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| met Mark Alice Durant while attending the San Francisco Art Institute where we were both
earning MFA degrees between 1983-85, | in the Performance/Video area and Mark in
photography. Mark was also perhaps the first real art writer of my age that | had ever met as he
began writing for the publication Afterimage right around the time we both graduated from art
school. The 1980s were an especially vibrant time in the Bay Area. The artists and teachers who
mentored our generation had deep connections to earlier movements and histories of art, film,
literature and most every sort of creative practice, in many cases back to the earliest days of the
20™ century. My History of Cinema teacher at SFAl was the legendary filmmaker, Larry Jordan. |
can still remember sitting in his classroom watching the films of Maya Deren for the first time. It
was a revelation. Since | had lost touch with Mark over the years, the publication of his book,
Maya Deren, Choreographed for the Camera (Saint Lucy Books, 2022) came as a surprise to me.
| fully intended to write about this extraordinary book much sooner than now, however, now is
always the best time to do things.

In the same way that my senses were enlivened by Larry Jordan’s screening of Maya Deren’s films
in a windowless classroom at SFAl sometime between 1983-85, Maya Deren, Choreographed for
the Camera by Mark Alice Durant is similarly a revelation. Durant poetically fills in the gaps
between Maya Deren the mysterious and iconoclastic auteur and Eleanora Derenowsky (as she
was named at birth) from Kiev, who was born in 1917 and whose Jewish family fled virulent anti-
semitism in Russia in the early days of the revolution, making their way through Poland to the
United States. While the family initially settled in New York so her father could study to become
re-certified in the medical profession, Deren and her mother moved to Columbus, Ohio to live
with relatives for a year before returning to New York. From the initial pages of the book, it is
clear that Durant has immersed himself in the nuance of Deren’s life in a way that allows him to
tell a story of her that, while still recounting some of what has been the short-form Deren
narrative for some time, allows her to live and breathe as a fully formed, traumatized and
visionary woman, flawed and simultaneously deeply present in the experience of her own rich
and complicated life. Durant’s portrait of Deren offers the reader the sort of close reading and
empathetic analysis we should desire for the field of screendance broadly. Durant neither
fetishizes Deren nor lauds her, but rather allows her to slowly come into focus, to walk into the
frame with her own intentionality intact, her humanity, failings, unfinished projects and fragility
as well as her agency written across each page of this remarkable book.

Maya Deren exists for many as a portrait of a woman with her face pressed against a window.
Or, Maya Deren exists in the minds of others as the animating figure in a story about experimental
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film, and later, as the woman who created the three-minute film that occupies a sacred space in
screendance, almost like a biblical creation myth. However, Maya Deren, the corporeal,
wounded, poet of cinema also exists in the mind of many as a cipher, shape shifting to fit often
under-developed narratives of her short and quite mesmerizing life. Mark Alice Durant’s book on
Deren gives those of us for whom her literal presence in the world has shaped and clarified our
sense of purpose in some way, a vivid and honest narrative that brings her alive and vivifies her
beyond the two-dimensional character that she often becomes in the discourse within the
screendance world. Maya Deren means many things to many people and her story has been a
means to an end supporting a diverse bounty of theories and desires. She is a writer to some, a
pioneer of experimental cinema to others, a proto-feminist and a cultural anthropologist to
others. For those of us who center movement on the screen as screendance, it is important to
remember that other genres of film and cinema claim the same work for their own imperatives.
And of course, Maya Deren is often referred to as the mother of both experimental and avant-
garde film.

For those of us concerned with the art of screendance, the title of Durant’s book is purposeful.
Choreographed for Camera implies not dance per se but the arrangement of movement in a
much more inclusive way. And that is what attracts those of us who see similar forms of
locomotion as screendance in Deren’s work. However, Durant’s use or deployment of the word
“choreographed” brings to mind even earlier days of cinema when cameras did not have the
depth of field or the ability to hold focus so that actors or performers had to be blocked and
arranged in very specific ways in order to stay in focus, or just to stay in the shot. Thus, all
movement in early films was choreographed, although not with the purpose of approaching
dance, but rather as part of the storytelling being articulated on film. And due to the nature of
filmmaking in its earliest incarnations, movement on screen necessarily took its time, sometimes
seemingly approaching the stillness of portraiture.

Portraiture in one form or another has dominated visual culture for much of history, from images
scrawled into the earth with a stick to sculpted icons and painted canvases and finally to
photography and the digital image making technologies of our contemporary era. Filmmaking is
itself a kind of repetitive picture making in which each frame slightly alters the afterimage of the
previous one until we are able to understand a wholistic version of the aggregate of hundreds or
perhaps thousands of individual pictures of people, places or things that have captured the
attention of the filmmaker. Film is an artificial construction of time and space that can both tell
a story and also lead a viewer into experimental spaces that can be confusing, illuminating or
terrifying in equal measure. Durant’s book expands Deren’s life into a kind of virtual cinema, told
in small, personal portraits of Deren, each one illuminating the next and building on the previous.
For the reader, this is as if we are in the editing room, watching the experience of her life cut
together like a kind of real-time documentary. Durant worked on this book for years and recounts
Deren’s life with the kind of detail that only comes through conversations with people who not
only did deeply important research on the filmmaker, but who also spent time with her and
graciously shared their memories of such encounters. He mentions particularly, Jonas Mekas,
founder of Anthology Film Archives in New York, the artist and filmmaker Carolee Schneeman,
and Alexander Hammid (one of Deren’s collaborators who was also her husband between 1942—
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1947). The result of these conversations and Durant’s own fondness for Deren’s life and work, is
a palpable intimacy in the telling of Deren’s story.

For most of history, if we take portraiture to be the arrangement of visual space to focus our
attention on that which we can learn from individuals either in stillness or in motion, or even to
expand the definition to include creatures or species other than humans, the possibilities for such
depictions span an unimaginable breadth of possibility. Yet, if we think of the dominant forms of
the portrait, either painting, or in the moving image, all such depictions are confined by the four
corners of either a frame, a rectangle or something in between. Certainly, there are exceptions
where we find images of humanity inscribed in or on spaces that are technically not defined by
four corners, but even then, the documentation of such images will circulate as a square or
rectangular photo or other means of documentation. For those of us in the world of screendance,
the portrait of Maya Deren is a beloved figure upon whom is often projected any number of
fantasies or desires. We love Maya Deren to a fault while not fully knowing her, while it is through
her films that we feel as if we are somehow closer to such knowledge. For me, it is Deren’s film,
A Study in Choreography for Camera that is my touchstone. Lasting a mere three minutes or so,
| am mesmerized by the exquisite presence of the dancer Talley Beatty and the visual culture of
Deren’s imagination. While other filmmakers contributed to what we might call the birth of
screendance as an art form, it is Deren who is mythologized, partly for her vision, partly for her
story and partly for her mysterious, too brief time on the planet. Deren made only a handful of
films including the more widely known Meshes of the Afternoon (1943) but like James Dean, the
drama of her life allows for both affection and fabrication. For many, the image that most
represents Deren is the least complicated. It is the still of Deren, gazing from the inside to the
outside through a reflective window, hands pressed to the glass, her own visage in a liminal space
between domesticity and nature. The image is from Deren’s film, Meshes of the Afternoon, made
in 1942. Not surprisingly, Durant features this picture in the early pages of his book where he
writes:

She is sealed behind glass. Her fingertips press lightly on the transparent surface as if to
confirm the barrier between the interior and the exterior. The window is a medium of
dueling functions—reflecting and transmitting. She looks out at the world full of things
and people, but is aware of herself as an image, as the camera sees her.?

And, | would add, perhaps not aware of what people will, as she moves through the world, project
upon her, desire from her, and the burdens they will ask her to carry. It is not that we want her
to be more or different than she was, but the paucity of information about Deren’s life seemed
to give us permission to try and stretch what we do know about her through both her films and
her writing into possibly more than she intended. Durant’s lovely and loving portrait of Deren
finally fills in the actual details of her life and work and imagines others with great care.

The author completes the paragraph about Maya Deren standing at the window thusly,

T Alice Durant, Mark, Maya Deren: Choreographed For Camera, Saint Lucy Books, 2024, p. 1 prologue.
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“This is her moment of transformation; soon she will cease identifying as Eleanora and adopt the
name Maya. This is Los Angeles, Spring 1943, she is 26 years old. She has 18 years left in her life.”?2

In fifty brief chapters, Mark Alice Durant has finally given us a much deeper, wholistic
understanding of Deren in his artfully and empathetically written pages and has met Deren’s gaze
with his own, as poetic and hallucinatory as hers.

Choreographed for Camera
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The International Journal of Screendance. His newest feature length dance film, called, The Sea,
was shot on Ingmar Bergman's Island of Far6 in Sweden and is touring internationally. His most
recent book (2024) is, Staring at the Sky, Essays on Art and Culture, published by Korpen Press. A
second edition of Screendance: Inscribing the Ephemeral Image is forthcoming from Oxford
Press.
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