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Rethinking Theater Street
— Case study of “Theater Suzaka” Nagano Prefecture, Japan ——

Abstract : This paper reconsiders the transformations of “Theater Street” in Japan through
examining the history of Theater Street in Suzaka, Nagano prefecture. As some researchers
pointed out, Plaza wasn't naturally generated in Japan. Hideaki Ishikawa (1893-1955) planned
“Shinjuku-Koma Theater Plaza” and it said to be the first “theater plaza” in Japan. Looking back
at the history of the plaza, the temple and street played a big role.

So, why hasn't the theater plaza existed in modern Japan yet and what is the theater street
role in the local community ? To demonstrate these points, the author focuses on the broader con-
text of “Theater Street”, this was done through the study of a local journalist’s diary, written

around the street of the theater’s establishment, and a survey of present-day residents of the old
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theater street and sightseers.

From these surveys, the author examines the reason why theater Suzaka built, and discovered
the role of the democratic movement in the theater’s founding. “Theater Suzaka” in Nagano pre-
fecture Japan, rang down the curtain on its sixty-three years history in 1977. However, its history
had not been revealed. Ito (1991) analyzed the history of local theaters in Nagano, and found the
most common purpose of why it was built in modern Japan. According to his analysis, the chief
among these reasons were providing entertainment for the local silk reeling factory workers and
citizens. Suzaka’s local merchants felt the need to create their own public hall, not only to enter-
tain their workers, but also for the community, This is considered to be the theater’s foundation.

Before its establishment in 1914, the street was still a bustling district known for its cuisine
and was frequented by locals, factory workers and even silk merchants from Yokohama. But the
theaters construction converted the street to a more commercial area and it became a gathering
place for the local community on shopping street for the residential area. However, due to the
spread of television in the 1960s and the increase of theaters in Suzaka, changed the symbol of
theater street, from the theater to the factory.

In this period, many local theaters in Japan closed down due to social changes such as depopu-
lation, residential development, and financial difficulties. This paper seeks a new way to research

the theater’s history through how the street effects the theater and its local people.

Keywords : Theater, Theater street, Shopping district, Modernization, Street space
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