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Director, Cinematographer, Editor, Writer, Producer, Actor

Birth: December 24 1922 (Semeniskiai, Lithuania)

Genres: Avant-garde cinema

Jonas Mekas was born in Semeniskiai, a quiet farming village in Lithuania on Christmas Eve, 1922. Mekas had a growing reputation as a poet, having published his first collection at the age of 14. When the German army entered the country, he began editing an underground newspaper. In his journals and in his films, Mekas tells of how his hidden typewriter had been stolen, and, knowing that the Nazis would soon catch up with him, he and Adolfas left Lithuania to attend university in Vienna. Their train, however, was stopped in Germany, and they were sent to a forced labour camp in Elmshorn, a suburb of Hamburg. They escaped in 1945 and were detained near the Danish border, where they hid on a farm for two months until the war ended. 

In the late 1940s, Jonas Mekas and his brother Adolfas were living in a displaced persons camp in Wisenbaden, Germany, following the end of the Second World War. There, for the first time in their lives, they had seen some films that stirred in them an interest in the medium. They had also seen The Search by Fred Zinnemann (1948), a film about the lives of displaced persons, and it made them angry. In their minds, the film touched on nothing of the experience of displaced persons, which was also their experience. Outraged by what they had seen, they began to write scripts and resolved to start making their own films as soon as they had a camera. Both brothers would go on to lead long careers in film, and throughout, the original motive would remain unchanged: to protest against what cinema was, and to look toward the promise of what it could be.

Forced to leave their homeland, and lonely in a strange and unfamiliar city, Mekas and his brother watched films. They watched hungrily, as much as they could – European films, westerns, dramas, comedies, and avant garde programs. Mekas became increasingly involved in the film community, and in 1953–1954 he began putting together his own programs of avant garde film at Gallery East and a Film Forum series at Carl Fisher Auditorium. The following year, he founded Film Culture, a film journal that dealt critically with the avant garde, Hollywood and, particularly in its early years, European art film.

In New York, Mekas was already finding himself at the centre of a burgeoning film culture. He would later call the movement New American Cinema. Mekas began writing at the Village Voice as a film critic in 1958, though his “serious” ambitions as a critic were soon pushed aside for what Mekas called his “midwife” vocation (1). In the introduction to Movie Journal, a collection of writings Mekas produced while at the Village Voice, he writes: “I had to pull out, to hold, to protect all the beautiful things that I saw happening in the cinema and that were either butchered or ignored by my colleague writers and by the public.” (2) Mekas turned away from feature filmmaking and devoted his column to a different kind of cinema altogether, the new, non-narrative forms of cinema emerging in America. His writings were refreshingly unlike the stiff, cynical writing of most critics: alive, passionate, and polemical

In 1959, Mekas helped to found New American Cinema Group, which was created as a new model of distribution and exhibition for independent film. Unlike Amos Vogel's Cinema 16 series of experimental films and other programs, which were selective in the films they screened, Mekas championed the right for all films to be shown. The collective became the Film-makers' Cooperative in 1962, and soon after, similar groups came together in San Francisco (Canyon Cinema) and London (The London Co-op), based on the Coop model.

Mekas, P. Adams Sitney, and Jerome Hill began work on Anthology Film Archives in 1969. It opened in 1970 as a film museum, screening space, and a library, with Mekas as its director. In 1971, Mekas, along with Stan Brakhage, Ken Kelman, Peter Kubelka, James Broughton, and P. Adams Sitney, began the ambitious Essential Cinema project to establish a canon of important cinematic works. Over the past 35 years Anthology has grown to include video programs, a new filmmakers series, and archival projects, all with Mekas at the helm. For over forty years, he has been independent cinema's champion, protector, and yes, its midwife.

Mekas began the new millennium with the epic As I Was Moving Ahead Occasionally I Saw Brief Glimpses of Beauty (2000), a moving portrait of his family life. He continued editing old footage, including the Kennedy family portrait, This Side of Paradise (1999), another Living Theater performance in Mysteries (1966–2001), Williamsburg, Brooklyn (1950-2003), and Mozart & Wein and Elvis (2000), a one-minute film commissioned by the Viennale Film Festival that revisits footage taken of Mekas' mother 27 years earlier.

“It is for this art and from this art that I (we) speak to you.”

– Jonas Mekas, Anthology Film Archives manifesto 

#1 A Letter from Greenpoint (2005)

#2 Elvis (2001)

#3 Wien & Mozart (2001)

#4 As I Was Moving Ahead Occasionally I Saw Brief Glimpses of Beauty 

(2000)

#5 Gimme Some Truth: The Making of John Lennon's Imagine Album (2000) (V)

... aka Gimme Some Truth (UK: short title)

#6 This Side of Paradise (1999)

... aka This Side of Paradise: Fragments of an Unfinished Biography 

(USA)

#7 Birth of a Nation (1997)

#8 Happy Birthday to John (1996)

... aka Happy Birthday John Lennon

#9 Zefiro Torna or Scenes from the Life of George Maciunas (Fluxus) 

(1992)

#10 Self Portrait (1990)

#11 He Stands in the Desert Counting the Seconds of His Life (1986)

#12 Scenes from the Life of Andy Warhol: Friendships and Intersections 

(1982)

#13 Paradise Not Yet Lost, or Oona's Third Year (1980)

#14 In Between (1978)

#15 Notes for Jerome (1978)

#16 Lost, Lost, Lost (1976)

#17 Reminiscences of a Journey to Lithuania (1972)

#18 Diaries Notes and Sketches (1969)

... aka Walden (USA: new title)

#19 Time & Fortune Vietnam Newsreel (1969)

#20 Cassis (1966)

#21 Notes on the Circus (1966)

#22 Report from Millbrook (1966)

#23 The Brig (1964)

#24 Guns of the Trees (1964)

#25 Award Presentation to Andy Warhol (1964)

#26 Film Magazine of the Arts (1963)
