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Sunday, February 13, 3:30 p.m.
1976, 180 mins. 

16mm print preserved by Anthology Film Archives.
Discussion after screening with director Jonas Mekas.
Excerpts from Michael Renov’s essay “Lost, Lost, Lost: Mekas as Essayist,” from Jonas Mekas & The Underground (ed. David E. James, 1992):

Far from being a mere quibble over scholarly classification, the discussion of Mekas’ work within a documentary context yields several dividends: on the one hand , the relatively moribund critical discourse surrounding nonfiction is enlivened, its aesthetic horizons broadened; on the other, Lost, Lost, Lost is more easily delivered of its status as a key work of contemporary film historiography, a work that teaches us about history and about the limits within which the filmic inscription of history is possible. Finally, the placement of Lost within a documentary context is essential for the present enterprise in another way. There can be little doubt that Mekas’ diary-film project offers one of the most exhaustive instances of self-examination in the history of cinema. And yet…the essayistic is notable for its enmeshing of two registers of interrogation-of subjectivity and of the world. 

Mekas remains the visual chronicler throughout Lost. The stark black and white of certain images early on evokes the best of 1930s documentary photography in its combination of precise compositional values and compelling subject matter: the arrival of displaced persons at the Twenty-Third Street Pier, the spare ramshackle of a Williamsburg front stoop or the round faces of the exiled young framed in tenement windows. But the specter of Méliès hovers nearby. Even in the midst of the most faithfully atmospheric renderings of place or person, one recalls the images with which the film commences: the brothers mugging playfully before the camera and Adolfas’ magic tricks. Conjury and actualité are made to coexist. 

Documentary has most often been motivated by the wish to exploit the camera’s powers of revelation, an impulse rarely coupled with an acknowledgement of the mediational processes through which the real is transformed. At times, as with Flaherty, the desire to retain the trace of an already absent phenomenon has led the nonfiction artist to supplement behavior or event-in-history with its imagined counterpart. The wish to preserve images of the traditional walrus hunt of the Inuit led Robert Flaherty to suggest the anachronistic substitution of harpoons for rifles in his Nanook of the North. In Lost, Mekas’ voice-over narration speaks his desire for a recovery of the past (his obsessive witnessing of events is frequently accompanied by the spoken refrain “I was there”), even while the efficacy of such a return is repeatedly contested by the film’s conflictual voices. The spectator is constantly reminded of the distance that separates the profilmic event and the voiced narration written years afterward. Mekas’ vocal inflections themselves enforce the separation, the words delivered with a hesitancy, a weary delight in their sonorous possibilities. Thus a discomforting retrospection on an irretrievable past is mixed with a pleasurable if provisional control over its filmic reproduction.

Moreover, the sense of indeterminacy that has been suggested as a crucial ingredient of the 
essayistic comes to the fore in the choice of sound elements, particularly for several of the early sequences. Rather than reinforcing the pathos of loss and displacement evoked in the scenes that document the activities of the Lithuanian expatriate community, Mekas frequently chooses to play against or at oblique angles to the anticipated emotional response. Early scenes of Jonas walking the streets of New York, alone and dispossessed, gather great force from the plaintive Kol Nidre chant that accompanies them. The reference to the holiest of Hebrew prayers and its call to atonement on Yom Kippur Eve sounds the right liturgical note even while crossing cultural boundaries (and a particularly charged cultural boundary it is, given the troubled history of the Jewish Lithuanian population in this century). The resonances-and frequent dissonances-between sound and image consistently challenge the retrieval of untroubled or available historical meaning from documentary images.

“And I was there, and I was the camera eye, I was the witness and I recorded it all, and I don’t know, am I singing or am I crying?” These words accompany images from the early fifties-of placard-bearing Lithuanians, traditionally clad, marching long Fifth Avenue, protesting the Soviet occupation of their land, or of the impassioned 
oration of exiled leaders speaking to packed halls. The private and idiosyncratic character of the images enforces Mekas as the first reader of the text; his own uncertainty about the impact or affect Mekas’ diary images document a variety of historical moments; in fact, Lost provides access to a series of histories that can be traced across the film. In the first instance, there is the discourse on the displaced person and the Lithuanian community that shares his or her exile in Brooklyn. But if the pictures of life-of work, recreation, family rituals-strain toward faithful evocation, the filmmaker’s spoken refrain dissuades us from our apparent comprehension: “Everything is normal, everything is normal,” Mekas assures us over the images of everyday life. “The only thing is, you’ll never know what they think. You’ll never know what a displaced person thinks in the evening and in New York.” 

Historical meanings are never simply legible or immanent. Understanding arises from the thoughtful interrogation of documents (the real in representation) and the contradictions that are produced through their overlay. Mekas here reminds us of the irreparable breach between experience and its externalized representation, a notion implied by the film’s very title. We are all of us lost in the chasm between our desire to recapture the past and the impossibility of a pristine return-no one more so than Mekas himself.
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