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Movement 

 

In her paintings, Marie Menken (1909-1970) attempted above all else to explore the possibilities of light’s 

movement on a two dimensional surface. With camera in hand, she was unable to resist the art of motion and 

spontaneously moved toward objects while performing various camera movements. These movements, extremely 

visible at times, could have been labelled as those of an amateur or dismissed as awkward, but for Stan Brakhage, 

Marie Menken liberated the gestural language of experimental filmmakers.i 

 

Menken’s low budget films are visual choreographies and compositions of objects chosen from the real world, 

such as Isamu Noguchi’s sculptures, the architecture of the Alhambra of Granada, and the lights of the Rockefeller 

Center Christmas tree. Her films also work with motifs fabricated by hand and cut from colourful paper (animation 

films). Menken recorded the world and restored it according to her personal rhythm: drops of water sliding on tree 

leaves, a friend’s flower garden, Spanish priests digging graves, the movements of New York life, and the comings 

and goings of artists in Warhol’s Factory, among others. 

 

While Menken’s work is rarely screened and has received relatively little critical attention, it did influence the 

work of her friends and colleagues, including: Stan Brakhage, Jonas Mekas, Kenneth Anger, Maya Deren, and 

Andy Warhol. Following Stan Brakhage’s tribute and an article by Melissa Ragona,ii P. Adams Sitney has 

developed an in-depth analysis of what he calls the ‘somatic camera of Marie Menken’,iii a handheld camera whose 

movements can be identified with a moving body. For Sitney, while they appear hesitant, heavy-handed, or even 

under the influence of alcohol, Menken’s camera movements demonstrate her expertise as a filmmaker and her 

singular sense of rhythm.  

 

Although the wide range of Menken’s work encourages multiple modes of analysis, it is once again the question 

of motion that caught Angela Joosse’s attention.iv Following Sitney’s publication, she explores the somatic 

qualities of Menken’s Arabesque for Kenneth Anger (1958-61) and identifies an aspect that could be significant 

for the practice of dance in or by film: the link between vision and the movement of the body. 

Dance Films 

Films and writing by Maya Deren provide a major theoretical and practical foundation for the creation of 

screendance. As her colleague, Menken filmed the chess game in Deren’s At Land (1944) and animated the 

constellations in The Very Eye of Night (1958).v Despite this connection, few links have been established between 

Menken’s work and dance film when there are several reasons to do so. 

 

First, if we consider Noël Carroll’s definition of moving-picture dance, that if a film involves ‘a significant 

amount of movement presented because it is interesting for its own sake’,vi then the film can be considered an 

example of moving-picture dance in the extended sense and its movements as dance-like ‘because dance is the art 

form that specializes in the exhibition of movement for its own sake’.vii It is because Menken’s films rely on 

movements that they can be compared to Fernand Léger’s Ballet mécanique and considered a moving-picture 

dance in the extended sense. The second reason draws on Douglas Rosenberg’s definition of screendanceviii that 

involves a migration of dance to the space of the frame and the recorporealisationix of the mediated body. In this 

approach, the mediated body always seems to be visible in one way or another, but could we not continue to 

consider the body as mediated even if it does not appear within the image itself, but rather in the movements of 

the frame? 

 

In this case, one might ask, where is the dance? This question forms the subject of the third argument for 

examining Menken’s work in the context of dance film. Menken’s images can be considered dance films because 

she was dancing while creating them.x In fact, Menken’s work introduces a significant question for dance films: 
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From what dance must a dance film be made? Marie Menken was not a professional dancer, but she danced within 

the practice of her art. What did that make her? Perhaps she was trying to perform anarchic moves,xi perhaps she 

was working to produce gestural exchanges,xii and perhaps, while swinging and swaying her camera inspired by 

her vision, she was practicing contact improvisation before its time. 

 

Menken’s films can be divided into two categories according to their camera movements: the films with 

significant movements of the frame and the fixed frame films that emphasise movement within the frame 

(animation films). The former must be examined for their kinetic, somatic, and formal qualities, and in order to 

reveal the absence/presence of the dancing body. Among them, the most exemplary are: Visual Variations on 

Noguchi (1945), Arabesque for Kenneth Anger (1958-61) and Lights (1964-66), implementing familiar strategies 

found in dance films, as well as Menken’s singular and transformative art whose very core is situated within the 

performance of the gaze. 

Imprint of the Dancing Body 

When Marie Menken asked Isamu Noguchi if she could film his studio, he was creating sculptures for the set 

of Merce Cunningham’s ballet The Seasons. For Menken, Visual Variations on Noguchi was an attempt to ‘capture 

the flying spirit of movement within these solid objects’.xiii In order to convey how she felt while looking at them, 

she began dancing amongst them. The result can be seen as one of the founding acts of somatic cinema. 

 

The first shot of Noguchi’s sculpture is a movement of the frame towards the floor, followed by a cut that 

interrupts it, then a pause resting on one part of the sculpture, then another, followed by another. A lateral 

movement occurs and the camera seems to draw the contours of the objects it observes. After another pause, there 

is shift to the right. The pace becomes faster. The camera starts turning around the objects. This is followed by one 

of Menken’s signature movements: a move towards the floor, then a cut followed by another move to the floor, 

completed at the same pace and rhythm so that they appear as only one movement. 

 

In every movement of the frame, the viewer feels Menken’s body: her movements, the shift of her body weight, 

the contraction and the release of her muscles, in a way that the image no longer produces a description, but 

provides a sequence of executed movements. From this, one might argue that Menken achieves with film what 

Jackson Pollock accomplished with paint: the passage from an art of image to an art of action (Action painting).xiv  

 

‘What else could he be other than a marvellous expert of inventing and composing movements?’, questions art 

historian Georges Didi-Huberman upon observing dancer Israel Galvan’s performance.xv The diversity and the 

quality of Menken’s camera movements bring the same inquiry to the fore. Each sequence manifests her corporeal 

ability and her rhythmic intelligence. Sitney notes that Menken never provides an overall description of the 

sculptures, and as a result, similar to a dance unfolding in front of its audience, one cannot predict the movements 

to come.xvi 

 

Didi-Huberman also notes: ‘The world of the dancer emerges through a play of deliberate deviations from the 

gestures undertaken’.xvii Menken demonstrates the same mastery in her shifts of the camera. She undertakes what 

Erin Brannigan, many years later, has called anarchic moves, unexpected and unconventional movements. From 

the beginning, the passage of dance to the space of the screen has challenged the moving image. Gestural inventions 

of modern and postmodern dance have impacted the temporality and the spatiality of the image and transformed 

filmic conventions. For example, Brannigan expertly illustrates how Trisha Brown’s fast and complex dance 

forced Babette Mangolte to innovate and to construct a slower and flowing image.xviii In the same way, in order to 

imply increased energy, other dance films have used elliptical editing with sudden cuts. In Menken’s case, it is the 

dance that she performed while filming that introduces a transformation of the image. She inserts the movement 

of the body into the substance of the image itself, some movements are chaotic and disorganised, while others act 

as a gestural anacrusisxix that no one had attempted previously. 

 

Menken’s dancing body manifests in a play of appearance and disappearance. The body appears in the 

movement of the frame, making the smallest gesture or micro-choreographyxx visible, and establishes a co-

presence relationship with the viewer through the mobile and subjective frame.xxi The body also disappears 

because the viewer never sees its shape. There is no silhouette, shadow, or figure; only the occasional smoke of 

Menken’s cigarette and the reflection of her flapping arm in a shop window. Another form of disappearance occurs 

in the editing that modifies the functional logic of the body/camera movements. As in other dance films, the range 

of motion and muscular limits are challenged. The editing fragments the body, cuts it into pieces then reconstructs 

it, inflicting permanent metaphoric wounds.xxii From there, a short movement can be doubled by a cut in the middle, 

a movement executed in real time can be accelerated, and a swirling movement can appear unending. 
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Visual Variations on Noguchi can be considered a founding act of somatic cinema because the movements that 

it involves had never been seen before. In fact, the films that inspired Menken, non-narrative avant-garde films, 

do not engage many human camera movements. Perhaps for technical reasons, films by Hans Richter, Man Ray 

or Norman McLaren use fixed frames. In their films, movements are built through the succession of movements 

within the frame. As for Maya Deren, camera movements are frequent and integral to the choreography, but they 

appear more reasonable to the viewer, perhaps for clarity or to respect the dance movement that takes place on-

screen. Deren’s camera movements seem to be those of a person looking, whereas Menken’s movements are those 

of a person looking while on the move. This is Menken’s original invention. Because she danced and looked at the 

same time, Menken’s art simultaneously combines that of the filmmaker, who moves to better illustrate, with the 

practice later developed by dancers, that of attaching cameras to their bodies in order to imprint their dance within 

the image (Trisha Brown in Homemade and additional dancers and screendance artists thereafter). 

Contact Improvisation 

Menken’s imprint dance turns out to be even more related to space in Arabesque for Kenneth Anger due to the 

film’s location. Inspired by the beauty of the site, Menken produced a work that is site-specific within the empty 

space of the Alhambra Palace in Granada. Working with the arabesque, both a figure of dance and of ornament, 

Menken’s camera follows the lines of the architecture. As in Visual Variations on Noguchi, the camera underlines 

the contours of the décor: curved movement on the arches, vertical moves on towers and columns, fast paced runs 

in interior courtyards, lateral movements on the roofs, rotating movements under the domes, and a waltz along the 

mosaic’s rhythms. Without going as far as the dancer in Trisha Brown’s Man Walking Down The Side of a Building 

(1970), Menken’s camera reveals the space and the relationship between the body and its environment.  

 

In addition to the movements of the frame that challenge the mobility of vision, pauses come into play. These 

include pauses amid the visual complexity or the static mobility of the mosaics and the arabesques, as well as 

pauses among moving objects. Arabesque for Kenneth Anger is a dialogue between the static and the moving, 

between the movement in the frame and the movement of the frame: passing from the flight of a bird to an 

ascending movement of the frame, from a slow paced travelling that unveils the objects one by one to the water 

stream of a fountain, from spiral shapes at the surface of water to circles of light piercing a stone set in motion by 

the former’s dance. 

 

For Douglas Rosenberg, the practice of screendance can be compared to the practice of contact improvisation, 

a form of dance that takes physical contact as well as visual and audio contact as points of departure for body 

movements.xxiii In this vein, we could also approach Menken’s work as a form of contact-improvisation. Arabesque 

for Kenneth Anger seems animated by frenetic and spontaneous movements born from the enthusiasm of the 

filmmaker’s vision. The viewer can see that Menken improvised, and we know this because the film was shot in 

one day without any camera preparation. Kenneth Anger even mentions that Menken not only improvised the 

shots, but that she was editing the film at the same time.xxiv  

 

For Angela Joosse, the art of Menken lies in the transformation of perception into movement. Just as Jackson 

Pollock improvised the actions of painting through the release of his body and the immediacy of his sensations, 

Menken improvised kinetic reactions through mindful contact with her environment. Her active and affected 

perception produced an unequalled rhythm of movement and triggering of the cinematic recording device. For 

Joosse, Menken’s perception was remarkably tactile. She came into contact with her environment through the 

anticipation of touch, which then constructed images emphasizing their materiality.xxv  

 

Menken’s contact improvisation is an active performance of vision, motion and composition that implies a 

selection of information and an intimacy with what is filmed. As in historical screendance films, Menken 

establishes a subjective dialogue with her environment in the same way that Hilary Harris does with Bettie de 

Jong’s performance in Nine Variations on a Dance Theme (1967) and that of Amy Greenfield in Element (1973). 

Menken, like Harris, moves to find various camera angles, with the key difference being that she acts as both 

filmmaker and performer.  

 

To apply a concept that resembles contact improvisation, although it is less literal as it involves all movements 

at play in a dance film, we could say that Menken’s films implement what Brannigan calls gestural exchange. 

These gestures, in an extended sense, are the actual movements of Menken’s performance, the responding 

empathic movements of the viewer, in addition to the qualitative movement of Menken’s art, that is her singular 

gestures and the gestusxxvi which, through resonance or influence, set the senses and thought into motion.  
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Working the Surface 

Douglas Rosenberg applies Sally Banes’ analysis, for whom postmodern dance has become ‘a frame to scrutinize 

movement-action as material’, and adapts it to screendance by replacing the frame of dance with the frame of the 

screen.xxvii Using the screen as a frame to explore movement is exactly what Menken practiced, following her use 

of the canvas as a space to explore movement. For Menken, movement is not an added quality but the foundational 

material of the image.  

 

Centred on the movement of light, the film Lights provides an outstanding example of Menken’s capacity to 

reveal forms through movement. The film opens with a close up of Christmas tree decorations. Colourful bells are 

filmed from below and the camera turns around the tree at a walking rhythm. The gazing camera appears to look 

for something; it finds its way through the luminous objects, then, in a moment of release it begins to shake and 

sway similar to the way a child might in order to induce dizziness. The movement continues and intensifies as if 

it has discovered something. At this moment, the surface of the screen blurs, becomes more abstract, and the 

luminous shapes transform into traces of light.  

 

Here, the experimental filmmaker calls on her painterly gaze to manipulate the surface of the screen. She uses 

the film’s exposure to print the light in such a way that recognizable objects become splashes of colour. For Angela 

Joosse, Menken’s invention lies in the fruitful tension between the movements of her body and the image recording 

mechanism of the camera. If Menken had not moved, she would not have seen the images that she later edited 

together, and had she not moved using a slow shutter speed, luminous objects would not have stained the surface 

of the screen. 

 

Menken’s images that emerge from the relationship between the movement of the body and technology are 

quite similar to those of Ghostcatching (1999), a digital art installation that displays the virtual dance of Bill T. 

Jones. Instead of a camera tracing the light on the screen, it is the movement of the body recorded via small sensors 

that draws the dance on the surface of the screen. Although they use different technologies, these two types of 

images carry an imprint of the body’s movements and of the performers’ original gestures. 

 

In another sequence during Menken’s Lights, the camera records city lights from what seems to be a moving 

vehicle. The colours have disappeared and white neon lights, that recall those found in Man Ray’s Emak-Bakia 

(1926), take their place. In addition to the mechanical displacement of the frame, Menken introduces arm 

movements as well as jolts, sweeps, and tilts of the camera. The city lights float and whirl as if in a ballet filmed 

from above in one of Busby Berkeley’s musicals. 

 

The film ends in a crescendo with an acceleration of the speed of moving luminous objects. Menken filmed in 

stop motion, reducing the number of successive images, and as a result, the filmic image grows more abstract. 

Menken transformed the screen into a canvas with traces of light scratching at its surface, as in Pollock’s drippings, 

and extended the visual possibilities of the filmic image. 

Editing Strategies 

 ‘The most interesting paradox, and perhaps the most difficult to comprehend, relates to the dancer’s ability to 

simultaneously embody dislocations and grace, ruptures and connections, contrasts and continuities, the effects of 

fragmentation and flow’,xxviii says Didi-Huberman. Menken’s choreographic approach relies as much on her 

body/camera movements as it does on her use of editing. Like the movements of a dancer, her choreography 

wanders between the continuous and the discontinuous. 

 

Marie Menken seems to have found instinctively what contributes to the flowing quality of an image. In her 

films, she begins a camera movement in one shot and finishes it within the next. She notices the movement in the 

frame and replicates it with the one of the frame. She follows the axis and directions of the gaze from one shot to 

another. As in the pattern of an arabesque, the sinuous movements of the film circulate and interlace in an infinite 

convolution. Menken implements what Amy Greenfield describes about Maya Deren’s work as ‘the magical 

power of motion over discontinuities of space and time’.xxix 

 

Added to these elements is the music, often composed by Teiji Ito, Deren’s last husband. The music increases 

the impression of continuity as it follows its own stream despite the change of spaces and rhythm of the image. At 

times, the gestures repeat themselves: the same lateral shift, the same vertical move, the same flapping or pounding, 

or the same pictorial motif. As in music and dance, Menken practices the art of repetition (and exaggeration). 
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Brakhage has noted, in light of Gertrude Stein, that this type of repetition is never repetitive.xxx This is due to the 

Bergsonian notion that the moving image in its duration differentiates itself and produces anew. 

 

Menken accomplishes the art of flow while applying the same ease to the practice of cuts, pauses, or stops: the 

cut, in a literal sense, of a movement of the frame which interrupts itself to reconvene somewhere else; the pause, 

which focuses on the movements within the frame and introduces an expectation of movements to come; and the 

stop, through the use of stop-motion, which inserts still images or immobility in the overall motion of the film. 

From there, the editing of all these movement types forms a choreography of images that relies on power relations: 

relations of speed, duration, size, positions in space, of light, of colours, and of textures. What Menken produces 

is polyrhythmic, multiple, and composite. 

Conclusion 

Marie Menken’s work is noteworthy because it is an original and avant-garde example of a multidisciplinary 

approach. In a way that can be compared to the practice of dance film, Menken’s work involves body movements, 

movements of images, the exploration of space, duration, and rhythm; the links between music and image, site 

specific experimentation, and improvisation. As a result, it functions within a (contemporary) choreographic 

paradigm. 

 

The artist’s work is further informed by her early experiences as a painter and gracefully explores the pictorial 

potential of the filmic image. In this way, Menken is exemplary because her work is as concerned with the kinetic 

and the somatic as it is with the history and aesthetics of still and moving images. Even if Menken’s original 

intention was not to transpose dance to the screen, her work can be used to examine action based or performance 

based image building, and at the same time, to enrich considerations of current practices that involve 

choreographers interested in the construction of images.  

 

Martina Kudlacek, director of the documentary In the Mirror of Maya Deren (2001), also created a film about 

Marie Menken, Notes on Marie Menken (2006). It is unlikely that this is a coincidence. Indeed, we could view the 

work of these artists as two complementary angles of approach to dance film: that of Maya Deren, which sought 

to transform dance into image and that of Marie Menken, which attempted to make the image a dance. One way 

or another, what remains to be addressed is the distinction (or not) between ‘what dance is’ and the question of 

‘what makes it dance’.xxxi 

 
Notes 

 

i ‘In the history of cinema up to that time, Marie’s was the most free-floating handheld camera short of newsreel catastrophe 

shots; and Visual Variations on Noguchi liberated a lot of independent filmmakers from the idea that had been so powerful up 

to then, that we have to imitate the Hollywood dolly shot, without dollies – that the smooth pan and dolly shot was the only 

acceptable thing. Marie’s free, swinging, swooping hand-held pans changed all that, for me and for the whole independent 

filmmaking world’. Stan Brakhage, Film at Wit’s End: Eight Avant-Garde Filmmakers (New York: McPherson & Company, 

1989), 38. 
ii See Melissa Ragona, ‘Swing and Sway: Marie Menken’s Filmic Events,’ in Women’s Experimental Cinema, ed. Robin Blaetz 

(Durham: Duke University Press, 2007).  
iii P. Adams Sitney, Eyes Upside Down, Visionary Filmmakers and the Heritage of Emerson (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 

2008), 23. 
iv Angela Joosse, ‘Made from Movement: Michael Snow’s THAT/CELA/DAT, Marie Menken’s Arabesque for Kenneth 

Anger, and Richard Serra’s Double Torqued Ellipse’, (PhD diss., Ryerson and York University, 2012). 
v P. Adams Sitney explains that Menken even claimed that she came up with the idea for the jump through space and time in 

Deren’s A Study in Choreography for Camera.  
vi Noël Carroll, ‘Toward a Definition of Moving-Picture Dance’, reprinted in The International Journal of Screendance, Vol 

1, n°1 (2010), 123. 
vii Ibid.  
viii ‘I have chosen the term “screendance” as the most accurate way to describe the passage of “dance”, via its mediated image, 

to any and all screens without articulating materiality’. Douglas Rosenberg, Screendance. Inscribing the Ephemeral Image 

(New York: Oxford University Press, 2012), 3. 
ix ‘Recorporealisation refers to the literal reconstruction of the dancing body via screen techniques; at times a construction of 

an impossible body, one not encumbered by gravity, temporal restraints, or death’. Ibid., 55 
x People who knew the artist commented that in her work, Menken was always dancing while filming and they use extensive 

dance vocabulary to describe her camera movements. 
xi Erin Brannigan, Dancefilm: Choregraphy and the Moving Image (New York: Oxford University Press), 2011, 125-130 
xii Ibid., 173. 
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xiii Brakhage, Film at Wit’s End, 38. 
xiv Anne-Claire Cauhapé, ‘La Chorégraphie du geste pictural: Sensible et Plasticité’ in Sur le geste - hors série (2006). 
xv Georges Didi-Huberman, Le danseur des solitudes (Paris: Editions de Minuit, 2006), 48. 
xvi ‘By withholding any establishing shot that would provide an overview of the studio, and even by suppressing images that 

would frame a whole, autonomous piece of sculpture, she makes it impossible to predict the purposiveness of her camera 

movements’. P. Adams Sitney, Eyes Upside Down, 27-28. 
xvii Ibid. 
xviii Brannigan, Dancefilm, 125-127. 
xix Anacrusis is a musical term that refers to situations when the first measure of music begins with silence or is preceded by a 

series of notes before the first downbeat. This time counted within the piece of music can be used by the performer ‘to place’ 

her rhythm. In our context, an anacrusis refers to a latency, and therefore, a time lag in the rhythm. 
xx Brannigan, Dancefilm, 43-44. 
xxi A practice seen in later performance art videos.  
xxii Rosenberg, Screendance, 70. 
xxiii ‘Migrating dance to camera space is a process of meta-production that resembles something similar to contact-

improvisation--and in a sense, it is about both contact and improvisation’. Ibid., 2. 
xxiv ‘She had a dancing eye and she had a wonderful eye for details. And it seemed that her film was almost cut in the camera, 

as she seemed to know all the little details she wanted to put together like a jigsaw puzzle’. Kenneth Anger in Notes on Marie 

Menken, DVD, directed by Martina Kudlacek (2006: Icarus Films). 
xxv ‘The film repeatedly presents sweeping-to-pausing movements over the sculpted relief patterns of the palace’s walls and 

pillars. These movements are akin to running one’s hand over the textured surfaces in a kind of caress’. Joosse, ‘Made from 

Movement’, 157. 
xxvi From the Brechtien acting theory that involves a system of attitudes, gestures and words in order to establish the social 

position of a character in relation to the others. It was used and modified by Gilles Deleuze to name ‘the link or the knot of 

attitudes between themselves, their coordination with each other, in so far as they do not depend on a previous story, a pre-

existing plot or an action-image. On the contrary, the gestus is the development of attitudes themselves, and as such, carries 

out a direct theatricalization of bodies, often very discreet, because it takes place independently of any role’. Gilles Deleuze, 

Cinema II: The Time Image (London: Continuum International Publishing Group, 2005),185. 
xxvii‘Banes’s description of “dance as a frame to scrutinize movement-action-as material” might be reworked to read “the frame 

as a site to scrutinize movement-action-as material”’. Rosenberg, Screendance. 51. 
xxviii Didi-Huberman, Le Danseur, 128. 
xxix Amy Greenfield, ‘The Kinesthetics of Avant-Garde Dance Film: Deren and Harris’ in Envisioning Dance on Film and 

Video, edited by Judy Mitoma and Elizabeth Zimmer (London: Routledge, 2002), 22. 
xxx ‘Marie often seems repetitive but, like Stein, she never is’. Brakhage, Film at Wit’s End, 40 
xxxi ‘What meaning can we give to the “what makes it dance”? How can we condense into one irrepressible tension the two 

modalities of “doing” and “dancing”?’ Adnen Jdey, Ce qui fait danse : de la plasticité à la performance (Paris, La Part de 

L’œil, 2009), 7. 

 


