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“I make home movies, therefore I live;

I live, therefore I make home movies.”

Jonas Mekas in his film “Diaries, Notes & Sketches (Walden)”, 1969

Jonas Mekas was born in the small village of Semeniškiai in Lithuania in 1922, where he grew up on a farm. At the end of the Second World War, he was an intern in a Nazi prison camp in Hamburg. He went on to study philosophy at the University of Mainz, Germany, and moved to New York in 1949. Jonas Mekas is also a poet and has published numerous volumes of poetry.
Above all, Jonas Mekas has been seminal to experimental film since the early 1950s , both as an artist and as an indefatigable promoter and organizer. As a film-maker –Mekas prefers to call himself that rather than artist- he has made several films that are now considered experimental film classics. His most famous works are his diary films, a method and an aesthetic that he applies in practically all of his films.

As a driving force of experimental film-making, Jonas Mekas has had an enormous influence. He has been organizing screenings of avant-garde films since 1953. He founded Film Culture Magazine and has also written about film in Village Voice (1958-1975). He was founder and president of the distribution agent Film Makers’ Cooperative (1961-1980) and also founded Film Makers’ Cinemateque (1964), which screened experimental film. In 1970, he started the Anthology Film Archives in New York –one of the chief film institutions, with one of the world’s largest archives (comprising more than 120,000 titles), of which he is still the artistic director. He has also taught and shown film at numerous universities and film schools in the USA, South America, Europe and Asia.
The roles as film-maker, writer, organizer and promoter of avant-garde film are merged in Mekas’ life and person. His own films portray his life, which is thus interwoven with his work. In these films he uses his family, along with artists, poets, musicians –and his friends, including Andy Warhol (Mekas was the cameraman for his film Empire and was the first to show and write about several of his films), John Lennon and Yoko Ono, Allen Ginsberg, George Maciunas, Nam June Paik and many, many others. Mekas consequently describes many of his films as portraits, and they provide yet another perspective on Mekas’ diary films.

The autobiographic and the biographic are, of course, intimately related. With his camera he captured what went on around him. Mekas was part of the lively art scene in Soho. (In 1967, he and his fellow countryman George Maciunas started an artist cooperative in a building on 80 Wooster Street.) At the time, Soho was emerging as a vibrant scene for artists, film-makers, and eventually, galleries. These were followed by cafes, boutiques and fashion houses, and by the mid-1980s Soho had become an expensive neighborhood –and the artist moved to cheaper areas. Mekas stayed behind, however, and did not move to Brooklyn, where he had first lived on arriving in New York, until 2004. The film installation Farewell to Soho (2004) is Mekas’ bitter-sweet adieu not only to a neighborhood but to an entire era. New York has always been one of Mekas’ main film motifs.

Mekas’ diary films fascinate primarily for two reasons: firstly, for the exquisite way they portray the beauty and transience of life, both in everyday situations an in the art historic context to which he belongs. This aspect raises many veritably existential issues concerning life and living in exile. Secondly, they pose questions about the film medium itself –the nature of film, and how it relates to time.

The diary film has a special relationship to time and thus differs in many ways from the more traditional narrative film in that it accentuates the ability to capture the fleeting moment. What sets Mekas’ films apart is that they emphasize the arbitrary choice of filmed instances to an even greater extent –which, in turn enhances the feeling of transience. The hand-held camera creates a direct link to Jonas Mekas’ subjective seeing and his movements through New York, or wherever he happens to be. What we see are fragments of his days. Parallel events and the lost time that the camera does not capture have to be supplied by the viewer’s own thoughts and feelings.
Prior to a screening of Diaries, Notes & Sketches (Walden) (1969) at the Museum of Modern Art in New York, Jonas Mekas wrote, “Since 1950 I have been keeping a film diary. I have been walking around with my Bolex and reacting to the immediate reality; situations, friends, New York, seasons of the year. On some days I shoot ten frames, on others I shoot ten seconds, still on other ten minutes. Or I shoot nothing. When one writes diaries, it’s a retrospective process; you sit down, you look back at your day and you write it all down. To keep a film (camera) diary is to react immediately, now this instant, either you get it now or you don’t’ get it at all. To go back and shoot it later, it would mean restaging, be it events or feelings. To get it now, as it happens, demands total mastery of one’s tool (in this case, Bolex): it has to register my state of feeling (and the memories) as I react. Which also means that I had to do all the structuring (editing) right there, during shooting, in the camera.”
Experts from:
Jonas Mekas: The Diary Film

(A Lecture on Reminiscences of a Journey to Lithuania)

Reminiscences falls into the form of a notebook, or a diary, a form into which most of my later work seems to fall. I didn’t have any long stretches of time to prepare a script, then to take months to shoot, then to edit, etc. I had only bits of time which allowed me to shoot only bits of film. All my personal work became like notes, I thought I should do whatever I can today, because if I don’t, I may not find any other free time for weeks. If I can film one minute –I film one minute. If I can film ten seconds –I film ten seconds. I take what I can, from desperation. But for a long time I didn’t look at the footage I was collecting that way. I thought what I was actually doing was practicing. I was preparing myself, or trying to keep in touch with my camera, so that when the day would come when I’ll have time, then I would make a “real” film.
As I was looking at that old footage, I noticed that there were various connections in it. The footage that I thought was totally disconnected suddenly began to look like a notebook with many uniting threads, even in that unorganized shape. One thing that struck me was that there were things in this footage that kept coming back again and again. I thought that each time I filmed something different, I filmed completely something else. But it wasn’t so. It wasn’t always “something else”. I kept coming back to the same subjects, the same images or image sources. Like, for example, the snow. There is practically no snow in New York; all my New York notebooks are filled with snow. Or trees. How many trees do you see in the streets of New York? As I was studying this footage and thinking about it, I became conscious of the form of a diary film and, of course, this began to affect my way of filming, my style. And in a sense it helped me to gain some peace of mind. I said to myself: “Fine, very fine –if I don’t have time to devote six or seven months to making a film, I won’t break my heart about it; I’ll film short notes, from day to day, every day.”
At some time I began to understand that what was missing from my footage was myself: my attitude, my thoughts, my feelings the moment I was looking at the reality that I was filming. That reality, that specific detail, in the first place, attracted my attention because of my memories, my past. I singled out that specific detail with my total being, with my total past. The challenge now is to capture that reality, that detail, that very objective physical fragment of reality as closely as possible to how my Self is seeing it. Of course, what I faced was the old problem of all artists: to merge Reality and Self, to come up with the third thing. I had to liberate the camera from the tripod, and to embrace all the subjective film-making techniques and procedures that were either already available, or were just coming into existence. It was an acceptance and recognition of the achievements of the avant-garde film of the last fifty years. It affected my exposures, movements, the pacing, everything. I had to throw out the academic notions of “normal” exposure, “normal” movement, or normal and proper this and normal and proper that. I had to put myself into it, to merge myself with the reality I was filming, to put myself into it indirectly, by means of pacing, lighting, exposures, movements.
Before we go further, I’d like to say something about this thing of “reality”. Reality… New York is there, it’s “real”. The street is there. The snow is falling. I don’t know how, but it’s there. It leads its own life, of course. Same with Lithuania. So, now, I come into the picture. And with the camera. As I walk with my camera, something falls into my eyes. When I walk through the city, I don’t lead my eyes consciously from that to that or that. Rather, I walk and my eyes are like open windows, and I see things, the things fall in. If I hear a sound, of course, I look towards the direction of the sound. The ear becomes active, and it directs the eye; the eye is searching for that thing that makes that noise. But most of the time things keep falling in –images, smells, sounds, and they are being sorted out in my head. Some things that fall in strike some notes maybe with their color, with what they represent, and I begin to look at them, I begin to respond to this or that detail. Of course, the mind is not a computer. But still, it works something like a computer, and everything that fall in, is measured, corresponds to the memories, to the realities that have been registered in the brain, or wherever, and it’s all very real.
The tree in the street is reality. But here, I singled it out, I eliminated all the other reality surrounding it, and I picked up only that specific tree. And I filmed it. And if I now begin to look through my footage, that I have collected, I have a collection of many such singled-out details, and in each case they fell in, I didn’t seek them out, they chose me, and I reacted to them, for very personal reasons, and that’s why they all tie in together, for me, for one or another reason. They all mean something to me, even if I don’t understand why. My film is a reality that is sorted out through me by ways of this very complex process, and, of course, to one who can “read” it, this footage tells a lot about me –actually, more about me than about the city in which I film this footage: you don’t see the city, you see only these singled-out details. Therefore, if one knows how to “read” them, even if one doesn’t see me speaking or walking, one can tell everything about me. As far as the city goes, of course, you could say something also about the city, from my Diaries –but only in fragments. No matter how I film, fast or slow, how I expose, the film represents a certain actual, historical period. But as a group of images, it tells more about my own subjective reality, or you call it my objective reality, than any other reality.
But I can work within my irregularities, within my style of clashing light values, only when I have complete control, or at least “normal” control over my tools. But here that control was slipping. The only way to control it was to embrace it and use it as part of my way of filming. To use the over-exposures as punctuations; to use them in order to reveal reality in, literally, a different light; to use them in order to imbue reality with a certain distance: to compound reality.
When I went to Lithuania, I was offered a team of cameramen, and cameras, and I could have used them. But I didn’t. I knew that, although the images recorded by these technicians, following my instructions, would have been “better” professionally, they would have destroyed the very subject I was going after. When you go home, for the first time in twenty-five years, you know, somehow, that the official crews just do not belong there. Thus I chose my Bolex.

I dislike any kind of mystery. The more I can tell about the people in my films the happier I am. In all my later films, I use titles to tell what you see. I like to tell in advance what it is, what’s coming, as much as I can. Of course, there is no need to tell everything; there are limits.

I have been doing a lot of reading, lately. I picked up Goethe’s Wilhelm Meisters Wanderjahfe, his traveling years. I had read it years and years ago. But now; I started reading it, and it had a completely different meaning to me. As Wilhelm travels and meets different people, and sees different places, I started thinking about my film diaries, I began seeing interesting connections. He also visits places and meets people, goes to monasteries, like myself in Austria. But he travels by his own choice. He decided to leave his home and see the world, to meet different varieties of people, to learn. Goethe’s Wanderer is from a different century. My travels represent one typical Wanderer of the mid-twentieth century –and you will find this Traveler in every continent and every country, today: a Displaced Person. The Displaced Person, the Exile, as Traveler.
The real difference between these two travelers is only in the beginnings of their journey. In the first case, one is consciously seeking, looking for something; in the second case, one takes what comes.

There is much joy, or playfulness in the film. It’s balanced, I think. What it is, really, is that in most cases, in art, sadness is eliminated as part of human experience, as if there were something wrong with it. But there is nothing wrong with sadness. It’s a necessary, essential experience. Sadness is a state that is very real. We need it. And, of course, since sadness is usually censored, when one sees it in a film theν they think it’s too sad.

A few advices to a beginning filmmaker:
1. Mistrust every living filmmaker; respect the dead ones.

2. Stay away from the advices of all professional editors. They are all “cutters”. Literally cutters: there are no editors.
3. Snarl at the criticism and advices of professional cameramen, laugh at “right” or “proper” exposures, focus.

4. Ignore scripts. Shuffle pages around, like Orson did with script of Arkadin.

5. Invent cinema from the beginning, as if nobody had done it before you.

26 December 1960

We tried a new method of editing. We have cards for every shot. We laid them out on a huge reflector. We caught a roach and let it crawl through the cards. But, somehow, the beast chose a very straight line, not interesting at all.
There must have been quite a few reasons for Jonas Mekas’ obsession with filming life around him. Change was part of life in the postwar communities of displaced persons. The journey these people had made from small places in rural Europe, the transformation they had to go through. There was the predominantly Lithuanian neighborhood in Williamsburg, with people who were keeping their own customs alive. Jonas Mekas films their daily existence, with many faces.
On 16 April 1977 he writes in his diary about another Lithuanian, George Maciunas: “Sometimes I think that George’s view on life and his lifestyle is that of someone who no longer expects anything from life. Ha has already accepted that there is no reliable place for him in the world; neither geographically nor physiologically. His country was sacrificed on the altar of Yalta, and his body –his body is kept together only by his own. What is left from him is laughter.” I wonder how much of Jonas Mekas’ own experience we can read into these words. Like Maciunas, Mekas had lost everything to the devastation and displacement brought by the war in Europe. Could we say that his passion for filming was a way of dealing with that overwhelming loss? Was it inspired by his need to find traces of a disappearing paradise in the faces of those Europeans? Maybe the camera was another way of making sense of the new world? Film may have been a medium fro recording history as it was happening, with all its overwhelming twists and turns.
In Jonas Mekas’ films we don’t find the detached gaze that is often associated with the use of lens technology and the distance it produces between the subject and the object. Filming for him was never a means of distancing himself from the surrounding world. Quite the opposite; it expressed his urge to immerse himself in it ever more closely. Jonas Mekas has developed as way of looking at the world in which every frame shows the subjectivity of the person behind the camera. The movements and instabilities have a strong bodily presence, and technology is completely adapted to a language of framing that expresses personality in a way that had not been possible before.
To him small subjective details become important or even crucial; they give color and life. They change, they go with the flow of life. Some other things stay the same in thoughts and in memories.
Liutauras Psibilskis
Critic and curator
