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Shirley Clarke - Thinking Through Movement by Karen Pearlman is an engaging account and
analysis of the filmmaking process practiced by director and editor Shirley Clarke, whose
artistic voice was innovative and pioneering in the landscape of American independent
cinema between 1950s-1980s. The book is part of a collection about women filmmakers
entitled Visionaries: Thinking through Female Filmmakers edited by Lucy Bolton and Richard
Rushton.

The book traces Clarke’s journey from dancer to editor, to director, and highlights how her
embodied experience of mid-century modern dance methods and her experience of the jazz
scene in New York City at the time informed her thinking in making, editing and directing film.
Kinaesthetic intelligence and the framework of distributed cognition are the lenses though
which Pearlman analyses Clarke’s creative practice, while also challenging traditional theories
of authorship via a cogni-feminist perspective for analyzing film.

Pearlman paints a nuanced portrait that includes both Clarke’s virtues and shortcomings in
her creative approach - starting with a biographical chapter taken from Clarke’s own
testimonies and others about her, PearIman weaves family, environment and social aspects
together to illustrate a context that formed Clarke’s creativity and themes. The book draws
on interviews, archives, dance and film theory, and creative practice expertise.

Pearlman’s thorough analysis of specific works* directed and edited by Clarke, offers an
insightful and philosophical perspective for analyzing film while also providing the reader with
contextual knowledge relevant to discussions in today’s culturally sensitive climate. The
author is aware that, within the framework of contemporary culture, Clarke—who draws on
narratives and aesthetics often associated with marginalized milieus, particularly within
African American culture —might be viewed as representing or appropriating experiences
that she does not personally embody. However, Pearlman addresses this concern
thoughtfully. She demonstrates that Clarke’s work is not about claiming ownership of a
particular identity or experience, but rather interrogates and subverts dominant ideologies in
both society and cinema through her active engagement in the environment she inhabits.
Pearlman offers a key to understanding Clarke’s relational work approach: the act of directing
as a collaborative process to challenge mainstream norms—positioning Clarke as a filmmaker
deeply engaged in disrupting traditional power dynamics, rather than reinforcing them.
Beyond filmmaking, the book explores a feminist approach to life and creativity and its
historical implications in the evolving definition of success for women in media. Pearlman
makes space to consider the filmmaker’s versatility to affirm her legacy in the historical fields
of film and film theory.

Shirley Clarke - Thinking Through Movement by Karen Pearlman is an essential read for film
students, feminists, and anyone affected like myself, in how embodied experience can
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manifest itself in multi-disciplinary contexts and particularly in the creative process of editing
and directing screendance. It inspires the reader, offering a window to immerse oneself and
connect to a wider community, borrowing from Pearlman’s metaphorical expression “align
ourselves with the women we study. Forming a constellation with them...” (Pearlman, p.xi)
and revealing a history to be discovered and celebrated. Pearlman’s book is a thoughtful,
highly inspiring and well-researched tribute to a cinematic pioneer.

*Dance film Dance in the Sun (1953), experimental films Brussels Loops (1957) and Bridges-
Go-Round (1958), and long form film documentary with semi-scripted drama The Cool World
(1963)
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