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Foreword

The year 2005 marks the 130th anniversary of the birth of
the first movie star in Japan, Onoe Matsunosuke (1875-1926.)
Onoe, originally a provincial kabuki actor, was discovered by
Makino Sho6zo, “the father of Japanese film,” and made his
screen debut in 1909. This was 13 years after the motion
picture was imported to Japan in 1896 and 10 years after the
first domestic production was released in 1899.

Performing in the kyigeki(period film) genre that was
influenced by the kabuki theater, Onoe performed sword-
fighting and visual tricks with his small and agile physique,
which looked especially attractive on screen. His eye-gripping
acrobatic acts earned him a phenomenal popularity with all
generations of the Japanese public. They called him
“Medama(Eyeball),” a nickname they gave him after his
signature gesture of rolling his eyes when he struck a pose.
His presence was such that he dominated the film industry in
Japan in its nascent years during the 1910s and the 1920s. At
the peak of his career, 3 new films with Onoe were shown every
10 days in 3 first-run cinemas, and it is said that he starred in a
total of over 1,000 films. In fact, it would be appropriate to state
that his overwhelming and enduring popularity coincided with
the process in which the motion pictures ascended the throne
of popular entertainment.

For this exhibition, we have gathered precious materials
including extant film footage, voice recordings, and print
material in order to pay homage to Onoe Matsunosuke, the first
super star of Japanese cinema, by presenting him and his
career from various perspectives. In addition, the exhibition
traces the pedigree of period films by also focusing on the
period film genre stars who were active in the post-Onoe era.

April, 2005
National Film Center,
the National Museum of Modern Art, Tokyo
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Foreword

The year 2005 marks the 130th anniversary of the birth of
the first movie star in Japan, Onoe Matsunosuke (1875-1926.)
Onoe, originally a provincial kabuki actor, was discovered by
Makino Sho6zo, “the father of Japanese film,” and made his
screen debut in 1909. This was 13 years after the motion
picture was imported to Japan in 1896 and 10 years after the
first domestic production was released in 1899.

Performing in the kyigeki(period film) genre that was
influenced by the kabuki theater, Onoe performed sword-
fighting and visual tricks with his small and agile physique,
which looked especially attractive on screen. His eye-gripping
acrobatic acts earned him a phenomenal popularity with all
generations of the Japanese public. They called him
“Medama(Eyeball),” a nickname they gave him after his
signature gesture of rolling his eyes when he struck a pose.
His presence was such that he dominated the film industry in
Japan in its nascent years during the 1910s and the 1920s. At
the peak of his career, 3 new films with Onoe were shown every
10 days in 3 first-run cinemas, and it is said that he starred in a
total of over 1,000 films. In fact, it would be appropriate to state
that his overwhelming and enduring popularity coincided with
the process in which the motion pictures ascended the throne
of popular entertainment.

For this exhibition, we have gathered precious materials
including extant film footage, voice recordings, and print
material in order to pay homage to Onoe Matsunosuke, the first
super star of Japanese cinema, by presenting him and his
career from various perspectives. In addition, the exhibition
traces the pedigree of period films by also focusing on the
period film genre stars who were active in the post-Onoe era.

April, 2005
National Film Center,
the National Museum of Modern Art, Tokyo
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Foreword

The year 2005 marks the 130th anniversary of the birth of
the first movie star in Japan, Onoe Matsunosuke (1875-1926.)
Onoe, originally a provincial kabuki actor, was discovered by
Makino Sho6zo, “the father of Japanese film,” and made his
screen debut in 1909. This was 13 years after the motion
picture was imported to Japan in 1896 and 10 years after the
first domestic production was released in 1899.

Performing in the kyigeki(period film) genre that was
influenced by the kabuki theater, Onoe performed sword-
fighting and visual tricks with his small and agile physique,
which looked especially attractive on screen. His eye-gripping
acrobatic acts earned him a phenomenal popularity with all
generations of the Japanese public. They called him
“Medama(Eyeball),” a nickname they gave him after his
signature gesture of rolling his eyes when he struck a pose.
His presence was such that he dominated the film industry in
Japan in its nascent years during the 1910s and the 1920s. At
the peak of his career, 3 new films with Onoe were shown every
10 days in 3 first-run cinemas, and it is said that he starred in a
total of over 1,000 films. In fact, it would be appropriate to state
that his overwhelming and enduring popularity coincided with
the process in which the motion pictures ascended the throne
of popular entertainment.

For this exhibition, we have gathered precious materials
including extant film footage, voice recordings, and print
material in order to pay homage to Onoe Matsunosuke, the first
super star of Japanese cinema, by presenting him and his
career from various perspectives. In addition, the exhibition
traces the pedigree of period films by also focusing on the
period film genre stars who were active in the post-Onoe era.

April, 2005
National Film Center,
the National Museum of Modern Art, Tokyo
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