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the rise of modern japan
TOKYO PHOENIX



A perpetually evolving work of architecture threatened 
almost daily by some of the most active seismic fault 
lines on the planet, the city of Tokyo has always been 

looking towards the future. Its history shows how deeply 
this vocation, so to speak, is embedded in its DNA.

150 years ago, London and New York already boasted 
populations of over 4.5 million while Tokyo was still a 
Japanese city of narrow streets and wooden dwellings, 
housing barely a million people. Under pressure from the 
Western colonial powers, Japan embarked on a race to 
develop into a modern country on a par with its European 
and American rivals, and Tokyo became the showcase of 
its efforts.

Like a phoenix eternally arising from its own ashes, Tokyo 
was totally destroyed and quickly rebuilt on several  
occasions. Each time, the Japanese people stoically 
raked over the ruins and reconstructed their city, taking 
inspiration from the most modern cities in the Western 
world at the time. A century later, Japan was established 
as a major power and Tokyo had become the most up-
to-date and populous capital city in the world (38 million 
people). This conurbation is unmatched, it follows no 
rules or model of town planning, but against all odds, 
didn’t sink into urban suffocation. Now, in the early 21st 
century, Tokyo is THE world capital of modernity.

Yet, having scaled the peak of progress to a degree  
unmatched by any other city in the world, Tokyo has 
found its promises unfulfilled. Its people are having  
second thoughts about the meaning of modernity today.
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Bottom: post-war tokyo reduced to rubbles, 1945 © nHK 

top: Geishas in traditional costume, early 20th century © nArA 
mIddle: the Great Kanto earthquake devastates tokyo, 1923 ©  nHK  
Bottom: navy students parade, Yokaren, 1943 © nHK 



“In 2014, NHK and Shinji Iwata directed and produced the 
first ever colorized film of archive footage of 20th-century 
Tokyo. Their ambition was to give back to the Japanese 
people, and Tokyoites especially, the taste for their own 
history. The first half of the 20th century, scarred by 
two massive destructions and the horrors of war and  
totalitarianism, was regarded by most Japanese people 
as a bleak period of gray images that nobody looked 
back on with pleasure. By hand-picking and restoring  
exceptional archive footage retracing the period from 
the point of view of Tokyo’s residents, and then bringing 
those images vividly to life through colorization (a task 
that NHK entrusted to CC&C’s expertise), the rediscovery 
of that forsaken era became a possibility. The result was 
broadcast in Japan to resounding success.
When I discovered the selection of footage that Shinji 
Iwata had picked out, I had a strange feeling of the exotic 
mixed with the familiar. This feeling of “so far, and yet so 
near” originates from the constant remodeling based on  
Western-style that Tokyo underwent after successive 
destructions and rebirths.

The amazing story of the surge of willpower that turned 
Tokyo into the largest and one of the most up-to-date  
capital cities on Earth reveals how far that effort depended 
on the energy, suffering, and outstanding resilience of its 
residents. 
The strength and vitality of this culture enabled it to  
absorb and surpass Western models at stunning speed 
without losing its own identity and in doing so, to forge 
a futuristic synthesis that is both unique and universal. 
It gives us pause for thought, especially now, when a 
new catastrophe—Fukushima—has led it to a deep self- 
questioning.”  

Olivier Julien

“When foreigners or Japanese talk about Tokyo, they inva-
riably use words like “cutting edge”, “futuristic” but seldom 
do they show interest in the past. Using “modernization” 
as the key word, when we examine the history of Tokyo 
from the end of the 19th century to the present day, we 
understand it has been a cycle of destruction and rebirth 
in a short space of time. The Meiji Restoration (1868), 
the Great Kanto Earthquake (1923), the Great Tokyo Air 
Raid (1945) and the Tokyo Olympics (1964) were in fact 
all a modernizing revolution. Not only did it bring about 
changes to the appearance of the city, it also changed the 
value system of its citizens.”

ShinJi iwata, nhK

“NHK’s international coproduction team and director,  
Shinji Iwata, both as specialists and Tokyoites, have  
transmitted to us the essence of what it is like to be a  
Tokyoite. By their testimonies, they made us feel the energy 
and the heritage of their city and its inhabitants. « Tokyo 
Phoenix, The Rise of Modern Japan » shows the remarkable 
determination of humans to survive and the subconscious 
process of erasing the past to ease their pain. In the case 
of Tokyo, modernity eventually is ringing with peace. The 
chaotic path to reach that peace left a deep awareness 
among its inhabitants of what life should be.”  

lOuiS vaudeville, CC&C

top: Sendoff ceremony for the Japanese soldiers, 1943 © nHK 
mIddle:  Japan surrenders in 1945 and unwillingly becomes a host for the US troops. 
© Gaumont pathé Archives 
Bottom: citizens protest to keep pacifism as part of the constitution of Japan, 
2015 © nHK
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In tokyo in 1917 (top © Kiroku eiga Hozon center) and nowadays  
(Bottom © cc&c), tradition and modernity coexist in peace.
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