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Abstract  

The discrimination suffered by the Ainu people in Japan contrasted with the European 

fascination for the Ainu culture between the late 19th century and the beginning of the 

20th century. In fact, the Ainu were featured among the earliest thirty-three films shot in 

Japan by European and North American explorers. This text deals with these earliest 

film representations of the Ainu people: Lumière and Pathé actualités, and the 

travelogues made by Frederick Starr and Benjamin Brodsky. These films are framed 

within their historical context and are interrogated in two different ways: understanding 

film as a tool for ethnographic study; and tackling the study of ethnographic film as 

such. A comparison between the film reality and the social reality of the Ainu people 

reveals how these images projected a deceptive ethnicity. They were aimed to appeal to 

the Western audience by means of an exotic view belonging to a time prior to the 

moment they were filmed. This analysis assesses the validity of ethnographic 

documentary as historical testimony, exploring the limits of the mise-en-scène and the 

premeditated mechanisms of codification on Ainu identity.  
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Gazes Outside the Representation. Early Film Portrayals of the 

Ainu People (1897-1918) 

  

This article draws a landscape of the earliest cinematic representations of the 

Ainu people through three films: Les Aïnous à Yéso (Lumière catalogue, 1897), Un 

peuple qui disparaît, les Aïnos (Pathé catalogue, 1912) and Beautiful Japan (Benjamin 

Brodsky, 1918). This analysis includes references to other “moving images” (jidō-

shashin) featuring Ainu people, with the objective of mapping the visual representations 

projected by the new cinematographic medium circulating at the time. Additionally, 

these films are framed within a cultural and historical context aiming to highlight the 

dysfunction between the visible (the otherness representation) and the hidden (the social 

reality of the Ainu community). The applied methodology implies interrogating this 

documentary corpus in two different ways: on the one hand, understanding film as a 

tool for ethnographic study; on the other hand, tackling the study of ethnographic film 

as such. To that end, the theoretical approach relies on literature on Japanese 

documentary film, ethnographic cinema and visual anthropology, including references 

to the sociocultural framework.  
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Thus, the argument is articulated to give answers to the following questions: 

First, from Ethnology, what do these images tell us about Ainu traditional culture?  

Second, from a shared space between Image Studies and Visual Anthropology, what 

validity has cinema as social witness; what ability has documentary film to show living 

conditions of this ethnic minority? What kind of responsibility must be attributed to the 

filmmaker, not only in registering but also in constructing the cultural imaginary of the 

“other”? Third, from a film studies perspective, what do these Ainu images tell us about 

the documentary as a film genre? While the films studied belong to the “prehistory” of 

documentary film, known at that time as jikkyō eiga (“actual situation film”) o jissha 

eiga (“actuality film”), the notion of “documentary” is not used in a restrictive manner. 

Given limitations of length, I do not engage in the debates regarding term definitions, 

and “documentary” is a spot from which I point in multiple directions.  

 

1. Earliest Cinematic Images of the Ainu  

Enigmatic Dances 

I must begin this article by highlighting one fact: the discrimination and 

invisibility that the consecutive movements of Ainu protest had to face,1 contrasts with 

the surprising visibility that their culture had in the West between the late 19th century 

and the beginning of the 20th century.2 The origins of cinema coincided with a moment 

of European fascination with the Ainu people who, in fact, are featured among the 

earliest thirty-three films shot in Japan, those taken with the cinematograph by Shibata 

Tsunekichi, François-Constant Girel, Inabata Katsutarō and Gabriel Veyre (cfr. 

Anderson and Richie 1982, 25; Okada 1999, 187-192; Nornes 2003, 2-3). Inabata was 
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an industrialist, and Auguste Lumière’s friend, who after a business trip around France 

in 1896, bought the rights of distribution of this invention in Japan.3 Inabata arrived in 

Kobe in January 1897 with several pieces of equipment and one operator, François-

Constant Girel.4 This French cameraman filmed the sequence entitled Les Aïnous à Yéso 

(1897), during his trip to Hokkaido in October 1897, and it belongs to the seventeen 

films that he shot for the Lumière catalogue until his return to France in December of 

that year.5  

It must be noted that while the medium through which these images were taken 

was a novelty, the mode of representation was not new. It followed a filmmaking pattern 

determined by the contemporary actualités. In fact, some sequences shot by Girel such 

as the train entering Nagoya station in Arrivé d’un train (1897), the docking ship in 

Déchargement dans un port (1897) or Inabata dining with his wife and daughter in 

Diner japonais (1897) were reminders of other films already shot by Lumière brothers.  

Les Aïnous à Yéso is composed of two takes lasting no longer than a minute in 

total in which a group of men and women are shown separately. The frontal 

composition of the scene reproduces codes of theatrical representation. The camera is 

placed before a chise (traditional Ainu house) and the courtyard workds as a setting. 

Firstly, men with long beards are featured dressed in traditional garments made of 

vegetable fibre called attus and others made of cotton called ruunpe, and one of them 

holds a paunpe, a crown made of wicker representing a bear’s head. Characters are 

portrayed dancing, singing and clapping their hands –since the Ainu people did not use 

musical instruments in their dances—.  The images of these male figures are rather 

unusual since dances have traditionally been activities more appropriate for women 
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(Ainu bunka 2004: 24). Thus, this earliest shooting of the Ainu calls into question some 

of the preconceived ideas about their culture. In fact, when the film was sent to Osaka 

for its first screening in Summer 1898, it was presented as Hokkaido ainu dansei no 

odori (“Hokkaido Ainu Male Dance”), and in Nagoya it was entitled Hokkaido dojin 

aino no kuma odori (“Bear Dance of Ainu Hokkaido Indigenous”) (Mitsuda 1995: 59). 

 

   

Ainu dances in Les Aïnous à Yéso (Constant Girel, 1897) 

A performance of an Ainu dance called rimse, played by women is shown in the 

following scene. They are displayed before the same chise, but on this occasion, Girel 

changed the camera position. Now, he films diagonally from one side of the 

performance and takes advantage of still primitive depth of field in order to portray all 

characters into frame. However, rather than aesthetical and formal features such as 

camera position, shot scale and framing, which were not very different from those 

patterns of visual representation found in photography, the novelty revealed by the 

cinematographic image was the new and enigmatic performance as such. While Ainu 

used dances in communicating or playing with kamui (deities), asking for profitable 

hunting or dispelling bad spirits, the film does not specify which dance this mysterious 

performance belongs to. In one letter, Girel described this encounter and makes briefly 

mention about these dances:  



Reference: Centeno Martín, Marcos P. “Gazes outside the Representation. Early Film 
Portrayals of the Ainu People (1897-1918)”, Orientalia, issue 17, 2017, pp. 189-211 
(This is the draft accepted on 09/11/2017). 
 

We carried fruit, sweet potato and sweets to the Ainu, we chatted with them and they 

were so glad that they danced for us. There were two dances, an only women “bird 

dance” and a male “warrior dance” (Yuri 1995: 59. Author´s translation) 

 Indeed, Girel talks about a “bird dance” and the sarorun chikap rimse (“crane 

dance”) is one of the most representative samples featuring in traditional Ainu 

performances. However, the crane dance is performed in circles, with the participants 

raising the upper part of their garments and shaking their arms as the crane’s wingbeats. 

This does not occur in the dance captured on the film, in which women are shown 

gripping each other in line with their arms intertwined.6  Once again, this female dance 

does not  fit with habitual representations of the Ainu tradition. While mise-en-scène, 

iconographic attributes and other elements of material culture had already been codified 

by 19th century photography, other aspects of visual representation seem not to have 

been yet consolidated in the new cinematographic medium. In other words, the earliest 

moving images of the Ainu people captured traits of their culture before it was adapted 

and reinterpreted by the film representation. In a sense, this footage witnessed a show of 

the Ainu tradition but it was a show made before its codes of representation became 

completely standardised, packed and sold for touristic consumption.     

 

 Interculturality and Failures of Representation  

Having said that, it does not mean that these images were free from any process of 

codification at all. Viewers cannot find scenes of domestic chores. Mise-en-scène is 

aimed to project a romantic or mythopoetic view of the Ainu people and these images 

contrast with the social reality of their protagonists. After expanding its rule over the 
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entirety of Hokkaido, the Shogunate Tokugawa launched a Japanization of the Ainu 

from 1856, including cultural practices such as hairstyles, clothing and names. By the 

end of the century, when Girel travelled to this island, the Meiji Restoration 

government, inspired in the French model, had already been immersed in two decades 

of centralization of a state with strong regional rivalries (Gluck 1985, 9). The notion of 

kokka (“nation”) was redefined and concerns about the political, as well as cultural and 

religious unification of the country under the emperor figure started to appear.7 The 

Meiji slogan “Civilization and Enlightenment” (bunmei kaika) obscured an 

unprecedented process of assimilation of Ainu culture, language and lifestyle. As a 

consequence, Les Aïnous à Yéso was shot in a moment in which the represented was 

vanishing. The rituals displayed did not correspond to habits of the featured characters 

on screen but, if anything, to their ancestors. These early moving images, like many 

others shot by Lumière brothers’ operators across the world, were misleading since, 

while they were announced as fragments of the world, they belonged to a non-existent 

world evoking instead, an imagined and ritualized mythical past.  Ainu culture was 

suffering from transformations promoted not only by the Japanese influence, but also by 

the Western one. The foreign presence in Hokkaido was not explicit in the documentary 

but in fact, Girel had contacted the Ainu through French missionaries (Okada 1999:187-

192). At that time, foreign missionary schools, such as those of Horobetsu or Kushiro, 

which had been established in Hokkaido from the second half of the 19th century, were 

still running. Paradoxically, many Ainu educated in this time had learned to write the 

Latin alphabet before Japanese, which for many of them was an unknown language (cfr. 

Owell 2004: 5-29). Furthermore, part of the community was replacing animist beliefs 

with Christianity as well as Japanese Buddhism and Shinto.  As a result, the apparent 
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ethnic exoticism of Les Aïnous à Yéso contrasted with the fact that the filmed people 

belonged to an Ainu generation that had been Christianised and educated in the Roan 

alphabet (cfr. Siddle 1996, 113-147). 

The cinematographic sequences overlooked these political, social issues as well as 

the phenomena of interculturality within Ainu life. To be fair, the images dedicated to 

the Ainu were not the only ones that ignored changes in modern life. This question 

prompts us to problematize the traditional distinction between formats within the 

cinema of the origins. It is often thought that Lumière images represented one of the 

two roles that the new medium adapted from its birth: the realist tendency and the 

informative use of the medium, which was opposed to the fantastic tendency and the 

entertainment epitomized by Méliès productions. However, it is difficult to link these 

early actualités with the later newsreels to come, since rather than playing an 

informative role, their appeal was due to their attributes as an entertaining show. 

Therefore, it is no wonder that none of the earliest thirty-three sequences shot in Japan 

made reference to the political agenda. Japan was immersed in vertiginous changes of 

all kinds, the country had inaugurated a new parliamentary system, with the first elected 

assembly by universal male suffrage in November 1890. Yet, other pieces shot by Girel 

such as Danseuses Japonaises (1897) or Une Scène de Théatre Japonais (1897) 

depicted a nation stuck in a past of geishas that was vanishing very quickly. 8 This 

cinematographic mirage revealed limitations in the origins of cinema as well as in the 

cinema of origins to mirror social reality. The representation had its limits, such as the 

length restrictions on footage and the screen edges isolating the captured objects from 

their surroundings (De France 1995: 234-235). Nevertheless, it is not the limitation 

imposed by the frame or camera angle I want to point to but a conceptual, rather than 
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physical isolation from the environment, not so much to do with the technique as with 

an imaginary that defined Ainu people. The problem is related to a narrative implanted 

in the sequences that is unavoidably restrictive, parcelling up the reality of the 

represented and even presenting facts that have very little to do with the lives of the 

filmed subjects beyond the shooting.   

In order to interrogate the images of Les Aïnous à Yéso, it is necessary to frame 

them within a system of intertextual representations of the “primitive” inherited from 

adventurers and foreign missionaries’ reports, ethnographic photography and engravings 

of the 19th century.9 All of them were characterized by a distant gaze that did not try to 

denounce Ainu poverty or social exclusion or to explore further problems such as 

alcoholism (cfr. Siddle 1996: 125, 137) but rather aimed to  convert the big screen into 

an open window to an unknown world. From this stance, Japan was not to be explained 

but alienated with the purpose of provoking fascination in the European spectator, as a 

result of either Japanese sophistication or the opposed Ainu primitivism. However, 

Lumière’s actualités caused a similar impact among the Japanese audience, who were 

astonished by the European clothing and behaviours such as kisses, a form of greeting 

that benshi needed to explain (Greenberg, 2001: 7). As has been pointed out on a 

number of occasions, ethnographic cinema is after all, the encounter between two 

cultures, that of the filmmaking team and that of the filmed community (MacDougall 

1992, Ruby 1980, De France 1991). However, it might and should be assessed as a clash 

between the culture of the observer and the observed; and by “observer” I do not only 

mean the filmmaker but also the audience. Indeed, there is a general consensus that 

there is always a reader implicit in the film text since forms of representation always 

summon the subject to whom they are addressed. It is this game of gazes that 
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determines the misunderstandings, perversions, misinterpretations and prejudices of 

images.  

 

Gazes outside of the Ainu Representation: the Observed Observer 

Despite some aspects that deliberately condition the visual construction of the 

Ainu people, there are other kinds of attributes of the image that escape from this 

representation, and they must not be overlooked. The way in which the men of Les 

Aïnous à Yéso dance carefully so as not to come out of the frame, reveals this sort of 

premeditated codification. Additional examples can be found in other footage shot by 

Girel such as the geisha dancing in Danseuses Japonaises or the swordsman's 

performance from Kabuki theatre in Une scène au théâtre Japonais. At the end of the 

latter production, the character’s unnatural pose marks the show’s conclusion and the 

protagonist relaxes and goes away. Then, warned that the camera is still working, he  

jumps back to his previous position. These gestures highlighted a tension between the 

profilmic world and the representation or, in other words, the game between the codified 

and the non-codified that overlapped the image. This tension was more or less evident 

through the innocence of visitors, passers-by and any kind of observed observers 

standing before the camera. That was the case of children in Les Aïnous à Yéso who are 

found in the background. Their position, on the back of the image, reveals that the 

object of their gaze was not the “Ainu show” played by those dancing men —to that 

aim they would have had to position themselves on the same side of the camera— but 

the show of the cinematographic device as such, which inverted the role between the 

subject and the object of the gaze. Their eye line, opposite to that of the film audience, 
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is heading the other side of the diegesis, which induces an analysis of the scene's 

negative: the positive shows the dance from the cameraman’s point of view. But the 

eyes of those children examining the cinematographic device reveals the foreigners' 

exotic presence, which produced an effect of mutual estrangement beyond the Ainu 

representation. De France noted that while analysis of ethnographic documentary tends 

to focus on gestures that entail explicit signification (“the efficient medium”), other 

gestures  neglected by the researcher (“the contemptible medium”), are supplied with a 

sort of implicit signification (De France 1991). This kind of “contemptible” gesture 

escaped from the objectives and intentions with which the image was taken and 

paradoxically, while those children became part of the footage (the material culture), 

simultaneously, they were separated from the rituals and other restrictions of their own 

cultural representation.    

 

          

Parts alien to the representation of the “other” in Les Aïnous à Yéso (Constant Girel, 1897) 

 

2. The New Realism at the End of Meiji Period 

The last decade of Meiji era (1868-1912) became the golden age for actualités, 

which were short documentaries whose production was cheaper and easier than fiction 

narratives that required scripts, actors and settings (Cfr. Musser 1994: 232). Two of 
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these productions dealt with the Ainu in 1912. One was shot by the Japanese 

anthropologist Torii Ryūzō, a footage that is missing today. Torii filmed Ainu families 

from Hokkaido and Sakhalin, an island that had recently been incorporated to Japan 

after the victory in the Russo-Japanese War (1904-1905). By then, cinema had acquired 

the role of showing the borders of the new state, which started to be called teikoku 

(“empire”) and, incidentally legitimising Japanese expansionism across Manchuria, 

Korea, Taiwan and Sakhalin. An example of this was Presentation of the Reality of 

Taiwan (Taiwan jikkyō shōkai, 1907) or A Trip Around Korea (Kankoku isshū, 1908) 

(Cfr. Baskett 2008: 8), and other films capturing Japanese conquests of ever more 

remote territories such as Japanese Expedition to Antarctica (Nippon nakyoku tanken, 

1912), in which cameraman Taizumi Yasunao accompanied a Japanese expedition to the 

South Pole, led by the lieutenant Shirase Nobu (cfr. Satō 1977: 26). In this context, 

Torii’s film was exhibited in the “Colonization Exposition” of 1912 held in Ueno, 

Tokyo, together with the installation of some chise, which presented the empire’s 

northern limits.  

The other film featuring the Ainu people in 1912 is entitled Un peuple qui 

disparaît, les Aïnos (aka The Hairy Ainos) and was produced by Pathé Frères Company, 

which had bought the cinematograph patents in 1902 and succeeded the Lumière 

brothers in the production of actulités.10 Very soon, Société Pathé Frères became the 

biggest film production company of the time, and in 1909, it established headquarters in 

Japan. Un peuple qui disparaît, les Aïnos, which only lasts for three minutes, begins 

with four men followed by four women posing before a chise and an intertitle 

explaining that the Ainu were mainly hunters and fishers. In the next scene, a woman 

and a child are seen walking with the sea in the background and afterwards, two men 
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enter scene on a chip (Ainu canoe). This canoe is not featured by chance. It is connected 

with the romantic idea of an old Ainu life-style based on hunting and fishing, which was 

different from the agricultural life based around rice cultivation, traditionally linked to 

the origins of Wajin Japanese people. Thus, the canoe became a symbolic and 

distinguishing element of identity. However, what kind of identity is projected? Which 

historical moment does this reality belong to?  These questions are not trivial at all; after 

all, agriculture among the Ainu had been promoted by the "Hokkaido Comission of 

Developtment" from 1871, deer hunting was banned from 1889, and fishing salmon was 

prohibited in some areas from 1883. The rest of Un peuple qui disparaît, les Aïnos 

presents costumbrist-style scenes: an Ainu headman's hut, a woman with tattooed lips 

who nurses a toddler, and a man drinking sake. All shots are displayed through an 

intelligent use of distance, shifting between wide shots and close-ups.  

 

           

Un peuple qui disparaît, les Aïnos / The Hairy Ainos (Pathé, 1912) 

 Pathé´s catalogue were made fifteen years after Lumière's earliest moving 

pictures and the mode of representation of these actualités had changed significantly. 

Non-fiction films had been acquiring a new realism as they developed their journalistic 

dimension. Although the origins of Japanese newsreels can be found in the Pathe 

Journal of 1909 and the biweekly Tokyo Shinema Gahō (cfr. Nornes 2003: 3), Yohizawa 

Shōten company produced a sort of "proto-newsreels" called jiji eiga ("actuality films") 
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that in many cases were re-enactments with actors of topical issues (cfr. Komatsu 1992, 

237; Nornes 2003, 3). Shibata Tsunekichi and Fukaya Komakichi filmed the earliest jiji 

eiga for this company during the Boxer Rebellion (1898-1901) and Konishi Ryō, 

another cameraman who also worked for Yoshizawa studios, obtained recognition with 

his actualités filmed across the country, including scenes of Ainu hunting in 

Hokkaido.11  

By the time Un peuple qui disparaît, les Aïnos was shot, the mise-en-scène was 

more realistic than previous actualités and this evidences a greater awareness of the 

filmmaking act itself, for instance, by avoiding eyes looking directly at the camera. The 

new demands of realism were also motivated by the proliferation of permanent cinemas, 

which replaced previous travelling troupes, and spectators began to see cinema as a 

potential means of information rather than as a mere means of entertainment.12 When 

Un peuple qui disparaît, les Aïnos was released, the astonishment produced by primitive 

cinema was already overcome. Pathé film demonstrated an interest to move away from 

ritualized traditions and a willingness to get closer to everyday chores. Unlike previous  

actuality films, this footage does not contain traditional dances or other distinctive 

elements depicted by Girel. Instead, the sequence features a woman and her child before 

a dilapidated hut; a wide shot framing an elderly man who does not wear the ceremonial 

clothes nor any raunpe on his head, and his beard can be hardly seen. As will be seen in 

the next section, the following travelogues made during that decade returned to the 

romantic portrayals, limited by essentialist and idealised views of the Ainu, without the 

level of realism achieved in this actuality short.     
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3. Starr and Brodsky’s Travelogues  

The first American moving picture featuring the Ainu people was The Ainus of 

Japan (1913), made only one year after Pathé and Torii's actualités, by the 

anthropologist and professor at the University of Chicago, Frederick Starr.13 This 

footage was one of the travelogues, or travel documentaries, produced by the pioneer of  

film industry in the U.S., William Nicholas Selig, who ran the Selig Polyscope 

Company from 1896, one of the earliest American Studios. In the early 20th century, 

Selig noticed that capturing exotic images from far-flung locations could be a profitable 

business and sponsored several travelogues based on expeditions led by Professor Starr 

(cfr. Erish 2012, 145). The first one took place in Congo between 1905 and 1906, and 

during the following years, Starr also travelled to Korea, the Philippines and Japan. Two 

shorts, In Japan (1911) and The Ainus of Japan (1913), were released from the footage 

shot by Professor Starr during a trip made between 1909 and 1910. The fact that one of 

the two travelogues made in Japan was dedicated to the Ainu people was an example of 

the appeal that this people had in the West. Actually, this was not Selig's first encounter 

with the Ainu culture. He had travelled to Hokkaido several years before, where he 

gathered Ainu objects and brought a family of nine to the 1904 Saint Louis World's 

Fair.14   

The Ainus of Japan (1913), which was probably filmed along the Saru riverbank 

(Okada 1999: 187-192), portrays a group of three women dancing in circle, three men 

holding a tuki (a lacquer cup) and offering sake to gods with their ikupasui (wooden 

carved ceremonial sticks). While Pathé actuality shorts highlighted the old Ainu way of 

life, Starr's travelogue captures traditional rituals that were found in Lumière's catalogue 

shot by Girel. However, unlike Girel who, in short, was mainly a filmmaker, Starr was a 
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scholar. As a consequence, beyond the astonishment provoked by the encounter with an 

exotic culture, Starr sought a more detailed knowledge. Thus, The Ainus of Japan 

opened a new kind of documentary in which the representation of the Ainu people 

shifted from "savage people" to "indigenous people" (cfr. Siddle 1996: 2).  

After the outbreak of World War I, two other travelogues featuring the Ainu 

were released. They were Benjamin Brodsky's Beautiful Japan (1918) and A Trip 

through Japan with the YWCA (1919).15 Brodsky was a Russian-American producer 

who had founded the Asia Film Company in 1909, the earliest motion picture company 

in China (Kar and Bren 2000), with which he directed several documentaries such as A 

Trip through China (1916).16 At the end of the decade, he travelled to Japan where he 

filmed Beautiful Japan, which was co-produced by the construction company Nihon 

Kokuyū Tetsudō and Japan Travel Bureau (Nihon Kōtsū Kōsha). This work was a full-

length documentary lasting for one hour and forty minutes in which the concatenation 

of actualités contains certain narrative structure articulated through a trip from South to 

North, starting in Nagasaki and ending in Hokkaido. At the outset, Brodsky is shown 

before a map, pinpointing his tour, which is the narrative axis of the film. In addition, 

the film implements other raccord principles, such as the figure of Brodsky himself 

visiting different locations and the moving trains and carriages leaving the frame, acting 

as continuity elements between scenes through the journey.  

The "trip" was a canonical model for the representation of exotic cultures during 

the early years of cinema (Cfr. Rony 1996). Brodsky had been developing this format 

from his time in China, where he blended journalistic interest with a personal curiosity. 

He applied this approach in Japan, depicted as another encounter with an unknown, 

enigmatic and contradictory world that was simultaneously savage and civilized, 
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modern and traditional, rural and urban. On the one hand, Brodsky documented the 

industrialized society: markets, crammed streets, shipyards, and factories, within the 

urban environments of Nagasaki, Kobe, Kyoto, Yokohama, Tokyo and Hakodate. On the 

other hand, the world of tradition: cormorant fishing in Nagara river, sumo matches, 

sakura matsuri (cherry blossom festival), tea picking in Shizuoka, the Benten Sea 

Goddess festival in Shiraishi island, farming on rice terraces and the pearl industry in 

Omura.  

 

"Savages in extinction" 

The sequences of the Ainu village in Beautiful Japan are introduced by an 

intertitle placed the beginning of the trip across Hokkaido in Shiraoi, one of the main 

settlements of the Ainu population. Immediately thereafter, Brodsky is portrayed 

together with his wife getting on a carriage. When their carriage moves out the shot, 

another intertitle introduces the Ainu as follows: "The Ainus [sic] were the original 

inhabitants of Japan, but like the American Indians they are now a fast vanishing race ... 

Driven up into the Northern Island by Japanese civilization, they still retain many of 

their semi-barbarous customs.” 

   

Beautiful Japan (Benjamin Brodsky, 1918) 

The first take of Shiraoi provides a panoramic view of a kotan (Ainu village) 

surrounded by exuberant greenery with houses only communicated by narrow 
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pathways. The preceding images of Japanese industrial power, railways and bustle of 

the cities contrast with the simplicity and tranquillity of the Ainu village. This depiction 

of the Ainu, including a couple of empty shots, followed by portrayals of a scant twenty 

individuals dressed in ceremonial clothes, suggests the idea of primitive, isolated and 

vanishing people, condemned to extinction by civilization. They were common features 

which were characteristic of the foreign gaze at the beginning of cinema. Even Girel, 

after taking the earliest moving pictures of the Ainu, expressed his encounter saying:  

They certainly were vanishing people who, little by little, had been defeated by 

the Wajin people. The savage is being surpassed by civilization and Westernization. This 

is indeed a fight for their survival (Mitsuda 1995: 59. Author´s translation).  

 The notion of "vanishing people" as a consequence of their inability to adapt 

themselves to modern society became part of the mechanisms of representation and self-

representation of the Ainu.17 Not only what was represented but also the material 

aspect of this representation acquired a fleeting and transitory nature. In other words, 

these early actuality shorts and travelogues became, to those who looked at them, 

vanishing images. This footage was the last chance to see this people. However, 

according to official censuses, the Ainu population had remained more or less stable 

over the years (cfr. Ishida 1998; Muñoz González 2008: 107). This contradiction was 

articulated through a cultural representation that was ideologically and politically 

motivated. The concept of "assimilation" was replaced with "extinction" that presented 

the disappearance of Ainu distinguishing features as a natural, and even desired, 

consequence of development rather than as the result of a deliberate policy implemented 

by the Japanese government.  
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 The image of the "primitive" was after all, always mediatized by the authorized 

interpretation of filmmakers or anthropologists (cfr. MacDougal 1975: 405-426). It is 

necessary to question cinema’s capacity to mirror the social environment but this does 

not mean that this problem incapacitates any other approaches to the film material. 

Instead, researchers of these, let´s say "ethnographic", films can assess them as echoes 

of narratives about the "other" representation, which must be historically and 

geographically contextualized. In this sense, some scholars have noted that 

anthropologists can only obtain insight from the ethnographic film when it is assessed in 

relation to the interests it meets, what its objectives are, which audience it is addressed 

to and what its production circumstances are (cfr. Worth 1995). Unavoidably, this fact 

connects with the issues raised by Edward W. Said who provided in his visionary text 

Orientalim the keys around which the discussions on the representation of otherness 

have revolved until today. As he claimed "the relation between Occident and Orient is a 

relation of power, domination and different levels of complex hegemony" (Said 1979: 

5). Under Said's light, it is easy to understand how the images of Beautiful Japan not 

only talk about the portrayed culture but also about the observers, who reaffirm their 

stance of superiority towards the observed. The representation, dominated by this 

"hegemonic gaze", implies a sort of self-representation show, a kind of a game of 

mirrors whose images reflect a negative. The screen should project the opposite to the 

modern civilization of the cinematographic spectator. In order to be successful, the 

mechanisms of codification should capture a supposed essence of the "other" to Western 

audience. This "essence" that aims to define who the Ainu are, is linked to a traditional, 

mythical and ritualized past. After the opening takes, Brodsky shows a small 

community dancing, clapping hands, and dressed up in ceremonial clothes. 
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Subsequently, using the pattern of photographic portrayal, a frontal shot features four 

women adorned with tamasai (Ainu necklace). In the following take, the camera frames 

three men with long white beards and wearing their paunpe crowns. After identifying 

the ekashi or Ainu headman through a close-up, the sequence continues with wide shots 

featuring men drinking sake in their lacquer cups and offering it to their gods using their 

ikupasui. Thereby, Brodsky does not miss out the chance to reproduce all stereotypes 

spilled onto the Ainu people. In fact, an intertitle in A Trip through Japan with the 

YWCA, stating "They are related to the white race" resorts to the myths about the 

Caucasian origins that had fascinated nineteenth-century explorers despite its lack of 

scientific support.18   

 

 On Religious Symbolism 

 Together with the already mentioned scenes that offered the keys of Ainu 

representation, Beautiful Japan presents the iyomante rimse (the bear ceremony) that is 

the true core of this sequence. This film is one of the rare visual records of this ancestral 

tradition. The camera captures several individuals taking a baby bear out of a wooden 

cage, while groups of men and women clap their hands. In the Ainu belief system, the 

bear was the reincarnation of the Mountain God and an intertitle explains that the 

animal is walked several times during the feast and dances. However, Brodsky 

neglected the religious symbolism that this celebration had for the Ainu. While the main 

purpose of the iyomante rimse was the ritual sacrifice through which the bear's spirit 

was sent off to the mountains; this essential part of the ceremony is not included in the 

film. 
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Beautiful Japan (Benjamin Brodsky, 1918) 

  Beautiful Japan —and probably Lumière and Pathé actualités—,19 was filmed in 

Shiraoi, which had become a destination for explorers who sought an encounter with the 

Ainu people  in the late 19th century. Its inhabitants had familiarised themselves with the 

arrival of strangers and they started to arrange exhibitions of their culture. Over time, 

they professionalized and the village became a resort for Japanese tourism by the 

twenties (cfr. Sjöberg 1997: 133-134). Having said that, it is not unreasonable to think 

that this early footage might belong to a representation without religious symbolism, 

prepared beforehand for travellers. Shiraoi was not the only tourist destination included 

in Beautiful Japan. Brodsky also captured some of the best known festivals in Japan: 

the Nikko pilgrimage, the Hiwatari-shiki ceremony of Miyajima and the Benten 

Goddess festival. Through the different locations, Brodsky always represented the gaze 

of a foreigner who passes through. Even so, his images contributed to creating the 

imaginary ‘Ainuness’ , which included the idea of ‘primitive’ customs despite the fact 

that the bear ceremony, as well as other cultural practices such as tattoos and earrings 

had been forbidden since the end of Edo period. 

 The female tattoo around the mouth was other key representative elements of 

Ainu ethnicity, and Beautiful Japan contains a scene dedicated to it, which is introduced 

by the following intertitle: "Every woman after marrige [sic] has her mouth tattooed". 

After this text, Brodsky shows four tattooed women, although only on one of them is 

the tattoo clearly visible. Originally, tattoos were used as a protection against evil spirits 
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but again, nothing is explained about the spiritual value implicit in this habit and it is 

depicted on screen as a mere decorative element. Additionally, this documentary does 

not explain much about the social reality associated with this practice. Tattoos were a 

prerequisite to be able to marry an Ainu man; however, according to some testimonies 

gathered by Hilger (1971: 152), many women were against being tattooed because it 

stigmatized them for life in a society that was persecuting this tradition through 

consecutive prohibitions in 1871, 1876 and 1899 (cfr. Ainu Bunka 2011: 28). While it is 

true that some Ainu women disregarded this ban during its early years, by the time 

Brodsky filmed Beautiful Japan, most of them had already abandoned this practice. 

Thus, how is it possible that this appeared on screen? In the 1934 debate held in the Diet 

about the situation of the Ainu people, a civil servant pinpoints some key ideas:   

 When their wives go to festivals, they can decorate their mouths with different designs 

such as those of tattoos, but when they go back home they remove them and do things 

like pluck their eyebrows. In other words, these people are not different to ordinary 

Japanese people (cited in Muñoz González 2008: 108. Author´s translation). 

  As a consequence, the picture captured a temporary and exceptional 

performance of Ainu ethnicity. This fact was confirmed several years later, when 

Beautiful Japan was screened for a group of elderly women from Nibutani village, who 

belong to the same generation as those girls appearing on screen. These women 

emphasised that the tattoos shown on screen were artificially painted in black (cfr. 

Uchida 2007). They had probably been darkened in order to make them more visible 

due to the weak light sensitivity of the cameras of that time. Moreover, according to 

Uchida Junko, some members of the audience recognised a woman who was not 

tattooed but showed had a tatto in the film (ibid). Those who participated in the filming, 
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either before or behind the camera, did not construct a naïve image of the Ainu people; 

they deliberately created an ethnic appearance that linked it to a collective imagery of 

who the Ainu should be, even if it did not actually correspond to the everyday reality of 

the filmed individuals.  

 

  A gap in the image 

  Scholars from fields of Sociology of Cinema, Film and History or Archaeology 

of Images (Kracauer, Sorlin, Ferro, Sánchez-Biosca) have pointed out for a long time 

that images are not free from mentalities and ideologies of the author or of the society 

that have produced them. These are contributions that help us to comprehend most of 

mechanisms of representation described so far. However, I would like to focus on 

minutae of the scenes escaping the observer's gaze, some of which have been already 

mentioned. If we look back at the composition of the shot containing the tattooed 

women, it can be observed a detail referencing to something out of the mise-en-scène: a 

female´s face in the background leaks onto the representation. The camera accidentally 

captured this gaze that was not part of the artifice. This character hides herself from the 

show displayed to satisfy the yearning for "discovery" of the foreign observer. This 

woman, witnesses the visual dispositive from outside and, at the same time, she is 

forever included in it, and seems to interrogate the portrayal that is being constructed of 

Ainu femininity. Is not the presence of this face an evidence of everything that the 

performance of Ainu culture eclipses?  
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Beautiful Japan (Benjamin Brodsky, 1918) 

 

Contributions in the field of Visual Anthropology have been useful to explore 

these failures of image. Taking ethnographic films as object of their study, some 

scholars (De France, MacDougall) have identified elements on screen, such as gestures 

or gazes, which are beyond the filmmaker's control and are printed on screen. They are 

manifestations which cannot easily be attributed a signification in terms of identity and 

visual representation, but whose relevance precisely relies on this narrative dysfunction. 

De France pointed out that film analyses allowed ethnologists to study the relationships 

between scene and backstage: in other words, between what filmed people are willing to 

show and what they want to conceal (1995: 227-228). By that means, there are gaps in 

the image onto which patterns of cultural representation cannot always be applied. In 

these cases, film analysis can simultaneously explore what is highlighted and what is 

blurred.  

In his second film, A Trip through Japan with the YWCA, Brodsky reused 

footage from Beautiful Japan and added new scenes, such as the one in which he 

portrays himself visiting ancient Ainu tombs in Matsushima caves. Given that this 

travelogue was sponsored by the Young Women’s Christian Association (YMCA), 

Brodsky added sequences focusing on women's role in society. Women are portrayed 

laundering clothes in a river, harvesting in rice terraces and working in factories. In 
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these sequences, Brodsky temporarily replaced the curiosity of his ethnographic 

perspective with a social concern.  A take featuring ragged female workers, pushing 

wagons in and out of a factory with bandages on their heads, is introduced by an 

intertitle denouncing that thousands of women die of tuberculosis every year. It is as if 

the documentary echoed the labour movements that characterised the brief democratic 

opening of the Taishō era (1912-1926). The Ainu movement was also organised and 

fought against discrimination, and some Ainu were even elected to municipal 

assemblies (Ainu Bunka 2011: 9). The life of thousands of Ainu people was also 

conditioned by the great rural exodus that prompted a growth of the working classes in 

cities.20 The Ainu people were facing a new reality that was accidentally captured in the 

footage. When Brodsky reached Hakodate harbour, he filmed a group of women 

unloading salted salmons. The filmmaker overlooked a significant fact: no intertitle 

explains that there were Ainu women employed in the Japanese fishing industry, 

however, the geometrical motifs on the clothes of one of the female workers reveals her 

Ainu identity.         

 

          

 A Trip through Japan with the YWCA (Benjamin Brodsky, 1918) 

 

The presence of the Ainu woman, which was neither actively nor passively 

identified, became a film document with an anonymous story that was never told. Even 
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though this take lasts for barly ten seconds, it opens a gap towards the backstage of the 

Ainu show: that of the life in modern society, the cohabitation with Japanese people and 

even foreigners (Hakodate harbour was opened to foreign ships in 1855). The images of 

this woman did not fit within the ideal portrayal of the Ainu lifestyle: savage and living 

close to nature and performing traditional ceremonies. The Western eye missed its gaze, 

but this mistake allowed Ainu woman to be shown from the outside of the preconceived 

portrayal that this piece cinema aimed to project.  This character, without participating 

in the self-representation shows to those willing to watch, another Ainu image beyond 

the idyllic narrative of identity. The honesty implicit in this take reveals in a few 

seconds, all the contradictions in the hegemonic discourses of representation. As a rule, 

Ainu adaptation to modern life remained concealed, except by these small gaps in the 

mise-en-scène. These gaps through which the Ainu complex reality leaked out, did not 

fit within the homogeneity inscribed in the notion of "Japaneseness" (nihonjinron) nor 

within the purity invoked by the "Ainuness" (ainujinron) representation. 

In conclusion, the use of the early moving pictures as a tool to obtain any kind of 

ethnographic insight into the Ainu people is demonstrated to be dangerous, since it 

incorporates stereotypes, prejudices and other daydreams originating from the observer 

(either the filmmaker or the audience). It is not the aim of this text to deny the 

educational possibilities of cinema, only to pinpoint several problems in cultural 

representation shared by different fields of Ethnography, Visual Anthropology, Media 

and Film Studies. The study of the early film representations of the Ainu people 

provided astonishing but, at the same time, deceitful images. They portrayed traditions 

in decline, and what was represented did not exist beyond the cinematographic show. 

These actualités and travelogues achieved fascinating but ahistorical images. The early 
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cinema became an open window to a remote world; but also to a lost in time world.  

Assimilation, discrimination and crossbreeding phenomena were ignored by 

cameramen, operators and documentary makers in order to captivate the audience with 

extraordinarily powerful images of individuals from another time. Film’s incapacity to 

mirror synchronic reality returns us to an old debate linked to the notion of 

‘documentary film’ as such. However, despite acknowledging the existence of dominant 

codes of representation, the anthropologist of images can interrogate certain gaps in the 

mise-en-scène that are able to elude the hegemonic representation of "otherness" and 

reveal its contradictions.   

 

                                                             

1 Useful contextualization on the Ainu movements and the problems of minorization can be 
found in Siddle 1996; Maher and MacDonald 1995; Muñoz González 2008: 111-156; Tokuhei and 
Kōhei 1985. 

2 Evidences of this phenomenon are the Ainu collections in museums and other European 
institutions of the time: engravings and items at the British Museum; photos collected by Max 
Reich, Erwin Baelz and Graf von Linden at Linden Museum of Stuttgart; photos and other items of 
Sakhalin Ainu gathered by the Polish anthropologist Bronislaw Pilsudsky at the Musée 
d’Ethnographie de Neuchâtel and GRASSI Museum of Leipzig. For an account on the Ainu 
collections in Europe see  Kreiner 1993, 25-30.  

3 Inabata met Auguste Lumière at the technical school of La Martinière in Lyon, between 
1877 and 1885. 

4 Detailed accounts about the early distribution of moving picture equipment in Japan can be 
found in Dym 2003,  21-27; Greenberg 2001, pp.6-12. 

5  This earliest Lumière's catalogue about Japan was consulted by the author in 2012 at the 
permanent exhibition held in the National Film Centre of MOMAT (Museum of Modern Art 
Tokyo). 

6 Scenes of the crane dance can be seen in the author´s documentary Ainu. Pathways to 
Memory (2014). 

7 Compulsory education was established in the 1870s and Shinto was promulgated as a state 
religion. See Gluck 1985, 18. 
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8   According to Hiroshi Komatsu (1992: 223), many of these early films consisted of geisha's 
dances 

9  See collections of Hirasawa Byozan's paintings on the Ainu at the British Museum and 
pictures taken by 19th century German explorers held at Stuttgart Linden Museum. For further 
details on Western descriptions of the Ainu people in the late 19th century, cfr. Batchelor 1892; 
Howard 1893; Savage Landor 1893. 

10 This documentary can be found at the Fondation Jérôme-Seydoux Pathé.  

 

11  The film is probably lost but a review can be found in Tanaka 1957, 122.  

12  Denki-kan in Tokyo, inaugurated in November 1903, was the first permanent 
cinema of Japan. In 1908, there was only ten cinemas in Tokyo and by the following year the 
number increased to, at least, thirty two. See Greenberg 2001, 7. 

13 The British Film Institute holds a copy of this documentary, which is also entitled in 
German as Die  Ainus, Die Im Aussterben Begriffene Urbevölkerung Japan's.  

14   For further information about this event see Starr 1904.  

15   Brodsky donated a 16mm copy of Beautiful Japan to the U.S. ambassador of Japan. 
Afterwards, the ambassador’s family gave it to the Human Science Film Archive (Smithsonian 
Institute). A Trip through Japan with the YWCA is preserved at National Film and Sound Archive 
(NFSA) of Australia. George Eastman House in the U.S. holds a digital copy of this film as well.  

16   For an account on Brodsky's work in China see Curry 2011), 58-94; Tseng 2013), 7-46.  

17   The young Ainu girl Yukie Chiri wrote "Vanishing people, this is our name, what a sad 
name we carry … what a rubble we have become after the ugly defeated in the hard field of 
competition". Author´s translation of Chiri 2013, 4.   

18  The idea of the Caucasian origins of the Ainu people spread in the 19th century given their 
singular physical traits. However, the Ainu never claimed for any kinship to the white man. In fact, 
many Ainu rather defended supposed mongoloid origins in order to present themselves as equals 
before the Japanese and avoid discrimination, see Kawamura 1934. 
19 Girel explains in a letter (cited in Mitsuda 1995, 59) that he travelled 60 km by horse from 
Muroran harbour to the Ainu village, which coincides with the distance to Shiraoi. 

20   Urban population was doubled between 1910 and 1935 (Gluck 1985, 279) 
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