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Classification and Identification of the Documentary Films

from the NFC Collection

about the Great Kanto Earthquake

Osawa Jo

Documentary films about the Great Kanto Earthquake of September 1, 1923 have had a lasting
influence on Japanese film history. Those films mark a historical turning point, in which Japanese people
first recognized the importance of non-fiction films and further, as the moment when the film industry first
recognized the viability of making documentaries. Most of the historical footage, however, has been lost, and
in-depth studies on the extant films have not been done until now. Thus, those films” importance in film
history has long been neglected.

National Film Center, The National Museum of Modern Art, Tokyo, has eight individual “films”
documenting the earthquake. It is, however, difficult to identify them as complete “films,” since some of
them are lacking titles, are compilations of various shorts from different films, or even share the identical
footage. This “incompleteness” is of course related to the chaotic circumstances of the films™ milieu, as well
as the historical conditions of the documentary’s production and distribution. Documentary films of the
period were often produced and released by multiple production and distribution companies, and they were
often re-edited by other producers, distributors and exhibitors. On top of that, few records exist in printed
media, which might elaborate the films’ subjects, or the basic details of their production. In consequence,
identifying those eight films remains something of a historical mystery.

In this essay, I present the result of my initial study on the eight remaining documentary films by
classifying and identifying them. This study discloses the imperative information of how two of the films
were edited by my careful examination of the filmic materials. I meticulously detailed a shot-by-shot study
of the images of each film, and compared those extracted images. Consequently, combining this filmic
analysis and the outcome from the research on historical newspaper articles, I am now able to identify the
eight “films” as follows: (1) there are two independent “films,” and (2) three incomplete parts, which are
probably from other different films, and (3) a great deal of short footage that seems to be parts taken from

another, as yet unidentified film.



