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It might seem contradictory to begin a book devoted to surrealist film after 1945 with a film-maker who categorically rejected surrealism as a context for her work, and whose closest proximity to the movement took place during rather than after World War 2. Born in the Ukraine, educated in Europe, Maya Deren (1917–61) would spend most of her adult life in New York, interspersed with field trips to Haiti, developing expansive talents as a writer, theorist, ethnographer, photographer, and teacher. But it is in her activities as a film-maker that her multiple interests converge, in works that have been read as a founding moment in the American avant-garde and, more particularly, as a bridge between European cinema and the establishment of an American tradition of experimental film. From the outset their vocabulary, beginning with the cyclical, oneiric narrative of Meshes of the Afternoon, made with her husband Alexander Hammid in Los Angeles in 1943 and starring Deren herself in a role that keeps shifting or mirroring her identity, was read in relationship to the 1920s surrealist cinema of Buñuel, Dalí, Man Ray, and others. The couple’s move soon afterwards to New York would set them in the heart of a vigorous community of local and émigré writers and artists, amongst them prominent members of the French surrealist group fleeing the war in Europe. It was in this fertile milieu that Deren – at this point still only in her mid-20s – quickly established a solo career. Nearly all of her film projects were either made or initiated in the next four years, ranging from what P. Adams Sitney labels the ‘trance films’ that succeeded Meshes of the Afternoon – At Land (1944) and Ritual in Transfigured Time (1945–46) – to experimental dance films such as A Study in Choreography for Camera (1945) and culminating in the incomplete ventures documenting Haitian vodou that would preoccupy much of the remainder of her life.

It is not only stylistic affiliations that have led to the tendency to position Deren in the context of surrealism, but a whole host of shared themes and approaches, a number of which will be highlighted here: dream, identity, metamorphosis certainly; but also play, ritual, magic, and in particular a kind of poetic cross-cultural ethnography, all of which also characterize the interests of the French surrealist group on its reformation after the war. The aim here, then, is neither to claim Deren for surrealism, nor simply to view her works through its lens but rather, in a more speculative and oblique mode, to set these two voices side by side and see which resonances might have been working in phase to amplify each other. In selecting the New York films (and so leaving out Meshes of the Afternoon), by scrutinising the aspects of their practice that chime with those of the surrealist circles so close at hand to their making, the hope is to gauge how Deren’s research can be seen to pick up sensitively on signs that surrealism, too, was continuing to elicit and explore. These are the elements which would help propel the movement beyond its ‘celebrity status’ and consequent recuperation during the late 1930s, into the labyrinth of something deeper, more difficult perhaps, in the changed landscape of the world after catastrophe. At Land, Ritual in Transfigured Time, and above all the unfinished Witch’s Cradle (1943) are the works that stand as contemporary to surrealist collective activity in New York, and through which Deren’s active participation in its climate of research will be considered here. If Deren’s films, ultimately, are not part of surrealism, many of their underlying concerns may be seen as echoing a particular surrealist discourse and sensibility whose aims include the desire to redraw the maps of self or community and the rituals that link them. In the crucible of New York, surrealism’s shifting direction was distilled from ingredients that had long been its constituents but whose emerging amalgam would help forge its character for the decades ahead; Maya Deren can be part of this story.

Deren against surrealism 

‘Under no conditions are these films to be announced or publicized as Surrealist or Freudian’ ran a note accompanying Deren’s works for screening.
 The peremptory instruction indicates a frustration that her work had been presented in precisely this way, and indeed from the outset her films had been read in the light of surrealism – a term, often superficially understood, that by the mid-1940s was all the rage in the United States. Deren’s extensive writings about film and reflections on her own works feature frequent mention of surrealism both as a major contemporary current, and as a specific context for experimental cinema; in almost every case this acknowledgement either comes with reservations, or is framed in terms of an explicit rejection or surpassing of surrealism as a reference point for her own ambitions.
 With a few notable exceptions,
 in the years since her death Deren’s commentators have either tended to ignore her preferences and continue to ascribe direct links between her films and European surrealist cinema, often based on fairly limited analysis confined to film history and theory rather than surrealism as a whole; or to endorse her rejection of the label without much further investigation.
 Surrealist film critics and historians have often been even more trenchant, not just in terms of Deren, but in refuting any surrealist interest at all in American post-war experimental film. Ado Kyrou, a participant in the post-war surrealist group in Paris, offers this harsh overview in Le Surréalisme au cinéma: ‘Maya Deren didn't make it past 1925; daft Freudianism, surrealism for well-behaved children and a profound boredom are slightly offset by strong technique and Mme Deren’s face which is very beautiful. She is considered the last word in American surrealism, and it must be admitted that she’s a genius compared to her colleagues.’

But what was the basis of Deren’s critique of surrealism? A closer look at her writings and archives suggests a surprisingly summary reflection. Though we expect her to have been familiar with writings by and about surrealists during her New York years
 – in particular the prolific journal View (1940–47), in which surrealism was a dominant voice and where her own work would be published, but also the surrealist journal VVV (1942–44) – her explicit points of reference tend to be more widely-known sources on the movement.
 Two major strands of critique are reiterated in her writings: firstly, that surrealism, allied to Romanticism, is ‘self-avowedly dedicated to externalizing an inner reality whose original integrity has been devotedly preserved’,
 a position that privileges extreme or provocative forms and whose ambitions have been made redundant by science; and that, in basing itself on Freudian psychoanalysis (and in so doing undermining the latter’s therapeutic intent), surrealism’s only motor is the unconscious, its sole mode spontaneity.
 The first charge is more complex to counter: on the one hand, surrealism’s dialogue with both Romantic and scientific currents is far more nuanced than Deren allows, while on the other her own films capture more than a little sense of the externalisation of inner reality. The second, of surrealism as spontaneity against consciousness, seems straightforwardly misplaced. While often rebalancing the relationships between the conscious and unconscious (Deren prefers the term ‘subconscious’), to the latter’s benefit, surrealism in no way seeks to supplant or eradicate consciousness; spontaneity and chance are just two special implements in its much more generous toolkit, used with measures of deliberation and reflection.

If Deren rejected the value of unconscious methodologies, she nevertheless had significant interests in the loss of conscious agency through the experience of trance, a phenomenon to which she would later devote considerable attention in relation to Haitian vodou, but was already exploring in the context of dance in one of her earliest publications, ‘Religious Possession in Dancing’ (1942).
 This article contains several elements which attract our attention here: a quotation from anthropologist Bronisław Malinowski on the correlation between magic and chance; references to James Frazer’s Golden Bough; and an explicit connection between the conditions of trance and hysteria, all of which evoke crossovers with surrealist interests. But we could also note the significance of trance states in surrealism’s own earliest history – the so-called ‘period of sleeping fits’ of 1920–23 – as the laboratory for the emerging movement’s methodological, philosophical, and ethical positions, just as ‘Religious Possession in Dancing’ anticipates Deren’s leap into film. The point here is less whether or not Deren would have been aware of these antecedents, but that like surrealism, even if to different ends, the formative moment immediately before the launching of her career was spent thinking through some of the same issues that had helped the surrealists to define themselves in Paris two decades previously.

If Deren’s public references to surrealism seem limited, her dismissal of its relevance for her work seems at least in part a rejection of an idea that was already well on the way to becoming a similarly constrained cliché in the wider American culture (and in the face of which the surrealists in New York, too, were beginning to steer a fresh path, not along the lines of avant-garde innovation but – drawing on pre-modernist themes of utopia, myth, the occult, and nature – deeper into the secret heart of knowledge). Reductive views of Deren’s films in relation to the historical European avant-garde clearly frustrated her, but they also in the end miss the point. Far more pertinent to her work of the mid-1940s is the context of contemporary surrealism in New York – something that in some ways is harder to grasp, but which sets her not in stylistic affinity to the movement, but very close to the centre of actual collective surrealist activity, intimacy, and debate.

As is well known, the mass emigration between 1939 and 1941 of members of the Parisian surrealist group fleeing the Occupation led to substantial numbers of them settling in and around New York. This included some of the most significant members of the group: André Breton – by now the movement’s undisputed leading light – and his soon to be estranged wife Jacqueline, but also figures such as Marcel Duchamp, Max Ernst, Robert Lebel, André Masson, Roberto Matta, Gordon Onslow Ford, Kurt Seligmann, Yves Tanguy, and Isabelle Waldberg; while international travel was difficult, correspondence and exchange was still possible for those based in Mexico and the Caribbean such as Leonora Carrington, Aimé and Suzanne Césaire, Wifredo Lam, Pierre Mabille, Wolfgang Paalen, Benjamin Péret, Alice Rahon, and Remedios Varo; Man Ray was an occasional visitor from Los Angeles. Added to this already impressive list were a number of Americans sympathetic to surrealism and drawn, more or less urgently, into its orbit, among whom one might highlight collector and gallerist Peggy Guggenheim (married to Ernst for some of this period), gallerist and long-serving promoter of surrealism Julien Levy, and the painter Dorothea Tanning. Public platforms for the activities of this circle – notably the 1942 exhibition First Papers of Surrealism, publications of journals and books, as well as prominent attention from mainstream and specialist press – made up for the material and practical difficulties that limited its possibilities, and as historians have amply documented the ideas it unleashed would be highly influential on the subsequent directions of North American art and literature. From her arrival in New York in the spring or summer of 1943, Deren was part of this world. The young writer Charles Duits, a close friend of Breton and other surrealists from late 1942 onwards, enumerates the set he had joined, with its intense daily interactions, in three categories: the ‘members of the surrealist group properly speaking’, other modernists (like Chagall, Mondrian or Pollock), and then finally a list of associated ‘writers, philosophers, critics, historians, scholars’, among whose eight names is that of Deren.
 As we shall consider, sporadic but significant connections place her clearly within this circle formed around surrealism: direct links to Guggenheim and Duchamp, roles in her films for surrealist artists and writers, filmed documentation of surrealist artworks, photographs taken by Deren of Breton … 

One relevant feature here is the prominence of women in this grouping, an increasing feature of surrealist activity in France but now highly visible: Tanning, Waldberg, and Jacqueline Breton in New York, Carrington, Rahon, and Varo in Mexico, Suzanne Césaire in Martinique; as we will see, in several cases sympathetic connections link their work to Deren’s. One might ask why, then, given all of these affinities and proximities, did she not move closer to these liaisons, participate more directly in their activities (as opposed to drawing them into hers)? The answer might lie largely in personal motives: the status of the well-established surrealists – celebrities in the restricted locale of Manhattan’s culture – might have made them intimidating, while Breton in particular could be demanding or disconcerting.
 Driven by an intense creative and intellectual momentum, Deren could be demanding too, her friendships intense and challenging. Perhaps, for a sense that in walking the same direction, Deren nevertheless crossed the street to avoid an encounter that might have promised something more, one may offer a tentative parallel with the biography of Louise Bourgeois, another young European artist of Deren’s generation in New York in this period moving close to surrealist circles and who knew its members personally, but maintained a calculated distance from them. Critics, in step with Bourgeois’s own later comments, have invariably read this as an ethical (and gender-sensitive) rejection,
 but it might also just as plausibly have signalled the strong need to establish and protect her still very new practice alone and without the heady but potentially stifling atmosphere of a cabal of elders.

Deren shared several key intellectual reference points that might have been expected at the very least to facilitate sympathetic dialogue with the émigré surrealists. In addition to her proficiency in French, her highly informed interests included ethnography, a recurring and growing concern for the surrealists in this period; French Symbolist poetry, a topic in her Master’s dissertation, where poets such as Baudelaire or Mallarmé were also part of French surrealism’s intellectual heritage; and an awareness of the relationships between conscious and unconscious behaviour, through her father who was a prominent psychiatrist. Moreover the period of the 1930s had been centred on her work as an activist for the Young People’s Socialist League, a Trotskyist organisation that in turn echoed her family history (her father may have known Trotsky personally).
 While this engagement had been left behind by the time she met the French surrealists, their clear alignment at this time with Trotsky’s positions and against Stalinism would immediately have offered a shared ethical and political understanding. 

Finally, one more clear link between Deren and surrealist ideas remains to be acknowledged: her husband Alexander Hammid, who under his earlier name Alexandr Hackenschmied had been a member of the Czech avant-garde in Prague during the 1920s and 1930s, a film maker and photographer as well as promoter of local and international practice. Hammid’s knowledge of experimental film and photography, and his evident awareness of surrealism in particular, has been frequently cited as a key influence on Deren, most obviously during their collaboration on Meshes of the Afternoon, and we know, for instance, that he had previously organized film screenings that included works by Man Ray.
 What is also pertinent here, however, is the specifically Czech context for his work. His early and most innovative film Aimless Walk (Bezúčelná procházka) of 1930 may not look much like Paris-based surrealism, but it has a good deal in common with the materialist poetry of the urban everyday that is a key feature both of the cross-disciplinary Devětsil movement from which first Poetism and then surrealism emerged in Czechoslovakia during this period, and of the Czech surrealist group formed in 1934, notably in the city writings of Vítězslav Nezval or the street photography of Jindřich Štyrský.
 As cameraman for the anti-Nazi documentary Crisis (1939), Hackenschmied seems to have been responsible for the disturbing early section depicting citizens trying on gasmasks, featuring shop displays, and then children, dolls and mannequins in their grotesque attire that, in retrospect, looks fully conversant with the contemporary works of Czech surrealists Štyrský and Toyen.
 

Intuitive but telling links like these keep connecting Deren, often at an underground level, not just to the émigré surrealists in New York but to the attitudes of international surrealism of the 1920s and 1930s. They are in play even before one connects the fascination of Haiti for both parties during the 1940s or, for that matter, begins to prise open the knotted concerns with myth, ritual, magic, and play that were already among Deren’s interests in the early 1940s and would take centre stage for her by mid-decade, but that were also priorities for surrealism in exactly the same period and would become – for the French group at least – defining characteristics in the post war era.

[figure 1 near here]  

Witch’s Cradle

The moment at which the paths of Deren and the surrealists converge most emphatically is in her incomplete – perhaps, indeed, incompletable – film Witch’s Cradle shot in August of 1943 (see figure 1). Deren’s first solo project, as with many of her films it centres on a female protagonist, countered by a more shadowy male presence, who alternately explores spaces and enacts personal and magical rituals in a series of fluid, dream-like scenes that alternate between relatively conventional and more experimental or manipulated images of characters, staged interiors, and – especially prominent – presentations of sculptures and paintings. Clearly in an unfinished state that nevertheless adds to the film’s sense of a fragile and unresolved enigma, just as its protagonists are doubled or float in and out of shot, the extant footage consists of nearly 12 minutes of loosely-edited segments, with some elements of structure and consistency; there seems to be some likelihood, indeed, that these are in fact out-takes from a now lost rough cut.
 This isn't enough to give a clear idea of her intentions, particularly as it does not fully match the shooting script that both includes missing scenes and some different ordering, but the fact that Deren projected a version of the film at least once implies that she viewed it as a coherent ‘work in progress’ rather than a failed set of fragments.
 With a central role for artist Anne Clark (Matta’s wife and mother of their twin children, though the couple were separating at the time), the film also circulates around two other ‘players’ with emphatic surrealist credentials: Duchamp, and Guggenheim’s Art of This Century gallery, rigged up with twine and animated as if it, too, had a living role, with Clark as both seeker in its labyrinth and initiate in its magic rituals. At one level the film acts as a kind of ‘home movie’ through which to explore the gallery’s spaces and exhibits, pointing to the sense in which Deren as an early career film-maker may here be figured as an ‘amateur’, in the positive terms of engaging an as yet non-professionalised and open-ended creative practice, testing and risk-taking with all of the occasional technical inconsistencies this might entail. Unlike conventional cinematic ‘fantasy’, Deren’s films begin from immediate actuality – places, objects and people who are friends not actors. In turn, it’s noticeable that a large proportion of the works Witch’s Cradle draws into its game are by familiar surrealist artists, including Alberto Giacometti, Ernst, Tanguy, Jean Arp, and (with precious images of a now missing poem-object) André Breton. While Sarah Keller argues persuasively that this central role given to works by other artists had the effect of foreclosing Deren’s own creative intentions, leading her to abandon the film, it is noticeable that many of them are explored in partial or divergent ways that bring them to life rather than documenting them: Giacometti’s Woman with her Throat Cut (1932) suspended on its side and identifiable only from the articulated flail/razor component that bobs like a suggestive pendulum across the fabric décolletage of Clark’s dress; Tanguy’s The Sun in Its Jewel Case (1937) seen as a misty fragment; and an unidentified Ernst (probably Blind Swimmer (Effect of a Touch) of 1934, turned on its side) whose eddying lines are followed in extreme close-up. 

Just as likely causes of Deren’s decision not to pursue the film to completion are both its surfeit of ideas, where quite a few of its most powerful moments take the form of tantalisingly short clips that finally are all the more enigmatic for their oblique connection to the rest of the action, and the nagging feeling that technical issues stemming from Deren’s relative inexperience, such as problems with consistency in focus and tracking, would have felt inadequate to her strict sense of control (on top of which, since the film was made between exhibitions at the gallery, with Guggenheim allowing only limited access, opportunities for re-shoots were curtailed).
 As examples of the former, an uncanny dark thread oozing up a woman’s arm like a reversed trail of blood – linked later to tattoos of frond-like veins on a pale hand that a few shots later is revealed to be artificial – or a disturbing insert of an actual beating heart, provide the film with images that are all the more intense for feeling unresolved and unwarranted.
 (The veined hand, in a telling coincidence, looks remarkably similar to Meret Oppenheim’s design for a pair of gloves with veins that was not realised until 1985, but was based on a detailed drawing made in Basel around 1942–45.)
 Instances of the latter include the fascinating but not entirely successful segments of the film that put Duchamp centre stage. Deren treats him like a mannequin, swinging the camera from close-ups homing in on limbs or necklines to mobile overhead views that explore and depersonalise his body through the motif of the animated string inching across his clothes (with the dark thread tugging it still visible, like a parlour trick rather than slick illusion) or that coils and knots in his hands in an awry game of cat’s cradle.


The encounter between Deren and Duchamp (twice MD) is one that feels both arbitrary and essential. Though Deren was on record as an admirer of his work, and indeed a sequence of stills from Witch’s Cradle would be included in the special issue of View (series V, no.1, 1945) dedicated to Duchamp to which many leading surrealists contributed, it isn't clear how close or lasting their relationship might have been – though close enough, at least, for him to have given her one of his works on glass.
 Nevertheless, affinities between the two appear in many places: their serious interest in games; the foregrounding of concepts in motivating works; their cultivation of productive friendships. As with Duchamp, what at first appears to be disparity or eclecticism in Deren’s œuvre turns out to coalesce into an integral constellation of ideas. And it’s important to emphasise here the extent to which a link to Duchamp constitutes a link to surrealism; while Duchamp may have maintained his independence from the surrealist group, he is so clearly, repeatedly, and ardently claimed by the movement, particularly during this period in New York, that to see him as detached from the wider scope of surrealism makes little sense. 


As Deren would probably have known, the material and conceptual possibilities of string figure repeatedly in Duchamp’s earlier works, among them the 3 Standard Stoppages of 1913–14, in which lengths of string are used to create templates for a kind of speculative, non-compliant measurement, or With Hidden Noise of 1916, featuring a ball of twine trapped between metal plates and containing a secret object. Tensions between play and control, the pleasures of drawing non-art materials into the studio, the complexity lurking in the everyday are all themes that bubble under this concern, and they would emerge most forcefully in Duchamp’s best-known use of the medium in his installation for the exhibition First Papers of Surrealism in New York, October 1942 (at which point Deren was still in Los Angeles, so presumably she knew of it only from secondary sources). Duchamp’s celebrated intervention, known variously as His Twine or Mile of String, marshalled great quantities of string to form a dense net around the space and its exhibits, inhibiting free passage around the show, covering the visual field in a tangle of lines that was also a network of embodied links from each object to the next, and forcing the audience to mobilize an active viewing in which looking became a negotiation. While it clearly relates to Duchamp’s past practice, Mile of String can also, however, be seen as a close cousin of the representations of networks in recent surrealist painting, especially the works from the late 1930s and early 1940s of recent recruits to surrealism Matta and Onslow Ford (both of whom were in New York by 1940). Writing of his ‘cosmic landscape’ Man on a Green Island (1939) Onslow Ford would describe the webs and vectors it depicts around an abstracted solitary individual as ‘vibrating force-lines … hammering rays and … linear beings’ that delineate ‘the expression of inner worlds beyond our dreams’ and produce a ‘two-way perspective’ fluctuating between proximity and distance.


A major element of Witch’s Cradle is an evocation – presumably with Duchamp’s blessing – of Mile of String, with cord wound round the environments of Art of This Century, crossing and dissecting spaces and works, tugged at by disembodied hands, complicating and connecting everything; other objects – Duchamp’s laced shoes, a wired sculpture by Antoine Pevsner slung on a trapeze – are lured into its netted meanings. As Judith Noble points out, string is also a material associated with the binding and ritual repetition of magical practices
 – something to which contemporary surrealists in North America and the Caribbean, who included figures such as specialist in magic and the occult Kurt Seligmann, or Pierre Mabille, researching Haitian vodou, would have been alert.
 The trapeze, moreover, tethers another connecting thread: the film’s title evokes the sinister ‘witch’s cradle’ wire and leather harness for enacting magical (and sexual) practices Deren had been shown by the writer and occult practitioner William Seabrook, for whom she had briefly worked around 1939 as a researcher but whose attempts to draw her into a more active participation she declined (in the film, the pleasure / threat ambivalence of Clark’s play with Giacometti’s Woman with her Throat Cut, and her expression throughout that keeps veering from curiosity to distress – Deren’s shooting script says ‘horror’ – figure these tensions very clearly). Seabrook, whose approach combined sensationalism and more serious research, crossed paths with surrealists – notably Man Ray and Michel Leiris – on quite a few occasions, and his work had been published in the pre-war surrealist journal Documents as well as during the war in View and VVV.


In particular, a repeated motif in relaying Mile of String to Art of This Century is the link to the gallery’s distinctive interior, designed by an architect with close connections to surrealism both during and after the war, Frederick Kiesler. Deren knew him well, and she was seemingly receptive to his ideas for a magic architecture and ‘correalist’ design incorporating movement, myth and ritual in order to rebalance functional and psychic needs.
 Kiesler’s mobile biomorphic furnishings, the innovative curved walls and fixtures, and especially – in the Abstract Gallery space – the zigzag rigging keeping the flexible canvas walls taut and the floor-to-ceiling anchored rope supports used to create free-standing display elements are all played in resonance by Deren’s overlay of nets and barriers.
 Conflating the work of Duchamp and Kiesler in this way (Duchamp was living in Kiesler’s apartment at the time) has the effect of folding together the two most significant surrealist exhibition contexts of the early 1940s; the lighting of Witch’s Cradle, featuring darkened interiors lit only by mobile spotlights, layers on a third: the International Surrealist Exhibition in Paris, 1938 (again partly designed by Duchamp, and its exhibitors included Clark), which armed visitors to its private view with torches so as to explore the otherwise unlit gallery.


More than just a striking piece of art direction or re-enactment, Deren’s appropriation of these tangled metaphors pitches Witch’s Cradle into the web of relationships that characterize surrealism in this crucial period for the movement, an interregnum between its haywire success on both sides of the Atlantic during the late 1930s, soured by the recuperations this had brought and menaced by the disasters of conflict and exile, and the slow emergence (for surrealists in France, at least) of new priorities in the post-war era in which some historical principles were reconfirmed while others were reassessed or replaced.
 Rather than thinking of the intellectual horizons of post-war surrealism as the sum of individual discoveries and experiences, one might figure them in terms of networks: local, national and international in scale, transient or sustained, everyday or singular. Figures for such networks can be discerned throughout the movement’s interests, just as they are in Witch’s Cradle – a film that in its unfinished form makes do instead of a story line with knots of repeated or resonating imagery and gestures; strings and webs guarantee its momentum and its qualities as a snare, providing a literal but multi-linear ‘narrative thread’, safety net and spider’s lair. 


This idea of a connectivity that is both tangible and symbolic can be found at several locations in both Deren’s research and in the surrealism of the early and late 1940s. For one thing, Duchamp’s use of string in the 1942 installation includes a significant link to themes of childhood and play to which Deren also paid attention. While Duchamp invited children to run amok at the private view of First Papers of Surrealism,
 Deren had an ongoing concern with children’s street chalk drawings, one linked to her interest (revisited in Ritual in Transfigured Time) in cat’s cradles and string figures as part of a wider ethnography of play and anticipating her unrealized plans for a documentary film investigating cross-cultural comparisons of ritual and children’s play in Haiti, Bali, and New York.
 Interest in string figures among ethnographers – research and documentation that, given her knowledge and friendships in this area, Deren may well have been aware of – developed as a distinct specialism from the 1890s and over the twentieth century (and particularly engaged women ethnographers); linked to ideas of myth, narrative, intimacy, and exchange, string figures are found throughout the world and across many different cultures, and materialize many of the concerns with ritual, social, and imaginative structures common to Deren and a distinct strand of surrealist enquiry in the pre- and post-war eras.
 While Deren would photograph children’s pavement chalk lines in the later 1940s – linking her use of string in Witch’s Cradle and her future investigation of ritual drawings in Haiti – from the 1930s onwards the work of New York photographer Helen Levitt had also included many images of children at play, and notably of street chalk drawings (see figure 2). Showcased at the Museum of Modern Art in 1943, Levitt’s images would also be published in both View and VVV, effectively aligning them within surrealist contexts that themselves already included substantial theoretical concerns with play, and that would continue to inform international surrealism after the war.

[figures 2 and 3 near here]


While Witch’s Cradle stages a magical experiment in which multiple strands of enquiry could be braided and tested, its results were destined never to be resolved. It seems plausible, then, that Deren’s subsequent resistance to any perceived alignment with surrealism is (both figuratively and literally) bound up in its apparent unravelling. Fiercely self-assured as she was, no doubt its negotiations with so many paraphrased quotations from the recent legacy of surrealism might have troubled as much as energised her: less an authored ‘work’ than a skein of stuff (in both the archaic and modern senses of this word), tissues in which exchanges and acknowledgements are all too visible. But better than reading Witch’s Cradle as a stalled project, isn't it better to figure it rather as a ‘constellation-construction’? This is the term the surrealist sculptor Isabelle Waldberg used for her own emerging works of this period,
 developed in New York from 1942 onwards under the duress of emigration, separation, and parental responsibility. Ranging from table-top scale to the height of a room, the sculptures resemble abstracted aerial line drawings, in which rigour and exuberance are held in balance, defining as much as inhabiting space (see figure 3). Made first from wooden dowels, after the war from metal rods, inflected by the artist’s knowledge of tribal objects, these constructions speak a strikingly similar language to the networks and armatures that keep arising materially and metaphorically in Witch’s Cradle as in contemporary surrealist painting. Combining a kind of enchanted mechanics with echoes of skeletal or natural structures, and with subtle motivations of an articulation at the intersection of the body, ritual, and eroticism, it happens that many of these works call to mind scenes and themes from Deren’s film.


Free-standing, hung from the wall or floated near the ceiling, Waldberg’s innovative sculptures of this period have barely been discussed in the scholarship on surrealism, despite her background in Georges Bataille’s Acéphale group and her place in the inner circle of surrealism in New York, and their prominence in contexts such as a personal show at Art of This Century in December 1944, Duchamp’s window display of late 1945 at Brentano’s book store for Breton’s Le Surréalisme et la peinture, and the 1947 International Surrealist Exhibition in Paris. While there is no direct evidence that she and Deren knew each other (the many detailed letters to her husband Patrick Waldberg make no mention of Deren), given the circumstances it seems hard to imagine otherwise. Cross-references are plentiful: both had links to Guggenheim, both collaborated with Duchamp (after the war he would bequeath Waldberg his Paris studio in rue Larrey), both had husbands working for the OWI (United States Office of War Information, though Patrick was stationed in Europe); but this, in the end, is not really the point. Questing structures, junctures, and crossings over, constellations of materials found immediately to hand; lines against which the gestures of the body may be tested, through which the contours of relationships are plotted: for a moment both Waldberg and Deren seem to have been figuring a concrete diagram of the marvellous. 


To be clear, this not a claim for influence or stylistic affinity, but for a correspondence that might be attributed to surrealism’s gift for hidden communication, that is evidence of two individuals – one at a centre of surrealism, the other turning away from its margins – working as sensitive receptors for deep and diffuse strands of thought or experience, materialised as images and objects. In turn, these strands and structures can be discerned as they evolved in the currents and practices of post-war surrealism: notably in the 1947 International Surrealist exhibition, designed by Kiesler and Duchamp, showcasing some of Waldberg’s most ambitious work, staged partly around sacred altars informed by surrealism’s experience of Haitian ritual and devoted to magic and myth. The following year the Mandrágora surrealist group would organise the Exposición Internacional Surrealista at the Galería Dédalo in Santiago de Chile, in which an installation echoed both First Papers of Surrealism and (no doubt involuntarily) its recreation and animation for Witch’s Cradle: in a dark-painted corridor a female mannequin sat on one of a row of chairs among loops and clots of string festooned from the ceiling like a spider among cobwebs, remains of a ritual meal on another chair, threads reaching out to the curls of a text chalked on the wall (see figure 4). Finding new contexts, these networks would keep being spun.



[figure 4 near here]

Ritual, myth, communication
Deren’s subsequent ‘trance’ films At Land and Ritual in Transfigured Time would be made without the explicit collaborations with surrealism Witch’s Cradle had tested out, and by the mid-1940s she was repeatedly insisting on the distance between her work and the movement (whose New York community would henceforth gradually disperse). Nevertheless, affinities and resonances continue; the concluding discussion here can only begin to outline a few. Ritual in Transfigured Time is the later film (1945–46), and is in some ways the most focused and accomplished of the series, though less characterised by the experimental disparity of the earlier works. Its opening section in particular pushes forward themes from Witch’s Cradle. Three women assemble in a sparsely-furnished apartment, its room spaces material yet uncertain, as we see Deren holding and rocking a skein of wool being gathered into a ball by the dancer Rita Christiani, watched by the writer Anaïs Nin. Glimpsed briefly in the background of the room, what looks like an expansive sculptural form made of curving lines (reminiscent of Waldberg’s constructions though clearly not by her) figures a reminder of the objects from Art of This Century. Female agency, fluid and converging identities, and especially the location of ritual in everyday environments are all woven in ways that at least obliquely connect to contemporary surrealist practice. At several points the film’s first scenes, for example, use doors as liminal and ritual spaces, invitations to initiation that could fruitfully be set next to a key work by Dorothea Tanning: Birthday of 1942, a painting that depicts the artist herself, bare-chested and clad in drapery and mistletoe, standing in an otherwise empty room from which endless half-open doors beckon, at a threshold between the natural and the social, being and becoming. Tanning herself was filmed for a scene in Ritual, though the footage was not retained for its final version; indeed, several elements listed in Deren’s production notes but omitted from the film – magic symbols, space/time complexity, and sexual aspects – might all have had the effect of making it more available for surrealist readings of the work.

The film’s following section choreographs a party as a ritual dance: encounters and relationships are woven and unwoven as Christiani, dressed as a widow, moves among the guests, the action in slow motion and silence imparting a sense of oneiric languor and inevitability to otherwise everyday gestures or meetings, and an insidious eroticism in its lingering gaze upon touching, looking and partnership. At one level a literal depiction of the complexity of ‘networking’, the film enacts the tensions and dialectic between personal and social ritual both at the level of its diegesis and, it would seem, at that of its production, where actors (drawn from Deren’s pool of friends and contacts) had to repeat the scene to the point of losing their sense of control and selfhood, ‘on the verge of hysteria’ in the words of Nin.
 While the results do not resemble surrealist practice, at a deeper level these are concerns around psychic identity and community that broadly speaking can also be found repeatedly in international surrealist-related research of this era: one might point, for example, to the significance of ethnography for the circle around Wolfgang Paalen’s journal Dyn in Mexico between 1942 and 1944; or of a sacred sociology of poetry for Jules Monnerot’s La poésie moderne et le sacré, published in Paris in 1945; or the attempt beginning in 1942 by New York-based Greek surrealist writer Nicolas Calas to tackle ‘the problem of behaviour from the point of view of the man who is aware of his destinies and who is conscious of the significance of intentions’.

At Land of 1944 had also featured a social gathering, one into which the main protagonist, Deren herself, has been magically transported from her first emergence from the sea onto a beach, crawling from driftwood to banquet table, but during which the convivial party pays her no attention. Tempting as it is to read this as representing Deren’s own experience, mingling fascination and rejection, of Manhattan’s ‘in-crowd’ (including the surrealists), the film is ultimately more concerned with its exploration of selfhood in relation to shifting frameworks of time and space, especially in the context of natural environments. Born from the ocean and returning to the shore at the film’s end, Deren uses editing to play with conventional continuity, jumping from one space to another or producing circular narratives. Again, in broad terms at least, these interests in space-time and the fourth dimension can also be found in aspects of the debates in contemporary surrealist circles, and especially characterise the research of surrealist artists like Matta (whose notion of an ‘inscape’ also captures something of the tensions between inner and outer worlds particular to Deren) and Onslow Ford, who together towards the end of the 1930s developed ideas informed partly by recent proposals in physics and mathematics; their paintings of the 1940s continued to explore domains that folded together natural, physical, cosmic and interior realms around the endless journey of identity.


The articulation of this emerging and unbounded identity within a wilderness – Deren selected an especially inaccessible peninsula for At Land’s beach location – can’t help but also call to mind elements of Breton’s major text from this period, Arcane 17. Itself begun in August 1944 under the influence of the wild seashore and fauna at Gaspé in Quebec, just as At Land had been born at Amagansett beach that same summer, the book revolves around themes of myth, landscape, ecology, and above all the emancipation of female power as the principles for a path out of conflict (incarnated by the Star woman of the 17th Arcanum of the Tarot and the mythical figure of Melusine, both of whose representations draw together cosmic and terrestrial themes and specifically situate them between land and water).
 As Terri Geis has established, a number of archaic motifs, particularly relating to Ancient Egyptian mythology, can be seen to link Deren’s and Breton’s concerns as well as those of Aimé Césaire,
 but the coming together of strands around littoral landscape, wilderness, (female) identity, and myth or magic are also powerful connections, especially given Arcane 17’s status as a text that would presage many key directions for French surrealism’s research priorities in the post-war era. Deren, of course, must have been aware of the resonances between the book and At Land, her sympathy strongly implied by the fact that she chose to photograph Breton against Duchamp’s window display for its launch at Gotham Book Mart in April 1945; and though by this period she was publicly distancing herself from surrealism it’s notable that her archives show repeated moments when she specified that Breton knew and supported her films.


From ritual to myth to magic, Deren’s films of the mid-1940s occupy a space that was also a domain of the contemporary and developing concerns of international surrealism, and they aimed to explore, in the words of Marina Warner, ‘the profound affinity between the material properties of film and inner states of the mind’.
 Despite her reservations about the surrealist unconscious, these works address the possibility that film is an unfolding imaginative process that takes place within an ongoing community of correspondences. That these ideas would find themselves re-staged in a life-changing encounter with Haiti and vodou, one that surrealism too had so recently undergone and that would help carry it forward towards its emerging priorities, is just one more sign of the implicit dialogue between Deren and the movement at a significant turning point for them both.
 ‘Far more than anything else, cinema consists of the eye for magic’, wrote Deren in 1946, ‘that which perceives and reveals the marvellous in whatsoever it looks upon.’
 Many surrealists of the post-war era, in which film would become so central a concern, might well have concurred.
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� ‘I was concerned’, Deren would write in 1945 in a note on the film, ‘with the impression that surrealistic objects were, in a sense, the cabbalistic symbols of the twentieth century; for the surrealist artists, like the feudal magicians and witches, were motivated by a desire to deal with the real forces underlying events … and to discard the validity of surface and apparent causation’ (LMD2, 149). Magic/occult interventions were a notable theme in other surrealist circles at this time, particularly in Bucharest – research of which Deren would have been entirely unaware.
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� ‘You don't realise, but you’re in the process of breaking a lot of strings’ (‘Vous ne le savez pas, mais vous êtes en train de casser beaucoup de ficelles’) said Seligmann to Duits when the poet attended his first group meeting in New York (Duits, André Breton, 43).


� Hopkins, ‘Duchamp, Childhood, Work and Play’.
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� A useful overview is McKenzie, One Continuous Loop. My thanks to Victoria Mitchell for steering me in these directions.
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