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Video: Shedding The Utopian Moment

MARTHA ROSLER

What we have come to know as v1des art experienced a utopian moment in 1ts
carly period of development, encouraged by the events of the 1960s. Attention
to the conduct of social life, including a questioning of its ultimate aims, had
incvitable effeces on intellectual and artistic pursuits. Communications and sys-
tems theories of art making, based partly on the visionary theories of Marshall
McLuhan and Buckminster Fuller, as well as on the structuralism of Claude
Lévi-Strauss—to mention only a few representative figures—displaced the ex-
pressive models of art that had held sway in the West since the early postwar
period. Artists looked to a new shaping and interventionist self-image (if not a
shamanistic-magical one), sceking yet another route to power for art, in coun-
terpoint—whether discordant or harmonious—to the shaping power of the
mass media over Western culture.

Regardless of the intentions (which were heterogeneous) of artists who
turned to television technologies, especially the portable equipment introduced
into North America in the late 1960s, these artists’ use of the media necessar-
ily occurred in relation to the parent technology: broadcast television and the
structures of celebrity it locked into place. Many of these early users saw them-
selves as carrying out an act of profound social criticism, criticism specifically
directed at the domination of groups and individuals epitomized by broadcast
television and perhaps all of mainscream Western industrial and technological
culture. This act of criticism was carried out itself through a technological me-
dium, one whose potential for interactive and multi-sided communication iron-
ically appeared boundless. Artists were responding not only to the positioning
of the mass audience but also to the particular silencing or muting of artusts as
producers of living culture in the face of the vast mass-media industries: the
culture industry versus the consciousness industry.

As a reflection of this second, perhaps more immediate motivation, the
carly uses of portable video technology represented a critique of the institutions
of art in Western culture, regarded as another structure of domination. Thus,
video posed a challenge to the sites of art production in society, to the forms
and “‘channels” of delivery, and to the passivity of reception built into them.
Not only a systemic bur also a utopian critique was implicit in video's carly
use, tor the effort was not to enter the system but to transform every aspect of
it and—Iegacy of the revolutionary avant-garde project—rto redefine the system
out of existence by merging art with social lite and making audience and pro-
ducer interchangeable.
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The attempt to use the premict vernacular and popular medium had sev-
eral streams. The surrealist-inspired or _influenced cffort meant to develop a
new poetry from this everyday “languagc" of television, to insert acsthetic
pleasure into a mass form and to provide the utopic glimpse attorded by “lib-
erated” sensibilities. This was meant not merely as a hedonic-aesthetic respite
from instrumental reality but as a liberatory manecuver. Anocher stream was
more interested in information than in poetry, less interested in spiritual tran-
scendence but equally or more interested in social transtormation. lts political
dimension was arguably more collective, less visionary, in its ctfort to open up
a space in which the voices of the voiceless might be articulated.

That the first of these streams rested on the sensibility and positioning of
the individual meant, of course, that the possibilities tor the use of video as a
theater of the self, as a narcissistic and self-referential medium. constantly pre-
sented themselves. And, indeed, the positioning of the individual and the
world of the “private” over and against the “public”

space of the mass 1s con-
stantly in question in modern culture. Ye

¢ this emphasts on the experience and
sensibilities of the individual, and therefore upon “expression™ as emblematic
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of personal freedom and this as an end in itself, provided an opening for the

as “video art”’—into existing art-world structures.

assimilation of video
A main effort of the institutionalized art-delivery structures (museums,
galleries, and so on) has been to tame video, ignoring or excising the elements
of implicit critique. As with earlier modern movements, video art has had to
position itself in relation to “the machine”—to the apparatuses of technological
society, in this case, electronic broadcasting. Yet the “museumization” of
video has meant the consistent neglect by art-world writers and supporters of
the relation between “video art” and broadcasting, in favor of a concentration
on a distinctly modernist concern with the “essentials of the medium.” This
paper, in Part I, attempts to trace some basic threads of artists’ reactions to
nascent technological society and marketplace values in the nineteenth century,
using photography as the main example. The discussion invokes the dialectic
of science and technology, on one side, and myth and magic, on the other. In
considering the strategies of early twentieth-century avant-gardes with respect
to the now well-entrenched technological-consumerist society, it asks the ques-
tion: movement toward liberation or toward accommodation? Part 11 considers
historiography and the interests of the sponsoring institutions, with video his-
tory in mind. Part 11l considers the role of myth in relation to technology,
with a look at the shaping effects of the postwar U.S. avant-garde and Mar-

shall McLuhan on the formation and reception of “video art” practices.

Part I: Prehistory

Video is new, a practice that depends on technologies of reproduction late on
the scene. Still, video art has been, is being, forced into patterns laid down in
the last century. In that century, science and the machine—that is, technol-
ogy—nbegan to appear as a means to the education of the new classes as well as
to the rationalization of industrial and agricultural production, which had
given impetus to their development. Although the engineering wonders of the
age were proudly displayed in great exhibitions and fairs for all to admire, the
consensus on the shaping effects that these forces, and their attendant values,
had on society was by no means clear. Commentators of both Left and Right
looked on the centrality of the machine as meaning the decline of cultural val-
ues in the West. Industrialization, technology’s master, seemed to many to
rend the social fabric, destroying rural life and traditional values of social cohe-
siveness and hard work that had heretofore given life meaning.

Central to the growing hegemony of the newly ascendant middle classes,
bearers of materialist values and beneficiaries of these new social dislocations,
were the media of communication—not excluding those physical means, such
as the railroads, which welded communities together with bands of steel—and
incidentally added to the repertoire of perceptual effects. Although the new
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mass press aided communication among classes and factions vying tor social
power, its overweening function was the continuous propagation of bourgeois
ideology among members of the still-developing middle classes and, beyond
them, to the rest of society. And it was this ideology that accorded science a
central position. “Science,” as sociologist Alvin Gouldner had noted, “became
the prestigious and focally visible paradigm of the new mode of discourse.™
One need hardly add that this focus on science and technology incorporated
the implicit goals of conquest, mastery, and instrumentalism responsible for
the degradation of work and the destruction of community.

The new technologies of reproduction, from the carly nincteenth century
on, were not segregated for the use or consumption of ruling elites but soon
became embedded in cultural life. Perhaps the most public examples are the
growth of the mass press, as previously noted, and the invention of photogra-
phy, both before mid-century. The birth of the press in che previous century
has been identified with the tremendous expansion of the public sphere, inhab-
ited by the cultured, including the cultured bourgeois tradesman alongside the
literate aristocrat. The growth of the mass press coincided with the pressure for
broader democratic participation, to include the uncultured and unpropertied
as well. The erosion of traditional authority, which had emanated from the ar-
istocracy, helped bring the previous ruling ideologies into crisis.

Thus, conflict over cultural values and the machine stemmed from the ar-
istocracy and from the newly proletarianized “masses” as well as from tradi-
tional craftspeople, tradespeople, and artists. Artists’ revolts against the tech-
nologization and commodification of “culture™ and its ghettorzation as a
private preserve of the ebullient middle classes took place in the contexe ot the
artists’ own immersion in the same “free-market system” that characterized
those classes. Thus, opposition to technological optimism was located in di-
verse social sectors, and for diverse reasons. Both cultural conscrvatives, such as
John Ruskin, and political progressives, such as his former studene Willtam
Morris, sought to find a synthesis of modern conditions and carlicr soctal val-
ues. It might not be stretching a point too far to remark that the centrality of
instrumental reason over intellectual (and spiricual) life is what motivated the
search of these figures and others for countervailing values. The romantic
movement, in both its backward-looking and forward-looking aspects, incorpo-

rates this perspective.

The world is too much with us; late and yoon,
Getting and spending. we lay waste wnr powers:

Little we see in Nature that 1s ours .
—Wordsworth”

To some the political struggles of the day, the growth of turbulent metropo-
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lises housing the ever-burgeoning working classes, and the attendant depletion
of rural life were the worst aspects of nineteench-cencury society. To others,
like Morris, the worst aspect was the situation of those new classes, their im-
museration of material and cultural life, and 1ts deleterious effect on all of soci-
cty, which he came to see as a matter of political power. Technological pessi-
mism and an attempt to create a new “humanist” anti-technological culture
marked the effores of these lateer critics.

The American history of responses to technology difters, if only at first.
Inttially mustrusttul of technology, American thinkers by mid-century looked
to technological innovation to improve the labor process and develop American
industry, while safeguarding the moral development of women and children.
The American transcendentalist poet and minister Ralph Waldo Emerson was
initially onc of the supreme optimists, but ¢ven he had turned pessimist by
the 1860s.

Despite the doubts, stresses, and strains, there was, of course, no turning

back. In cultural circles even those most suspicious of technological oprimism

and machinc-age values incorporated a response to—and often some acceptance
of—scicnce and the technologies of mass reproduction in cheir work. The im-
pressionist painters, for example, placed optical theories drawn from scientific
and technical endeavors (such as the weaving of tapestries) at the center of
their work, while keeping photography at bay by emphasizing color. They also
turned away from the visible traces of industrialism on the landscape, in a nos-
talgic pastoralism. Photography itselt quickly forced the other visual (and po-
etic!) practices to take account of it, but strove in its acstheric practices to ape
the traditional arts.

As Richard Rudisill has demonstrated, visual images, which were @ manta
with Americans even before the invention ot daguerrcotypy, went straight to
the heare of the American culeure as soon as the processes of reproduction be-
came available, " Rudisill notes that Emerson had referred to himselt as a great
cyeball tooking our during his moments of greatest susight. As john Kasson
obscerves, Emerson was “most concerned with the possibilities of the imagima-
tion in a democracy” and “devoted himself not so much o politics directly as
to ‘the politics of viston.” . . . For Emerson, political democracy was incom-
plete unless it led to tull human freedom in a state of tlluminated conscious-
ness and perception. 7 The identification of the closely observed details of
the external object world with the contents of interiority, landscape with 1n-
scape, and with the ethical and intellectual demands of democratic participa-
tion, provided a motit for American culeural metaphysics that we retain,

Just betore photography appeared, the popularity of American are with
Amcricans reached a zenith with the are clubs, in which ordinary people,
through subscription or lottery, received American artworks, most of which

were carctully described in the popular press. The decline of these clubs coin-
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elite. The aesthetic sensibility was an alchemical crucible that eftected a magi-
cal transformation.

Still, by 1916 Stieglitz had so thoroughly acceded to the photographic

modernism of Paul Strand that he devoted the last two issues of the moribund

Camera Work. specially resurrected for this purpose, to his work. After Strand,

the camera apparatus and its “properties’” prevailed, displacing the negative-to-

print handiwork at the center of art-photographic practice. For Scrand and oth-

ers, the camera was an instrument of conscious sceing that allowed for a politi-

cized “cut” into, say urban microcosms, peasant counterexamples, and the

structures of nature. Photography was, for them, mediation toward. not away

from, social meaning. For others, ot course, photographic modernism meant a
new abstract formalism or, through the rapid growth of product photography,
a corporate symbolism of commodities.

Thus, photographic modernism accepted science and rationality but also
a commaodihed world, a

allowed for an updated symbolism of the object 1n
as photographic pic-

transformation that advertising made into its credo. W here
torialism had suggested a predictable alliance of aescheticism and clicism as a
noble bulwark against the monetary measure of the marketplace and sold pro-
with the mass culture
Modernism, in Kant-

about the

meaning it was supposed to produce. Formalist ideologies werc furthered by

such Bauhaus figures as Liszlo Moholy-Nagy, who pmpugatcd a scientific vo-
and experimenta-

letarian labor, formalist modernism united the high ares
of modern entertainment forms and commodity culture.
ian fashion, favored the material artwork while remaining vague

cabulary of research and development, therapeutic pedagogy.
promised a healthier, more
asscs. The possibly

tion. In art and architecture, formalist modernism
efficient and adaptive—and liberatory—way of lite, tor all ¢l
revolutionary intent, to pave the way for democratic participation, could
quickly turn into accommodation to new—rtechnocratic-—elites.

It has been observed that postwar American modernism, despite 1ts strict

separation of the arts from each other as well as from the social world, and
with its fetishization of materials, nevertheless institutionalized the avant-
garde. To discover what this represents for our concerns, we must look at the
aims of the classic twentieth-century avant-garde movements, dada and surreal-
ism, which appeared in the 1920s and 19305, when modern technological soci-
ety was already firmly established. The use of, or transgression against, the
media of communication and reproduction was on their agenda, tor the avant-
garde saw art institutions as integrated into oppressive society but as ideally
positioned nonetheless to effect revolutionary social change; this was a rework-
ing of the symbolist effort to disorder the senses, perhaps, but wich new polit-
ical intentions. The aim of dada and surrealism was to destroy art as an insti-
tution by merging it with everyday life, transforming it and rupturing the

now well-established technological rationalism of mass socicty and its capacity
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for manufacturing consent to wage enslavement and rationalized mass killing.
Peter Biirger has described the activity of the avant-garde as the self-criticism
of art as an institution, turning against both “the distribution apparatus on
which the work of art depends, and the status of art in bourgeois society as de-
fined by the concept of autonomy.”” Thus, Duchamp’s Readymades, which,
through their validation of despised objects by the agency of the artist’s signa-
ture, exposed the real operations of the art-distribution apparatus. Biirger

writes:

.. the intention of the avant-gardists may be defined as the attempt to direct touard
the practical the aesthetic experience (which rebels against the praxis of life) that Aes-
theticism developed. What most strongly conflicts with the means-end rationality of bour-

. . . . L . 10
Leols soctety Is to become life's organizing principle.

The disruptive efforts of expressionism, dada, and surrealism intended to
transgress against not just the art world but conventional social reality and
thereby become an instrument of liberation. As Birger suggests, the avant-
garde intended on the one hand to replace individualized production with a
more collectivized and anonymous practice and on the other to get away from
the individualized address and restricted reception of art. But, as Burger con-
cludes, the avant-garde movements failed. Instead of destroying the art world,
the art world swelled to take them in, and their techniques of shock and trans-
gression were absorbed as the production of refreshing new effects. Anti-art be-
came Art, to use the terms set in opposition by Allan Kaprow in the early
1970s. Kaprow—himself a representative postwar U.S. avant-gardist, student
of John Cage—had helped devise a temporarily unassimilable form, the “hap-
pening” a decade or so earlier. Kaprow wrote, in “The Education of the Un-

Artist, Pare I

At this stage of conscionsness, the sociology of culture emerges as an in-group “dumb
show.” Its sole audience is a roster of the creative and performing professions, watching
iself. as if in a mirvor. enact a struggle between self-appointed priests and a cadre of
equally self-appointed commandos. jokers. gutter-snipers. and triple agents who seem 10
be attempting to destroy the priests’ church. But everyone knows bow it all ends: in

church, of course . .

As Kaprow plainly realized, the projected destruction of art as a separate
sphere was accomplished, if anywhere, in the markerplace, which meant a
thwarting of avant-gardist desires. But nothing succeeds like failure, and in
this case failure meant that the avant-garde became the academy of the postwar
world. The postwar American scene presented a picture of ebullient hegemony
over the Western art world. Stability and order seemed to have been success-
fully erected on an art of alienation and isolation. High culture appeared to
have conquered the "negative” influences of both politics and mass culture by
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and transtorming- -both through a now

rigorously excluding—or digesung
Arc discourse made updated use of the

thoroughly familiar radical aestheticism.
dialectic of scientifc experimentation on e hnique

through aestheticism and Primitivism,

and magical transtormation
veering toward an avant-garde of tech-
nical expertise.

This hegemonic condition |
it seemed to accompany—that 15,
rapid growth of television and the cybernetic tec
big boost from the war and American milhitarization.
vision had no difficulty building on the and tormat of radio, with
pictures added. Radio had established ieself na
press and photography 1n the previous century and he
disseminating the new ideologies of const Americanism, and the State.
Like photography, radio depended on action 4t
fact of simultaneity. It appeared o be a gift, free as i
came through hardware—which took on the tancitul torms ot turniture, sky-
athedrals, and the
choes of the steamship.
sence. Radio had t

asted about as long as “the American century”
untt] the new decade of the 1960s. The
hnologies, which had gotten a

hastened the crisis. Tele-

structure
manncr ke that of the mass

id plaved a vital role in
HNErIsm,
4 distance, but with the added
The only direct sales

hearth, the mantelpiece, and the

scraping architecture, ¢
piano, all in one, with ¢ Bought tme appeared as free
time, and absence appeared as pre
(and nature) and the fascination of magic.

| the accommodations of

Television was able to incorporate into this al
though In degraded torm. As with advertsing, the all-

¢s ot the object world, plus the

he legitimacy of science

photography and film,
s held together with imag
¢ chaos of the soreet,
v the low, the celebrity and che anony-

Ass [MAgazIne and more. As commen-

important text wa
spectacle of the State and th
into the private lives of the high ar
n was like an animated m

donald and Marshall Mcl

alizing, ever-whirhing and -spinning

and voyeurnstic intrusions

mous. Televisio
tators from Dwight Mac
Jean Baudrillard have observed, the tot

microcosm of television supplanted the

uhan to Guy Debord and

more ambiguous expenence ot the real
world.

Alvin Gouldner comments on the w
ing C. Wrighe Mills’s term) and the comctnine 12

Gouldner quotes Herbert Gans's essay of 19~2 that “the mostanteresung
is the poliacad strugple
and over whose culeure will

ar between the cultral apparatio (us-

Ly CEnzensherger's term).

phenomenon in America . . . berween taste cultures over

whose culture is to predominate 1n the mass medie,
bols, values, and world view.

provide society with i1ts sym
r will immedately recognize, s the continuation

This struggle, the reade
of that of the previous century,
between the culture based on aristc
dle-class-centered, scientistic values. Abstract ¢x
path of an impoverished bohemian avant-garde with strong acstheniase ele-
ments, but neither as dismissive of profetarian sympathies as the Sucghtz set

which uppcurcd at chat juncture as a contlict
soratic values and that based on new, md-

Pressionism had followed the
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nor as comfortably situated. With relarive speed, abstract expressionism found
itself blessed with success—or cursed. Suddenly these artists, used to a mar-
ginal and secessionist existence, were producing extremely expensive commodi-
ties and bearing highly fetishized biographies. Jackson Pollock appeared on the
cover of Life and was shown in poses bearing some similarity to James Dean,
another rebel figure and beloved prodigal son. Artists’ enshrinement as mass-
media celebrities inverted their meaning. The dominance of the distribution
system over the artists who stocked it was proved again to those who cared to
sec. Others have also demonstrated the way in which this clice are, an art that
suggested doubt and abstraction, freedom and impoverishment, an art that dis-
mayed populists of the Right and the Left, become the ambassador of the
American empire.

Pop art tollowed a logical next step, a public and ritualized acceptance of
the power of mass culture through an emphasis on passivity and a renunciation
of patriarchy, high-culture aura, and autonomy. It was mass culture and the
State, after all, that had made abstract expressionism a “success,” made 1t a
prodict bearing the stamp Made in the USA much like any other product.
Warhol's pop was a multifaceted and intricate “confession” of powerlessness,
accomplished through productions, entourages, modes of production, and
poses, that mimicked, degraded, fetishized, and “misconstrued,” in slave tash-
ion, the slick, scamless productions of corporate mass culture, especially those
of the technologies of reproduction. The slave’s ironic take on the relation be-
tween art and technology was to retain the older, craft-oriented media of oil
paint and silk screen, but to use them to copy or reorder the reified icons of
the photographic mass media. The apotheosis of the avant-garde was 1ts trans-
mutation into the servant of mass culture. Aura had passed to the copy.

As Kaprow wrote about the social context and art comscionness, as he

termed it, of the period:

it v hard not to asiert as matters of fact: that the LM {Lunar Modnle} noon-
craft 1 patently supevior 1o all contemporary sculptural efforts: that the broadiast verhal
exchange between Houston's Manned Spacecraft Center and Apollo 11 astronaiis wds
better than contemporary poetry: that. with ity sound distortions. beeps, static. and coni-
munication breaks. such exchanges also suvpasied the clectronic music of the concert halls:
that certain remote-control video tapes of the liver of ghetto families vecorded ( with therr
permisiion) by anthropologists. are move fascinating than the celebrated slice-of-ltfe wun-
devground films: that not a few of those brightly lir. plastic and statiless-steet gas -
tions wf . say. das Vegas, are the most extraordindgry architectire fo date: that the van-
dome, treancelike movements of shoppers in a supermarket are vicher thau anyt hing done
in the modern dance: that the lint under beds and the debrs of industrial dunpy are
more engaging than the recent rash of exhibitions of scattered waste patter: that the va-

pov tratls left by vocket tests—nwtionless. rainbue-colored. sky-fill g scribbles

dye Whi-
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equaled by artists exploring gaseoles medrnmy . that the Sontheant Avian theater of war
in Viet Nam. or the trial of the “Chicago Erght . whilc tndfe withle. 0 hetter than

any play; that . . . etc., etc.. non-ari 1 moe vt than ART -t

Apprehending the collapses of public and private spaces. Kaprow. too, repre-
senting the aesthetic consciousness. could only bow betore the power of sci-

ence, technology, the State, and rthe ¢cphemera ot modern urban-suburbanism,

especially as orchestrated through relevision. The “antihegemonic 1960s also

brought a different relation to issucs of power and treedom. more populist than

avant-gardist, more political than acstheticist. Students rebelled against the
construction of what Marcuse termed one-dimensional culture and s mass

subject, while the politically excluded seruggeled against the conditions and

groups enforcing their powerlessness. The tron hand of science and technology

became a focus of agitation, particularly in relation to mulitarism and the

threat of toral war. The twin critique of technological and political domimacion

helped beget a communitarian, utopic, populist, irrationalist, anti-urban, anti-

industrial, anti-elitist, anti-intellectual, antimilitarist, communitarian counter-

culture, centered on youth. Hedonic, pmgrcssivu rationalist, antisexist, anti-

racist, anti-imperialist, and ccological strains also appeared . The severe stress
on the reigning idcologies also put models of high culture in doubt, not least
among its OWN younger practitioners.

Artists looked to science, social science, and cultural theory-
attacked head-on

—anywhere

but to dealers, critics, or acsthetics—for leads. New forms
the commodity status of art. “Objecthood’ was an ssue not only because art
objects were commodities but because they scemed insignificant and mere next

to the electronic and mass-produced offerings of the mass media.

Part Il: History

At last, video. This is well-worked territory. In fact, video's past s the grnund

not so much of history as of myth. We could all recite together like a litany

the “facts” underlying the development of video art. Some look to the substan-

tive use of a television set or sets in altered or damaged formin art setangs in
the late 1950s or early 1960s. Others preter the sudden availability of the Sony
Portapak in the mid-1960s, or the push supplied by Rockefeller capital to art-
ists’ use of this new scaled-down technology. But the consensus appedrs to be
that there is a history of video to be written— and soon. I would like to con-
sider the nature of such historics, and their possible significance tor us.
Historical accounts are intent on establishing the legitimacy of a clam to
public history. Such a history would follow a pattern of a quasi-interpreeive
account of a broad trend activated by significant occurrences, which, on the
one side, are brought about by powerful figures and, on the other side, deter-
mine or affect what follows. Video's history is not to be a s/ history but an
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art history, one related to, but separate from, that of the other forms of art.
Video, in addition, wants to be a major, not a minor, art.

Why histories now? Is it just time, or are the guardians of video reading
the graffiti on the gallery wall, which proclaim the death or demotion of pho-
tographic media? (Like those of color photos, video's keeping, archival, quali-
ties scem dismal, and the two are liable to vanish together without a trace.) If
video loses credibility, it might collapse as a curated field. Or perhaps the
growth of home video and music television has made the construction of a cod-
thed chain of wrt-video causation and influence interesting and imperative.

Some fear that if histories are written by others, important issues and
events will be left out. Others realize the importance of a history in keeping
money flowing in. The naturalization of video in mass culture puts the pres-
sure on to produce a history of art video, or video art, that belongs in the art
world and that was authored by people with definable styles and intentions, all
recognizable in relation to the principles of construction of the other modern
art histories.

Sometimes this effort to follow a pattern appears silly. For example, one
well-placed U.S. curator made the following remarks in the faraway days of
1974:

The rdea of the video screen as a window is . . . oppostte from the truth in the use of
video by the best people. Videw in the hands of Bruce Nauman. or in the hands of Rich-
ard Serra. is opaque as opposed to transparent. 1's an extension of a conceptual idea in
art. 1t enabler the andience—again on a very subliminal and intuitive level—to relurn
to patnting, to look at painting again. in a renewed way.

- An the future, most of us who bave been watching video with any amount of atten-
tiveness ave guing to be able to recognize the hand of the artist in the use of the camera.
115 pussible 1o know a Van Gogh as not a fake . . . by a certamn kind of brush-strok-
ing: very soom we're going to know the difference between Diane Grabam { sic? } and
Bruce Nauman and Vito Acconci because of the way the camera is beld or not held.
Style in viden, that kind of personal marking, is going to become an issue. And it's go-

- . - . . . . 15
mg to subsume information theory with old-fashioned esthetic concepls.

Ouch! I suppose it is not Jane Livingston's fault that in 1974 video editing
had not yet imposed itself as the style marker she thought would be the ana-
logue of the “brush-stroking’ maneuver. As absurd as her remarks (should)
sound, she was right about the role of “old-fashioned esthetic concepts,” for
aestheticisim has been busily at work trying to reclaim video from “informa-
tion” ever since. It is the self-imposed mission of the art world to tie video
into its boundaries and cut out more than passing reference to film, photogra-
phy, and broadcast television, as the art world's competition, and to quash
questions of reception, praxis, and meaning in favor of the ordinary questions

of originality and “touch.”
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Historiography is not only an ordering and sclecting process, it 1s also a
process of simplification. Walter Hines Page. editor of the turn-of-the-century
magazine The World's Work, liked to tell writers that “the creation of the
world has been told in a single paragraph."“’ Video histories are not now pro-
duced by or for scholars but for potential funders, tor the muscum-going pub-
Jlic, and for others professionally involved in the field, as well as to torm the
basis for collections and shows. The history of video becomes a pop history, a
pantheon, a chronicle. Most important, the history becomes an sucorpurative
rather than a transgressive one. And the names populating the slots tor cthe
early years are likely to be those of artists known for carlier work not in video
or those of people who remained in the system, producing muscumable work
over a period of years or at the present. And, of course, they are likely to be
New Yorkers, not Detroiters, or even Angelenos or San Franciscans, not to
mention San Diegans. Some histories do recognize the contribution ot Europe-
ans—perhaps mostly those histories produced in Europe—or Canadians or even
Japanese, always assuming they have entered the Western art world. Finally,
the genres of production are likely to fit those of film and sculpture. Codihca-
tion belies open-endedness and experimentation, creating reified torms where
they were not, perhaps, intended. This even happens when the intent of the
history is to preserve the record of open-endedness. And so torth.

Thus, museumization—which some might point to as the best hope of

video at present for it to retain its relative autonomy from the markeeplace—
contains and minimizes the social negativity that was the matrix tfor the early

uses of video.

Part lll: Myth

At the head of virtually every video history 1s the namc Nam June Paik. Mar-

tha Gever, in her definitive article on the subject upon the occasion of his
unprecedented exhibition at New York's Whitney Muscum of Amertcan Are,
referred to Paik’s “coronation.” 7 | prefer the word “'sanctification”: for Paik, 1t
would appear, was born to absolve video of sin. The myths of Paik suggest
that he had laid all the groundwork, touched every basc. in frecing rider trom
the domination of corporate TV, and rvéiden can now go on to other things. Paik
also frees video history from boring complexity but allows tor a less ordered
present. By putting the prophet at the front, we need not squabble over doc-
trine now, nor anoint another towering figure, since the video-art industry sull
needs lots and Jots of new and different production.

The myth of Paik begins with his sudden enlightenment in Germany—
the site of technical superiority—through John Cage, the archetypal modernise
avant-gardist, at a meeting in 1958. Martha Gever relates that Park later
wrote to Cage in 1972 "I think that my past 14 years is nothing but an ex-
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tention of one memorable evening at Darmstadt 's8.” Paik came to America
around 1960, athliated, more or less, with the Fluxus movement. Fluxus was a
typical avant-garde in its desire to deflate are institutions, its use of mixed me-
dia, urban detritus, and language; the pursuit of pretention-puncturing fun; its
de-emphasis of authorship, preciousness, and domination. Paik participated in
some events and, we are told, showed his first tape at a Fluxus event. Again
showing the rest of us the way, this time to funding, Paik supposedly made
this tape with some of the first portable equipment to reach U.S. shores,
equipment he bought with a grant from the John D. Rockefeller the Third
Fund. According to the myth, the tape was of the pope(!).

The elements of the myth thus include an Eastern visitor from a country
ravaged by war (our war) who was inoculated by the leading U.S. avant-garde
master while in technology heaven (Germany), who, once in the States repeat-
edly violated the central shrine, TV, and then goes to face the representative of
God on carth, capturing his image to bring to the avant-garde, and who then
went out from it to pull together the two ends of the American cultural spec-
trum by symbolically incorporating the consciousness industry into the meth-

ods and ideas of the cultural apparatus—always with foundation, government,
muscum, broadcast, and other institutional support.

And—oh yes'—he is a man. The hero stands up for masculine mastery
and bows to patriarchy, if only in representation. The thread of his work in-
cludes the fetishization of a female body as an instrument that plays itself, and
the complementary thread of homage to other famous male artist-magicians or
seers (quintessentially, Cage).

The mythic figure Paik has done all the bad and disrespectful things to
television that the art world’s collective imaginary might wish to do. He has
mutilated, dehled, and fetishized the TV set, reduplicated it, symbolically def-
ecated on it by filling it with dirt, confronted its time boundedness and
thoughtlessness by putting it in proximity with eternal Mind in the form of
the Buddha, in proximity with narural time by growing plants in it, and in
proximity with architecture and interior design by making it an element of
furniture, and finally curned its signal into colorful and musical noise.

Paik’s interference with TV's inviolability, its air of nonmateriality, over-
whelmed ics single-minded instrumentality with an antic “creativity.” Paik
imported TV into art-world culture, identifying it as an element of daily life
susceptible to symbolic, anti-aesthetic aestheticism, what Allan Kaprow called
“anui-are art.”

Gever discusses the hypnotic effects of his museum installations—effects
that tormalize the TV signal and replicate viewer passivity, replacing messages
of the State and the marketplace with aestheticized entertainment. In some in-
stallations the viewer is required to lie flat. He neither analyzed TV messages

or effects, nor provided a counterdiscourse based on rational exchange, nor
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made its technology available to others. He gave us an upscale symphony of
the most pervasive cultural entity of everyday life, without giving us any con-
ceptual or other means of coming to grips with it in anything other than a
symbolically displaced form. Paik's playful poetry pins the person in place.

The fignre of Paik in these mythic histories combines the now-tamiliar an-
tinomies, magic and science, that help reinforce and perpetuate racher than ef-
fectively challenge the dominant social discourse. Why is this important? The
historical avant-garde has shown a deep ambivalence toward the social power of
science and technology. Surrealism and dada attempted to counter and descroy
the institutionalization of art in machine society, to merge it with everyday
life and transform both through liberation of the senses, untreezing the power
of dissent and revolt. Although this attempt certainly failed, subsequent avane-
gardes, including those that begin to use or address television technology, had
similar aims.

Herbert Marcuse spelled this out back in 1937 in his essay “The Athr-
mative Character of Culture.”'™ Marcuse traces the use of culture by dominant
elites to divert people’s attention from collective struggles to change human
life and toward individualized effort to cultivate che soul like a garden, with
the reward being pie in the sky by and by—or, more contemporancously,
“personal growth.” Succinctly put, Marcuse shows the idea of culture in the
West to be the defusing of social activity and the entorcement of passive ac-
ceptance. In the Western tradition, form was identified as the means to actu-
ally affect an audience.

I would like to take a brief look at a sector of the U.S. avant-garde and
the attempt to contain the damage perceived to have been wrought on the cul-
tural apparatuses by the mass media. Consider the notable influence ot John
Cage and the Black Mountaineers, which has deeply marked all the arts. Cage
and company taught a quietist attention to the vernacular of everyday lite, an
attention to perception and sensibility that was inclusive racher than exclusive
but that made a radical closure when it came to divining the causes ot what
entered the perceptual field. This outlook bears some resemblance to American
turn-of-the-century antimodernism, such as the U.S. version of the arts and
crafts movement, which stressed the therapeutic and spiricual importance of
aesthetic experience. '”

Cage’s mid-1950s version, like Minor White's in photography, was
marked by Eastern-derived mysticism; in Cage's case the antirational, anti-
causative Zen Buddhism, which relied on sudden epiphany to provide mstanta-
neous transcendence; transport from the stubbornly mundane to the Sublime.
Such an experience could be prepared for through the creation ot a sensory
ground, to be met with a meditative receptiveness, but could not be translated
into symbolic discourse. Cagean tactics relied on avant-garde shock, in always

operating counter to received procedures or outside the bounds of 4 normative
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closure. Like playing the strings of the piano rather than the keys or concen-
trating on the tuning before a concert—or making a TV set into a musical in-
strument. As Kaprow complained, this idea was so powerful that soon “non-
art was more Art than Art-art.” Meaning that this supposedly challenging
countcerartistic practice, this anti-aésthetic, this noninsticutionalizable form of
“perceprual consciousness,” was quickly and oppressively institutionalized,
gobbled up by the ravenous institutions of official art (Art).

Many of the early users of video had similar strategies and similar out-
looks. A number (Paik among them) have referred to the use of video as being
against television. It was a counterpractice, making gestures and inroads
against Big Brother. They decried the idea of making art—Douglas Davts
called v2dev art “that loathsome term.” The scientistic modernist term exper:-
mentation was to be understood in the context of the 1960s as an angry and po-
litical response. For others, the currency of theories of information in the art
world and in cultural criticism made the rethinking of che video apparatus as a
means for the multiple transmission of useful, socially empowering information
rather than the individualized reception of disempowering ideology or sub-
ideology a vital necessity.

Enter McLuhan. McLuhan began wich a decided bias in favor of tradi-

tional literacy——reading—but shifted his approval to television. With a pe-
remptory aphoristic style McLuhan simplified history to a succession of Tech-
nological First Causes. Many artists liked this because it was simple, and
because it was formal. They loved the phrase “The medium is the message”
and loved McLuhan's identification of the artist as “the antenna of the race.”
McLuhan ottered the counterculture the imaginary power of overcoming
through understanding. Communitarians, both countercultural and leftist,
were taken with another epithet, “the global village,” and the valorization of
preliterate culture. The idea of simultaneity and a return to an Eden of sensory
immediacy gave hippies and critics of the alienated and repressed one-dimen-
sionality of industrial society, a rosy psychedelic wet dream.

John Fekete notes that McLuhan opposed mythic and analogic structures
of consciousness—made atrractive also through the writings of Claude Lévi-
Strauss—to logic and dialectic, a move that Fekete “says opens the door to the
displacement of attention from immanent connections (whether social, politi-
cal, cconomic or cultural) to transcendent unities formed outside human con-
erol """ Fekete then rightly quotes Roland Barthes on myth there slightly ab-

breviated):

myth is depotiticized speech. One must naturally wnderstand political i 1
deeper meaning, as describing the whole of buman velations i therr veal . social struc-
tive. i their puwer of making the world: . Myth does not deny things. on the con-

trary. its function is to talk about them: simply. it purifies them. it makes them inno-
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cent. it gives them a natuval and eternal justifrcation. 11 gree then a cavity which s
not that of an explanation but that of a statement of fact. . In passong from bistory
to natuve, myth acts economically: it aholishes the complexity of hunan acts. it girves
them the simplicity of essence. 1t does wway with all didlecirc wh any going back pe-
yond what 15 immediately visible, 1 ovganizes a world which 1owithont contradictions
because it is without depth, a world wide open and wallowny o the cvident. it estab-

. . . . I
lishes a blissful clarity: things appear to mean somethuong by themselve.

This is the modern artist’s dream! McLuhan granted artises a shaman’s role,
with visionary, mythopoetc powers.

McLuhan wrote that art’s function is “to make tangible and o subject to
scrutiny the nameless psychic dimenstons of new experience” and noted that,
as much as science, art is "a laboratory means of investigation.” He called are
“an early warning system” and “radar teedback” meant not to ¢nable us to
change but rather to maintain an cven course. Note the military talk. Are is o
assist in our accommodation to the effeces of a technology whose very appear-
ance in world history creates ic as a force above the humans who broughe it
into being.

McLuhan gave artists a mythic power in relation to form thac fulfilled
their impotent fantasies of conquering or neutralizing the mass media. By ac-
cepting rather than analyzing their power, by tracing their cttects to physiol-
ogy and biology rather than to social forces, artists could apply an old and fa-
miliar formula in new and exciting ways. The old formula involved the
relation of the formalist avant-garde to the phenomena of everyday lite and cul-
ture.

I do not intend to trace the actual effects of McLubanism on video are, for
I believe that artists, like other people, take what they need trom che discourse
around them and make of it what they can. Many progressive and anti-accom-
modationist producers were spurred by che catch phrases and rumors of McLu-
hanism to try new ways to work with media, especially ourside the gallery.
Clearly, though, McLuhanism, like other familiar cheorics, otfered artises a
chance to shine in the reflected glory of the prepotent media and cash in on

their power over others through formalized mimetic acstheticization.

Conclusion

Some new histories of video have taken up this tormalized approach and have
portrayed artists in the act of objectifying their element, as though tinkering
could provide a way out of the power relations structured into the apparacus.
Reinforcing the formalist approach has brought them—inadvertently—to bow,
as McLuhan had done, to the power of these media over everyday hife. In sepa-
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rating out somcthing called video art from the other ways that people, includ-
ing artists, are attempting to work with video technologies, they have tacitly
accepted the idea that che transformations of art are formal, cognitive, and per-
ceptual. At the very least, this promotes a mystified relation to the question of
how the means of production are structured, organized, legitimated, and con-
trolled, for the domestic market and the international one as well.

Video, it has been noted, is an art in which it is harder than usual to
make money. Muscums and granting agencies protect video from the market-
place, as 1 remarked ecarlier, but they exact a stiff price. Arts that are margin-
ally salable have shrunken or absent critical apparatuses, and video is not an
exception. Video reviewing has been sparse and lackluster in major publica-
tions. This leaves the theorizing to people with other vested interests. In the
absence of such critical supports, museumization must involve the truncation
of both practice and discourse to the pattern most familiar and most palatable
to those notoriously conservative muscum boards and funders—even when the
institutions actually show work that goes beyond such a narrow compass.

To recapitulate, these histories seem to rely on encompassable (pseudo-)
transgressions of the institutions of both television and the museum, formalist
rearrangements of what are uncritically called the “capabilities”™ of the me-
diam, as though these were God-given, a technocratic scientism that replaces
considerations of human use and social reception with highly abstracted discus-
sions of time, space, cybernetic circuitry, and physiology; that is, a vocabulary
straight out of old-fashioned discredited formalist modernism.

Museumization has heightened the importance of installations that make
video into sculpture, painting, or still life, because installations can live only
in muscums—which display a modern high-tech expansiveness in their accept-
ance of mountains of obedient and glamorous hardware. Curatorial frameworks
also like to differentiate genres, so that video has been forced into those old fa-
miliar forms: documentary, personal, travelogue, abstract-formal, image-pro-
cessed—and now those horrors, dance and landscape (and music) video. And,
of these, only the brave curator will show documentary regularly. Even inter-
active systems, a regular transgressive form of the early 1970s, appear far less
often now.

Perhaps the hardest consequence of muscumization is the “professionaliza-
tion" of the field, with its inevitable worship of what are called “production
values.” These are nothing more than a set of stylistic changes rung on the
givens of commercial broadcast television, at best the objective correlatives of
the electronic universe. Nothing could better suit the consciousness industry
than to have artists playing about its edges embroidering its forms and quite
literally developing new strategies for ads and graphics. The trouble is, “pro-

duction values” mean the expenditure of huge amounts of money on produc-
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costs of computerized video editing, quickly

tion and postproduction. And the _ .
surpass those of (personal) hlm ed-

becoming the standard in video-arc circles,
iting in factors of ten.

Some of the most earnest producers of art vid
densation of the formal effects of this kindly technology will expose the manip.

ulative intent of television. The history of the avant-gardes and their failure to
titucions or cthe advancing techno.

cotapes mmagine that con-

make inroads into the power of either art ins
logies through these means suggests that these efforts cannot succeed.

Alvin Gouldner describes the relation berween art and the media as fol-
lows:

Both the cultural apparatus and the conscionsnes indnstry pavallel the schismatic char-

acter of the modern consciousness, i highly wnstaable puxture of anltural [’t’\"-fimis.m and
technolugical optimism. The cultuval apparatus 1v more Likely to be the /)‘mr'er of the
“bad news'” concerning—/for example—ecologrcal crisis, polittcal c‘or'rﬂpnbw. class bias;
while the consciousness industry becomes the purreyors of hope. the /”"‘/"~‘»"”f”“/ lookers-on-
the-bright-side. The very political imputence and tsolation of the cadres of the ."’.‘/’”m/
apparatus grounds their pessimism in their own everyday life. while the "f"b_”/""’m of
the consciousness industry are surrounded by and hare wse of the must powerful, ‘ad-
vanced, and expensive communications hardware. which 1y 1he everyday grounding of

their own technological optimism.”

We may infer that American video artists current craze tor super high-
tech production is a matter of envy. It would be a pity if the instituttonaliza-
tion of video art gave unwarranted impetus to artists” desires to conquer their
pessimism by decking themselves out in these p()wcrf'u[ and posttivist technol-
ogies.”’

On the other hand, as the examination of the Paik myth suggests, it
would be equally mistaken to think that the best path of transgression is the
destruction of the TV as a material object, the deflection of its signal, or other
acts of the holy fool. The power of television relies on its ability to corner the
market on messages, interesting messages, boring messages, instantly and end-
lessly repeating images. Surely we can offer an array of more socially invested,
socially productive counterpractices, ones making a virtue of their person-cen-
teredness, origination with persons—rather than trom industries or nseicu-
tions. These, of course, will have to live more outside muscums than in them.
But it would be foolish to yield the territory of the muscum, the casiest place
to reach other producers and to challenge the impotence imposed by art’s cen-
tral institutions. Obviously the issue at hand as always is who controls the
means of communication in the modern world and whar are to be the forms of

discourse countenanced and created.



