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FASHION IN FILM FESTIVAL: BIRDS OF PARADISE
April 15 – April 24, 2011


Guest curator: Marketa Uhlirova

a double bill on costume and excess, Dedicated to kenneth anger
Saturday, April 16, 7:00 p. m.

THE DEVIL IS A WOMAN
1935, 76 mins. 35mm print source: Universal Pictures.
Directed by Josef von Sternberg. Written by John Dos Passos. Based on a novel by Pierre Louÿs. Produced by von Sternberg and Emanuel Cohen. Photographed by von Sternberg and Lucien Ballard. Costume design by Travis Banton and Henry West. Edited by Sam Winston. Original music by John Leipold and Heinz Roemheld.
Principal cast:  Marlene Dietrich (as Concha Perez), Lionel Atwill (Capt. Don Pasqual Costelar), Edward Everett Horton (Gov. Don Paquito), Alison Skipworth (Senora Perez), Cesar Romero (Antonio Galvan), Don Alvarado (Morenito), Tempe Pigott (Tuerta), Francisco Moreno (Alphonso). 
Preceded by

INAUGURATION OF THE PLEASURE DOME
1954/1966, 38 mins. 16mm print source: Canyon Cinema.
Directed, written, photographed and edited by Kenneth Anger.

Cast: Samson de Brier, Marjorie Cameron, Joan Whitney, Katy Kadell, Renate Druks, Anaïs Nin, Paul Mathison, Curtis Harrington, Kenneth Anger, and Peter Loome.
Excerpts from “An Interview with Kenneth Anger” by Kate Huang, Wide Angle, 1996:

…The decadent and ecstatic quality of Anger's work–the opulent sets, the young and muscular forms, the narrative climaxes–resides in the tension between the visual structures of Hollywood and the unpredictable beauty of experimentation. Formally, Anger's films are orgiastic. He uses Hollywood conventions, such as shot-counter-shot and establishing shot, not to create filmic order. Rather, he subverts these visual codes by confusing the protagonists' fantasies with the reality of their settings. By rendering the internal desires of his characters in a Hollywood style, he makes the landscape chaotic and irrational. In the visual fusion of fantasy and reality, the logic of Hollywood convention is dislocated into Kenneth Anger's own cinematic vernacular...
In your films, the superimposition and the dissolve seem to have particular importance. In terms of working, how do you think of them? 
My approach to dissolves are that they are a dreamlike approach to visions and very much like certain mental processes where one image can dissolve into another. In contrast to that, I like the direct cut. There are no dissolves in Scorpio Rising. There is a consistent use of dissolves in Inauguration of the Pleasure Dome, which was to create a Baudelairian atmosphere--which is what I call it. And I'm certainly influenced by some of the masters of the dissolve. 
The master, as far as I'm concerned, is Joseph Von Sternberg and the way he used dissolves in something like the Scarlet Empress and The Devil Is a Woman. He was actually making experimental films. Luckily, he had Paramount to pay for them, but he pushed as far as he could with Devil Is a Woman, in both his own relationship with Marlene Dietrich and doing far-out films. And Paramount...it came to an end after Scarlet Empress and Devil Is a Woman. 
Scarlet Empress at least didn't lose a lot of money, but it's totally bizarre. It's much more like a bizarre dance than a film.... The historical narrative is expressed in a couple of titles–printed words–and the rest is just a variation on the theme. His obsession with Marlene Dietrich photographed in various lighting schemes and through lace and nets. It's amazing that he got away with it. Then he had political trouble over Devil Is a Woman–most ludicrous thing because it was considered an insult to Spain because of the character of the Policeman in the film, played by Lionel Atwill. It's based on a book by Pierre Louys–The Woman and the Puppet. Sternberg was just being faithful to his literary source….
“Kenneth Anger” by Maximilian Le Cain, UbuWeb, January, 2003:
Anger's films are cinematic manifestations of his occult practices. As such, they are highly symbolical, either featuring characters directly portraying gods, forces and demons… or else finding an appropriate embodiment for them in the iconography of contemporary pop culture…. This view of pop culture as vehicle for ancient arche-types is also the basis of Hollywood Babylon, his famous book about the seedier aspects of Hollywood history. In attempting to induce an altered state of consciousness in his viewers, Anger dispenses with traditional narrative devices, although his films definitely tell stories. Using powerful esoteric images and… extremely complex editing strategies that frequently feature superimposition and the inclusion of subliminal images running just a few frames, Anger bypasses our rationality and appeals directly to our sub-conscious mind. The structure common to his major works is that of a ritual invoking or evoking spiritual forces, normally moving from a slow build up, resplendent with fetishistic detail, to a frenzied finale with the forces called forth running wild.

… Inauguration of the Pleasure Dome… details the shifts in consciousness undergone by guests at an occult Eucharist at the house of Lord Shiva, the Magician. The first scenes detail his preparations for the event. The decadent magnificence of the spectacle is established in the opening image: a big close-up of a gold chain at the centre of the frame that, snakelike, slithers away from the camera, out of focus and ultimately upwards. The camera follows to reveal the hand of Shiva, luxuriating in his bed, languidly observing the chain, dangling it over his face. He then reaches out to his bedside table which is laden with rings. His hands opulently bejewelled, he swallows the chain, the first example of oral consumption, the means whereby each alteration of consciousness will come about. Shiva proceeds to a small, completely red room where he perceives a deity in the mirror, and then to the space where the bulk of the action transpires, a completely dark area of indeterminate dimensions. The guests begin to arrive, each dressed as a mythological deity—Pan, Astarte, The Scarlet Woman, Isis, Lilith, Aphrodite, Hecate and, prefiguring the pop-culture references of future works, Cesare the Somnambulist from Wiene's Cabinet of Dr. Caligari (1919), each bearing narcotic gifts…The movement of the film is essentially the passing of the gifts from one guest to another as they advance into a state of transpersonal ecstasy. Anger's compositions are highly formal and painterly, seducing the viewer with the spectacle of the sumptuous costumes and adopting a colour palette of an aggressively theatrical beauty… The final part of the film is an orgiastic vision of the ritual's consummation, with fast cutting, multiple superimpositions including images of magical symbols and the presence of fire hinting at an apocalyptic destiny for those involved…
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