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American entrepreneur

delivers a lecture on
Japanese silent cinema

“Our mission is to disseminate the unique heritage
of benshi-accompanied film screenings to the world”

On May 19, Mr. Larry
Greenberg, CEO of Urban
Connections and Digital
Meme, and Mr. Yutaka Mat-
suda, Director of Matsuda
Film Productions, gave a lec-
ture entitled “Introducing the
vanishing Japanese silent film
heritage to the world” at an
event sponsored by the Japan
Economic Review held in Ko-
jimachi, central Tokyo. In
their talk, Mr. Greenberg and
Mr. Matsuda explained that si-
lent film screenings in Japan
represent a unigue art form
which combines visual images
with narration by katsudo ben-
shi, or motion picture narra-

tors, and musical accompani-
ment by live orchestra. Fol-
lowing are the highlights of
their presentation.

The first silent film was
screened in 1895 in Paris,
France. As their name sug-
gests, silent films had no syn-
chronized sound and represen-
ted merely black-and-white
motion pictures. This art form
found its way into Japan, and
some 12,000 Japanese silent
films were created during the
40 years this genre flourished.

In Japan, screenings of
black-and-white films were ac-
companied by live music and
the narration of katsudo ben-

shi performers who guided the
audience through the presen-
tation of key dialogue which
sometimes included commen-
tary on the action.

In theatrical style, benshi
spoke for the on-screen char-
acters and assumed multiple
roles. The orchestra per-
formed music that comple-
mented the narration, re-cre-
ating the mood of the film and
enlivening the atmosphere in
the theater. Katsudo benshi
was a very popular profession
at that time.

According to Mr. Green-
berg, “The fusion of images,
live narration, and orchestral

DVDs of the Talking Silents series
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significance of silent films

music inspired and moved au-
diences. This is a unique art
form unheard of in other coun-
tries.”

Mr. Matsuda is the son of
the legendary Shunsui Matsu-
da, one of Japan’s most prori-
nent benshi. As a young man,
he entered Matsuda Film Pro-
ductions, the only private Jap-
anese collector of silent films,
which was established by his
father after World War 11, and
has been actively involved in
the preservation and promo-
tion of Japanese silent films
around the world. He has pro-
duced many of the overseas
tours of Ms. Midori Sawato,
one of the few active benshi
narrators.

According to Mr. Matsuda,
only 109% of the 12,000 silent
movies created in Japan have
heen preserved, and Matsuda
Film Productions owns most
of these films. Many films
were lost in the Great Kanfo
Earthquake of 1923, and in the
bombing raids during World
War II. In addition to silent
films screenings, Matsuda
Film Productions rents out the
classic filmg to be used in TV
programs and contemporary
movies.

Matsuda Film Productions
has a collection of over 1,000
films (approximately 6,000
reels) from which it has held
monthly screenings at the
Friends of Silent Films Asso-
ciation since 1959, In July this

the

year, the Friends of Silent
Films Association will hold its
600th event. The company is
also actively investing in the
nurturing of young benshi per-
formers.

Mr. Greenberg is an expert
and aficionado of silent films.
His company, Urban Connec-
tions has produced and pub-
lished Recalling the Treasures
of Japanese Cinema and The
Benshi-—Japanese Silent Film
Narrators, books which popu-
larize the heritage of Japanese
silent cinema and the unique
storytelling art of benshi. In
2000, Mr. Greenberg estab-
lished Digital Meme, and has
been involved in activities to
build a digital archive of cultu-
ral and artistic legacies from
Japan in cooperation with
Matsuda Film Productions.

Last year, Digital Meme is-
sued the Japanese Anime
Classic Collection, a four-DVD
set of vintage anime. In Octo-
ber, the company launched the
Talking Silents series, featur-
ing selected masterpieces of
the Japanese silent film era.
The films, which feature Eng-
lish, Chinese and Korean sub-
titles, have attracted the at-
tention of scholars and film
aficionados from Japan and
abroad.

(http://www.digital-meme.com/
en/index.hitm}l)
(hitp: //www.matsudafilm,.com/
index_e.html)




