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George Quasha 
 

 

The Mekas Effect 

 
This essay was written for the forthcoming collection Message Ahead: Poets respond to the 
poems of Jonas Mekas, edited by Vyt Bakaitis (Brooklyn, NY: Rail Editions, 2018), comprising 
essays by 21 contributors. A simultaneous companion collection of Mekas’s poems will appear: 
Jonas Mekas, Words Apart and Others, a bi-lingual volume with the Lithuanian poems 
translated into English by Vyt Bakaitis (Brooklyn NY: Rail Editions, 2018), preface by Anne 
Waldman. 

 
Jonas Mekas. Saying the name brings home a range of agitating mind sensations, 

mainly an accumulation of often challenging film experience from the last half 

century. Practically a rubric for the whole phenomenon of radically new cinema, it’s 

an experienced name, coming to us with compressed suggestion—that is, a name 

with its own poetics. If saying it now resonates for me in new ways without entirely 

losing the old ways, it’s on account of having read his poetry. Thanks to newly 

available versions by poet Vyt Bakaitis,1 which happily give the feel of primary texts 

in English, we quickly forget we’re reading translations. At the same time they 

remind me that poetry like film is inherently translational as well as transformative 

and that at a certain level of intensity all language is foreign. Viewing Mekas’ films 

after reading his poetry I see far better what before I saw at best minimally, even 

though the films are part of my experience of so many decades, going back to when I 

was a grad student living on the Lower East Side. All along the films have been 

rather provocative to one’s own aesthetic tendencies and complexly instructive, and 

now this is true in dimensionally new ways. In part, no doubt, this is because I see 

differently, but it’s also because I recognize the poetry and the films as co-

                                                        
1 Jonas Mekas, Words Apart and Others: Poems 1967/2018, bi-lingual edition with translations from 
the Lithuanian by Vyt Bakaitis, Brooklyn NY: Rail Editions, 2018. 
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configurative—a single interactive art reality. Mekas’ famous “poetic cinema” is far 

more than a wishful description, it’s a declaration of poetics.  

 

This notion of poetry-film as co-configuration is not in the abstract a particularly 

new observation about Mekas—he himself and indeed others have observed as 

much in a variety of ways. Some translations of the poetry have been available for 

years and have not gone unappreciated, yet clearly for many of us they haven’t made 

it to the forefront of Mekas awareness. That may change if, experiencing the work 

from 2018 on, with so much of the poetry now at hand, it makes a difference worth 

further distinction. And that difference, especially the emergent impact on how we 

see the films, itself comes as embodiment of a certain Mekas effect: the persistent 

and driving force of the work, in both film and poetry, which keeps it going in the 

maker’s 90s, and, for us, keeps it a renewable resource—a matrix of further 

engagement. Unanticipated dimensions flicker into view. 

 

These are notes from medias res, as I’m reporting on the work, provisionally, from a 

rather new perspective for me, still in process of a full re-experiencing. But then 

Mekas’ work itself is always and only in the middle of its dark woods, using available 

light to shed further light. “Words Apart” plays on Dante’s opening:  

 
I 
too, 
now 
halfway 
through 
my life, 
 
entered  
a  
dark  
woods… 2 

 
At core the work is driven in large part by an impulse toward embrace and the 

darkening/enlightening interruptions along the way. Some call this tendency 

                                                        
2 Ibid. 
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Romantic, a term Mekas himself considers as early as the WWII diaries of I Had 

Nowhere to Go,3 and there are of course historical aspects of Romanticism that 

embody a related impulse, variously construed. We read: 

 
March 28th 1948…  
 
“Ah, you, realists! I am not ashamed of my romanticism. 
“Ah, you abstractionists: I will confess to you my passion for objects, earth, nature. 
“Should I pretend I am a stone when emotions, memories surge and overflow me, and 
I am dreaming of home, and melting snows?”  

 
Even recently he affirms: “All my work, with the exception of the Destruction 

Quartet, is a celebration of life around me, a celebration of life in its different joyful 

manifestations.”4 Yet it matters greatly what the embrace includes, what it 

produces, and how it evolves through actual practice. Central to that practice is 

quite a lot of visual content hardly considered by many to be beautiful or even 

palatable, ranging from ordinary to abrasive and including the harsher visually 

challenging images of Destruction Quartet. Mekas confirms his belief that 

“destruction has its own positive, unfathomable reason of being. Destruction of the 

Berlin Wall was certainly a positive event. Destruction Quartet is a meditation on 

four different aspects of destruction.”5 The installation of four unsynchronized 

simultaneous films with footage of very different kinds of violence,6 allowing a 

range of implications, goes far outside, say, the “Poetry Is a Destructive Force” 

aesthetic frame of Wallace Stevens, yet retains a sense of art as the transformative 

alternative to actual violence. Art may still function at the meta level that can handle 

a troubled world and offer a means of embracing life. There is a complexity in the 

actual art happening that stands well beyond a classification like Romantic or 

                                                        
3 (New York: Black Thistle Press, 1991), 161 
4 Interview with Monica Uszerowicz, “Jonas Mekas on the Poetry of Filmmaking and Living,” 
Hyperallergic, March 24, 2016, https://hyperallergic.com/285397/jonas-mekas-on-the-poetry-of-
filmmaking-and-living/. (Hereafter “Uszerowicz,” n.p.)  
5 Uszerowicz. 
6 “The videos consist of footage from the demolition of the Berlin Wall in 1990, Danius Kesminas’ 
1991 fire sculpture, (New York) Consequence, a 1997 Nam June Paik performance in which Paik 
wrecks a piano, and the 2001 destruction of the World Trade Center from the roof of Mekas’ SoHo 
apartment building.” See http://jonasmekas.com/exhibitions/?show=2009fuentes and the press 
release there. 
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otherwise. The closer one gets to Mekas overall, the less one feels able to frame the 

work.  

 

It’s interesting to notice that, in our conceptually refocused sense of art values, we 

use the name Romantic for a basic exuberance about living and a commitment to 

engage negative experience with energy and direct attention. This is not to deny the 

usefulness of such observations at specific angles, such as that of P. Adams Sitney 

addressing a diary film like Reminiscences of a Journey to Lithuania (1971) as 

“Romantic autobiography,” where “Mekas constantly weaves together celebrations 

of the present moment, immediately and unironically present on the screen, with 

elegiac and ironic allusions to a presence that is forever absent to the camera lens: 

the vision of nature and his childhood.”7 There are many such instances in the 

poetry, in particular a work of the same period as the film Reminiscences; there’s 

Daybooks: 1970-72,8 for instance, where the weave of perceptions, times, 

sentiments, vocal tonalities creates a complex time-surface, drawing close while 

cutting loose: 

56 
 
Full light of 

paradise 
 still shines 
behind your  

silk 
lashes. 

 
Your face 
 mild as  

milk. 
All too soon 
incredulity  
strikes, 
light 
-ning 

like, 
 
shattering  
the tree 

                                                        
7 Visionary Film: The American Avant-Garde, 1943-2000 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), 339 
8 (Brooklyn NY: Portable Press at Yo-Yo Labs, 2003) 
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of paradise. 
 
Lashing 
gusts 
will be 
flailing 
redemption. 
  

The short lines give a frame-by-frame tension to shifting apperception; the ecstatic 

and high-minded mesh with the concrete and evanescent; and each poem in the 

sequence further suggests a variant orientation and time ambiguity: 

 

59 
 
sun, 
O sun 
 
with my hands 
to my face 
I kneel 
before a dried-up 
childhood 
 
riverbed. 
 

 

The stanza break between frame-lines—“childhood” and “riverbed”—sequences our 

(ap)perception so that the interior sense of a lost youthful world (childhood frame) 

has immediate impact as the actual concrete thing experienced (riverbed frame). In 

the films the speed of frame sequence fragments the affective object so that the feel 

of a thing shown is displaced across time, interruptively; in the poem the short 

framing lines mete out the affective qualities slowly. Intensity by speed as against 

slowing intensity—two kinds of articulation by sharp blockings in the flow.   

 

This sense of performative complexity in the art-embrace no doubt has roots in the 

survival function of poetry for Mekas—life interruptions and blockages in the harsh 

war experience of exile from Lithuania and nearly five years internment, first as 

eight months in a German labor camp followed by some four years in the DP 

(displaced persons) camps, recounted in I Had Nowhere to Go: “You live because you 
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want to write a poem. We write poems because if we didn’t, we couldn’t live. To be 

or not to be. To write or not to write.”9 Variations on this theme have play 

throughout his life, and when it comes to film, as in the three-hour Walden (Diaries, 

Notes, and Sketches) (1969), he narrates: "I live, therefore I make films. I make films, 

therefore I live. Life. Movement. I make home movies, therefore I live. I live, 

therefore I make home movies." The modulation of voice of the diaries, of the poems, 

and of the films share a “poetic” register—actual tones of physical voice as well—

and comprise a binding force at the center of both work and personal life. That 

continuously manifesting voice conveys a sense of unflinching faith in poietic 

process and allows him to speak of “poetic film” with a meaning of the 

transformative and life-awakening complexity of poiesis itself. It’s a big part of what 

strikes me as the Mekas effect in diary, poem, or film. 

 

Clearly the artist we know as one of the most challenging and influential filmmakers 

himself identifies first of all as poet, and obsession with reading, writing, editing, 

and poetry holds to the center of concern right along; and that self-identification 

stays pretty much on a par with basic survival in the war/”displaced person” diaries. 

Practically the first words of the diary, July 19, 1944, eight days after setting out to 

escape the perils of occupied Lithuania: “I am neither a soldier nor a partisan. I am 

neither physically nor mentally fit for such life. I am a poet.”10 Arriving in America 

was scarcely a deliverance from hardship—a sense of alienation, job problems, 

numbing factory work, wondering why he should keep writing in a language no one 

will read—yet the diaries continue. Within weeks Jonas and his brother Adolfas are 

borrowing cameras, filming, seeking out experimental film clubs, and, two months 

after arrival, they borrow money and buy their first Bolex 16. Diary poetics finds a 

new home in film. Now writing and filming run side-by-side, an intrinsic double-

screen with unpredictable synchrony.  

  

                                                        
9 I Had Nowhere to Go, 168. 
10 Ibid, 21. 
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The notion of poet-filmmaker is not unknown of course in the film world Mekas has 

celebrated and advanced, notably in his influential Village Voice “Movie Journal,”11 

and in what became Anthology Film Archives. One thinks not only of “experimental” 

filmmakers among his contemporaries who actually have written poetry as part of 

their core work, such as James Broughton, but of more widely celebrated European 

filmmakers like Cocteau and Pasolini. A filmmaker at the level of Stan Brakhage, 

who was a powerful writer and in fact deeply immersed in poetry from the start, is a 

poet in Mekas’ actual sense of the word: his film language had the intensity and 

structural integrity as an “art of vision.”12 And this is the sense of poetic that keeps 

the word alive in any modality of creative work with words, film, or other 

extensions of language in its real art meaning. 

 

If we wonder how a poet can also be an artist at a high level of realization, it’s that 

we are mainly seeing poetry and visual art in terms of the differences between the 

mediums; and this of course must be foregrounded in understanding an art form’s 

operative principles and impact. Yet where multiple arts follow the same intrinsic 

principle, there is intermedial connection beyond the differences that shows up at 

the level of medium, the physical manifestation of the art. And also there is art as 

lived and worked through in a fuller sense—the whole art. I regard an art as whole 

within what issues from its impulse to extend a core principle, but not necessarily in 

all that gathers at the periphery. Mekas has consistently grounded work in his own 

immediate focus, a principled journeying without plan or scenario, to the extent 

that, in his conversation with Brakhage in 2000, he playfully calls himself a filmer 

rather than a filmmaker: “I sometimes joke, I say I am not really a filmmaker; I am 

only a filmer. I film real life. I never know what will come next. The shape of my 

films emerges from the accumulation of the material itself. I go through my life with 

                                                        
11 Collected in Movie Journal: The Rise of New American Cinema, 1959-1971, ed. with intro. Gregory 
Smulewicz-Zucker, foreword Peter Bogdanovich (New York: Film and Culture Series, Columbia 
University Press, 2016). 
12 The title of a major film by Brakhage, The Art of Vision (1965), a further editing of the material in 
Dog Star Man (1961-64). Charles Stein reminds me that the poet Robert Kelly suggested the “art of 
vision” title to Brakhage; the latter recounts this in an unpublished interview with P. Adams Sitney 
quoted in Visionary Film, 204. 
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my Bolex camera.”13 If sticking to principle requires a stalwart contrarian nature, 

Mekas may be at the head of the pack: 

They all say yes. 
But I’ll say no, 
from basic principle, 
like salt. 
  (Daybooks #10) 
 

 

He also goes through life speaking. Words and film are orientational and situational, 

and they are themselves localities of responsive equivalence. They stand in, with, 

for, and up against what presents itself in the immediacy of experience. And it’s all 

in motion. He identifies both film and poetry as movement, and both show up 

through a frame-rate. It’s as though the experience of the single-frame button on the 

Bolex 16, which had such an influence on how filmmakers like Mekas used the 

camera, carried over into verse, a tightly framed “turning over” of lines:  

 
At times, 
it seems 
I'm 
so 
close, 
close 
to 
things, 
 
I tremble 
on touching 
my foot to 
the earth. 
 
All you 
people 
I've 
seen 
no 
more 

                                                        

13 “A Conversation between Jonas Mekas and Stan Brakhage,” which took place at Anthology Film 
Archives, in New York, on November 3rd 2000: http://www.logosjournal.com/brakhage_mekas.htm.  

 



© 2018 George Quasha 9 

into 
than 
into 
things ─ 
 
seeing 
you 
merely 
as 
move 
-ment, 
po 
-etry ─…. 

 

There is thinking that finds its way only in alignment with movement, and Jonas 

Mekas has explored this core principle, the primacy of movement in poetry and film, 

as something approaching a life mission. Camera in hand is bodymind knowing by 

getting in step with what is happening, the current of things.14 “Poetic cinema” 

becomes what its historically first instrument suggested in the name 

cinematograph—literally, writing motion, from Greek kinema, “motion.” Notably the 

O.E.D., which prefers the spelling kinematograph, calls it a “contrivance (invented by 

Messrs. Lumière of Paris) by which a series of instantaneous photographs taken in 

rapid succession can be projected on a screen with similar rapidity, so as to give a 

life-like reproduction of the original moving scene.” Mekas both as filmmaker and 

poet seems to see the world in frames, instant images or verbal units in motion, 

created particle-objects embodying takes—takes on and from the moving reality of 

living—rapid-fire equivalences in projection. Projector and screen, book and page, 

the instruments of viewing, set an intensively refocused world in motion before eye-

mind. One might say projective verse mirrors projective film.15 

 

                                                        
14 This emphasis applies to Brakhage and others as well. The film-poetry view of the primacy of 
motion/movement has important parallels in dance/body-focused phenomenology, the major 
proponent of which is Maxine Sheets-Johnstone; see esp. The Primacy of Movement 
(Amsterdam/Philadelphia: John Benjamins Company, 2011).  
15 I don’t know the extent of Mekas’ interest in Charles Olson, whom he mentions in the Brakhage 
conversation (previous note), and “Projective Verse,” but the emphasis on motion and the muscular 
freedom of “projective” speaking in the verse seem quite related. The rhythmic weave retains the feel 
of being uttered and full-bodied, in either medium.  
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Whatever comes into play has its own rhythmic interlace with the immediate as 

viewed against the absent. Memory, primarily as nostalgia, comes as internal 

pressure on the moment, shaping the sense of presence against what is missing. The 

issue of redemption as reclaiming what is lost in a transforming present includes 

acknowledgment of irredeemability—“flailing redemption.” “My head sags,” he says 

in Daybooks #7, “from prowling/to salvage/scraps/of my days.” The past as the 

experience of loss is the underside of the present as loss of self-purpose, an 

ontological crisis that runs beneath everything; it’s a pervasive disruption in “Words 

Apart”: 

 
the con 
-spiracy 
of things 
I'm 
trying 
to 
break 
free of – 
 
my 
heart's 
own 
impul 
-ses 
drive 
me 
to 
 
disrupt 
my 
rhythms 
and 
constantly 
 
confine me 
to 
the heart 
of space, 
 
without 
reprieve. 
  (“In the Woods” #4) 
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Memory, indeed nostalgia, is never as simple as the word suggests, and the actual 

redemptive force in the Mekas poetics may be the recovery of lost or damaged 

language—a parallel to Mallarmé’s renovated words of the tribe—which, without 

poiesis, becomes a “mind forg’d manacle” (Blake) and emotional slide, the way we 

lean into abstract understanding. The power of his poem or film is as much in what 

it strips away as in what it presents, isolating us in any impatient need of resolution. 

 

The thin short-lined poems that stream down the page have a sort of flicker-effect 

over time, somewhat as the filmic discontinuous splicing’s temporal overlays create 

a “continuous present” (Gertrude Stein) or a sense that “all times are 

contemporaneous in the mind” (Ezra Pound). There’s a linearity that throws us back 

on the verticality of charged experience. Mekas said recently: 

I work completely linearly. I film, I videotape, day after day, and I string all those 
pieces together, and when they are seen, they are seen in linear time, second after 
second after second. But my living—much of the time I do not live in a linear way. I 
live ecstatically! Vertically!16 
 

He sometimes speaks of his creative process in meditative terms, and my sense of 

his work’s interruptive temporality is that it calls reader/viewer to discover that 

species of ecstasy, even amidst destruction. And that’s another word, like memory, 

that can have radically new meaning as a poietically focused singularity, a zone of 

less and less certainty, potentially a zero point or a still point in motion, that opens a 

space of actual renewal.  

Poetry is a state of being, of attitude. It’s an exalted, ecstatic state of living, of seeing, 
of experiencing: [an] intense, intensified way of seeing, perceiving reality, both in art 
and living. There is poetry in literature, in cinema, in dance, in all of the arts. In 
literature, haiku form is the most condensed form. Many different emotions and 
experiences of real life are locked in those few syllables. 
 

It may be an incursion from outside any reliable understanding of memory, 

destruction, the past, its loss, and indeed aesthetic precedent: 

All of my past is in me. And whatever I do is determined and tinted by it. But there 
are also things in me that were inherited or given to me by angels, which 
are completely out of my control. Whatever I do is a product of both earth and 
heaven. I try to be completely with earth, to live and work instant by instant, in the 

                                                        
16 This and following prose quotes are from Uszerowicz. 
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present moment—that’s where my diaristic preoccupations come from. The heaven 
part I cannot control.17 
 

This aspect of Jonas Mekas is no doubt the least obvious. His art of vision is also a 

very particular art of reading, one that requires the poetry for full instruction in how 

to do it. Poetic also means that a singular art of reading/listening/seeing is implicit 

in the work. One finds it everywhere in Mekas’ work—poetry or film—by way of an 

open engagement and a reflective state of attention, embracing it all, including his 

pervasive reentry into the dark night of the soul. The Mekas art is not about 

resolution or transcendence but a certain energy, performativity, and transmission 

of possibility. The poetics inheres in a principle of consciously staying with the 

oscillation between extremes—the past and its loss, the paradisiacal and its 

disappearance, peaks and vales—as the opportunity for both reflection and further 

being. In this sense his art is “mimetic” not in how it represents something either 

exterior or interior but in the state of receptivity itself, what it imparts to one who 

gets with its open process. To fully reach that alignment we need the poems.  

 

                                                        
17 In the same interview Mekas gets even more explicit in the encouraging turn of mind: “…I have 
read my Jakob Boehme, and I have read all the prophets, and I have heard whispers of flowers and 
winds and songs of birds…— so I know that there is something much stronger, much more 
unfathomable, than us, the humans. So do not despair!” 


