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Fver since the West discovered and first began to celebraze Jap-
anese cinama, critics have tended ro ik of distance, empha-
sising always the batriers, gaps and obstacles that obscure
our appreciation of films from the East.! So remote are the
societies, the argument goes, so far removed the cultures, thar
any Western eagagement with Japanese filmmaking must
remain mediated by that country’s mysterious customs and
alien preoccupadons. In the seminal account Transcendental
Style In Film, for example, Paul Schrader analyses Quzus
Aimmaking by way of the Zen ethereaiism that he coatends
is the derermining facror of the direcror's style, Using »
similar approach, Donald Richies Ozn suggests thar films
such as Tokyo Story {1953) represent above ali the values of
tradicional Japanese sociery — even Ouds fvoured walst-high
camera framings, Richie claims, serve to replicate the pose of
& person seated on Japanese farami matting. Most forcefully
of all, No#l Burch argues in 1o the Distane Observer tha it is
radical abstraction — & method categorically opposed to the
codes of European and American cinema ~ that undetpins the
finest work of Eastern masters such as Kirosawa, Mizoguchi
and One?

Bur need we accept the premise that cultural ‘distance is
the best, or most salient approach to Japanese filmmaking? To
respond to this open question, this essay aims to re-orient the
contours of the East/West cinematic debare, Specifically, T will
frame a discussion of these two filmmaking rraditions throngh
& compatison based more centrally on film style: berween the
work of Kenji Mizoguchi and Josef von Sternberg, on the one
hand, as well as the two systems, classical Hollywood and
Japanese, from which their work desives. Robin Wood is cne

of many critics whe has noted Mizoguchi's open admiration

for the wark of von Sternberg:® bur this essay seeks o develop
the link further, by ocutdining the crucial commonalities
— as well as some relling divergences — within each director’s
staging, editing, and use of performance. Focusing on two
famous films from a similar time-period - Mizoguchi’s Siters
Of The Gion (1936} and von Sternberg’s Shanghai Fxpres
{1932} — my discussion will hinge in particular on the notion
of famboyance, 2 term thar has frequenty been applied to
the work of both these idiosyneratic direcrors. Indeed, 25 we
will discover, the ides of a bravura style, or whar I shall cal
an exotic aesthetic, acrually opens up some key points of
similarity berween both directors’ work, especially shrough
their shared predilection for the long take,

Since much crisicism of Japanese and Hollywood cinema
has invoked issues of difference and disjuncture ~ many writers
going so far as 1o declare the two film cultures to be complesely

estranged - we should begin by outining some ways in which
Sisters OF The Gion and Shanghai Fxpress actuslly resemble
each other. Firstdy, at a narrative and thematic level, the films
have in common a striking concern with che plight of women,
They fearure active, passionate female prowgonists, whose
fates nonetheless collide with the manipulations of powerful
men. Such subject material is, of course, rypical for Mizoguchi
and von Srernberg, both of whom made their repurations on
telling stories of beautiful, vulnerable, occasionally capricious
heroines. In this light, von Sternbesg remains best known for
his extended cycle of collaborations with Marlene Dietrich, in
films such as Moroeco {1938), Blonde Venus (1932} and The
Searler Empress (1934}, Mizoguchi is often labeled a feminist
director, and made many films — notable examples being My
Love Has Beer Burning {1949} and The Life Of Obaru (1952}
~ which bitrerly eriticise the oppression of women.!

The plot of Sisrers OF The Gion depicrs the wials of rwo
sisters, Omocha {Isuzu Yamada} and Umekichi (Yoko
Umemura), whose social roles, as low-status geisha, ieave
them dependenr upon the support of unreliable men.
Although Umeckichi remains hopeful abour the furure,
Omocha is cynical about their prospects and declares apenly
that she seeks only to manipulate men in order to atract a
rich parron, As Mizoguchi’s narrarive unfolds, both women
become victims of the patriarchal system 1o which they ase
subordinate. Umekichi is abrupty desersed by her lover
Furusawa (Benkei Shiganoya}, despite her abject dedicarion
to his needs. And Omocha fares worse: when she spurns
her would-be suitor Kimusa (Talzo Fukami) for his wealthy
superiot Kude (Eitaro Shindo}, she is not only left abandoned
bur also seriously, and perhaps permanently, maimed by the
after-effects of his violent revenge, when he shoves her from 2
car at high speed.

Shanghai Express also deals with a pair of disenfranchised
women, both of whom are forced to trade on rheir sexual and
physical alhure in order to survive, Madeleine/Shanghai Lily,
played by Dictrich, von Sternberg’s iconic star, is introduced
1o us 35 & “coaster,” an adventuress who travels across China
in search of male benefacrors. During the train journey shas

-ensues, she shares a room with her oriental counrerpart Hui Fel

{Anna May Wong}, who also has a sordid past. Both women
are social ourcasts, and both fall victim to the machinations of
men. We see them treated callously: Madeleine is repeatedly
rejected by Harvey {(Clive Brook) and Hui Fei is mauled and
eventually raped by Chang {Warner Oland). However, where
Sisters of the (rion ends bleakly, at a point of despair for the
plight of Omocha and Umckichi, Shanghai Express is more
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hopeful about the fate of its female protagonists. When Hul
Fei takes violent revenge upon Chang (revetsing the trajectory
of Omoechas demise} she is acrually rewarded for murdering
him. And after Harvey has begged forgiveness and confirmed
his devotion to her, Madeleine is eventuaily reconciled with
her suitor, in & romantic union apparently on her werms.

Two pairs of women, victimised, faced with prostitution
and social degradation. The thematde common ground that
links these films prompts us to consider another compeliing
point of convergence, or dislogue, berween Mizoguchi and
von Sternberg, which emerges at the level of their visual style.
As we will see, the rotion of an exotic aesthetic is important
here, David Bordwell bas noted the tendency of Japanese
cinema from 1925 to 1945 ro feature a form of pictorialism:
a complex, dynamic visual system chat included apesture
framing {arranging shots through open windows, doors,
erc.), staging in depth and 2 use of elaborare composition.
It is through Mizoguchi's grasp (and mastery) of this scylistic
tradition, Bordwell concludes, that we can begin to estirnare
the achievements of his 1930s career.” Equally, if much less
systematically, much of the critical work en von Sternberg
has also emphasised the overtness or blatancy of his style.
David Thomson, for example, calls him a poet and a fantasisy
whose films create “a susrealist ardifice™; the same premise led
Laura Mulvey to make her famous pronouncement that von
Srernberg’s flms display & fesishistic approach to cinema.®

Despite the different cultural contexts of Mizoguchi and
von Sternberg’s cateers, there are, nonetheless, a clear set of
shared motifs that characterise heir bold approach to stylistic
design. The most importane factor of which, I will argue, is
a propensity for the long take. Fearuring just 124 shoss in its
£9 minute sunning time, Sisters Of The Gion's average shor
length {(ASL) runs to an extraordinary 33.5 seconds. Shanghar
Express, on the other hand, has 478 shoss in 81 minutes of
screen duration, giving ic an ASL of 18.2 seconds. (Although
von Sternberg frequendy favours longer takes, this ASL is
lowered by a aumber of rapid-cur montage sequences thar
periodically propel the narrative) Within the organisation
of this long take style, my analysis will revesl how both
Mizoguchi and von Sternberg justfy — buz also Haunt - the
absence of custing with a virmoso use of deep space, which
often relies on a fluent mobile frame as well as 2 necessarily
rigorous blocking and staging of the actors’ movements.

The opening sequence of Sisters of the Gion is a quintessential
example of Mizoguchi’s technique, in which he withholds
edits, reveals contiguous spaces with a sracking camera, and
makes subtle thematic connections berween consecutive
events. Under lively music that bridges in from the titles, we
apen on z diagenal long shot of the interior of a room, empry
exceps for a folding screen. The camera begins to track righe,
revealing stacks of furniture and household junk; 3 porter
adding o a pile appears in the background-right. The track
continues to the right and we now see an auctioneer handling

items before a boisterous crowd, And sull the camera moves

right: pase the empty space behind this group, beyond the
back of the room that is litcered with papess and derritus; until

finally we begin to pan, and the frame accelerates as it moves
across fmages of darkened rooms and astendants ridying craves
and broken boxes. One minute and four seconds into this
epening shor, the image ar last dissolves into & medium long-
shos of Furusawa and his assistant contemplating bankruprey
{and this second shot of the filos will outlast the firss by thirey-
four seconds),

Perhaps taken to its limit by the outrageous crane shot
that opens Orson Welles' Touch Of Fuil {1958) — a three-
minute-and-twenty-second take which weaves us through 2
jabyrinth of Mexican backstreets -~ it is common pracrice for
a confident director to begin with a stylistic fourish, one that
serves as a declaration of intent, And Mizoguchi here does lay
out 2 paradigm for whar is 1o follow. Across the opening pair
of long takes, then, his interest is in presexving a contimsous
geography, while the uninterrupred activities therein represent,
in sequence, a trajecrory of ruin, So Mizoguchi moves us lefr-
to-right through the vestiges of 2 once-private home, rowards
the profireering mob thar embodies the economic forces thar
have invaded the disgraced man’s life, It is on these terms
that we then dissolve o Furusawa, understanding both his
loss and the harsh imperatives of money-making that will
underline this narrative, both for him and, inevitably, also for
the geishas.

After the ficst dissolve, Sisters of the Gion's second long
sake picks up and develops this modf. In medium-long shor,
Furusawa sits with his head bowed in shadow. Next ro him but
slightly closer to the camera, his junior clerk, Sadakichi, squats
at frame right, facing back-left towards his erstwhile superior,
The faces of both men remain partially ebscured ~ here and
elsewhere, Mizoguchi often denies the viewer access o the
faces of his actors. Instead, it is the mobile frame within 2
single take that amplifies Mizoguchi’s representation of shame:
the camera arcs right, opening up 4 new axis of diagonal
space through a gap in the walf panels in the background. In
medium-long shot, we now see revealed Furusawa’s wife, who
angrily packs her bags, spitring criticism at her husband as 2
nurse crosses to her left, cradling a smal child, Moze poigaant
familial details of Furusaws’s fall from grace are shown
us; and to the scrutiny of the clerk are added the disdainful
remarks of Purusawa’s wife — insult acop injury.

Cut to the third shor of the fim, of forty seconds lengdh,
in which Mizoguchi elaborares further the repercussions of
economic filure. With the camera framing the doorway,
Furusawa’s wife gers 1o her feer, turns, and stalks into the
background ~ now all of Mizoguchi’s actors have their backs
rurned (o us. As the couple trade barbs, Furusawa srands,
paces 16 the rear of the second room, grabs his hat, then turas
o deliver an imprompays ulrimarum - "I can’t bear looking
you anymoze!” — before exiting frame right. Timed perfectdy
to coincide with his departure, his wife gestures frantically
and less out 2 broken sob, while Sadakichi jumps nervously
10 his feet in the foreground plane, flling the gap at the right
edge of the image. As we can see in the course of just these
three shots, Sisters of the Gion beaurifully demonstrates how
Mizoguchi derives thematic intensity from the long ke,
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Using tracks and pans, and the three characrers’ immaculavely-
choreographed humiliation, the film alerts us to the three-fold
consequences of Furusawds professional and personal demise.

Working within the context of a different studio system,
in North America, von Sternberg also showed a preference
for strategically-deployed long takes” -~ in fact, his films
repearedly call atention to them, as dazziing hallmarks of
his ingeniously-crafted style. For throughout his careen ler
us not forget, von Sternberg remained endlessly ambitious,
and, like other high-profile Hollywood filmmakers — figures
such as Lubitsch, Wyler, Hitcheock and Welies — he realised
thar cultivazing the impzession of directorial fair was a way of
individuating his films and a useful means of self-promotion.
(A dangerous wmctic: asserting your directorial personality in
the Hollywood studio era could - and evensually did for von
Srernberg and Welles — lead to conflice and unemployment
juss as easily as plaudits and acclim.) One famous publicity
still, taken in 1934 and reproduced in von Sternbergs scathing
autoblography, Fun fn A Chinese Laundry, neatly encapsulazes
his arch directorial persona. It shows the Austrian émigré
alongside Lubirsch, a fellow European aesthete, on the set
of Cecil B. De Mille’s Cleapatra; and both men seem quite
opealy unable to conmin their mirth at the vulgarity of the
Glmmaking going on around them.

Se once more, then, we rerurn to the concepr of an exotic
aesthetic, and the structural impace of a long ke style for
both Mizoguchi, in Japan, and von Sternberg, in Hollywood.
For as in the first scenes of Sisters Of The Gion, the opening
of Shanghai Fxpress slso showcases an artfully composed
sequence shot. More broadly, a stylistic template is again
carefully established, within which 2 mobile frame and
exsremely dynamic composition will be prominent elements.
Von Srernberg’s film fades up on the chaos of a Peking railway
station, and a trio of seven-second shots that use rapid,
right-to-left tracks to emphasise the pace and disorder of the
boarding platform. Fach time, as che camera moves we see 2
principal action — a train window being wiped; Hui Fei being
cartied to her carriage in a sedan ~ that is partially obscuted by
passershy in the foreground. From shot to shot, moteover, von
Sternberg packs each layer of the frame with a hectic bustle of
incidental activities: baggage carriers straining with packages,
good-byes being exchanged, engineers inspecting the engine,
and so on. More audaciously still, von Srernberg even bluts
the distinctions berween shots, with slow dissolves and a
match on speed of the camera’s movement to elide the actual
edits themselves,

Mizoguchis opening shots run lenger and are more
precisely staged, whereas von Sternberg’s, perhaps, strive for
sheer kineticism, Bus just like his Japanese counterpart, von
Sternberg saves a long ke for the centerpiece of the first
scene, to instantiate an important narrative motf, So in shot
five of Shanghai Express — ar one minute and seven seconds,
the fongest take yer - we cut to the station’s office, where the
matriarch Mss, Haggerry {Louise Closser Hale) attempts o
buy her ticker to Shanghai. Obviously a fish our of wazer, she

squints suspiciously at the official, fumbles for her money,
then turns 1o defiver a steely glare 2t an impatient local who
jostles behind her. When she heads to the wain iwelf, the
camera tracks lefr ro follow het, revealing the entrance to the
crowded platform that we saw previously, and, behind rhis,
the waiting throng. Framed throughous in long shor, we see
Mirs. Haggerty enter the mélée, In terms of visual design,
von Sternberg here cleasly contrasts the ordered and civilised
pretensions embodied by Mrs. Haggersy with the mass of
different classes, ethnicities and mosalities within the China
that Shanghai Express depicts. Presented to us here in a single
long take, the tensions berween the European ‘refined’ and
the Oriental ‘exotic’ will form the backdrop of von Sternberg’s
drzma.

As the duration of 2 shot increases, so does the need for
precise blocking and staging become more acute. Indeed, a
corolfary of Mizoguchi and von Stesnberg’s long take shooting
style is their near-constant manipulation of space. Across edits,
and as their camera moves, they carefully open up a series of
vistas and axes of action in order to sustain aeschetic contrasts
within the image. Added to which ~ like Renoir's decision w0
build a vast chiceau for Lo Régle du jen (1939} and Carné’s
insistence on shooting much of Le Jour se Bre (1939} in a dny
tennement bedroom — their choice of setting also plays a vital
role in the array of options permitred them for their camera
set-ups. In Shanghai Express, the Express train itself, becoming
almost a2 character in its own righe, both facilitates and
limirs the range of staging strategies that are available w0 von
Sternberg. In face, the flm overall is very much characrerised
by an emphasis on strong horizontals and shallow planes of
action, with people concomitntly framed-within-the-frame
by geometric apertures. Just before the train journey begins,
for example, Salt (Eugene Pallette} and Chang pause to discuss
the fortunes of China (and the merits of American jewelry)
while hanging our of the wain windows, and they are shot
from ouwside, with only their faces and upper torsos visible
through the openings in the carriage. Similarly, when the
train gers underway, von Sternberg lends extra tension and
claustrophobiz to the uneasy reunion of ex-lovers Madeleine
and Harvey by keeping the actors’ upper bodies framed within
the windows of the train compartment in which they have
unexpectedly met,

In a sense, von Sternberg parailels direcrors like Bresson
and Dreyer here ~ he deliberarely limits his shooting
opiions, and instead develops minute stylistic nuasces over
the course of the film. So whereas Bresson pared dowsn the
performances of his actors to minimalist extremes, and Dreyer
was known on occasion to flm almost entirely in dose-up,®
von Sternberg often drastically restrices his acrion by setting
it in very cramped spaces, contingent on tighr, lateral axes of
staging. Take, for example, a crucial eatly confrontdon in
Shanghai Express, when Hui Fei and Madeleine are disturhed
in their train cabin first by Harvey, and then by Reverend
Carmichael (Lawrence Grant). Shot from the interior of the
compartment, the image Is divided into three: the central
door, with 2 gramophone in the middle foreground, and 2
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large window to either side. First, Madeleine raises the blind
on the left window, opening up the left third of the image
plane. She remains in awkward proximicy with Harvey in the
centre section, while Hui Fei gazes implacably from the right.
Next, Madeleine moves across to her right to allow Harvey
to exit frame left; then she moves to the centre to play 2 racy
gramaphone record, Hui Fei steps into the compartmens and
goes to the tight quadrant before, as a fnale, Carmichael
appears from offeright to stride across all three secrors in the
rearground, curting disapprovingly as he goes.

Von Sternberg’s great skill here - it becomes a kind of game,
although one that only maestros can piay ~ is in orchestrating
the movements of his acrors while keeping them in such
obvicus confines and not resorting to edits, {(His focus again
is on the drama of people of different social stations being
uncomforrably rthrase togecher) Again, also, his staging
depends crucially on the horizonral planes of the train corridor
and the narrow compartment in front of it. A connectien with
Sisters Of The Gion can be established here, for Mizoguchi is

equally insistent on: blocking his acrors within apernures and

compartmentalised spaces, as we have already seen in our
discussion of the film’s opening shots, The long take staging of
Mizoguchi, though, by contrast, is crucially linked to dynamic
compositions across diagosal axes, as well as 2 remarkable use
of off-screen space.®

Consider the extraordinary scene from Sigrers QF The
Gion in which Omocha dismisses the hapless Furusawa as
being unworthy of her sister's devotion. In a single take of
wo minutes and ten seconds, Mizoguchi first establishes the
deep space of Umekichi’s house. Shooting diagonally across
the sisters’ living room, he opens up a plane of action from
foreground-centre to the door at the very rear-left of the
image. First, Omocha enters and is joined by Frerusawa in
long shor at the middle of the room. They sit at her rable,
dine and drink sake, which she serves. {The use of the table,
as always in the 360-degree spaces of Mizoguchl, funcrions
as & focal poinr for us to retain our beasings) Dressed in &
drab, matte robe, he is barcly visible, whereas she glimmers in
a glossy, silvery-white kimono that reflects the dim lighting.
Smiling shyly, Omaecha gently broaches the facr thar he has
becomne a financial burden ro Umekichi, 2nd concludes thax
“I think you've guessed whar I'm going to say.” Before he can
protest of even respond, she scustles out of frame right while
he stands and moves uncerwainly towards her. She then re-
appeats with his coat proffered before her, moving him into
the background rowards the rear left of the shot and the open
front door. Allowing Furusawa osly a brief pause for a final
snack from che mble, Omacha quickly ushess him our into
the night.

Here and elsewhere, Mizoguch’s long take staging is
oriented to a diagenal axis of deep space, and he will refrain
from custing even when his actots are performing crucial
actions either off-screen or with their backs ro the camera.
This same distinctive technique appears in the scene where
Omocha is visited by Kudo {Eitare Shindo), whom she charms
into becoming her latest patron. Their encounter {which is

aceually the crux of Sisters of the Gion's narrative, pivoting
the drama and precipitating Omocha’s evenmal downfall)
develops withour any recourse w0 editing — or indeed closer
views of the actors at all — but instead from the way Mizoguchi
stages the action wichin one uninterrupted take. In a high-
angle medium-long shor, we see Omocha first serde Kudo
down on the pladform thas is adjacent to her house’s front
doot. Refuctandy, while blustering, he accepts her invitadon,
then is lured further and further inte her house: across the
thresheld and into the living room, then next to the wmble
upen which she obligingly serves him sake. Finally he sertles
down to dine with her, and then when she comes to sit beside
him, their alliance is made. Not only is the choreography of
the actors precise, by necessity, but it is also perfectly astuned
to the narrative trajectory: the more Kudo ventuses into
Omocha’s laiy, the more, quire literally, he is beguiled.

In borh these two scenes, notice thar Mizoguchi allows
Omocha, the caralyst of the action, 1o leave the frame
completely, withour any use of cutaway shoss. In faer, both
het exits aze timed to occur at the exact moment when her
schemes gather momentum: in the former, when she goes to
setrieve Furusawa’s jacket; and in the larter, when she moves
off-sareen o prepare sake for her unwisting benefactorro-be,
Both times, it is only the llting sound of Isuze Yamada's
voice™ that preserves Omocha’s role in the diegesis. Obviously,
these pivoral momencs underling the role thar off-screen space
plays in Mizoguchis blocking of actors, They also indicase
the ways in which the focal point of his compositions often
becomes much looser and more fiexible than within the
classical Hollywood mradition. '

Mizoguchi will occasionally take this use of offscreen space
to flagrant extremes, opening up and extending his action well
catside the camerd’s range. Batly in Sisters Gf The Gion, for
example, another long take {this one lasts 2 minure and thirsy
seven seconds) shows the two women strolling through the
town beside a temple, discussing their different beliefs, Again,
their movemens is staged diagonally, in 2 three-guarter long
shot that wracks left-ro-right to keep the characters cenered.
As they walk, Umekichi rescts to Omocha’s cynicism: “We
can't gee along in his world tatking like you do!” They make
a perfuncrory bow to a statue, then wrn and pivor left, as
Umekichi crosses 1o the other side of her younger sister
Omocha now offers some spirited rejoinders: “But when have
they {i.e. men] ever treaced us like human beings, even once?”
Having developed such a measured staging logic, Mizoguchi
then abruptly changes course. First, as the camers’s tracking
movernent stops, Umekichi simply wanders out of shot front-
fofr, while Omocha continues ro direct her retorts off-camera
after her. Next, immediately after Umekichi’s exit, an {unseen)
acquaintance addresses Omocha from off-frame righ, and she
now turns to begin another conversation, this time towards
off-frame left,

Sustaining his long takes by rejecting insert shows or
cutaways, Mizoguch#s style relies substantially on offescreen
space. Compsring this to Shanghai Express, we can begin
to chart out the limits of each director’s long rake and deep
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staging maneuvers. A good case in point takes place near
the climax of von Scernberg’s film. After Harvey has been
imprisoned by guerilla forces, Reverend Carmichael berates
Madeleine for her wanton behaviour and urges her to pray for
his refease. She complies, and von Sternberg sers in mortion
the film's most elaborate moment of deep staging. Shor in
a single ke, it starss with Madeleine and Carmichael in
plan-américain, standing in a Jean-to in front of the halted
Express. She tosses her coat over her shoulder and moves
right, crossing in front of and then circling back behind the
Reverend, before exiting through rhe entranceway visibie at
midground right. Then, with the camera panning to follow
her, Madeleine passes from left to right (we glimpse her briefly
through the building’s windows) and fnally boards the train,
Nexz — and here for the first time in the film von Sternberg
uses 2 third plane of horizonzal action — we see her walking srifl
further to the left inside the train, and eventually entering her

comparzment. Now in extreme long shot, she urns our the

overhead light and clasps her hands in prayer,

Now as we have seen already, Mizoguchi would undoubredly
have allowed this scene to continue within a single sake.
Alchough Madeleine’s retrear into the train leaves her only
barely visible to us, recall that Mizoguchi does not oblige his
actors to remain close 1o the camerz or ¢ven in the frame irself
while vital narrative events aze unfolding. (An amazing paraliel
case of Mizoguehi’s bold but eflipsical style occurs in The Life
aof Obaru, when a glint of Hghe, which flashes for a fraction of
a second on a kaife in the botrom-right corner of the frame,
is our only clue thar Oharu means to kill herself) By contrast,
however, von Sternberg’s scene climaxes with a series of cur-
ins that emphasise che critical actions of the sequence: first
to & mediuvm close-up of Carmichael smudying Madeleine
intently; next 2 tghrer shot of her in sofe-focus prayer; and
then a repetition of both images in seill-closer framings. What
we might conclude is that although von Sternberg does favour
the long rake for dramaric effects or motifs, his style, unlike
Mizoguchi’s, does not preciude a use of faszer-cur close-ups in
order o highlight - or reiterate textually ~ a narrative pay-off,
such as Madeleine’s heartfelt act of conrrition.

We do need though o conrexcualise von Sternberg’s use
of close-ups o the classical Hollywood wadition in which
he wosked. For the American studio system, nororiously,
mainwined only a limited tolerance for the full extens of what
I have been calling thus far an exotic aesthetic. Already by
the early 1930s, indeed, von Sternberg’s extravagances on-set
and on-screen were causing tensions with Paramouns, and
his control over successive projects grew fraughs. Professional
relations did not tuen sour as quickly as Welles' debacle
at neighbouring BKO a few years later, bur che stylistie
ostentatiousness of both direcrors was increasingly resisted
by their employers.” As V. F Perkins has pointed out in the
case of Welles® burchered Fhe Magnificens Ambersons {1942),
mozeover, any post-production studic interfsrence ténded
to manifese ieself most ruinously with the interruption, or
curtailment, of long takes, shrough the insertion of gaudy
close-ups, imposed so as to remove ‘ambiguity’ from the

action.?

Speaking more generally, the classical Hollywood siyle
iself ~ von Srernbergh insistent and defant flourishes
notwithstanding — did tend to prize absolute clarity. The
Japanese filmmaking system, on the other hand, permitted
Mizoguchi, ence he had established himseif as a direcror of
fair, 2 greater autonomy and more room for stylisation, even a
cerrain amount of obfuscarion by Western standards. Take the
case of transition shots. Von Sternberg’s narrative relies heavily
on images of the trals’s noisy passage as puncruation devices:
periodically, thete ate close-ups of sereeching wheels, clanging
pistons and hissing steam. To cerwain Japanese directors, this
kind of structuring imagery was redundant and avoidable,
Eacly in his career, Ozu, Mizoguchis contemporary, famously
devised what Busch fater called his ‘pillow shots,’ which are
visual interludes, showing chimney stacks, drying laundry or
intermediary landscapes, that neither demarcate geography
nor clarify a temporal ellipsis.’® Mizoguchi’s response was
even more extreme: in Sisters of the Gion (and many of his
other films) he simply eliminated transitions alrogether
The flm requires hard work simply to detect the passing of
diegeric time, bur Mizoguchi oftentimes deliberately blurs
the divisions between non-consecutive moments. In several
instances, in fact, thete are question-and-answer conversations
betwees Omocha and Umekichi thar apparendy condnue
across edits, on different days.'*

1 von Sternberg’s film prefers clarity as 2 point of reference,
it is frequendy in terms of highlighting the human fece
and preserving the fronmality of its actors. Another point
to temember here — a less onerous obligation for Shanghai
Express as a product of the classical Hollywood system - was
the fims need w0 showcase Dietrich, its glamosous leading
lady. From this perspective, von Sternbergs direcrorial style,
unlike Mizoguchi’s, is much mote attuned 1w the privileged
presentation of his stars. Many critics have noted the extent
to which von Sternbergs films return almost endlessly
o studies of Dietrich’s face, in conwemplation, repose, o
stasis. Throughour The Blue Angel (1930), Morocco, The
Scarier Empress and Shanghat Express, these star close-ups
are often masterpieces of mise-en-scéne in and of chemselves.
We see Dietrich’s features radiznt with make.up, shrouded
in diffusion smoke, filmed through sofrening gauze on the
camera lens, and bathed in hazy 6l Bghting, James Naremore
has described sections of the von Srernberg-Dietrich dramas
as consisting of nothing more than a series of posed arrirudes,
and “static, composed ‘cut-our’ pictures.”? Unsurprisingly
then, the device von Sternberg favours for capturing emorional
highpeins is an ardfully-composed set of facial close-ups, The
scene of Madeleine and Harvey's fisst encounter in Shanghai
Express is wypical stylistically: it develops the characters’
simmering atraction with. shot/reverse-shots, then cuts
faster and more tightly en each actor’s face as the intensity of
dialogue increases.

By contrast, we have already seen how Sisrers of the Gion
features a motif of actors turning their backs to the camera in
order to represent social and personsl shame. The Alm also has
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frequent recourse 1o framing characress in distant long shot or
else having them move off-screen completely. Mizoguchi uses
closer views only rarely, but it is nevertheless instructive, in
conclusion, to consider their appearance as another point of
stylistic and thernatic confluence between our wwo directors,
Sisters of the (zion features medium close-ups less than a dozen
times, yet they function as a distines set of srylistic cues to alert
us to moments thar dictase the fare of the female protagonists.
As such, they become much mote frequent towards the Gim's
climax, appearing in scenes thar propel the nacracive towards
Omachas downfall. During her hospitalisasion, after a
rejected suitor has raken violent revenge upon her, Mizoguchi,
like von Sternberg, raises the visual stakes by consistenty
framing his camera more tightly on the facia! reactions of his
actors, Lingeting in proximity to the anguished expressions
of Omocha and Umekichi, in particular, undesfines the
emotional auma of the uncompromising fnal scene,
Confined tw a hospital bed now, torally incapacicsted,
Omocha delivers her final speech as Mizoguchi tracks slowly
into the closest shot of her in the entire film. This style lends a
sharply didactic emphasis to her last lines, “Why are we made
to suffer so?...] wish there weren’s any geisha! I wish they
never existedi”

Rather than treas them as directors uwcerly separated by
culeural distance, this essay has discussed Mizoguchi and
von Sternberg by way of cheir stylistic echoes, resonances
and parallels. As we have seen in Sisters OF The Gion and
Shanghai Express, there is a similarly complex and meticulous
handling of staging, and an especially artful use of the long
rake. The notion of an exotic aesthetic, then, becomes
especially Hluminaring ro our understanding of Mizoguchi
and von Sternberg as stylisrically inventive direcrors; it
provides an underlying unity to the sange of filmmaking
strategies adopred, with variariens, by these two iconoclastic
figures. By consequence, charring the relationship berween
Mizoguchi and von Sternbergs style aiso helps us broaden our
understanding of the possibilities and lmits of deep staged,
long tzke cinema as a distinct seylistic tradition that exiss,
irrespective of the direcrors’ national origins. A comparison of
two such apparently disparate directors, then, can ultimately
case new light on the accomplishmenss of both,
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