of composition; second,  those films captured a dialogic moment where French 
cinematographers and Japa nese  people communicated with each other.

Preceding Lumière cinema, the Japonisme of late nineteenth- century 
 Europe, with its grounding in a specific compositional regime for visual culture, 
played a significant role in such a reconfiguration of Orientalism. The art his-
torian Geneviève Lacambre claims that  there  were four distinct stages in the 
reception of Japa nese art in France:

 1. Introduction of Japa nese motifs into a repertoire of eclecticism, an 
addition that did not replace any other specific decorative motif

 2. Preferential imitation of  these exotic or naturalistic motifs, with 
naturalistic motifs being assimilated particularly quickly

 3. Imitation of refined techniques from Japan

 4. Analy sis of the princi ples and methods that one can discover from 
Japa nese art and their application22

In Lacambre’s view, Japonisme was not merely imitation but encompassed an 
analy sis and application of princi ples and methods discovered in Japa nese aes-
thetics and techniques. If we follow her argument, the first three stages of her 
diachronic categorization should not be regarded as Japonisme but as varia-
tions of Orientalism. Japonisme emerged only when French artists started in-
corporating the princi ples and methods learned from Japa nese art or started 
trying to penetrate the minds of Japa nese artists and to communicate with 
them. Orientalism was a one- directional gaze from the West  toward the East, 
but Japonisme was a two- way conversation. As I demonstrate in this book, 
although Lumière cinema maintained the Orientalist fantasy, the Cinématog-
raphe Lumière also captured moments when the monologue of Orientalism 
turned into a dialogue by way of Japonisme.

To put it differently, the link between Lumière cinema and Japonisme 
 engages me with two recent tendencies in the historical study of late nineteenth- 
century to early twentieth- century art: visual cultural studies and “new art 
history.” Visual cultural studies explore the problematic relationships between 
visual culture and science technology inspired by the thoughts of the phi los o-
pher and historian Michel Foucault, as well as  others. The aesthetic composition 
of some of the Lumière films, which presumably had a close connection to that 
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of the ukiyo- e woodblock prints, can be discussed in relation to the scientific 
analy sis of the  human body and the physiology of the eye. This is a realm of 
visual cultural studies that examines how the sense of vision was incorporated 
into the modern scopic regime throughout the nineteenth  century.

“New art history” examines art forms from sociopo liti cal perspectives 
based on empirical research on historical documents. It has revealed the 
historical contexts  behind the themes of realist, impressionist, and postim-
pressionist paint ers, such as the emergence of the bourgeoisie, urbanization, 
industrialization, and the colonization of Africa and Asia, and clarified the 
relationship between art and society in the nineteenth  century. Lumière films 
clearly participated in the French colonization of Africa and Asia. Two layers 
of colonialism are observable in Lumière cinema. The first was to rec ord the 
pro cess of colonization.  Those films that captured the French president’s visit 
to specific locations in Africa  were typical examples of this type. The second 
was to authenticate the Orientalist imagination.  Those films that  were pro-
duced in Africa and Asia  were the examples. Cinema was— and still is— the per-
fect medium for immediate archiving  because of its nature of compiling static 
moments and its function of mechanical reproduction. It could instantly 
freeze time and leave non- Western objects timeless. The “Japa nese films” by 
the Lumière Com pany  were obviously an outcome of sociopo liti cal conditions 
of the time of French imperialism. But  because of the function of mechanical 
reproduction, Lumière cinema ended up recording dialogic moments between 
French cinematographers and Japa nese  people.

In the following three chapters I tell three pieces of one story: Japonisme- 
generated conversations and negotiations in the transnational flow of cinema 
during the period of global imperialism. As I addressed in my previous book, 
The Aesthetics of Shadow: Lighting and Japa nese Cinema (2013), when I use the term 
negotiation, I have in mind an influential essay by the cultural theorist Stuart 
Hall, “Encoding/Decoding.”23 Hall proposes three decoding strategies in the 
practice of reading and making sense of cultural texts.24 Negotiated reading 
is more ambivalent than dominant reading, which would presume no active 
intervention at all on the part of the decoder, or oppositional reading, which 
would understand the preferred way of reading the text’s code but reject it. 
Again, I do not consider the notion of negotiation to be a  simple form of re sis-
tance. Although I am concerned about historically specific strugg les and con-
flicts among groups of  people, I do not want to presuppose a binary structure 
between domination and re sis tance. Some  people could be in po liti cally or 
eco nom ically dominant positions and  others in receptive ones, but such rela-
tionships  were by no means unchanging. For instance, as I have demonstrated 
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in my book on Sessue Hayakawa, the Japa nese star in Hollywood (2007), and in 
a chapter that discusses Hayashi Chōjirō, the most popu lar star among female 
spectators of the late 1920s and the 1930s, in The Aesthetics of Shadow, a popu lar 
star’s audience could be extremely passive to the presumed ideal of cap i tal-
ist ideology and tremendously active at the same time.25 Such an audience 
could be cooperative in reinforcing the dominant ideology by not passively 
but consciously participating in the construction of the star’s official image. 
Si mul ta neously, his or her perception—or the affect—of the onscreen image of 
the star was direct and physical and diminished the distance between the actor 
and himself or herself. The notion of negotiation grasps such simultaneity, co-
existence, and dialogism without ignoring the power relations— global power 
relations—in the cultural sphere. Along this line of thought, I consider Japonisme 
to be a generator of negotiations.

In chapter 1, I argue that Lumière films need to be understood within their 
con temporary media ecol ogy of photography, painting, and cinema, all  under 
the sway of the compositional princi ples of Japonisme and the new idea of a 
kinetic and corporeally grounded realism that arose from it. A certain number of 
Lumière films did not simply represent the fantastic image of Japan as a part of 
the prevailing discourse of Orientalism but incorporated or even enhanced the 
techniques of Japa nese art with its new photographic technology of duration. 
In other words,  those films went beyond Orientalism as a result of transnational 
and transmedial dialogue and negotiation in the context of Japonisme.

The optical connection between Lumière films and impressionist paint-
ings was pointed out by the filmmaker Jean- Luc Godard as early as 1967 and 
by the art historian Steven Z. Levine in 1978.26 The museum at the Institut 
Lumière in Lyon also has an exhibit that compares some Lumière films with 
impressionist and postimpressionist paintings: Édouard Manet’s La musique 
aux Tuileries ( Music in the Tuileries, 1862) is coupled with the film Champs- Elysées 
(1896), Claude Monet’s La gare Saint- Lazare (The Saint- Lazare Train Station, 1877) 
is paired with L’Arrivée d’un train à La Ciotat (Arrival of a Train at La Ciotat, 1897), 
and Paul Cézanne’s Les joueurs de cartes (The Card Players, 1890–92) is placed 
next to Partie d’écarté (Card Game, 1896). The wall label reads as follows:

Antoine [Lumiére (1840–1911), the  father of the  brothers and the paint er/
photographer/photochemical industrialist] was prob ably at the origin of 
the pictorial taste of his two sons. The “views” of Lumière belong to the rev-
olution of the gaze made by Impressionism: figuration of the invisible (the 
light, the wind . . .), the inaccessible (the clouds, the high snow- covered 
peaks . . .), the intangible (the smoke, the vapors . . .). The photographic 
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fixation of each photogram that passes through the camera reconstructs 
the movement of beings and  things, but also restores the vibration of 
the particles of light. The agitation of the atoms of the pellicular mate-
rial forms a stellar surface on which the contours of bodies, objects and 
their shadows are outlined, echoing pointillist research. The framing 
of the Lumière “views” does not prob ably stem from a deliberate desire to 
make art. Nevertheless, the views meet the iconography of their time, and 
in par tic u lar that which is attached to the atomospheric repre sen ta tion 
of the city and natu ral spaces, the observation of the crafts of the end of 
the nineteenth  century, and the vis i ble effects of the industrial revolution. 
Many echoes of Manet, Monet, Millet, Cézanne, and photog raphers of 
pictorialism are observable in the Lumiere “views.”27

Based on the discourse that connects Lumière films to impressionism and 
postimpressionism, the city of Lyon held an exhibition titled “Impressionn-
isme et naissance du cinématographe” (Impressionism and Birth of the Ciné-
matographe) in 2005.

In this book, whose title is inspired by this exhibition, I go further than 
simply comparing impressionism and Lumière films. Not only suggesting 
the thematic and stylistic connection between Japonisme and Lumière films, 
I argue that the impact of Japonisme on impressionist and postimpressionist 
artists was even enhanced in Lumière cinema.

The prevailing discourse on the Lumière films has been that the technology 
of the motion picture camera is able to extract instants in continuous move-
ments (“the recording of unadjusted, unarranged, untampered real ity”).28 But 
to me, one of the major attractions of Lumière films is the coexistence of the 
instants captured by the mechanical eye of the camera and the attempt by 
the cinematographers to reproduce bodily actions. In other words, Lumière 
films are a representative of industrialization and mechanization, but at the 
same time they intended to maintain or to restore the physicality of artists. 
I argue that the Lumière  brothers and their cinematographers shared the con-
temporaneous obsession among impressionist and postimpressionist paint ers 
and printmakers about how to instantly and physically capture the movements 
of living  things in the world. What impressionist and postimpressionist paint ers 
valued most in ukiyo- e was the method of sketching and composition that not 
only captured moments and movements of the environment instantly but also 
physically mobilized the eyes of the spectator.

In Suspensions of Perception: Attention, Spectacle, and Modern Culture (1999), 
the art historian Jonathan Crary states, by quoting the French critic Roland 
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Barthes, “I am not interested in recovering a primary or ‘au then tic’ meaning 
that is somehow immanent to  these works [by Manet, Georges Seurat, and 
Cézanne]; rather . . .  by examining them I hope to construct some of the field 
of their exterior, to multiply the links to this exterior, ‘to remain attentive 
to the plural’ of  these paintings, where ‘every thing signifies ceaselessly and 
several times.’ ”29 My aim in the first chapter is to construct a multiplicity of 
links between Lumière films to their exterior by way of Japonisme. While the 
“space- drained (but hardly flat) images” of the paintings of Manet, Seurat, and 
Cézanne “are inseparable from emerging machine forms of ‘realism’ and opti-
cal verisimilitude,” as Crary claims, I argue that Lumière films tackle the prob-
lem of how to reinvent corporeal experiences and repre sen ta tional practices.30

Throughout chapter 1 I survey the Lumière corpus and examine films, 
including Pa norama pendant l’ascencion de la tour Eiffel, in which the composition 
of coexisting the distant and the close dominates. I propose the term “the à trav-
ers cinema” to describe this type of Lumière cinema, referring to the concept 
of the à travers, which Monet and Cézanne  adopted from ukiyo- e prints and 
used in their work to emphasize the contrast between the frontal layer and the 
back and to mobilize  human eyes or emphasize the transient nature of eyes. 
With the camera’s duration, the act of mobilization is strengthened in the à 
travers cinema.

In chapter 2, I examine the thirty- three Lumière films produced in Japan 
and identify how the Orientalist fantasy was contested when it encountered 
the real ity of Japan. As I have suggested  earlier,  there  were two layers in Lu-
mière cinema in its attitude  toward non- Western culture. The first layer surely 
resided in the one- directional Orientalist fantasy that prevailed in Eu rope in the 
nineteenth  century. The Lumière Com pany sent out a number of cinematogra-
phers all over the world to develop a repertoire of films, including picturesque 
landscapes, such as the pyramids of Egypt, as well as exotic objects and  people of 
the French colonies or Japan, that would cater to that fantasy. Newspapers 
of the period tended to cover the travels of the Lumière cinematographers 
as an imperial conquest and marveled at how “the entire world” might soon 
be “the conquest of the Cinématographe Lumière.”31 Then  there was the sec-
ond layer in the midst of Japonisme, in which the Lumière cinematographers 
dialogically incorporated the techniques of Japa nese art into their work, as 
extensively discussed in chapter 1.  These two layers also existed in the Lumière 
films made in Japan.

The apparent protagonists of chapter 2 are Constant Girel (1873–1952) and 
Gabriel Veyre (1871–1936), two cinematographers whom the Lumière Com pany 
sent to Japan. The official goal of Girel and Veyre appeared to be to capture 
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the “everyday life” of Japa nese  people and “daily scenes” in Japan. Obviously, 
though, both of them had their own Orientalist fantasy and, consciously 
or not, wanted to materialize it in their photographic experiences in Japan. 
Doubtlessly in their work, Japa nese  people and landscapes  were repeatedly 
placed in timeless spheres in the manner of Orientalism (the first layer).

At the same time,  those two cinematographers  were familiar with Ja-
ponisme and had already incorporated the concept of à travers in their films 
before they arrived in Japan. They made transmedial efforts to reproduce the 
style of impressionist paintings in animated form. Thus, in addition to reflect-
ing their Orientalist imagination  toward Japan in their films, they attempted 
to rearticulate, or authenticate, the ukiyo- e- style, high- contrast composition, 
and the concept of à travers in the original Japa nese landscape with Japa nese 
 people (the second layer).

Furthermore, the third layer of an attitude  toward non- Western culture 
came to exist in the “Japa nese films” by Girel and Veyre.  Actual Japa nese 
 people  were not living in a timeless place. But  because of cinema’s innate sta-
tus as a medium of duration, the Cinématographe Lumière ended up captur-
ing the actuality of Japan. In  these “Japa nese films,” Japa nese  people  were no 
longer simply passive objects of the controlling Orientalist gaze but became 
somewhat empowered beings. Thus, Lumière cinema developed into a site of 
negotiation between the French cinematographers and the Japa nese  people in 
front of the camera. The dialogic moments between the photographer and the 
photographed  were captured  there.  Here, accidentally or not, Orientalism and 
actualités clashed  because of Japonisme.  Because Japonisme was in vogue, the 
Lumière Com pany sent its cinematographers to Japan. As a result, the proj ect 
of a monologic Orientalist fantasy turned into a fully dialogic work.

In this regard, two hidden protagonists of chapter 2 are a Japa nese industri-
alist, Inabata Katsutarō (1862–1949), who was a classmate of the Lumière  brothers 
at La Martinière Institute in Lyon, and an anonymous Japa nese geisha. When 
they appeared in the Lumière Com pany’s “Japa nese films,” the Cinématographe 
Lumière recorded moments of negotiation between  those two Japa nese  people 
and the two French cinematographers. I argue that the notion of “nativized Ori-
entalism,” conscious acts of self- exoticization of the non- European  people for 
the Orientalist gaze, emerged during the duration of  those films.32

In chapter 3, I examine the reactions of the Japa nese  people to Japonisme 
through their own filmmaking, which also started at the end of the nineteenth 
 century. The emerging Japa nese film industry incorporated the un balanced 
power structure between Japan and Eu rope and developed a unique style of 
cinema.

218-85098_ch01_1aP.indd   12 2/22/20   10:22 AM



13

Introduction

 There has historically been an unequal geopo liti cal relationship, or an 
imbalance of power, between Japan and the West since Japan abandoned its 
locked- door policy in 1854. Yet the relationship has not simply been a binary 
opposition between cultural dominance and re sis tance or between center and 
periphery.  Here, focusing on the emerging period of Japa nese filmmaking, 
I aim to further complicate the historian Harry Harootunian’s notion of “dou-
bling” as “a unique emblem of Japan’s modern experience”: a fascination with 
the new uncertainty and re sis tance to the culture of capitalism.33 I would stress 
that the Japa nese reaction to the technology of cinema as well as the popular-
ity of Japonisme in Eu rope was much more complicated than a double bind of 
fascination and re sis tance. In par tic u lar, in addition to nativized Orientalism, 
I propose another concept, internalized Orientalism, in this chapter in order to 
depict the complexity. Nativized Orientalism was a conscious pose to cater 
to the Orientalist fantasy that the Western gaze owned and was mainly for 
export. I conceive internalized Orientalism to be a conscious act that targeted 
the domestic audience in Japan. It was a kind of perverse act that a modern-
izing/Westernizing subject would take when it tried to identify its position 
with the owner of the Orientalist fantasy. If I use the phrase by the historian 
Stefan Tanaka, Japan “defined itself in terms of the object” of the Orientalist 
gaze during the period of its modernization in the late nineteenth  century. 
According to Tanaka, Japan incorporated “parts of the external discourse” of 
Orientalism from Eu rope and tried to develop “a voice of its own.”34 We could 
observe a transition from nativized Orientalism to internalized Orientalism 
during the pro cess.

The protagonist of this chapter is Shibata Tsunekichi (1867–1929), a Japa-
nese photographer of the Konishi honten camera store who had access to the 
Cinématographe Lumière when the two French cinematographers came to 
Japan.  Whether the Lumière cinematographers projected their Orientalist 
fantasy onto Japan or applied their knowledge of the pictorial composition of 
Japa nese ukiyo- e to the films that they made in Japan, Shibata attempted to 
satisfy both the Orientalist expectations of Eu ro pean spectators and the na-
tionalist goal of the modernizing nation to publicize its ideal cultural image 
to a Eu ro pean audience. In addition to consciously displaying such exotic- 
looking Japa nese traditional objects as rickshaws and the Imperial Palace, Shi-
bata also documented the streets of Tokyo, which  were rapidly Westernizing. 
Shibata even incorporated the à travers composition in reference to the popu lar 
aesthetic discourse of Japonisme. But the significance of Shibata’s work went 
beyond its embodiment of nativized Orientalism and Japan’s modernization 
policy. He also appropriated the Orientalist gaze on the figures of Kabuki 
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 actors and geisha, for instance, and used it to confirm the cultural image of 
Japan for the domestic audience in Japan. When Japa nese audiences watched 
Shibata’s work on geisha or Kabuki actors, they identified, consciously or 
unconsciously, with the foreign gaze  toward  those Japa nese objects. Such a 
twisted viewpoint  toward its own culture worked to formulate Japan’s cultural 
and national identity. In that sense, Shibata’s work was an embodiment of in-
ven ted tradition as well as of internalized Orientalism.

In order to explain the transition from nativized Orientalism to internal-
ized Orientalism in the period of modernization in Japan, I closely analyze 
the film text and the surrounding discourse of Momijigari, the oldest surviv-
ing Japa nese film, in which Shibata recorded a Kabuki per for mance by two 
 acclaimed actors of the time, Ichikawa Danjurō IX and Onoe Kikugorō V. First, 
referring to the concept of nativized Orientalism, I demonstrate that Momijigari 
was a potential product for export in the midst of the Japonisme wave in Eu rope. 
Then I examine the pro cess in which the film began to embody  internalized 
Orientalism, evaluating its own culture through Westernized eyes, especially 
when it was publicly released  after 1903. The film became a representative of 
traditional Japa nese culture and eventually received the honor of an Impor-
tant Cultural Property (jūyō bunkazai) in 2009. Fi nally, I argue that Momijig-
ari  existed at the focal point of negotiation among the Orientalist fantasy of 
Eu rope, the discourse of Japonisme from Eu rope, the governmental policy of 
modernization, and the formation of state nationalism in the nationwide rise 
of mass media.

This book concludes with an epilogue that discusses the transnational 
flow of cinema beyond France and Japan. The wave of Japonisme expanded 
into the United States and played a significant role in the emergence of Holly-
wood as a film industry. Focusing on the stardom of Aoki Tsuruko, a Japa nese 
female actor, I depict the pro cess of negotiation between the United States and 
Japan in terms of the Orientalist fantasy, nativized Orientalism, and internal-
ized Orientalism.

In the midst of the age of digital and social media, the question of medium 
specificity of cinema has been discussed intensely. However, the film historian 
Weihong Bao claims that “while the question of the medium continues to con-
cern us, even in gestures of its disavowal and overcoming, rarely have  these dis-
cussions gone beyond the dominant focus of Eu rope and North Amer i ca, both 
in terms of the scope of historical and con temporary instances and critical 
conceptions.” As Bao asks, “What if we shift our viewfinder slightly off center 
while tracking into the thickness of history?”35 In the end, what I demonstrate 
in this book is looking beyond the dominant focus on American and Eu ro pean 
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film theory and engaging the historical questions of geopo liti cal and transme-
dial dialogues and negotiations between Eu rope/America and Japan. I clarify 
the tension- ridden pro cess of aesthetic, commercial, po liti cal, and personal 
negotiations between French, Japa nese, and Hollywood films over the image 
of Japa nese art and culture. By  doing so, if I may use Thomas Elsaesser’s words, 
I want to pre sent a trajectory of film history  toward “the material and  mental 
‘world’ of a community” that would challenge the unwitting yet nonetheless 
pervasive Eurocentrism and cultural essentialism that insist on reinscribing a 
divide between the West and the East, even in realms of technological activity 
that are quite evidently dispersed across cultures  today.36
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