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THREE EXPERTMENTAL FILMS

MESHES OF THE AFTERNOON, by
Maya Deren and Alexander Hammid.
1 reel.

AT LAND, directed by Maya Deren: tech-
nical assistance: Hella Hamon and Alex-
ander Hammid. 1 reel.

A STUDY IN CHOREOGRAPHY FOR
CAMERA, by Maya Deren and Taliy
Beatty. I reel

Information en availability of the follozving films
meay be obtained from Miss Maya Deren, 61
Murton Street, Neww York, N. Y. Rewiewed by
Hie Conooniftee on Exceptional Motion Pictures.

TN “The Film Till Now,” Paul Rotha
L rotes that experimental films, privately
oroduced, “are always mentally stimulating
i that they seldom end with themselves.
They are continually suggestive of new
ideas, new shapes and angles, that may be
o significance to the cinema proper.” He
was writing ‘n 1930 of an advance-gunard
tiim “movement” which centered in France,
with sporadic outcroppings in America and
fngland. Innumerable films of this tvpe
were made in the twenties and early
I irties——the best known was Cocteau’s
S:ns d'un Poete—but as the depression
rizapened, the impulse seemingly died.
Many reasons, both social and ~sycholog-
ical, were advanced for its demise the most
conzent being that the advent of sound
made private production of films on any
significant scale a financial impossibility.
It seemed, tnerefore, that the advance-
guard had played its role, and that its
chief importence had been that of sug-
gesting new ideas to commerciz! directors.
as well as =dding to their ranks the im-
portant talerts of Rene Clair. Jean Fenoir.
and Alberto Cavalcanti, all of whom got
their start in such independent proc:i~tion.

I'his somewhat condescending enitaph
cn the experimental film is now disavow ed,

if not cancelled, by a new and er: aiic
roice. Maya Deren, producer o t! . c: ex-

perimental films in as many vear:s. pro-
fesses her profound disinterest in making
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a contribution to the cinems “rroper,”
whether of ideas or of her own :le i-. To
her the only proper cinema :: .. ore - ction
situation in which the artist has en’ire con-
trol over concention, mater;a]. and tech-
nical means. She says morever that. con-
trary to wide belief, an 'xpermental film
can be produced on lfmm fcr as 1ittie as
$500—a production cost which eon easily
be returned by privat: subscriotion show-
ings to specially interes ! ¢ Hups.
she has proved her point “v ockinz the
films to schools and colicges as well as
holding two high'v successi .l public showr-
ings at the Provincetowsn Playhou:e in
New York.

The enthusiastic intercst of ‘er
creared audiences is es:y to undorstand,
since Miss Deren is attacking all - fun-
damental problens of flm-makicz with
novel vigor. She states emphaticaliv, what
every Qlm-lover knows, (ho! movies must
be wvisual {rom the first corcention., ot
transiations of verbal images nto visuai—
that themes mus. b given orm v a vse
of the totzl ~esources of the medium, still
largcly unex And th:* films can be
wrical. as well s dramatic and in-

Provocativelv she denounces us
all 'or our passive acceptauce of the com-
mercial Olm set-up as the only pos:ible one,
and sounds the clarion for the 4l which
celebrates experience on a level with the
olcier arts.
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All this, familiar as 1t 1s to film students,
has stirred up a minor maelstrom of con-
troversy, Miss Dercr its cerene storm
center. But she is not interested in shock-
g the bourgeols, as many of her predle-
cessors have boen.  She is in earnest—the
flms and her voluminous writing about
‘t.em prove that. And both she and the
wlims have much of interest to offer.

' one thing, the three films are tech-
rn:cally superior to their fore-runners.
Makers of experimental pictures have not
.nfrequently been innocent of technical
&x perience, their films murk-photographed,
:erkily edited, the lighting ana action oddiy
zssorted from scene to scene. This un-
curtain technique produced a kind of un-

onscious surrealism, but it left the
intended effect somewhat at sea. But Miss
Deren has had the advice and assistance
of her husband, who as Alexander Hack-
enschmied directed or photographed such
~dmired documentaries as Crisis, Forgotter.

Viillage, and Valley of the Tennessee, with
the result that ner films have a technical
arcility that 1s almost elegance. The num-
erous photographic and editing devices—
conspicuously skillful 1s the use of stop-
notion photography — are designed to
build a new reality out of the separate
ciements of phenomena, and they accom-
plish their imagined universe with style
gnd grace. As examples of technique, all
trree films merit the attention of new stu-
den-s of movie aesthetics. They could, in
fart, be conveniently used in appreciation
cuurses as compendia of the resources of
th: medium.

j LCAUSE thcy exemplify so many de-
v.ces, It may be said of them that Luey
e ane cclecticiam by a hair’s breacth.

T . -onient is indeed eclectric, a reprise
of - nztic materiel made familiar by many
ac' :nge-guard nlms of the past. Meshes

of thie Afternoon begins with a girl return-
in :o her home and falling asleep in her
chau Her subsequent dream re-works
the :ven:s of the afternoon into an experi-
ence axpressive of her unconscious impul-
ses. «ar Land apparently occurs altogether
on :' . subliminal level, and is described as
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“a film n the nature of an inverted Odys-
sey, where the universe assumes the initi-
ative of movement and confronts the
individual with a continuous fluidity
toward which, as a constant iden:ity, he
seeks 1o relate himself” The Siudy in
Choreography, while not exactiy subjec-
tive, also strives to detach tne spectator
irom his materiai moorings: “togeith:r the
dancer and space pericrm 2 dance which
cannot exist but on film” Tue fact that
all three films contain s. many =choes of
past experunents is not unexpected. The
urge to explore ‘hv resources of film has
most frequently accampamed 2 fixed in-
terest in states of mind, 1n 1magination and
sentiment for their own sake rather than
as spur to action. The danger that lies in
wait for the experimental fiirr naker with
this approach is the dange: [ abstraction
and of obviousness. Individuals tend to
become archetypes, emotions are rendered
upper-case, photographic devices are used
so continuously as to become ostonta:ious,
2ud 1t is a very self-conscious Unconscious
that is revesalzd to us It is an odd fact
that the besi and most poetica’ly subjec-
tive films have come not from the experi-
mentalist but from the cormmercial and
propaganda fields. In the work of von
Stroheim and Pabst, of Griffith and Ihov-
zhenko and Basil Wright, objccis nhave a
life of their own and the univer<¢ 18 “en
in constantly shifting guise, but s s a
matter of accurate observation and -ub-
tlety in cutting and camera position rafie.
thar of arcane ftrickeries. But :t 1s 0
discredit to Mass Deren’s films “hat t .oy
challocnge companson with the mast

and 1nsist on domng so i Lhelwr WD WE W,
On the contrary. As Rotha saic so many
vears ago, they jerk us alert, make us re-
examine our convicticns to fiad i w2 are
truly so convinced as we thought, z2nuc force
us .0 think through all over again (he right
fincrion of this extraorcinary inst ument
.1zl we have in the dlm. For new conver's
t0 the medium they should be especially
stimulating, and it is comforting and rather
startling to discover that their maker is
determined that they shall find that a.-
dience. R. C

WARNING: This material may be protected by copyright law (Title 17 U.S. Code)



