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Cinema and Broadcasting in Japan
The Six Years Feature Films Disappeared from the TV Screen

Abstract

From September 1958 to September 1964, feature films produced by Japan’s
major film studios disappeared from Japanese television. In this paper, I examine
that six-year blank in feature film broadcasting with particular reference to
related changes between the cinema industry, which had been the frontrunner in
audiovisual media, and the emerging television industry. By comparing the
situation in Japan with that in the United States, I consider the significance of
those six years in the history of Japan’s mass media.

In the 1950s, Japan’s cinema industry enjoyed phenomenal prosperity. In the
background, however, a supply-demand imbalance arose whereby supply of films
(the number of feature films produced and the number of movie theaters)
outgrew demand for films (movie theater attendance). Supply and demand both
peaked from 1958 to 1960, but then dropped sharply in the early 1960s as the
cinema industry’s decline became inevitable. Meanwhile, Japan’s television
broadcasting, which had begun in 1953, was spreading at a phenomenal rate,
spurred by the televising of then-Crown Prince (now Emperor) Akihito’s
wedding in April 1959. By 1960, the total earnings of the television industry
(NHK and commercial broadcasters combined) had surged ahead of those of the
cinema industry.

In March 1958, Japan’s six major film studios agreed to suspend supply of
their feature films for TV broadcasting. In the same year, four of the studios—
Toei Co., Ltd., Shochiku Co., Ltd., Toho Co., Ltd., and Daiei Co., Ltd.—invested
in broadcasters Fuji Telecasting Co., Ltd and Nippon Educational Television Co.,
Ltd. (NET; now TV Asahi Corporation). The following year (1959), Toei,
Shochiku, and Daiei diversified further into the television business by producing
films made specifically for television (telefilms). However, because of the way TV
broadcasters were set up and their shares distributed, there were limits to how
far the major film studios could participate in commercial TV station management.
Furthermore, in the area of telefilm production the studios faced stiff competition
from the cheap American telefilms that were being imported in large quantity,
and none of the studios succeeded in developing telefilm production into a core
business activity.

In the United States, Hollywood studios pursued three main strategies to
counter the rapid spread of television in the late 1940s and early 1950s: changes
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in film production itself; development of widescreen film formats, and
participation in the television industry through telefilm production. These three
strategies provide the basis for my comparison of the Japanese and American
cases.

Regarding changes in film production, whereas Hollywood studios reduced
the number of films they produced and shifted toward independent production,
Japan’s major studios were all late to follow suit, mainly due to the momentum of
their overproduction and the powerful control they held over the market.

Regarding development of widescreen film formats, Hollywood started
releasing such innovations as 3-D movies and CinemaScope from 1952, just one
year after recognizing the threat that television posed. In Japan, however, as part
of the ongoing development of the cinema industry, widescreen Hollywood films
were imported and their techniques applied in domestic film production.
Production of widescreen films in Japan thus came about not as a
countermeasure to television but rather as an aspect of competition among the
major Japanese studios.

In Hollywood, telefilm production grew as a lucrative new field and tied in
with the diversification of the cinema business. In Japan, the competition from
cheap American telefilms, together with TV broadcasters’ suppression of telefilm
purchase prices, prevented telefilm production from becoming a core business
activity of any of the major film studios.

Viewed in this light, the six-year hiatus when feature films disappeared from
Japan’s TV screens was a barren period for the Japanese cinema industry, the
studios’ passive approach of simply blocking the televising of feature films
curbing neither their own industry’s decline nor television’s growth. For Japan’s
rapidly burgeoning television industry, on the other hand, the same period was
arguably the point at which it eclipsed the cinema industry by easily offsetting the
absence of feature films with self-produced dramas and American telefilms. In
that sense, those six years saw dramatic advances in the process by which
television superseded cinema as Japan’s principal audiovisual medium.
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