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he opportunity to edit an issue of the College Art Associa-

tion's Art Journal provides yet another chance for the aca-

demic art history community to rediscover the roles of
video in today's culture. As we prepare this issue, we are looking
forward to a veritable catalogue of major video representation
within the art world: Bill Viola's representation of the United States
in the 1995 Venice Biennale; the Henry Art Museum's touring Gary
Hill exhibition at the Guggenheim Museum; Bruce Nauman's
Walker Art Center—organized traveling retrospective and Barbara
London's international survey of video installation art, both at the
Museum of Modern Art in New York; Bruce and Norman
Yonemoto's exhibition at the Wexner Center for the Arts, Columbus,
Ohio; a Joan Jonas retrospective at the Stedelijk Museum, Amster-
dam; new media galleries and flexible exhibition spaces at the San
Francisco Museum of Modern Art; video installations by Mary
Lucier and Shigeko Kubota in the Whitney Museum of American
Art's permanent collection (with a survey of Kubota's new video
sculptures also scheduled); Nam June Paik’s touring exhibition The
Information Superhighway; and finally, the preparation of a large-
scale historical video exhibition by the Whitney Museum of Ameri-
can Art and the Museum of Modern Art, Oxford, England.

Along with these exhibitions we are witnessing an increasing
acquisition of video installation and single-channel art for the per-
manent collections of such museums as the Whitney Museum of
American Art, the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, and the
Museum of Modern Art, New York. Private collectors are also
increasingly wanting to represent the history of video art in their
own collections, among them Richard and Pamela Kramlich of San
Francisco, while such private foundations as Fredrick B. Henry's
Bohen Foundation use innovative means to actively acquire or sup-
port new video projects. The expansion of international rentals and
sales of artists’ videotapes by Electronic Arts Intermix and the distri-
bution initiatives of Video Data Bank reflect an increased attention
focused on the work of independent media artists.

All of this current activity—and this is just a sampling—
follows upon a long-term production, over the past thirty years, by
artists working with video in the United States. Within the video arts
community, the prominent position of such artists as Paik, Peter
Campus, Nauman, Francesc Torres, Julia Scher, Hill, Antonio Mun-
tadas, Chip Lord, Alan Rath, Jim Campbell, Adrian Piper, Juan
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Downey, Terry Berkowitz, Rita Myers, Matthew Barney, Buky
Schwartz, Peggy Ahwesh, Leslie Thornton, Willie Varela, Renee
Tajima, Steve Fagin, among others, can be seen in relation to the
complex history of an aesthetic discourse that has lent itself to a
variety of distinctive bodies of work within multiple genres, styles,
forms, and formats of multimedia presentation, as well as within
performance-based work and in videotapes created for television
broadcast and for private, gallery, and theatrical distribution. This
much-abbreviated list of artists and events alludes to a nonlinear
history of video, a history that does not unfold within a sequential
logic of developments defined by technology, nor does it lend itself
to a reductivist and essentialist reading of video as a medium
uniquely created by one sole community of artists.

At a time when video production is increasingly common in
all aspects of media and multimedia production, the status of video
art remains on the margins, its recognition and support largely
contained within a small media arts community. The film commu-
nity itself often chooses to ignore works produced in video, shun-
ning it in film festivals and in the process losing the opportunity to
discover a body of strong, innovative works. If videowork is consid-
ered, itis most often presented as a subcategory, as in the case of the
renowned ‘New York Film Festival's sidebar offering, the little-
recognized poor relation, the New York Video Festival.

Despite the future’s clear move toward multimedia and inter-
active growth, and such looming possibilities of huge mergers by
media and communications corporations, the impact of video fails
to be widely examined. Several questions about the role of video
must be raised at this point: Where are the various written histories
of the medium? Why is there not a sustained critical discourse on
video in place in the literature of the arts? Why is video-based work
relegated to being regularly re-discovered? Why is video not exam-
ined in terms of its dynamic relationship to the other arts? Why are
video's impact and large role in an increasingly digital future not
being scrutinized?

Part of the answer to these and related questions lies in
video's representing fundamental changes in media occurring in the
late twentieth century, changes that are not sufficiently absorbed or
theorized. The expansion of art practices to include new technology
as artists’ media, including the use of video, challenges the defining
paradigms traditionally relied upon in the historiography and theo-



F1G. 1 Installation view of Nam June Paik’s exhibition Exposition of Music—
Electronic Television, 1963, at Galerie Parnass, Wuppertal, West Germany.

Fi1G. 2 Wolf Vostell, TV-Décollage, 1963, installation at Smolin Gallery,
New York.

retical examinations of art practices. A reluctance to directly engage
the challenge posed by video is evident even in such professional
programs as the College Art Association's annual meetings, which
feature perhaps at most one panel discussion that engages video-
based art practices and historical developments, and the Society for
Cinema Studies, whose conferences and publications are largely,
when video is discussed, given over to an examination of main-
stream television studies.

Video as a technology and as the basis of a complex aesthetic
discourse has played a key role in both facilitating and critiquing the
circulation of mediaimages and ideas between the worlds of art and
popular entertainment. Since the 1960s the rapid expansion of the
cultural industries of movies, television, music, and radio has been
paralleled by an attitude toward mass media that is undergoing a
transformation, as artists moved from a modernist disdain of mass
entertainment to a postmodernist appropriation and transformation
of popular culture as a new discursive strategy. Today, new electronic
image and information technologies are being deployed through
the formation of information superhighways, whose capitalization
and control have further transformed the public sphere into a net-
work of privatized conduits for the global expansion of consumer
capitalism.

The history of video art offers powerful critiques and insights
on the nature, possibilities, uses, and abuses of the medium, provid-
ing an essential primer for an increasingly digital, media-based
culture. The following are highlights from that history drawn from
the late 1960s and early 1970s. These observations are early indica-
tors of video's complex history and focus on its relation to television,
offering how the developments and initiatives taken by artists de-
scribe a varied and complex discourse.

In the mid-1960s, both in this country and in Europe, artists
made use of practices developing in the avant-gardes to engageina
direct confrontation with the institution of television. Within the
questioning, adversarial, and anti—high-art project of Fluxus, two
key figures in video's early history, the Korean-born Paik and Ger-
man artist Wolf Vostell, turned to the television set as a means to
explore the fashioning of a new media-based practice within a
redefined media culture. In 1963 at the Galerie Parnass in Wupper-
tal, Germany, Paik filled a gallery space with televisions, in which the
reception and the positioning of images distorted the viewers’ ac-
customed relations to the receiver, reorienting their preconceived
expectations of the medium (fig. 7). In this way Paik extended his
object-making, performance, and compositional strategies to incor-
porate the television receiver. At the Smolin Gallery in New York in
1963, Vostell placed modified televisions alongside his "‘dé-
collaged" magazine covers, thus relating his visual art practices to
his modification of the received broadcast image (fig. 2)." In effect,
Paik and Vostell reframed the discourse of television, disrupting its
commercial flow of messages and images, and positing the televi-
sion as an artist's medium.

Paik was to take a leading role in removing television from its
context of corporate control and privatized entertainment and turn-
ing it into a tool for creative image making (fig. 3). With the intro-
duction of the portable video camera and player in 1965, the elec-
tronic moving-image recorder was available to artists and virtually
anyone who wanted access to this new technology. This availability
made it possible to build an alternative production, distribution, and
exhibition program out of video, once the exclusive domain of
commercial broadcasting. An example of this practice is Richard
Serra's Television Delivers People (1973). The videotape consists of
critical statements drawn from texts on the expansion of commercial

FiG. 3 Nam June Paik, Distorted TV, 1963. Collection of Dieter Rosenkranz,
Wauppertal, Germany.
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F1G. 4 Ant Farm, Media Burn, 1975, color video, 25 minutes. Distributed by
Electronic Arts Intermix, New York.

television. Statistics on the impact of television on American life and
on TV as a selling tool roll up the screen like the credits at the end of
a show. This text is seen against a blue background, a color em-
ployed by producers because of its presumed soothing effect, and is
accompanied by Muzak on the sound track. Together these ele-
ments create a seductive frame that sells Serra's critique, ironically a
critique that subverts the ideology of commodity television. Serra's
textually based work reflects his interest in a materialist and struc-
tural examination of society and the construction of knowledge.

Ant Farm, a collective of artists and architects living in the San
Francisco Bay Area, gave one of its most celebrated performances
on and for television. Media Burn (fig. 4) was a public event staged
on the fourth of July 1975, which climaxed with a specially designed
Cadillac driving through a wall of televisions. A key aspect of this
performance was a talk given by an artist/president who was made
up to resemble John F. Kennedy. His speech, a condemning critique
of corporate capitalism and television, was ignored by local televi-
sion news reports of the event, which focused instead on the specta-
cle of the car crashing through the TVs and avoided the critical
message altogether. Ant Farm's video documentation of this event
and its coverage on TV serve as an ironic and pointed criticism of
broadcast television, revealing television's sensationalistic coverage
of events and the media’s recording and presentation of events as
distorted and partial. A fundamental aspect of all Ant Farm projects
is this strategy of presenting the manipulation involved in media
constructions. The work of Ant Farm bears an interesting relation-
ship to the study of documentary and narrative genres as well as to
the history of performance art.

Several projects throughout the late 1960s and 1970s engage
the viewer by employing the real-time property of video, through
which one sees instantly on the monitor what the camera is record-
ing. Ira Schneider and Frank Gillette's installation Wipe Cycle was
first shown in the Howard Wise Gallery's seminal exhibition TV as a
Creative Medium, in 1969. A wall of nine monitors mixed live
transmissions from local television with what the camera recorded in
the gallery (fig. 5). By intermixing these images on different chan-
nels, the installation highlighted the difference between real time
and television's prerecorded and edited point of view, a difference
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emphasizing the frame of the monitor and camera as manipulated
and fabricated points of view.

In a work titled Zenith (TV Looking Glass), 1976, Paik recon-
figured a television set by replacing its picture tube with a video
camera that could be seen through the television screen. The cam-
era lens was pointed through a window behind the television. By
looking into the television screen, one could see through the video
camera to the outside world. Thus Paik collapsed the material object
of television into a metaphor for the production process, a process
that offers limited and specific views of the world around us.
Through this strategy Paik questioned the notion of television offer-
ing a window onto the world, a window with its carefully delineated
frame, offering a view onto predetermined and very specific parts of
the world.

The nature of television performance and our perception of
television personalities were the subject of William Wegman's per-
formance pieces for video. With Man Ray, his trained Weimaraner
dog as collaborator, Wegman assumed a variety of roles in short
skits that mimicked and playfully manipulated the roles of salesman,
talk-show host, and newscaster. Related to the pioneering television
performances of Ernie Kovacs on 1950s television, Wegman's work
offersitself as an interesting resource for television and performance
studies as an examination of the construction of narrative within the
history of television.

At this same time, such artists as Jonas were manipulating the
video camera within their performances and extending the space of
their actions through the closed-circuit camera and videotape.
Jonas's Vertical Roll (fig. 6) reimagines the performance space as it
plays with the viewer's perception of the performance, rearticulating
the dancer's body and movements on video. Campus, in an extraor-
dinary period of production, created the work Three Transitions
(1973), a videotape that extended the convention of self-portraiture
and the illusions of representational image making through the
unique properties of the medium. His video installations, including
mem (fig. 7), which employed a closed-circuit video camera and
projector to manipulate the viewer within the exhibition space, were

F1G. 5 Frank Gillette and Ira Schneider, Wipe Cycle, 1969, nine-channel video
installation in the exhibition TV as a Creative Medium, Howard Wise Gallery,
New York.
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