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Abstract

This paper discusses the author’s recomposition of
Maya Deren’s unfinished experimental film “The
Witch’s Cradle” (1943). Following her legendary debut
“Meshes of the Afternoon” (shot by Alexander
Hammid) Deren embarked upon her first project as
cinematographer. Created with limited means and
without the technical support of her partner, this film
was soon abandoned, with only fragments preserved.
My goal with this project was to reaffirm Deren’s status
by reinstating in this film her characteristic concerns:
personal symbolism, dream logic, vertical montage,
choreographic use of space, and feminist principles.
Though this version was implemented in the digital
realm, the methods were largely constrained to those
techniques of optical film editing and musique concréte
composition that were available in the 1940s. The
resulting recomposition of “The Witch’s Cradle” affirms

experimental fiction film as a space for creative discovery... and
failure.

This paper discusses the author’s recomposition of Maya Deren’s unfinished experimental film “The Witch’s
Cradle” (1943) [Note 1]. The goal was to implement a version of this film that would showcase her
characteristic concerns: potent personal symbolism, dream logic, vertical montage, choreographic use of
space, and feminist principles. The result might then take a deserved place in Deren’s celebrated oeuvre.
Though this recomposition was implemented in the digital realm, care was taken to avoid anachronisms.
Techniques were constraining to those available to optical film editing and musique concréte composition in
the 1940s. Since this project integrates the concerns and aesthetics of Deren with my own, it can be
considered a collaboration, across a time period of eight decades.

Deren made her mark with her debut film “Meshes of the Afternoon” (1943), shot by Alexander Hammid
while the couple were living in Hollywood, California. The importance of this film cannot be overstated. In
his introduction to the anthology Maya Deren and the American Avant-Garde, Bill Nichols suggests that
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“Meshes” may be the most widely screened film of that movement (1). Deren became a legendary figure
as a feminist icon who reclaimed bodily autonomy and its representation, as a pioneer of a new poetic
experimental practice, and as an activist promoting awareness of underground films (2). Her tireless
enterprise included essay writing, public talks, magazine articles, and the organisation of screenings.
Though she could be defensive when her films were compared to antecedents, the importance of Jean
Cocteau and the Surrealist/Dada tradition is evident in her employment of repeated symbols (including
mirrors and keys), dream logic, and settings that manifested hidden subjectivities in their topologies. This
model of film as metaphor has been influential in the years since, particularly on the work of David Lynch,
to be considered later.

While the content of “Meshes” was dramatic and emotionally appealing, Deren also attracted followers
through her intellectual rigour and ethics, which included a rejection of commercial film-making. She called
for a new practice dedicated to conveying inner truth through metaphor.

In setting out to communicate principles, rather than to relay particulars, and in creating a
metaphor which is true to the idea rather than to the history of experience of any one of several
individuals, | am addressing myself not to any particular group but to a special area and definite
faculty in every or any man — to that part of him which creates myths, invents divinities, and
ponders, for no practical purpose whatsoever, on the nature of things (3).

Deren did not create “Meshes” alone. Indeed the entire technical implementation, including lighting and
cinematography, was performed by Alexander Hammid (her second husband). Already an accomplished
film-maker under his original name Hackenschmied, his 1930 debut “Bezicelnd prochdzka” (“Aimless
Walk”) had ignited Czechoslovakia’s avant-garde scene. It was Hammid who introduced Deren to the
language of film — to lighting, framing, and editing, all “the mechanics of film expression” (4).

After returning from the Hollywood Hills to Greenwich Village (New York), Deren immediately began work
on her second project, “The Witch’s Cradle.” Hammid was in Europe working for the Office of War
Information, so she was left alone to realise her ideas. She soon discovered that her experience with
linguistic representation (that is to say, written poetry) was not directly transferable to the filmic medium.
These difficulties were documented in an article for Mademoiselle, published January 1946 [Note 2].

In the course of this second film | began to understand, at first hand, how important every visual
detail is in those films which rely entirely upon the visual image to convey meaning and continuity,
rather than upon some plot behind the image. | came to understand the difference between
contriving an image to illustrate a verbal idea and starting with an image which contains within
itself such a complex of ideas that hundreds of words would be required to describe it (5).

Deren used Peggy Guggenheim’s Art of This Century Gallery as the setting. She surrounded her
protagonist, Anne Matta Clark [Note 3], with “the cabalistic signs and objects of our century,” those being
the contemporary artworks on exhibition (6). In program notes dated 3 March 1945, she described how:

[Tlhe surrealist artists, like the feudal magicians and witches, were motivated by a desire to deal
with the real forces underlying events (the feudal evil spirits are similar to the modern sub-
conscious drives) and to discard the validity of surface and apparent causation. The magicians
were also concerned with the defiance of normal time (mainly projection into the past and
divination of the future) and with normal space (disappearance in one place and appearance
another [sic], or the familiar broomstick); so also the surrealist painters and poets. And it seemed to
me that the camera was peculiarly suited to delineate this form of magic (7).
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However, Deren’s time in the gallery was limited, and two crucial shots were never finished (8).
Nonetheless, a rough cut of “The Witch’s Cradle” was completed and perhaps screened once, but this
version has long been lost. What remains are the unused out-takes, assembled summarily by Anthology
Film Archives following Deren’s death (?). The extant footage is not impressive in either technical execution
or imagery. We have an abbreviated exterior sequence of Marcel Duchamp at a café before moving
inside the gallery. Here we have a few close-ups of his hands bound by string, views of Roberto Matta
being antagonised by the same material, and numerous shots of Clark interacting with an Alexander
Calder mobile and other artworks. There is little indication of a narrative and some shots (for example the
floating blocks) hint at material that is simply not present.

This is not to say that the footage lacks unifying principles or motifs. The primary material encountered in
this space is string, which appears in the context of the Calder sculpture and Duchamp’s attempts at the
cat’s cradle game. The string takes on a life of its own, travelling throughout the gallery, moving over the
shoulder and up the arm of two characters, before binding and perhaps choking the third. Cleghorn has
explained how Duchamp, only the year before, riddled the Whitlaw Reid Museum with string for an
exhibition of surrealism. In this footage Deren riffs on that theme.

String, as sculptural material installed about the totality of a room, has the capacity to dismantle
the feasibility of movement around a given space. In its form as open textile sculpture — not solid
but somehow peculiarly arterial — it invites a complete visual re-appropriation of that space’s
assumed modality: it forces one to look again from a physically preclusive vantage point. Deren
attempted to cinematically transpose the sense of spatial subversion effected by the installation of
this web of string by staging the “negative gaps” between viewing subject and gallery objects as
precisely “activated and in tension.” And that sense of activation, of tension, instantiated by the
experience of being with sculptural objects, is externalised in Deren’s film through the conjuring of
instances of uniquely cinematic illusion (10).

This is perhaps an overly generous assessment of the footage on offer. There is one shot reversed to
befuddle temporal logic and others where the string appears to move of its own volition, though it is clear
that threads are being used to pull the material. The fragmentary nature of the extant film makes it
difficult to appreciate the ideas that Deren might have wished to convey. It is this very lack of coherence
that encouraged me to work with these limited resources to complete a work that might stand with
“Meshes,” “At Land” (1944), and Deren’s subsequent dance works. The goal was to express the available
imagery according to Deren’s principles, to the extent that this might be possible.

The second reason for embarking on this project was to assert a feminist position not evident in the archival
footage. These clips were assembled to privilege the male characters, giving them chronological
precedence. There are then repeated views of Clark’s face, but she often appears under a negative
emotional valence, scared or confused. A long sequence shows her prostrate under a phallic sculpture.
None of this conforms to what we expect from Deren, who normally foregrounds strong protagonists
(female or male) with purposeful bodily autonomy. Consider how the protagonists in “Meshes of the
Afternoon” and “At Land” inhabit space in a manner that transforms architectural geometries to their own
will. Even when buffeted by strange forces, for example when walking up a canted staircase, her fluidity
of movement creates of this conflict an elegant dance. External forces are no match for the protagonist’s
own internal balance.

www.ineff.org 3



https://www.ineff.org/

Figure 1: Establishing shot of the empty doorway

Re-ordering the footage did much to change this male bias. The present version of the film starts with an
establishing shot that serves to introduce the gallery setting, before Clark’s character arrives (Figure 1).
This makes her discovery of this environment central to the narrative. The male figures enter only later,
subject to her will through her control of the string. To accomplish this reconfiguration, some shots were
ignored (notably those depicting the phallic sculpture) while others were repeated for emphasis. A primary
example is the beautiful shot of Clark’s face in the dark, to which a lighting effect was added, in order to
illuminate both her external visage and to indicate the strength of her inner being (Figure 2).
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Figure 2: The protagonist under lighting effects.

| also decided to downplay the cabalistic signs, despite their importance to Deren herself. Ultimately these
are far too explicit and overloaded with signification to allow space for the viewers’ interpretation. Deren
herself noted the difficulty in translating the symbolic mode to the visual medium. The “purely cinematic
coherence and integrity” she would achieve for “At Land” was absent in this experiment and, given the
lack of footage, could not be reconstructed post factum (11). Nonetheless the word “witch” remains in the
title and Clark’s forehead remains tattooed with an occult symbol in some shots. But perhaps these signs
can be read with greater ambiguity in the revised montage.

Here it is appropriate to mention another motivation for (re)creating this film: the death of David Lynch in
January 2025. It is apparent how important Deren’s aesthetic was to that director’s oeuvre. His use of
sudden jarring edits, “woman in trouble” narratives, and his pervasive dream-like vibe all find their
antecedents in Deren. Lynch’s framing also owes a debt to her films. The empty geometry of the doorway
(Figure 1) could well be a shot from Lost Highway (1997) or Mulholland Drive (2001). The absence of
signification in such a frame itself signifies a modernist ennui or alienation [Note 4]. Also striking is Deren’s
sequence of the beating heart. This is quite unlike any of the imagery used in her other films, but is very
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like Lynch. It's as though she anticipated his grotesque sculptural forms and the way his camera intrudes
into the body, for example travelling down the auditory canal in Blue Velvet (1986). | do not wish to
exaggerate the connection between Deren and Lynch, since there is much to distinguish their work, the
treatment of female subject being the most obvious. But contemporary viewers are familiar with the Lynch
and this might provide a way for them to appreciate Deren in retrospect.

The practical tasks began with gathering footage from its resting place on a commercially available DVD.
This was then transcoded for editing purposes. Examining the footage revealed that the archival process
of the master film had been hasty. At every edit in the film stock there were glitches with mismatched
frames, vignetting, and so on. It was necessary to undo each of these sutures, editing frame by frame to
retain as much of the limited footage as possible. The resulting shots were then categorised into bins as
follows: leader and other refuse; empty gallery with string; Clark in full-body, medium, or close-up shots;
Matta and string; Duchamp and string; etc.

The next step required restoring the footage, but the low resolution and bit rate of the digital file made it
unsuitable for post-processing. Nonetheless two operations were performed. First, an upscaling algorithm
was employed to improved clarity. Second, the footage was slowed by 25% to 75%, allowing movements
within the frame to be more graceful and the pace of the continuity to be more leisurely.

Digital video post-production permits a panoply of techniques and transformation. But the parameters of
this project made it necessary to constrain editing techniques to those that had been available to
photochemical film. Deren was creative in this regard. She reversed film stock so that fime appeared to
flow backwards. She altered the optical development process, so that dark became light, alternating
foreground and background. She experimented with compositing, printing one image on another. This
project followed her lead, creating a hybrid of sorts between the digital techniques of 2025 and the
materiality of optical film.

The approach to assembling continuity was rooted in my improvisational practice. Here the fluidity of
action possible with digital editing allowed playful interactions not available otherwise. Analogue
photography is painstaking, requiring time even for the development of the negative. Imagery is
predicated first and foremost on what was shot in camera, with limited scope for post-production. Editing
with razor blade and tape is also a slow and limited process, with decisions difficult to reverse once made.
There is no doubt that digital post-production allows — even encourages — a more fluid engagement with
the material, the freedom to try many things and see what works, all without damage to the source
material.

One sequence serves to illustrate how these constraints and possibilities came together in the creative
process. It was evident that additional content was required to make this short film interesting enough to
hold viewer attention. But the source material must all be found within the extant clips. Recalling Deren’s
doubling and tripling of her protagonist in “Meshes of the Afternoon”, a clip of Matta was masked and
then reflected through a vertical axis (Figure 3). This mirroring effect was inspired by the imagery of
glass/mirrors present in both “Meshes” and “Cradle.” At the same time it presented a formal topology in
which the subject of the film might encounter her own subjectivity. It is relevant that Lynch also uses twinning
as a recurring theme in his oeuvre, often as a way to contrast differing personalities within the same
character. Notable examples include the doppelganger characters of Twin Peaks (1990-91), which
express a potent fear of “the other.” The expression of complex identities through polyphony is a key
concept running through the works of both film-makers (12).
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Figure 3: Twinning the protagonist.

The soundtrack was created with similar constraints and freedoms. My own music typically utilises
microtonal harmonies evolving over long spans of time. As such, it is commonly categorised as ambient or
drone music. Additionally, | employ “noise” timbres derived from radiophonics, field recording, and
electromagnetic processes. Such material was permitted here because it was not obviously anachronistic.
However, my compositional practice also utilises techniques — such as granular synthesis and digital
filtering — that were entirely avoided. Instead, the sonic palette was restricted to oscillator tones, organ
timbres, and sound effects accomplished using the methods of musique concréte. These techniques, derived
from work with lathe-cut discs, include cutting, reversing, speed/pitch changes, equalisation, and the
trimming of amplitude envelopes. The final composition was assembled using a process similar to tape-on-
tape methods, such as one might accomplish with open reel recorders [Note 5].

Limiting the scope of practical audiovisual techniques helped fuse my sensibilities with Deren’s. But the
success of this recomposition was predicated on something deeper than the methods and materials

employed: a common understanding of the role and importance of experimental film. As Deren wrote:

My films might be called experimental, referring to the use of the medium itself. In these films, the

www.ineff.org 7



https://www.ineff.org/

camera is not an observant, recording eye in the customary fashion. The full dynamics and
expressive potentials of the total medium are ardently dedicated to creating the most accurate
metaphor for the meaning (13).

My own understanding of experimental film practice is that it allows individual artists (or small communities
of interest) the means to express ideas without the infrastructure of large-scale production. Such film-
makers have the freedom to address topics outside narrative and political norms, to explore unusual
aesthetics, to play with time on scales not permitted by conventional film-making, and so on. While
“experimental” has become a genre label (in both film and music) it is useful to revisit its original meaning
from science. An experiment involves a proposition that is tested with uncertain outcome. In other words, an
experiment gives the artist permission to fail, since that failure is still a useful result. If Deren failed with
“The Witch’s Cradle” it was nonetheless an important step in her own understanding of filmic language and
the difficulties of harnessing poetic ideals to a mechanical process. If that failure is now (in part)
redeemed, it is only because of the long shadow she casts on this practice.

So, how might we judge the success of this experiment? The current version has received praise at the
limited screenings to date, and further opportunities for viewer feedback are welcomed. But ultimately any
evaluation must refer back to the project goals: to demonstrate the importance of “The Witch’s Cradle” in
Deren’s artistic development, to reconfigure the footage to better express her own poetic aesthetic and
feminist principles, and to encourage an appreciation of the film-making lineage from Deren to Lynch and
beyond.

This project was hampered by limited usable footage and the lack of attention paid by Deren herself to
explaining her intentions for this particular film. The chance of success at first seemed low. But ultimately it
proved possible to emphasise qualities of the source material using processes similar to those available to
practitioners in the 1940s. An improvisational approach made possible by digital methods (which
accelerated iterative possibilities) resulted in the film as currently presented. The resulting version of “The
Witch’s Cradle” affirms experimental film-making as a space for both creative discovery... and failure.
Anything else would not bear the mark of experimentation, that thrill we feel when seeing something
unexpected and wonderful on the screen.

Notes

1. There is no consensus as to whether the definite article should be included in the name of the film. Both Neiman 1988
and Nichols 2001 refer to “Witch’s Cradle” (two words) throughout their texts. However, the latter reproduces a page
from View magazine (March 1945) that is clearly labeled “The Witch's Cradle” (14). Since this version of the title appears
to have precedence, | have retained it throughout my research.

2. Deren’s appearance in this popular women's fashion magazine (published 1935 to 2001) was a measure of her fame.

3. In various film databases the cast are identified as Pajorita Matta and Marcel Duchamp. However Cleghorn 2019,
Neiman 1988, and others include Roberto Matta as the name of the third actor. Indeed, it is clear that there are two
different male figures present. The protagonist is Anne Louise Clark, whose name is alternatively given as Anna Clark, Ann
Matta-Clark, and Ann Clark. “Pajorita” is a pet name given to Clark by Matta, her husband at the time (15). In this
confusing nominative landscape, her maiden name will be used in this article.

4. Lynch often personifies alienation with a grotesque figure. Examples include the “mystery man” in Lost Highway and The
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Man From Another Place in Twin Peaks.

5. Note that this is slightly anachronistic. It is likely that the first tape recorder appeared in New York City in 1948,
imported from Germany as a wedding gift for Bebe and Louis Barron (16). That same year Ampex began commercial
sales of these devices in the USA. Hence tape-on-tape methods would likely not have been available in 1943. Deren’s
early films were silent. A soundtrack was added to “Meshes of the Afternoon” only in 1959.
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