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Introduction

Jonas Mekas (1922–2019) occupies a special space in the history of cinema.1 A brilliantly innovative filmmaker best known for his diary films, Mekas was also a leading champion of independent cinema as a movement for close to seven decades. A member of the highly diverse group of filmmakers that emerged in the 1950s and early 1960s labeled the New American Cinema, Mekas was one of the movement’s major theorists and an architect of its major institutions. Any discussion of Mekas’s life and work necessarily entails a journey into one of the most exciting and aesthetically sophisticated artistic movements of the twentieth century. In the interviews that make up this volume, Mekas speaks of his own work as well as the movement he nurtured.

America’s foremost advocate of a cinema emancipated from commercial interests and aesthetic conservatism was born in the Lithuanian farming village of Semeniškiai on December 24, 1922. Lithuania became an independent republic four years prior to Mekas’s birth. Lithuania’s early decades of independence were tumultuous. Throughout the 1930s, Lithuania’s president, Antanas Smetona, led an authoritarian regime that repressed dissent within. At the same time, Lithuania contended with efforts by the Soviet Union and Nazi Germany to retake lands that the Russian and German empires had controlled before Lithuania’s independence. With the outbreak of World War II, Lithuania was first occupied by the Soviet Union in 1940 and then invaded by Nazi Germany in 1941.

Though his early years were defined by the localized concerns of a small village of farmers, Mekas found his broader intellectual interests nourished by a theologian uncle and politically engaged older siblings. Mekas was active in resistance to both the Soviet and Nazi occupations of Lithuania. In an effort to protect Mekas and his younger brother, Adolfas (who would later direct the independent comedy Hallelujah the Hills and found the film department at Bard College), from reprisal for their underground activities, an uncle acquired papers to send both young men to study in Vienna. Their train was stopped in Germany, where the brothers were arrested. They spent the remainder of the war in a forced labor camp. After liberation, the brothers were assigned for four years to displaced persons camps. Both were able to briefly study at the University of Mainz.

Before his imprisonment, Mekas had begun keeping diaries and writing poetry. Following the war, during his time at a displaced persons camp in Elmshorn, Germany, Mekas composed his Idylls of Semeniskiai. The Idylls became in Mekas’s homeland one of the most celebrated examples of Lithuanian poetry. Mekas’s works as a diarist and poet are integrally important to the development of his style and sensibilities as a filmmaker. They explore the themes of the remembrance of homeland and the search for a new home, which also figure prominently in Mekas’s diary films. While Mekas treated his experiences in intensely personal terms, they resonate with those of the many millions of refugees. He summons an old aesthetic tradition—evident in the oeuvres of Dante and Petrarch, with whom Mekas deeply identified—in which the poet’s personal journey is intertwined with world-historical transformations. At the same time, Mekas’s own oeuvre, ranging from his early poems and written diaries to his later films, emphasizes the aesthetic sublimity found in everyday experience. Mekas’s focus on the seemingly mundane invites deeper explorations of both the joyful and painful moments that define life.

The Mekas brothers arrived in New York in late 1949. Soon thereafter, Jonas Mekas bought his first 16mm Bolex film camera and began to record life in the Lithuanian émigré community in Brooklyn. He soon began attending film screenings at the Museum of Modern of Art and the seminally important Cinema 16, founded by the film theorist Amos Vogel. Through such venues, Mekas discovered the works of avant-garde filmmakers such as Maya Deren and Kenneth Anger, who had produced important films in the 1940s, as well as emerging filmmakers like Stan Brakhage. By the early 1950s, Mekas was a member of the exciting community of artists and intellectuals who would reshape every aspect of the arts in America.

In 1955, Mekas founded Film Culture to answer the need for a theoretically sophisticated film journal in the United States. Three years later, Mekas began his “Movie Journal” column in the Village Voice to reach a more popular audience. Both Film Culture and Mekas’s “Movie Journal” column initially gave broad coverage to mainstream as well as noncommercial film. Mekas himself, however, was becoming more excited by the advances made by the large group of independent filmmakers whom, drawing from the title of Donald M. Allen’s influential 1960 anthology, The New American Poetry, Mekas would dub members of the New American Cinema. This included figures such as Anger, Brakhage, James Broughton, John Cassavetes, Shirley Clarke, Deren, Hollis Frampton, Jerome Hill, Ken Jacobs, George and Mike Kuchar, Gregory Markopoulos, Marie Menken, Ron Rice, Jack Smith, and Andy Warhol. In September 1960, Mekas helped found the New American Cinema Group as an organization representing the interests of these filmmakers. Two years later, Mekas managed one of the Group’s main objectives, the establishment of the Film-Makers’ Cooperative, a distributor for the work of noncommercial cinema.

Through his film criticism in the Voice, his editorship of Film Culture, and his work as a founding member of the New American Cinema Group, Mekas had become one of the most tireless advocates of a major artistic movement. His support of filmmakers who were daringly expanding the language of cinema beyond the confines of the narrative form made audiences aware of a real alternative to the dominance of Hollywood. Mekas would gain greater public notoriety when, in 1964, he was arrested with Ken and Flo Jacobs on obscenity charges for screening Jack Smith’s Flaming Creatures. Smith’s film was deemed pornographic for its depictions of hetero- and homoerotic sexual playfulness. Mekas did not let the matter settle, recruiting public support and reporting on the ensuing legal battle against censorship of the film in his “Movie Journal” column. He also defiantly smuggled into the United States and screened the French writer Jean Genet’s homoerotic short film Un Chant d’Amour. Mekas’s dedication to the emancipation of cinema from conservative mores made him one of the most significant anticensorship activists of the 1960s, earning him the admiration of Jean-Paul Sartre, Simone de Beauvoir, Susan Sontag, and many others.

Mekas also produced and directed his first two features, Guns of the Trees (1961) and The Brig (1964).

Guns of the Trees follows the story of two couples as they seek to comprehend the motive for their friend’s suicide. The disjointedness of the film’s structure communicates the moral confusion and anguish of the protagonists amidst the burgeoning social upheaval of early 1960s America.

The questioning of the rigidity of the American social order was amplified in Mekas’s important second film, The Brig. Experimental theater pioneers Julian Beck and Judith Malina had put on a production of Kenneth Brown’s play about a day in a military prison through their The Living Theatre theatrical company, but the play was shut down when Beck and Malina were charged with tax fraud. Mekas and the actors broke into the theater to film through the night a final performance. Mekas’s camerawork clearly draws from the style of documentary filmmakers of the time such as the Maysles brothers and Richard Leacock. Brilliantly capturing the harsh regimentation of life in a military prison, the film was awarded the Grand Prix at the Venice Film Festival.

Though Guns of the Trees and The Brig are seminal examples of the kind of free-flowing storytelling and innovative cinematographic techniques that marked American independent cinema of the 1960s, Mekas is more closely associated in cinema history with his pioneering, influential diary films. Walden (Diaries, Notes, and Sketches) (1968) brings together footage that ranges in subject from mundane everyday experiences to major life events. The film is also noteworthy for appearances by Mekas’s many prominent friends and collaborators. Walden marks the unification of Mekas’s work as a poet and written diarist and as a filmmaker. The footage is complemented by Mekas’s narration: experience processed and reflected upon via Mekas’s sensibilities.

Because of his reputation for rebelliousness and his critique of the American military in The Brig, Mekas was permitted by Soviet authorities to visit Lithuania and to film in his homeland. Reminiscences of a Journey to Lithuania (1971) is a record of Mekas’s return to his village and reunion with his family some twenty-five years after he was forced to flee. The film celebrates the refugee’s return home, but also strikes a sorrowful tone as the viewer is aware of how much Mekas himself has changed as he participates in daily activities that resemble those of his youth. While the first third of the film centers on Mekas’s reunion with his mother and brothers, a second, briefer portion of the film documents Jonas and Adolfas’s visit to the site of the forced labor camp where they lived out the war.

Reminiscences is all the more profound as a lyrical reflection on the experience of homelessness and displacement. Far from being nationalistic in tenor, the film uses the voyage home to meditate on self-discovery as the artist finds a new home among his friends and collaborators. Mekas often declared that cinema was his country. It is through the activity of artistic production, of recording his journey, that Mekas makes a homeland for himself.

Mekas’s second important film of the 1970s, Lost Lost Lost (1976), explores themes similar to those of Reminiscences from a different angle. Whereas in Reminiscences the viewer witnesses a kind of reconciliation with the past, in Lost Lost Lost Mekas most explicitly deals with the painful experience of the refugee. The film begins with Mekas’s earliest footage after his arrival in New York and shows Mekas very engaged with the Lithuanian refugee community in late 1940s and early 1950s Brooklyn. He records daily life on the street, social gatherings, traditional Lithuanian customs, political meetings, and speeches by prominent exiles. Yet midway through the film, Mekas moves from Brooklyn to Manhattan, signaling his entry into the New York art scene and, thus, a kind of declaration of independence from the past.

Even as Mekas produced these major works, he maintained a busy schedule as columnist, curator, and editor of Film Culture. These efforts culminated in the founding in 1970 of Anthology Film Archives as a museum, library, and screening venue dedicated to the promotion of independent cinema and to the higher ideal of treating cinema as a serious, eminently important art. Along with the filmmakers Peter Kubelka, James Broughton, and Jerome Hill and the theorists Ken Kelman and P. Adams Sitney, Mekas established the Essential Cinema Repertory. The films included in the Essential Cinema list make up a canon of films exemplifying the major aesthetic contributions to cinema. The Essential Cinema program, which continues to be screened at the Anthology, remains a remarkable—and rarified—compilation of masterpieces by filmmakers like D. W. Griffith, Sergei Eisenstein, Charles Chaplin, Fritz Lang, and F. W. Murnau alongside the major works of American independent cinema celebrated by Mekas and his compatriots.

From the mid-1970s to the 1990s, Mekas focused his energies on the Anthology Film Archives as the institution’s director. His films of this period consisted primarily of portraits dedicated to his children, Oona and Sebastian, and departed friends, including Andy Warhol, George Maciunas, and John Lennon. In 2000, Mekas released the five-hour As I Was Moving Ahead Occasionally I Saw Brief Glimpses of Beauty. The film marked a return to the grander poetic themes of his earlier diary films. Again, Mekas celebrated the beauty found in everyday experience, this time with a special focus on his relationship with his children. At the same time, the film charts Mekas’s reflections on change and its painful consequences as signaled in the end of his marriage to the artist Hollis Melton.

As I Was Moving Ahead was the last of Mekas’s great diary films. Afterward, he began a new chapter in his career. Though he had flirted with video in the past, he shifted entirely to the format. His engagement with new technologies led to his 365 Day Project in which he released one short film every day for a year on his website. The 2000s also saw an explosion of interest in Mekas and his work. Throughout his eighties and nineties, Mekas traveled the world for exhibitions and retrospectives at major museums and festivals. In 2006, Reminiscences was added to the Library of Congress’s Film Registry. The following year, the Jonas Mekas Visual Arts Center opened in Vilnius, Lithuania. He received honors from the Austrian and French governments and was elected a member of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences as well as the Academy of Motion Picture Arts. His published diaries, I Had Nowhere to Go, became the basis for a film by the Scottish artist Douglas Gordon. Mekas’s contributions to film criticism received renewed attention when a collection of his “Movie Journal” columns was republished. Given his consistent activity well into his nineties, Mekas became the subject of articles in the New York Times about how to maintain an active and meaningful life. Mekas passed away in his home in Brooklyn after a brief illness on January 23, 2019.

In conversations, Mekas seamlessly shifted between his identities as poet, filmmaker, critic, theorist, and rebel. He reveled in throwing in the occasional irreverent remark if he felt his interlocutor needed to have their deeply held assumptions questioned. At times, Mekas’s tendency to seemingly adopt a view that contradicted his own earlier opinions confused and frustrated even those who knew him longest. However, this was Mekas’s playful way of challenging what he saw as calcified opinions.

Mekas always welcomed interviews, whether with celebrated film scholars or students. At the same time, many longtime friends recorded interviews with Mekas. These conversations often illuminate aspects of Mekas’s thought that were only evident to the people with whom he was closest, such as the architect Raimund Abraham, filmmakers Peter Bogdanovich, Stan Brakhage, and Jim Jarmusch, curator Hans-Ulrich Obrist, and the artist and actor Benn Northover. For this book, Jonas Mekas: Interviews, I have also included the transcripts of conversations the filmmaker had with audience members, often university students, at screenings of his films. Any conversation with Mekas was full of fresh and spontaneous insights on a variety of subjects.

The interviews collected here capture something of the man’s multiple attributes. The reader will find Mekas’s insights into his own films as well as into the art of filmmaking. He/she will also gain knowledge of the New American Cinema. But, perhaps more importantly, these interviews communicate Mekas’s ethos. His passion, enthusiasm, and vision for the arts as a vehicle for humanity’s highest capacities speaks to all lovers of the arts. Mekas mentored and nurtured three generations of artists and intellectuals. These interviews preserve that voice so that it might speak to future generations. We need Mekas’s unique blend of artistic and intellectual commitment and anarchistic joyfulness in our culture now more than ever.
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GSZ

Notes

1. For more detailed assessments of Mekas’s work, see my “Introduction to the Second Edition” in Jonas Mekas, Movie Journal: The Rise of the New American Cinema, 1959–1971, ed. Gregory Smulewicz-Zucker (New York: Columbia University Press, 2016). Also, note David James’s excellent edited collection, To Free the Cinema: Jonas Mekas and the New York Underground (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1992).


Chronology





	1922

	Jonas Mekas is born December 24 in the village of Semeniškiai, Lithuania.




	1925

	Brother and collaborator, Adolfas, born.




	1940

	Soviet Union occupies Lithuania. Mekas takes first photograph of Soviet soldiers marching through his village. A Soviet soldier destroys his camera.




	1941

	Nazi regime occupies Lithuania. During the Nazi occupation, Mekas clandestinely transcribes news from the BBC for circulation.




	1944

	Mekas and brother Adolfas flee Lithuania. The two are arrested by Germans en route to Vienna. Mekas and his brother spend the next year in a forced labor camp




	1946

	Mekas begins studying philosophy at the University of Mainz. During this time, he lives in a displaced persons camp.




	1948

	The Lithuanian-language edition of Mekas’s Idylls of Semeniskiai is published.




	1949

	Mekas and Adolfas arrive in New York on October 29. Shortly after, Mekas purchases his first film camera. The brothers settle in Brooklyn.




	1953

	Mekas moves to Manhattan. He starts curating film screenings at Gallery East.




	1954

	Mekas founds the magazine Film Culture. He remains editor in chief till 1996. A final special issue of the magazine appears in 2018.




	1958

	Mekas becomes the first film critic for the Village Voice.




	1961

	Mekas is a founding member of the New American Cinema Group, which later becomes Film-Makers’ Cooperative. He remains president of the Cooperative till 1980.




	1962

	Mekas releases Guns of the Trees.




	1963

	Mekas films the final performance of The Living Theatre’s The Brig. He first writes about Jack Smith’s Flaming Creatures in his “Movie Journal” column.




	1964

	Mekas releases The Brig, which is awarded the Grand Prize in the documentary category at the Venice Film Festival. He is arrested on obscenity charges for screening Smith’s Flaming Creatures and Jean Genet’s Un chant d’Amour. Mekas serves as one of the cinematographers for Andy Warhol’s Empire. Becomes director of the Film-Makers’ Cinematheque, a predecessor of Anthology Film Archives.




	1968

	Begins working as film curator for the Jewish Museum in New York. Subject of Jonas, a short film profile by Gideon Bachmann.




	1969

	Releases Walden (Diaries, Notes, and Sketches).




	1970

	Anthology Film Archives opens at Lafayette Street location with Mekas as its director.




	1971

	Returns to Lithuania for the first time since 1944. Appears in John Lennon and Yoko Ono’s Up Your Legs Forever.




	1972

	Releases Reminiscences of a Journey to Lithuania. First edition of Movie Journal, a collection of Mekas’s columns from the Village Voice, is published.




	1973

	Mekas profiled in an article by Calvin Tomkins for the New Yorker.




	1974

	Mekas marries Hollis Melton. Daughter, Oona, is born. Anthology Film Archives moves to 80 Wooster Street location.




	1975

	Ends his “Move Journal” column for the Village Voice.




	1976

	Releases Lost Lost Lost.




	1977

	Receives a Guggenheim Fellowship.




	1979

	Anthology Film Archives purchases the Second Avenue Courthouse building.




	1981

	Son, Sebastian, is born.




	1983

	Releases his first series of stills taken from his films to help raise money for the renovation of the new building for Anthology Film Archives.




	1988

	Anthology Film Archives moves into the renovated location at 32 Second Avenue.




	1990

	Lithuania breaks from the Soviet bloc. Releases Scenes from the Life of Andy Warhol.




	1991

	Peter Sempel’s film about Mekas, Jonas in the Desert, released. I Had Nowhere to Go: Diaries, 1944–1954 is published.




	1992

	Film scholar David James edits To Free the Cinema: Jonas Mekas and the New York Underground, which is published by Princeton University Press. Releases Zefiro Torna or Scenes from the Life of George Maciunas.




	1995

	Receives Lithuanian National Prize.




	1996

	There is No Ithaca, a collection of Mekas’s poetry translated by Vyt Bakaitis, is published.




	1997

	Receives Pier Paolo Pasolini Award. Releases Scenes from Allen’s Last Days on Earth as a Spirit.




	1999

	Releases This Side of Paradise.




	2000

	Releases As I Was Moving Ahead Occasionally I Saw Brief Glimpses of Beauty. Steidl publishes Just Like a Shadow, a collection of stills from Mekas’s films.




	2004

	Releases Letter from Greenpoint. Mekas appears in Peter Sempel’s second film about Mekas, Jonas at the Ocean. Receives the Siegfried Kracauer Award for Film Criticism from Logos: A Journal of Modern Society and Culture.




	2005

	Mekas and Hollis Melton divorce. Mekas moves from Manhattan to Brooklyn.




	2006

	Reminiscences of a Journey to Lithuania is selected for preservation in the Library of Congress’s National Film Registry.




	2007

	The Jonas Mekas Visual Arts Center opens in Vilnius, Lithuania. Over the course of the year, Mekas releases the 365 Day Project. Adolfas Mekas’s translation of the Idylls of Semeniskiai is published.




	2009

	Jonas Mekas published by Walther Konig.




	2011

	Brother, Adolfas, passes away. Releases My Paris Movie.




	2012

	Releases Out-takes from the Life of a Happy Man. Retrospective of Mekas’s work at Serpentine Galleries in London.




	2013

	Receives Commandeur de l’Ordre des Arts et des Lettres from the French Ministry of Culture. Elected to the American Academy of Arts and Sciences. The final film in Peter Sempel’s Mekas trilogy, Jonas in the Jungle, is released.




	2015

	Receives Yoko Ono Courage Award. Kino Lorber releases Walden and Lost Lost Lost on Blu-ray. Mekas is profiled in the New York Times “85 and Up” series.




	2016

	Columbia University Press publishes a second edition of Movie Journal with a foreword by Peter Bogdanovich. Scottish artist Douglas Gordon’s documentary, I Had Nowhere to Go, based on Mekas’ diaries is released.




	2017

	Elected member to the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences. Second edition of I Had Nowhere to Go published.




	2018

	Mekas is interviewed for the oral history archive of the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum.




	2019

	On January 23, Mekas passes away at the age of ninety-six.
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Jonas Mekas: Interviews


An Interview with Jonas Mekas

Salvatore J. Fallica / 1966

From Sequoya Magazine, Spring 1966. Reprinted by permission.

There are two aspects of contemporary American cinema: one which operates mainly as an industry and another which discards the “business” aspect and concerns itself with what it considers artistic aims. The former is commonly associated with Hollywood: the latter can be found virtually anywhere. This second aspect, the New American Cinema, has historic and contemporary roots in Hollywood, yet it is new, unconventional, poetic—the avant-garde or “underground” cinema. Mr. Jonas Mekas, the principal exponent of this New American Cinema, is the founder of the Film-Makers’ Cooperative and the Cinematheque—the means the new cinema uses to convey its art. The interview was conducted at the Cinematheque, 125 W. 41st Street, by Sal Fallica.

Sal Fallica: How would you describe the American cinema?

Jonas Mekas: At least ten years ago it was possible to divide it into four categories. There were the old Hollywood masters like Hitchcock operating with budgets of about $5 million. Next came the so-called “Hollywood Independents” such as Stanley Kramer, who were working with $500,000 to $1 million a film.

The third group was working with a lower budget, somewhere around $200,000 to $300,000. This was the New York school, and included Maurice Enger, Shirley Clarke, Lionel Robeson, and others.1 And then there was the fourth low-low-low-budget school, the experimental school. In the last few years the two middle categories have disappeared, and we now have the “Underground Empire.”

SF: What exactly is the film “underground”?

JM: In 1959–60 I wrote an essay in Film Culture, which described a new excitement in cinema here and abroad. Someone started to describe whatever we were doing as the “New American Cinema,” which was originally the title of my essay. At the same time we began having difficulties with the police because we refused to license our films on the ground that art should not be licensed. There was more and more nudity freely shown in the films without any inhibitions and this also irritated the censors. So, we often had to hold our screenings in small places, and a number of our screenings were closed and some of us have been arrested. Then people started using the term “underground.” The connection is almost like wartime France or Ukraine where there was a political underground, and in a sense we are an underground also.

SF: Do you think the term “underground” does justice to your films?

JM: The connotation to the public is usually that the films are dirty or pornographic, which is not true. We are not ashamed of the title because it keeps us outside the “official” cinema and we can create our art in peace. However, we do not want to connect ourselves with any one term because then the term goes down in history and is forgotten and so are those who are associated with it. I think our work itself is much more important than the words which are used to describe it.

SF: What is the difference between your cinema and the more conventional cinema?

JM: In every art there are two extremes. Man expresses himself through stories, characters, and impersonation. And yet man also expresses himself in more condensed forms, more subtle forms, and then we came to poetry and abstract non-objectives. We see this in music: we have opera and we have John Cage who works only in complete sound. We can see the same thing in painting and literature. In the cinema, storytelling was long considered the only legitimate cinema, which is completely wrong because this is only one-half of man and the most subtle part of man was not expressed in film. The cinema of poetic expression started really in France in the first avant-garde, then was picked up in America in 1943–44 by Curtis Harrington, John Hugo, William Moss, Marie Menkan, Gregory Markopoulos, and others.2 Each of these waves sort of came, grew, and slowly faded out. The second avant-garde started fading out in 1952–53, followed by a period of silent searching. Approximately 1960–61 the third avant-garde started and that is where we are now. This avant-garde is exploring and expanding the vocabulary of the poetic cinema.

SF: What were the contributions of these three avant-garde movements?

JM: The first avant-garde, the French one, succeeded in bringing the dream aspect into cinema. The novelistic cinema was broken into pieces through surrealism and this dream reality. The second avant-garde, which started in the United States, gave to this dream reality a formal aesthetic and succeeded in detaching the cinema from other arts. The main function of the third avant-garde, or underground cinema, is to free cinema from all other arts and develop a fuller poetic vocabulary. By now, the filmmaker is free to express himself in a film poetry almost as free as written poetry.

SF: How have film audiences reacted to the new cinema?

JM: Audiences are still looking at films through the eyes of their childhood, through the eyes of Hollywood. Since the work of the avant-garde is falling more to the aspect of poetry, it will never really have the audience of millions.

SF: To whom is a filmmaker responsible?

JM: The major responsibility is to yourself, and in doing this you are equally responsible to others. Creative responsibility means a search into ourselves for that reality which we feel is beautiful and needs and forces itself to be expressed as perfectly as possible. Since we are not cut off from other people, this work of art does something, it speaks to others and changes them. One single brush line, like in some Zen masterpiece, can change one’s life more deeply than some huge blood-running social revolution.

SF: Then social criticism is a part of the artist’s responsibility?

JM: Oh, yes. Aesthetic feelings cannot be detached from social criticism because they are deeply interrelated. Some say abstract cinema is only for the eyes; we say that the eyes are not detached from our other senses, they are part of us and part of our soul. Therefore, whatever you see changes you.

SF: Are artists fulfilling their responsibilities?

JM: The best ones, the very few creative artists, are.

SF: What are your views on film censorship?

JM: All censorship, of any kind, should be abandoned. The human body is beginning to come back into painting, into art, into sculpture, and the same with the cinema. We feel that if one is telling a story, like Gregory Markopoulos’s Illiac Passion, the story of Prometheus, the artist doesn’t have to dress his characters in twentieth-century clothing. In some scenes he presents nude figures, and he does it very beautifully. And Illiac Passion may be the first film which will show that the cinema is mature enough to deal with the human body aesthetically as in other arts. This is where censorship comes in and this has nothing to do with pornography and those cheap exploitation movies one sees on Forty-Second Street. What we are presenting are aesthetic views of the human body.

There are some signs that film censorship is returning in New York, but the feeling is that it would be impossible to stop the liberation, the opening up, and I think that censorship will have to go.

SF: How expensive is it to make a film?

JM: One of the first misconceptions that we had to eliminate was the so-called million-dollar myth, that only Hollywood could produce films because of the expense. Today it is cheaper to make a film than to publish a book of poetry. A book of poetry—sixty-four pages, five hundred copies—will cost about four or five hundred dollars. We can make a film for twenty dollars, therefore we are more free. The flexibility of equipment made the filmmaker more free and opened up new subjects. Of course, it comes down to knowing how to use the machinery.

SF: Is the filming carefully planned or is it improvised?

JM: Some filmmakers stressed spontaneity and unplanned films only as a reaction, because everything else was overplanned and cinema became just a translation of books. So there was a reaction and we exaggerated to make a point. Now I would say that there is no set pattern. Some improvise without a script, some use a rough outline or notes, others follow a script very closely.

SF: What relation do you see between the cinema and other arts?

JM: We have roots in life, everything is related to our childhood or families and neighbors. We have the same in art: all arts are interrelated. Perhaps you go to the Museum of Modern Art and you watch moving color patterns. The line between cinema and painting and literature: the sharp lines disappear and there are no sharp lines. When cinema was young, we had an inferiority complex and wanted to be separate from other arts, but now we do not have such inhibitions and feel free to use literature if needed.

Cinema is no longer a minor art and is closely related to other arts.

SF: Will your cinema keep changing?

JM: Cinema is changing with each generation. There are always new sensibilities and change in the air, and so one has a tendency to be interested in something else. New aspects are explored, and cinema changes.

SF: Where would you like an expansion of cinema?

JM: An important area which should be pointed out is the journalistic cinema. I have sort of an idea to open a workshop for Harlem children and give them 8mm cameras and let them record their own reality and show it on a screen. This journalistic aspect is not done on television, not done in the underground, not done anywhere. Journalistic cinema has unlimited possibilities because you do not know, for instance, what is really happening in the South; we see it from a distance and not as a very clear reality. Take Los Angeles, for example. If that reality within their homes would be filmed by Negroes fourteen or fifteen years old and brought to the screen, it just would not be the same as Nation magazine writing that, oh yes, the revolt took place and aren’t living conditions terrible?

SF: What exactly is your role in the New American Cinema?

JM: In one aspect I am a filmmaker, but this is a very small part. In another aspect I would consider myself a sort of midwife who watches what is coming and helps it to come. My eye is always directed to new forms, and I help point them out. I am a watcher, but I am not leading; that always ends in misleading. No one has a right to do this because things will come by themselves where there is a proper sensitivity and intelligence, and if you don’t have this, you cannot produce art anyway. Critics often preach about where cinema should go and what it should be, but you just cannot give directions and expect everyone to follow. We say we do not know what cinema is. We could go into a number of directions; it is a completely open field and this is when creative things begin to happen.

SF: What is the function of the Film-Makers’ Cooperative and the Cinematheque?

JM: About five years ago there was a new cinema emerging but nobody would distribute our films and so we created the Film-Makers’ Cooperative. We had to take care of showing and introducing the films to the public and the critics, and we conducted showcases so that the filmmakers could see their work shown properly and learn from each other. Gradually the distribution grew, and it was impossible for the Cooperative to take care of both distribution and showcasing. We split these two functions, and the Cooperative now handles distribution, and the Cinematheque takes care of showing the film. Some nights are open to anybody, sort of open house, and constantly we are watching what is happening in other cities.

SF: Would you like to see more Cinematheques opening around the country?

JM: They will. They will be opening very soon in Boston and Los Angeles. They will have different names, but they will be theaters devoted only to this cinema. Matter of fact, we just created a new branch of the Cooperative which will deal only with this aspect: the distribution and enlarging.

SF: A national magazine recently divided the New American Cinema into three schools, namely, the Sensualist, the Documentalist, and the Abstractionist. What was your reaction?

JM: These are not schools, really. Each filmmaker is doing something different. Each has his own vision, each is a school in himself. There might be some who fall into categories, but you could find not three or five but many schools. There is always a tendency to reduce, to departmentalize people in art, but we are trying to open everything. We are still opening, and this is not the time to close us into groups or terms.

SF: Will the New American Cinema remain permanently separated from Hollywood?

JM: I think Hollywood in the very end must be replaced and I think it will be replaced without accepting any of Hollywood’s corruptions and clichés. This is always the problem because once you go directly there, you must accept that system and that system determines the kind of work you can do. This is what happened to the French New Wave. After a deep creative and financial crisis around 1960, French directors went to Hollywood and accepted the system. French cinema today is in a crisis. It changed its face and the old craggy French cinema is now covered with Madison Avenue plastic surgery. This is the difference between the New Wave and the New American Cinema. The New Wave was the same old cinema under a different face while the underground is a free, organic outgrowth and therefore it has all the possibilities of growing. The New American Cinema grew up like an ugly child: nobody liked it, they kicked it, they hoped it would die. And this child did not compromise, did not accept the establishment; this child did not respect, and was in fact spitting on his parents. And now this child is growing and is very independent.

SF: In the final analysis, what makes a film great?

JM: It is the same thing that makes any creation a great work of art. When form, content, and style reach the most perfect expression, this is art. To create a perfect work of art one has to have accumulated and absorbed within himself a sensitivity to reality, to know what man’s preoccupations are; he has to experience what man is right now and then express it in a most perfect manner. One has to be a complete master of all the techniques available to him: he does not have to know all the techniques, just those which are suitable to his art.

SF: Could you give us a final comment on the difference between the New American Cinema and the established cinema?

JM: A work of art cannot continue clichés and the same old routines. Very often I have been reproached for advocating the new. I feel that only the new is moral, because if a work is only repeating something like an old record, the growth of man is stopped because only what is new is growth. We are creating cinema. The rest is immoral, outdated, a continuation of dead matter. The only new, and therefore the only moral cinema, is the New American Cinema.

Notes

1. There are several errors in the original printed version of this article. “Maurice Enger” refers to Morris Engel. “Lionel Robeson” refers to Lionel Rogosin.

2. “John Hugo” more likely refers to Ian Hugo. “William Moss” is likely a mistaken transcription of Willard Maas. Marie Menken is misspelled as Menkan.


Jonas Mekas at Massachusetts Institute of Technology

Massachusetts Institute of Technology Q&A Session / 1971

Previously unpublished. Printed by permission of the Estate of Jonas Mekas.

Editor’s Introduction: This is a transcription of a question and answer session in which Mekas participated at Massachusetts Institute of Technology, January 19, 1971. It is worth noting that the filmmakers Stan Vanderbeek and Richard Leacock also participated in asking Mekas questions. Some audience questions could not be transcribed due to poor sound quality.

Question: How do you prepare your soundtracks?

Jonas Mekas: I am still working on them. The first volume of the Diaries that I have issued for the public is called Diaries, Notes & Sketches, also known as Walden. First draft. That is, the image will remain, more or less, as is. But the soundtrack may change. I am still searching for the proper sounds. In some cases I am using actual sounds, of the actual scenes, situations, events; in some cases I use them as they originally came, in others greatly condensed, changed. Still in other cases I am using music, blocks of sounds and music, for structural purposes, or to tie certain bits together, or to stress certain aspects. The basic background, for the first volume, is the New York street and subway noise; that’s the background against which all other sounds are placed.

Question: What do you think about video?

JM: I don’t know much about video. I can only speak about cassettes. I think they’ll have revolutionary implications; they will revolutionize the dissemination of what we call films. And since the dissemination will be changed, automatically it will affect the movies themselves, that is, how they will be produced, how they’ll be made, the length of the movies—a number of conventions that have been established, like, for instance, that the movie has to be two hours long, such conventions will simply disappear, they won’t have any meaning any longer. There will be movies made that will run for days and days, and you’ll be watching them like you read books. You don’t read the entire War and Peace in one sitting, you read twenty pages today, twenty perhaps tomorrow, etc., and it doesn’t bother you at all. Same will be with movies.

Question: Is your goal to recreate your subjective reality?

JM: It doesn’t matter what goal I set for myself: whatever you do, you are the center of what you do. You cannot be objective. Whatever you do you do through yourself. When we say that we are aiming at objectivity, what it means usually is that we are aiming at certain realities which we, for sake of convention, call objective or objectivity. Still, they are chosen and presented through our own personal self, eyes. I’d almost say, the rule is, that the more subjective one is, the more objectivity one can attain. The deeper you go into yourself, the more you’ll touch the others, at some point. But if you begin to want to be very objective, to want everybody to see the same, you’re forced to stick to a certain defined level, and you remain on the surface, and reveal really nothing of value to others.

Question: [something about lyrical “pace” of Diaries]

Jonas Mekas: You see, the lyrical pace, the epic pace, these are qualities determined by the content and the form. The prose, in literature, has one kind of pacing, one kind of reality; the poetry is much more concentrated, there are many more levels of content touched there, the language is more complex also, the rhythms and pacing more complex.

Stan Vanderbeek: I am fascinated with what Jonas was saying. Because my interest now is in another level of image manipulation, of mixing them together. Jonas is more interested in the process of shooting. It may be opposite, two opposites.

JM: We say, these are the opposites, but maybe it’s not. The only thing is that you, Stan, are after one kind of reality, a reality that has to do with your entire past, and I am after another kind of reality that has to do with my entire past, determined by my past.

SV: That’s exactly so. That’s quite fascinating that you assume that it has to do with former realities.

JM: I definitely think so. Because when we say, that really, I am shooting, and I am trying to catch the moment as is, an event as is … you see, I don’t end up with that.

If you’d see, say, the three-hour version of my Diaries, you’d find that the basis is New York City, the seasons as they go by, notes, sketches of events. But these are not exactly objective sketches, pieces of reality, because I ended up with a New York that nobody recognizes as the actual New York. It’s my own dream, fantasy New York, and really even the wedding sequence that you saw (Peter’s Wedding) is my dream, fantasy wedding, because the groom and the bride had a very different, completely different impression of the wedding. They made a tape of the wedding, during the wedding, and the tape has a completely different attitude to everything. Peter likes my wedding film, but that wasn’t what he saw, not how he felt during the wedding; it’s rather how he feels now, in retrospect. That’s how my movie is, and that’s why he likes it now. So that I ended up with my own artificial, concocted, subjective reality there, but not with an objective wedding, or an objective New York, etc. So now, you, Stan, you pick up bits from there and there and there, and you work in the editing room, and you change all the materials, and you end up with completely something else also, with a different kind of reality. It’s just another concocted, fantasy reality that corresponds to whatever needs you have, and it’s as personal as mine. It’s neither present nor future.

SV: I think that the detail that I’m particularly interested in examining, is the cinéma-vérité type of thing, where you have to be there at the moment to make that come alive. That’s the film I understand you are trying to make. And that’s what I’m trying to understand, because it’s very opposite from what I’m making.

JM: I could try to understand why I’m doing this and why you are doing that. The way I see it, when I try to understand why I am doing things my way, it goes like this: I was born, I grew up somewhere else, you see. I am very stable, I never leave a place, unless I really have to, unless somebody’s pushing me, unless somebody takes me almost by force somewhere. I just sit there. I begin to grow my roots in, you know. You drop me into a desert, next day you come back, I’ll have roots in … I was uprooted from my home, really, by force. And I couldn’t go back. I grew up, until I was fifteen, I grew up, I lived in the fields, with the cows, and sheep, and trees, and nature, almost 90 percent of the time.

So then, when you cannot go back, you are constantly preoccupied with it. I say, I am very stable—but no place is really my place, that’s why wherever I’m dropped, I let my roots in, I want to be with it, there, and nowhere else, because I don’t belong anywhere.

I belong somewhere in my old home—of course, maybe I don’t belong even there, but because I was pulled out by force of circumstances, and I couldn’t go back, I keep thinking that I belong there. I would go back there, and you know, I may not belong there either. Now, you don’t have that kind of problem, that specific reality, that preoccupation. I may be at a point of maybe escaping that reality too. I catch myself more and more often thinking about doing something completely artificial, working with imaginary, fantasy realities, materials, and forms. But I got stuck, for a very long time, with my childhood reality, so much that even my New York becomes my childhood. If you see my Diaries, you see all those seasons, winters, snow, snow, a lot of snow. What is this, how much snow does New York really have? But my New York is full of snow. How come? Because I grew up with snow. So it’s a fantasy. I am a romantic, you see, and you are …

SV: I understand your point.
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