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Kenji  Mizoguchi, dispassion, and Sansho the Bailiff 
 
 

Received wisdom has it that Mizoguchi 

championed women at a time when Japanese 

society was only just emerging from 

centuries of male-chauvinism and patriarchy. 

I agree with this in outline, but sometimes 

query the detail, in which his depiction of 

their suffering seems to me clinical if not 

casual. 

 
 

 Look at the scene near the opening of Shin Heike Monogatari (1956), where the army 

returns home and reveals to the waiting women which of their husbands are dead – a situation 

which many of the film’s first audiences would have known about. Mizoguchi, who is mean 

with close-ups at the best of times, gives us the whole scene in a single high medium-to-long 

shot, as wife after wife learns that she’s going to be a widow from now on. One of the film’s 

most emotional sequences is where the hero – who sports, by the way, the most o.t.t. 

eyebrows since Max Schreck’s Nosferatu – confronts his own mother and accuses her of 

concealing his true paternity from him. Perhaps because he finds the woman, the Gertrude of 

the tale, of little interest, Mizoguchi directs the scene so that the more intense it gets, the 

further away from the camera the two characters stray. At the film’s end the hero finds his 

mother in her natural element again, as courtesan to a great lord. By this point he’s 

established himself as what Hamlet would have been had he been an epic as opposed to a 

Shakespearean hero: a major figure of iconoclasm and revolution, who will soon have taken 

over the country and dragged it into the fifteenth century: so all he does is mutter 

imprecations that the great lord’s end will soon come – and the movie ends. What happens to 

his mum is a matter to him, and to Mizoguchi,  of grim indifference. 

 

 

  
 

Story of the Last Chrysanthemum 

 

 

 In Story of the Last Chrysanthemum 

(1939) the heroine sacrifices her life to assist 

the hero in his Kabuki career. She meets up 

with some theatrical entrepreneurs, who tell 

her that they’ll welcome him back in the big 

city now that his acting has improved so 

much – but that she can’t come with him. The 

scene is shot with her back to the camera, and 

the point at which she is told that she will not 

be able to share in his success screams out for 

a close-up of her – but Mizoguchi doesn’t 

give it, panning away instead to another 

character, whom we hadn’t known was there.  

 

 To say we can imagine how she feels is to state the obvious – but we feel also that the 

director might have helped our empathetic capacities along a bit, with a hint that he shared 

them. 

 Buddhist reserve may have something to do with all this. 

 Most famous is the way Mizoguchi shoots the death, or at least the mortal wounding, of 

one of the two heroines of Ugetsu Monogatari (1953). She has lost her man and is trying to 

get home through a war-zone with her baby boy strapped to her back. But she is assailed by 

some starving soldiers, who take her food from her. She protests, at which another soldier 

casually sticks a pike into her (her back’s to the camera), and leaves her to crawl away, her 

baby screaming all the while. Now if this were done today – if it were directed by Edward 
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Zwick, perhaps (O.K., perhaps not) – the camera would be at chest level, and there’d be lots 

of cutting, or camera-movement, to get you involved in the scuffle with her and the soldiers, 

and perhaps a close-up to show her horrified and agonised expression as the sudden pain 

makes her realise that she’s going to die. But Mizoguchi does it all in one pan, taken from 

high up, observing the incident with god-like dispassion. 

 

 
 

Ugetsu Monogatari 
 

 The approach pays excellent 

dividends in isolated sequences. See 

the single-take scene in The Life of 

O-Haru (1952) in which the 

heroine’s father lies in bed in the 

foreground, covering his head with 

his quilt, in a hermetically-sealed-

off bag of misery, while his wife 

and daughter kneel in the 

background. He has been humiliated 

and ruined by the local Daimyo or 

chief, who has taken his daughter, 

O-Haru, as a breeding machine, but 

has become fond of her to the extent 

that his advisers fear for his physical 

health.  

 

 

     His advisers have therefore sent her home 

to her family (without consulting him). The 

father had taken out loans and made 

commercial promises under the impression 

that he would soon be rich; even now, as he 

lies in bed, he assumes that the now-severed 

connection will bring him “a hundred ryo” – 

but, on getting out from under his quilt and 

crawling to the two women, he finds to his 

disgust that he’s only been paid “five ryo”. In 

still greater disgust, he crawls back under the 

quilt, excluding both wife and daughter from 

his space, and ordering his daughter to go a 

brothel. The quilt is an excellent metaphor for 

the way he excludes the women. 

 
 

Ugetsu Monogatari 

 

 

 For the Daimyo – or rather, for his counsellors – O-Haru is a way of maintaining the 

succession, and once she has achieved it she is to be discarded: for her father, she is a source 

of income, which has failed, and is therefore to be likewise discarded. As a person she is of no 

account. To be fair, neither is the Daimyo, whose love for her is overridden by his court; and 

neither is her son, who, later in the film, when he grows up, is anxious to see his biological 

mother, but, because she has descended in the meanwhile into prostitution, is prevented from 

doing so. Neither the leaders nor the outcasts of this society are allowed to be human. 

 The whole thesis is enunciated with measured restraint, qualified somewhat by the hyper-

energetic presence of Toshiro Mifune (almost unrecognisable with a shaven head) as O-

Haru’s first love. 

 The Lady of Musashino (1951) turns the thesis inside out. We are in Japan, post-World 

War II. In fact the first reel is set at the end of the war – we gather that the government issued 

cyanide capsules to those terrified of falling into Allied hands, but that few used them; and 

that the atomic bomb was discussed at the tea-table as a matter of scientific interest. 
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 The heroine – played by Kinuyo Tanaka, Mizoguchi’s most-favoured leading lady – is a 

throwback  to  the  medieval times depicted elsewhere in his work. What women then  had no  

 

  
 

The Life of O-Haru 

 

choice but to undergo, she now embraces as a means of preserving her self-respect. At a time 

when women can inherit property, study Stendhal, laugh at their lecturers’ risqué jokes, sleep 

around when students, and enjoy themselves in a squalid twentieth-century way, she refuses 

to join in, favouring morality and self-control (just like Celia Johnson in Brief Encounter). 

Where Mizoguchi’s medieval heroines have war, rape, concubinage, social coercion, and 

tyranny to deal with, she faces greed, materialism, adultery, and hypocrisy. Remaining chaste 

despite all the persuasive qualities of the hero – a 1940s Japanese Julien Sorel, except that he 

has fought for his country, where Julien has only dreamed of doing so – she is constantly 

aware of what her father would think, and communes with him at his graveside. Her husband 

leaves her, and she is told that if she dies he won’t have the power over her property he 

otherwise would have. Proud of her family inheritance (the family is an ancient samurai one) 

she overdoses. Her husband, whose illicit affair with the next-door neighbour’s wife has come 

to nothing, returns: with the entire cast at her bedside, she dies. 

 The anti-thesis is enunciated with similar restraint. 

 Chikamatsu Monogatari (1954) takes us a bit further into subjectivity. Kinuyo Tanaka is 

allowed much screen-space in which to register the agonies of the heroine, trapped in a 

loveless marriage and unable to express the passion she feels for one of her husband’s 

subordinates. As the tale progresses, we come more and more to experience what she’s 

experiencing. The final declaration of the lovers’ mutual passion occurs in a rowing-boat on a 

lake – in a void, far from the social conspiracy which would prevent them from being 

together. Tanaka’s sob as she throws herself convulsively at her lover is shocking in contrast 

to the restraint she’s shown hitherto. 
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 Later still, her lover tries to escape from her, with a view to saving her life when the 

police turn up. The vertiginous, deep-focus shot down the hill as he tries to run from her, and 

she limps in horror after him (she has a twisted ankle), is brilliantly framed and filmed. Her 

physical agony is one with the anger and fear she experiences at the thought of his leaving 

her. 

 Finally they ride past the camera to crucifixion, tied back to back, but clasping hands: we 

see them from the crowd’s viewpoint, but through that, can see that in death they’ll find the 

consummation denied them in life. If Mizoguchi had tracked with the horse, we’d have been 

more fully with them; but he pans from ground-level. He doesn’t want us to travel down that 

road. 

 

************************** 

 

Sansho the Bailiff (1956) might be by a different director – perhaps Mizoguchi had been 

watching some Kurosawa. When the mother is separated from the children and the loyal 

servant falls overboard from the slave-dealers’ boat, you’re there with them, screaming in 

disbelief at the treachery of it all. As the bad guys push off from the shore, Mizoguchi – for 

the briefest shot – actually puts the camera in the boat, the kind of thing he never does 

elsewhere (the boat scene in Chakamitsu Mongatari is filmed from out in the water). He cuts 

quickly and disturbingly, as if in atonement for all the single, seamless takes on women’s 

peripheralisation and pain that he’s given us before. 

 The film is gripping and moving as none of the others are. It gives you man’s inhumanity 

as this director has never done before; we have to be grateful that he keeps the slaves being 

branded on the forehead, and the mother being hamstrung, out of shot. The two foolish 

husbands, in the highly-rated Ugetsu, ask for what they get (though not for what their wives 

get). Here, only the innocent suffer, the out-of-luck, the travellers, the passers-by, the family. 

Now a grown-up slave, the daughter hears one of her fellow victims singing a song that 

reminds her of her mother. Not only does Mizoguchi shoot her in almost close-up, he lingers 

on her. When the mother – on an island slave colony – is lifted up to a cliff and hobbles to the 

edge to peer over the sea at where her children might be, he lingers on her, too. It’s a different 

experience. 
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Sansho the Bailiff 

 

 The son escapes from the slave colony (owned by the evil, eponymous Bailiff) and 

becomes what the hero of Shin Heike might still become – a leader who will lead Japan, or at 

least his province of it, into a better world. Also Hamlet-like, he lives straight-jacketed by the 

remembrance of his father. Empowered by fortune, he has one aim only – to find his mother 

and sister and revenge their misery; and he subordinates all to that. He exiles Sanjo – see how 

the villain’s fall from arrogant power to humiliating bondage is all done in a single take. But 

what then? The next single take, in which we see Sanjo’s freed slaves rioting, orgying and 

destroying his furniture, might (the oriental faces of the orgyists apart), have come from 

Viridiana – although Mizoguchi’s film precedes Buñuel’s. 

 Learning that his sister is dead, the hero resigns his governorship and wanders off in 

search of his mother. Why he has to resign is not clear – surely he would have found locating 

her easier if he’d had men to look all over for him, and he could have gone on doing good to 

others, as his father would have wished? Perhaps the scene in which he looks for her first in a 

brothel – finds it’s the right name, but the wrong woman – is approached by one of the girls – 

and turns his back on her coldly – is meant to suggest his sexlessness and unmanly qualities 

(the hero of Shin Heike is a bold and amusing wooer). Our mean suspicion is that 

Mizoguchi’s moving, Beckettesque ending, on the sea shore, would have been less moving 

and a lot less Beckettesque if, when he found his mother, the hero was dressed in governor’s 

finery and had a posse of soldiers and civil servants at his back. 

 

 
 

It’s sobering to think that, when Mizoguchi was making these films, England’s idea of a 

serious film was The Blue Lamp. 


