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Video: The Distinctive
Features of the Medium

David Antin

' g ? IDEO ART. The name is equivocal. A good name. It leaves open

all the questions and asks them anyway. Is this an art form, a new
~ genre? An anthology of valued activity conducted ina particular arena
defined by display on a cathode ray tube? The kind of video made by a
special class of people—artists——whose works are exhibited primarily
. what is called “the art world”-—ARTISTS’ VIDEQ? An inspection
of the names in the catalogue gives the easy and not quite sufficient an-
swer that it is this last we are consideting, ARTISTS VIDEQ, But is
this a class apart? Artists have been making video pieces for scarcely ten
years—if we disregard one or two flimsy studio jobs and Nam June
Paik’s 1963 kamikaze TV modifications—and video has been'a fact of
gallery fife for barely five years. Vet we've already had group exhibi-
tions, panels, symposia, magazine issues devoted to this phenomenon,
for the very good reasons that more and more artists are using video
and some of the best work being done in the art world is being done
with video. Which is why a discourse has already arisen to greet it. Ac-
tually two discourses: one, a kind of enthusiastic welcoming prose pep-
pered with fragments of communication theory and McLuhanesque
media talk: the other, a rather nervous attempt to locate the “unique
properties of the medium.” Discourse 1 could be called “cyberscat”
and Discourse 2, because it engages the issues that pass for “ formalism”
in the art world, could be called “the formalist rap.” Though thereisno
necessary relation between them, the two discourses occasionally occur
together as they doin the words of Frank Gillette, which offer a conve-
nient sample:
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D1: The emergence of relationships between the culture you’
in and the parameters that allow you expression are fed bad
through a technology. It's the state of the art technology within
particular culture that gives shape to ideas.

ostile to Pop, and that kind of admiring discussion will have to wait;
en Cabiers du Cinéma has abandoned Hitchcock and Nicholas Ray
r Dziga Vertov and the European avant-garde on sociopolitical, aes-
etic grounds. But it’s unwise to despise an enemy, especially a more
owerful, older enemy, who happens also to be your frightful parent.
o it is with television that we have to begin to consider video, because
anything has defined the formal and technical properties of the video
edium, it is the television industry.

The history of television in the United States is well known. Com-
ercial television is essentially a post-World War phenomenon, and its
se was, logically enough, patterned on commercial radio, since control
f the new medium was in the hands of the powerful radio networks,
which constitute essentially a government-protected, private monop-
ly. This situation determined many of the fundamental communica-
on characteristics of the new medium. The most basic of these is the
ocial relation between “sending” and “receiving,” which is profoundly
nequal and asymmetrical. Since the main potential broadcasters, the
owerful radio networks, were already deeply involved with the elec-
onics industry through complex ownership affiliation, and since they
so constituted the single largest potential customer for the electronic
omponernts of television, the components were developed enti'reiy for
eir convenience and profit. While this may not seem surprising, the
sult was that the facts of “picture-taking” and “transmission” were
ade enormously expensive. Cameras and transmission systems were
esigned and priced out of the reach of anything but corporate owner-
hip. Moreover, government regulations set standards on “picture
uality” and the transmission signal, which effectively ensured that
taking” and “transmission” control would remain in the har}ds of the
dustry into which the federal government had already assigned the
irwaves channel by channel. The receivers alone were priced within
e range of individual ownership. This fundamental orderi;_lg—estab-
shing the relations between the taker-sender and the receiver—had,
f.course, been worked out for commercial radio.

Only ham transmission—also hemmed in severely by government
gulation—and special uses like ship-to-shore, pﬂot-to-cqntrol tower,
and police-band radio deal in the otherwise merely potent:a'i equalities
f wireless telephony. That this was not technically inevitable, but
merely an outcome of the social situation and the marketing strategies
of the industry, is obvious. There is nothing necessarily more complex
of expensive in the camera than there is in the receiver. It is merely that
the great expense of receiver technology was defrayec.i by the mass
‘production of the sets, whose multiplication multiph'ed the doﬂar
‘exchange value of transmission time sold by the transmitter to his ad-

D2: What P'm consciously involved in is devising a way that
structurally intrinsic to television. For example, what makes it #
film? Part of it is that you look info the source of light, with film
you look with the source of light. In television, the source of ligh
and the source of information are one.* :

Though it is not entirely clear what “high class” technology has to
with the rather pleasantly shabby technical state of contemporary vide
art, or what the significance is to human beings of the light source it
two adjacent representational media, statements of this type are char
teristic, and similar quotes could be multiplied endlessly. And if these
concerns seem somewhat gratuitous or insufficient with respect to thy
wortk at hand, they often share a kind of aptness of detail, even thoughi
is rarely clear what the detail explains of the larger pattern of activity fn
which these artists are involved. In fact, what seems most typical ¢
both types of discourse is a certain anxiety, which may be seen mos
clearly in a recent piece by Hollis Frampton: :

Moreover it is doubly important that we try to say what videoa
is at present because we posit for it a privileged future. Since the
birth of video art from the Jovian backside (I dare not say bro

of the Other Thing called television, I for one have felt a more an
more pressing need for precise definitions of what film art /s, sincé
I extend to film, as well, the hope of a privileged future 2

It would be so much more convenient to develop the refined i
cussion of the possible differences between film and video, if we could
only forget the Other Thing—television. Yet television haunts all ¢
hibitions of video art, though when actually present it is only minimal y
represented, with perhaps a few commercials or “the golden perfor-
mances” of Ernie Kovacs (a television “artist”); otherwise its presence
is manifest mainly in quotes, allusion, parody, and protest, as in Tele:
thon’s TV History, Douglas Davis’s installation piece with the TV set
forced to face the wall, or Richatd Serra’s Television Delivers Peopl
No doubt, in time there will be an auteur theory of television, which will
do for Milton Berle and Sid Caesar what Sarris and Farber and Cubio
du Cinéma have done for John Ford and Nicholas Ray and Hovard
Hawkes. But the politics of the art world is, for good reasons, rather
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vertisers. So the broadcasters underwrote receiver developmient,

because every set bought delivers its viewers as salable goods in an .

exchange that pays for the “expensive” technology.

For television also there is a special-use domain—educational, in-
dustrial, and now artistic—where the relation between the camera and
receiver may be more or less equalized, but this is because transmission
is not an issue and the distribution of the images is severely restricted.

The economic fact remains—transmission is more expensive than

reception. This ensures a power hierarchy—transmission dominates
reception. And it follows from this asymmetry of power relations that
the taker-transmitter dominates whatever communication takes place.

This is clearer when you consider the manners of telephony. A
would-be transmitter asks for permission to transmit, rings the home of
a potential receiver, Tt’s like ringing a doorbell. Or a would-be receiver
rings the home of a possible transmitter, asks him/her to transmit. This
formal set of relations has become even more refined with the introduc-
tion of the Aunswerphone and the answering service, which mediates

between the ring—an anonymous invitation to communicate—and the -

response, requiring the caller to identify himself and leaving the re-

ceiver witha choice of whether o not to respond. In telephony manners -
are everything. While in commercial television manners are nothing, If .
you have a receiver you merely plug in to the possibility of a signal, -
which may or may not be there and which you cannot modify except in

the trivial manner of switching to nearly identical transmission or in

a decisive but final manner by switching off. Choice is in the hands of
the sender.

Now while this asymmetry is not inherent in the technology, it has
become so normative for the medium that it forms the all-pervasive and -

invisible background of all video. This may not be so dramatically man-

ifested in most artwork video, but that’s because most artworks have
very equivocal relations to the notion of communication and are, like -

industry, producer-dominated. Yet it has a formidable effect on all at-
tempts at interactive video, which operates primarily in reaction to this

norm. In this sense the social structure of the medium is a matrix that -
defines the formal properties of the medium—since it limits the pos- -~

sibilities of a video communication genre—and these limits then be-
come the target against which any number of artists have aimed their
works. What else could Ira Schneider have had in mind about the 1969
piece, Wipe Cycle, he devised with Frank Gillette:

The most important thing was the notion of information presen-
tation, and the notion of the integration of the audience into the
information. One sees oneself exiting from the elevator. If one

‘expensive video camera and transmission system SWiiC
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stands there for 8 seconds, one sees onesglf entering t}}[e ﬁzﬂbiz

from the elevator again. Now at t}?e same time ozne ;;; apt (1)] Wamh

ing oneself standing there watching Wipe Cycle. (})111 ca vt

yourself live watching yourself 8 seconds ago, watc m% ym’j el

16 seconds ago, eventually feeling free enoug{a to ;;i[femgt ;ﬁcﬂsl L

matrix, realizing one’s own potentuz? as an actor.” [my d'enée'fre_
What is attempted is the conversion (llberati?él) of a(r; é‘uiﬂi: e m\ust

celver) into an actor (transmitter), which Schneider and G

have hoped to accomplish by neutralizing as much as possible the acts

i issi iled to accomplish
of “taking” and electropic transmission. If they fail

i i ir failure, which seems to have been
 this, they were hardly alone in their failure,

the fate of just about every intetactive artwork employing Zlgmf;;:jg:z
technological means, Apparently, the social and economic dstrt

in thi 3 ining ef-
of technological resources in this culture has a nearly determining

i SOULCes. MO ¢ I‘etftl'y, an
ff:Ct on E}le Sf:m!()t}cs Of [EChﬂOlogical €80 te condc

i i ieious properties just be-
ready for use don’t lose their peculiar prestigious prop

1 ial ci sEANCES
cause an artist may make them available under special circumsta

; . X e nter-
for casnal use to an otherwise passw'eb%)uighc: In éac't, :’hlsi (Ii:;rtlii gf; ir: er-
i i i i invariably begins by inttm .
active video situation almost invariadly s by I
i i trinated abou
e which has already been indoc h
prepared audiens fessional he video camera deserves,
: ionalism) the viaeo rves
amount of preparedness (protess T deo camera Ceenies
' ivial nature of television protessionaiism,
regardless of the trivia . | onalism, which &
as in the elegant rela
not measured by competence ( ‘ n ¢ ;1o
means) but by the amount of money notably expefndiad on Lixis; I'Ijtieyi)cial
i ilet damental property of television 1s Its soc
tion. Yet while the most fun ty. sion i ts soc
izati is i ifested most clearly in its money , whick
-organization, this is man ¢ cleat R AT
i -t of the medium, determining '
D ome and fi s, as well as the visual
' i tyle of the performances, :
representations and the s ; oS, B8 NS i
i irino. The money metric has also piay .
s of e i idered the most marked-
i i iZi t is usually considere
ine role in neutralizing wha sually : ‘ rhed:
lygdist'mctive feature of the medium: the capacity for instanta
ansTRission. ‘ . o
tra;n principle, television scemed t(; comb%ne the piga;ggza&héi r;;leg; ©
i iti ' 4 the motion capa
duction capacities of the camera, notio and
the instantaneous transmission properties of the telephone. S:;te ﬁt{auy
the 7photographic reproduction capacltﬁr ?f the cgrr;}e}iaf;z gsentia’y
i inly significant as mythology, so 18 abl
equivocal and mainly signif % e e o
i isi ssentially a rumor that combine: :
taneity of television essen ' _ ¢ h phote-
i ict —recording medium,
ty to produce a quasi-rec _ e ma
grapblc o ikeli in relati tion of reality. The
ich i ation to any no
feature of which is unlikeliness in refation _ e
history of the industry is very instructive with respect to this remarkat

outcome.
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In the beginning television made widespread use of live broadcasting -
both for transmitting instant news of events that were elapsing in real *
time and for more or less well-rehearsed studio performances, and
some of the most interesting events recorded by media were the result
of the unpredictability of instantaneous transmission. Spokesmen for
the industry never failed to call attention to this feature of instantaneity,
and as late as 1968 a standard handbook for television direction and
production by Stasheff and Bretz asserted:

. tence by puncturing or lacerating that grasp. The image of smcziothness
 depends always upon the appearance of the unimpeded forwar cogrge
 of the producer’s intention, of facility, Whmh means that there must be
no doubt in the viewet’s mind that what is transmitted is What the trans-
imitter wants to transmit. And the only ways to achieve this wlere
through (a) repeated preparation of the events, (h) very careful s:je ec-
tion of highly predictable events, or (c) deletion of unexpected an un-f
“desirable aspects of events, which meant editing a rf_:coijded version o

 these events. Videotape came in 1956, and at the beginning Ampex was
taping the Douglas Edwards newscasts apd, not m:':;cb latef, %}i?tfﬁi
presentations of Playbouse 90. Once again, accoraing (o SLa?ucu and

Bretz:

Perhaps the most distinctive function of television is its ability to -
show distant events at the moment when they are taking place.
The Kefauver hearings, with a close-up of the hands of gangstet
Frank Costello; the Army-McCarthy hearings; the complete -

coverage of the orbital shots; the presidential nominating conven-
tions; the Great Debates of 1960: the live transmissions from
Europe and Japan via satellite—this is television doing what no
other medium can do.*

Yet the same handbook casually points out a few pages later that be- -

tween 1947 and 1957, kine-recordings, films taken directly from the TV
screen, were in constant and heavy use, especially for delayed broadcast
of East Coast programs on the West Coast, in spite of the much pooter
image quality of the kines, and that by 1961 virtually all television
dramatic programs were being produced on film. There were, appar-
ently, from the industry’s standpoint, great inconveniences in instanta-
neous transmission. The most obvious of these was that at the same in-
stant of time the life cycles of New York and Los Angeles are separated
by three full hours, and since the day for the industry is metrically di-
vided into prime and nonprime viewing time, in accordance with
whether mote or fewer viewers may be sold to the advertisers, the
money value of instantaneous transmission is inversely related in a com-
plicated way to the temporal distance of transmission. But this is only

the most obvious manner in which the money metric worked to elim-

inate instantaneity. A more basic conflict exists between the structure-
of the industry and the possibility of instantaneity and unpredictability.

Any series of events that is unfolding for the first time, or in 2 new
way, ot with unanticipated intensity or duration threatens to overrun or:
elude the framing conventions of the recording artists (the cameramen
and directors). This element of surprise is always in conflict with the’
image of smoothness, which has the semiotic function of marking the
producer’s competence by emphasizing his mastery and control, his,
grasp of events. The signs of unpredictability and surprise are discon-
tinuities and ragged edges that mark the boundaries of that compe-’

... by 1957 a new TV revolution was under way. Undist.inguzsh-
able from live TV on the home receiver, video tape quickly re-
placed the kine-recording done by the TV networks. Not only
did the stations put out a better picture, but the savings were
tremendous . .. Live production, video-tape recording of live
production, kine-recording, and film began to assume comple-
mentary roles in the pattern of TV production. VLdeo~t'ape re-
cording by 1961 became so commonplace that tbe true iwe_: pro-
duction—reaching the home at the moment of its origination—
was a rarity limited largely to sports and‘ spec1allevents. The live
production on videa tape, though delayed in reaching the home bya
few bours or a few days, was generally accepted as actual live tele-
vision by the average viewer.” {my iralics].

Yet this did not place television in the same position as film, Whllch
from its origins appeared to be situated squarely in the domain of illu-

“sion. Film, after all, has made very few and very insubstantial claims to

facticity. Amet’s bathtub battle of Santiago Bay may have convinced

‘Spanish military historians of its authenticity, but that was back in 1897

before the movie palaces together with the moviemakers dispelied/a_r}y
illusion of potential facticity. Flaherty looks as clearly fictional as Méliés

now. But a genre that is marked “fictional” doesn’t raise issues of truth

and falsehood, and television never ceases to raise Ehese issues. The so-
cial uses of television continually force the tssue of truth to the center
of attention. A President goes on television to declare his hor_}‘esty, 2
minister announces his “intentions,” the evening news reports wbat 1ai
being done to curb the inflation.” The medium maintains 2 c;ontlrgua
assertion that it can and does provide an adequate representation o 1;%
ality, while everyone’s expetience qontmua}ly denies it. Moreover‘, t Z
industry exhibits a persistent positive tropism toward the appearanc
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of the spontaneous and unrehearsed event in its perpetually recurring

panel shows and quiz programs and in the apparently casual format of
its late-evening news shows. According to Stasheff and Bretz:

.. the television audience will not only accept, but even enjoy, a
production error or even a comedian who blows his lines and ad-
mits it or who asks his straight man to feed him a cue once againso
that he can make another try at getting the gag to come out right.
This leniency on the part of the audience is caused by the in~
creased feeling of spontaneity and immediacy which minor crises
create. The audience loves to admire the adroitness with which
the performer “pulls himself out of a jam.”®

The industry wishes, or feels obligated, to maintain the illusion of in-
mediacy, which it defines rather precisely as “the feeling that what one
sees on the TV screen is living and actual reality, at that very moment
taking place.”” The perfection of videotape made possibie the careful
manipulation and selective presentation of desirable “errors” and.
“minor crises” as marks of spontaneity, which become as equivocal in’
their implications as the drips and blots of third-generation Abstract
Expressionists. It’s not that you couldn’t see the Los Angeles police de-
partment’s tactical assault squad in real time, in full living color, in your

own living room, leveling a small section of the city in search of three or -

four suspected criminals, but that what you would see couldn’t be cer-

tainly discriminated from a carefully edited videotape screened three -

hours later. So what relevision provides video with is a tradition not of
talseness, which would be a kind of guarantee of at least a certain nega-
tive reliability, but of a profoundly menacing equivocation and man-
nerism, determining a species of unlikeness. ‘

At first glance artists’ video seems to be defined by the total absence
of any of the features that define television. But this apparent lack of re-
lation is in fact a very definite and predictable inverse relation, If we-
temporarily ignore the subfamily of installation pieces, which are actu-
ally quite diverse among themselves but nevertheless constitute a single
genre, the most striking contrast between video pieces and television is
in relation to time. It may not be quite hip to say so withour qualifica-
tion, but it is a commonplace to describe artists’ videotapes as “boring”
or “long,” even when one feels that this in no way invalidates or dishon-
ors the tapes in question (viz. Bruce Boice’s comment that Lynda

Benglis’s video is “boring, interesting, and funny;”® or Richard Serra’s

own videotape, Prisoner’s Dilemma, where one character advises
another that he may have to spend two hours in the basement of the
Castelli Gallery, which is “twice as long as the average boring vid-
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eotape”). This perceived quality of being boring or long has L"tt%}e }t}o d?
with the actual length of the tapes. It has'much more to do \;]Iﬂ dt e ;; -
titude of just about all the artists using video to the task at and, Jo n
Baldessari has a tape called Some Words I Misprowounce. He turns to a

blackboard and writes:

1. poor 4. Beelzebub
2. cask 5. bough
3. bade 6. sword

As soon as he completes the “d” of “sword” the tape is over. Running
time is under a minute. It feels amazingly short. But it is longer than

most commercials. ‘ . N
Robert Morris’s Exchange, a series of verbal meditations on ex

“changes of information, collaborations, and interferences with a

woman, accompanied by a variety of images tapfag1 aéld' re’ta%e.fl fr(:;
other tapes and photographs for Fhe most part as indefinite an 3&1‘g%11ic
tive as the discourse, goes on till it arrives at a smglfa distinct an Ci.) nic
story of not getting to see the Gattamelata, after which the tape trails

i a more o less leisurely fashion. Running time is forty-three minutes.

Television has many progtams that are much longer. The two artists

i 31 i ici ed from
tapes are very different. Baldessari’s is aroutine, explicitly define

the outset and carried out deadpan to its swift conclusion. A_Excf_mn geis a
typical member of what is by now a weﬂ:deﬁned genrefot art:isti .;;ar.rj
tive, essentially an extended voiceover in a carefully raraactlz- Lzrgvz
style that seeks its end intuitively in the eghaustmn of lts's' m Tn};mf ive
er;ergy. But they both have the same a‘ltutude towgrd }npi »s:t \txime
ends whenever its intention is accomplished. The t1s;1t*ﬂ1§ inherent t me,
the time required for the task at hand..The work is ciflngi.f .as d
Levine remarked, “if you demand thfqt it b;e something else. }ﬁu \ };_
mand that it be itself then it is not boring.” Which is not to say L‘t_at (ﬁ
videotapes may not be uninteresting. Whether theykare ﬁntc(:iresnusgthi;
not is largely 2 matter of judging the value of the tas ‘a; and, e; this
could hardly be the issue for people Whg can look wit _ec%ugg m y ot
what hangs on the wall in the most dlstl;]gulslied ggﬂerxess. ot vtvhese
ever we think of the videotapes of Morris, or Sonniet, Oruerraievine
are certainly not inferior to What‘ever else they putin t}ile gg eryr.nefhin
is right. Videotapes are boring 1f you demand that ¢ e_yh e 5o neth 0%
else, But they’re not judged borlpg by comparison w1§ pain I\:;ghjch
sculpture, they're judged boring in comparison mth television, whi
for the last twenty years has set the stapdard of video time. o
But the time standard of television is based firmly on t:e socia ar{; )
economic nature of the industry itself, and has nothing whatever to dc
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with the absolute technical and phenomenological
al representation by cathode ray tube. For televisio
lute existence independent of any Imagery that
transmitted over its well-defended airwaves and ca
only solid, a tangible commodity that is precisely
and further subdivisible homogeneous units, the
which is measured by the smallest segment that could be purchased by

a potential advertiser, which is itself defined byt
required to isol

equivalent alte

ten-second spot, and all television is assembled from it. _
But the social conventions of television dictate a code of behavior ac
cording to which the transmitter must assume t
roles in transmission. In one he must appear t
the station’s behalf as entertainer; in the other

as salesman. The rules of the game, which are le

1, time has an abso
may or may not be

ate a salable product from among a variable number of

o address the viewer on

a sharp demarcation between the roles, and the industty makes a great
show of marking off the boundaries between its two types of perfor-
mances—the programs and the commercials,

At their extremes of
hard-sell and soft-show, one might suppose that the stylistic features of
the two roles would be sufficient

to distinguish them, but the extremes -
are rare, the social function of t

he roles are not so distinct, and the
stylistic features seldom provide sufficient separation. Since the indus-

try’s most tangible presentation is metrically divisible time, the industry -

seems to mark the separation emphatically by assigning the two roles
different time signatures. The commercial is built on a scale of the min-
ute out of multiple 10-second units. It comes in four common sizes— -
10, 30, 60 and 120 seconds—of which the 30-second slot is by far the
commonest. The program is built on the scale of the hour out of trun.
cated and hinged 15-minute units that are also commonly assembled in
four sizes—15, 30, and 60 and 120 minutes—of which the half-hour
program is the commonest, though the hour length is usual for impor-
tant programs, two hours quite frequent for specials and feature films,
and fifteen minutes not entirely a rarity for commentary. Television in-
herited the split roles and the fwo time signatures from radio, as well as
the habit of alternating them in regularly recurrent intervals, which
creates the arbitrary-appearing, mechanical segmentation of both
media’s presentations. But television carried this mechanical segmenta-
tion to a new extreme and presented it in such a novel way—through a
special combination of its own peculiar technology and production
conventions—that television time, in spite of structural similarity with
radio time, has an entirely different appearance from it, bearing the re-
lationship to it of an electronically driven, digital counter to a spring.

. clack.
possibilities of visu-" - driven, hand-wound alarm

mainly through the intense development o

radio programs from the 1

: ?rkrbebiogiﬁgzlg%ﬁz %);):by Owvaltine, and these sponscrs would
Perkins b , Une

cappear regular middle, &
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bles. It is television’s
divisible into further:
smallest quantum of -
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ntation of transmission time
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comes much less sharp.

" Moreover, a close inspection of both will show that there are really

no stylistic distinctions hetween commetcials and programs, because
just about every genre of program appears also as a commercial.
Dramas, comedies, documentaties, science talks, lists, alt show up in
thirty- and sixty-second forms. Even their distinctive integralness can
he exaggerated, because often there is a clean partition between the
programimatic parts of the commetcial-—its dramatic ot jmagistic ma-
terial—and the details of the pitch that specify the name of the product
‘and where you can get it. This separation is so COMMON that it is possi-
ble to watch three thirty-second commercials in succession with some
pleasure and find it difficult to remember the name or even the nature
- of the commodity promoted. This s pot 2 functional defect in the com-
metcial, the main function of which is to produce a kind of praise
poetry that will elevate to a mild prominence one member out of the
" general family of comimodities that television promotes asa whole tribe
21l of its transmitting day. Poems in praise of particular princes ate ad-
- dressed to an audience already familiar with the tribe, and commercials
are constructed to particularize an already existing Interest. Nobody

unconcerned with body odors will care which deodorant checks them

best, It takes the whole television day to encode the positive images of

smoothness, cleanliness, ot hlandness upon which the massive market-
~ ing of deodorants and soaps depends. There s no fundamental distinc-
tion between commercial and program, there is only a difference in
which gives the thirty-second commercial its ap-
elegance and style. Both commercials and
£ the same syntax: the linear succession of

logically independent nits of nearly equal duration. But this mechani-
cally divisible, metrical presentation had none of the percussive of

~ disjunctive propetties of radio presentation. This is because of the
conventions of camerawork and editing that television has developed
to soften the shock of its basically mechanical procedures.

It is probably fair to say that the entire technology, from the shape of
the monitor screen to the design of camera mounts, was worked out to
soften the tick of its metronome. Almost every instrument of television
technicuue and technology seemns €0 have the effect of a shock absorber.
As in film, the television presentation is assembled out of separate
shots. But these shots ate very limited in type and duration. Because of
the poor resolution of the television image (525 bits of information pre-

pearance of much greater
programs are assembled out o
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vicinity of $2,000-—2 bit less than a cheap car
This is the fundamental unit,
minimal editing—edge-
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another order of magnitude. Some artists have solved this problem by

obtaining occasional access to institutions possessing this kind of instal-
lation, but usually this takes complete editing control out of the hands
of most artists. There are also ways of adapting the one-inch system to
precisionist frame-for-frame capacity, but that requires the investment

of several thousand dollars more. A rule of thumb might specify that -

each increase in editing capacity represents an order of magnitude in-

crease in cosi. Color is siill another special problem, Though it is hardly -

necessary, and possibly a great drawback in the sensible use of video for

most artists’ purposes (viz., Sonnier’s pointless color work), it is by now

television’s common form and has certain normative marks associated

with it. To use black and white is a marked move, regardless of what the
mark may be construed to mean. So, many artists will seek color for -

mere neutrality. But it comes at a price. There are bargain-basement
color systems, wondetfully cheesy in appearance, but the most com-
mon system is the %-inch cassette ensemble, which together with
camera, videotape recorder, and monitor goes at about $10,000. If the

portapak is the Volkswagen, this is the Porsche of individual artists’ -

video, For editing control the system of escalation in color runs parallel
to black and white. The model of ultimate refinement and control is the
television industry’s two-inch system, and since that’s what you see in
action in any motel over the TV set, interesting or not, everyone takes it
for the state of the art.

These conditions may not seem promising, but artists are as good at
surviving as cockroaches, and they’ve developed three basic strategies
for action. They can take the lack of technical refinements as a given
and explore the theater of poverty. They can beg, borrow, or steal ac-

cess to technical wealth and explore the ambiguous role of the poor re-.

lation, the unwelcome guest, the court jester, the sycophant, or the spy.
This isn’t a common solution; the studios don’t make their facilities

available so readily. But it includes works done by Allan Kaprow, Peter
Campus, Les Levine, Nam June Paik, and numerous others. Artists can
also raid the technology as a set of found objects or instruments with

phenomenological implications in installation pieces. There are nume

ous examples from the work of Peter Campus, Dan Graham, Nam June:

Paik, Frank Gillette, etc. To a great extent the significance of all type
of video art derives from its stance with respect to some aspect of telev

sion, which is itself profoundly related to the present state of our cul-.
tuse. In this way video art embarks on a curiously mediated but serious
ctitique of the culture. And this reference to television, and through it
to the culture, is not dependent on whether or not the artist sees the:
work in relation to television. The relation between television and video :

is created by the shared technologies and conditions of viewing, in th
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same way the relation of movies to underground film is created by the
shared conditions of cinema. Nevertheless, an artist may exploit the
relation very knowingly and may choose any aspect of the relation
for attack.

If Nancy Holt’s Underscan is an innocent masterpiece that narrates
_in its toneless voice a terrifying, impoverished story over a sequence of
- simple photographic images ruined twice over by the television raster,
the correlated Benglis Collage and Morris Exchange are cunning
parodies that use the cheesy video image to depreciate a filmic genre
that would sensuously exploit the personal glamour of stars like
- Elizabeth Taylor and Richard Burton, replaced here by the mock
- glamour of two pseudocelebrities in a visual soup, Holt calls into ques-

tion anything that the medium has ever represented as documeniary
~with her sheer simplicity of means, while Morris and Benglis produce a
total burlesque of the public figure through the manifest absurdity of
- their claims.
Acconci’s Undertone is an even more precise example of this type of
- burlesque. In a visual style of address exactly equivalent to the Presi-
dential address, the face-to-face camera regards The Insignificant Man
‘making the Outrageous Confession that is as likely as not to be an In-
ccredible Lie. Who can escape the television image of Nixon?
:In Baldessari’s wonderful Inventory, the artist presents to the camera
for thirty minutes an accumulation of indiscriminate and not casily legi-
ble objects arranged in order of increasing size and accompanied by a
deadpan description—only to have the sense of their relative size de-
“stroyed by the continual readjustment of the camera’s focal length that
is required to keep them within the frame. Who can forget Adlai
Stevenson's solemn television demonstration of the “conclusive photo-
gtaphic evidence” of the Cuban missile sites, discernibie over the TV
screen as only gray blurs?

What the artists constantly re-evoke and engage with is television’s
fundamental equivocation and mannerism, which may really be the
distinctive feature of the medium. But they may do this from two dia-
metrically opposed angles, either by parodying the television system
and providing some amazing bubble or by offering to demonstrate
how, with virtually no resources, they can do all the worthwhile things
that television should do or could do in principle and has never vet
done and never will do.

- Terry Fox’s Children’s Tapes exhibit nothing more nor less than the
simple laws of the physical world in terms of sinall common objects—a
spoon, a cup, an ice cube, a piece of cloth. They make use of a single
camera, adjusted only enough to get the objects and events into the
frame, and no edits. The hands crumple a spoon handle, place an ice
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cube in it over a small piece of cloth, balance it at the neck overt the rim
of a cup. You watch. It takes how long for you to figure out that the ice
cube will melt? That the cloth will absorb the water. That the balance
will be upset. But which way? Will the water ahsorbed into the cloth be .
drawn further from the fulerum and increase the downward movemen, g
on the ice cube side? Or will the water dripping from the spoon reduce *
the downward movement and send the spoon toppling into the cup?-
Youwatch as though waiting for an explosion. It takes minutes io come
and you feel relieved. It has the form of drama. You'll never see any- -
thing like it on educational television or any other television, It takes.

too much time, intelligence, and intensity of attention to watch—ex

cept on video. There are, { believe, twenty-two of them. They have the
brilliance of still life and the intelligence of a powerful didactic art. But -
it is also a critique of means. Other works similar in this respect of .
means are Richard Serra’s Prisoners’ Dilemma and Eleanor Antin’s The -

Ballering and the Bum,

The Serra piece shamelessly adapts a casual stage skit and a contest |
show format to illustrate hilariously and with absolute simplicity 2~
moral-logical dilemma with grave implications for human action. The :
problem is apparently simple. There are two prisoners, A and B. Each is
free—but here is the first -
catch—provided the other refuses to betray him. In the event that this -
happens the prisoner who refuses to betray will receive the maximum’
sentence—this is the second catch. The other alternatives are that hoth
prisoners will refuse to betray each other—this will get both prisoners -
or that both prisoners will attempt to betray .
each other, which will get each prisoner the second gravest penalty. On -

offered a chance to betray the other and go

the second lightest penaliy;

the face of it we have a straightforward 2x4 matrix with four outcomes
for each player, but all the
if he gets life imprisonment and he goes {ree only if you ger life impris-
onment; you both get away with two years’ imprisonment if vou both
hold out against betrayal; you both get ten years’ imprisonment if you
both try betrayal. If each player plays the game as a zéro-sum game for
his own advantage, he will inspect the reward columns and come to the
single conclusion that the worst possible outcome is life imprisonment,
which can only happen if he refuses to betray. This prevents the other

player from screwing him and leaves the original player the chance of -

screwing his opponent. Since both players—regarded as unrelated in-
dividuals who will consider their own individual advaniage—will both
play to minimize their loss, they will each play to cut their losses and in-
evitably come out with the next-to-worse payoff, ten years in prison,
There is no way to win and no way to play tor mutual nonbetrayal, be-
cause failure to betray always risks total loss. But the video piece is more

outcomes are linked pairs: You go free only -
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brilliant than that. It sets up two precise illustrations-—cormic, yes; cas-
ual, yes—but elegant in the way it demonstrates that any two unfe-
lated prisonets—say a pair of suspected criminals picked up in the
street—will inevitably betray each other and take the consequences.
But any two prisoners who have a real community bond between t%.lfim
* have no choice but to play for nonbetrayal, because they must consider
the value of the outcome in terms of its value for both players. Obyvi-
ously, the differences in negative weights assigned to the penalties will
work differently in deciding the outcome. Still, nothing in the world of
this low-budget game could make Leo Castelli betray Bruce Boice in
public. This low-budget marker calls up beautiful improvisational act-
ing from all of the players and loose styles from all of the collaborators
“in this group piece. The logical structuring of the piece owes a great
deal to Robert Bell, who occupies a role somewhere between script-
writer and director, and to all of the actors, whose improvisatory per-
~ formances contribute markedly to the final outcome of the piece, which
. must be considered a community venture, with Richard Serra assuming
- the producer’s role. This piece is also of a sort that will never appear on
- television and has the force of a parable.
~ Antin’s Ballerina and the Buni, another low-budget job, with single
- portapak caimera and two improvising actors, declares itself, fron} its
five-minute opening shot, against television, time, and money. The
camera changes position only if it has to, to keep something in‘vi(?w,
pans once along three cars of a freight train to count them, moves inside
~ the car. The mike has no windscreen. The sounds of the world of
© 1974—-cars, airplanes, children, and chickens—intermittently pene-
trate the film-style illusion of the image of a Sylphides-costumed, New
York-accented ballerina “from the sticks” and a twenty-five-year-old
grizzled bum on the way to the big city. Nothing happens but what they
+ say and do. She practices ballet, sets up light housekeeping in the box-
car, they daydream of success, he cooks some beans, she eats them, the
train goes nowhere. Everything else is moving—cars, planes, and other
trains. A whole Chaplin movie for the price of a good dub.

Other successful examples of this low-budget strategy are Andy
Mann’s One-Eyed Bunz and Ira Schneider and Beryl Korot's 4¢h of July
in Saugerties, which bring to bear the video of limited means upon
documentary as a kind of artist’s reminder of the ambiguities of “hon-
esty” and “simplicity.” Tt is no accident that the best of these works
have, at least in part, a didactic and moral element behind them and are
“exemplary.” And even the tapes that are not specifically presen’ted in
an exemplary mode become exemplary in their fundamental disdain
for television time.

But the theater of poverty isn’t the only way. Peter Campus somehow
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infiltrated WGBH-TV, Boston, to produce a single deadly piece pre-
cisely aimed through their expensive equipment. A man holds a photo-
graph, seemingly of himself. You see him set fire to it and watch it burn
_frorq all four sides. Gradually you notice that the photograph is breath-
ing, its eyes are blinking. This is the image of television.

From Video Art. Edited by Ira Schneider and Beryl Korot. New York:

H.arcourt Brac&l Jovanovich, 1976, pp. 174-83, Reprinted with permis-
;IOI] of the Institute of Conte;nporary Art, University of Pennsylvania
rom the catalogue ro the exhibition “Video Art,” 1975.
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Truth or Consequences:

American Television and Video Art

David Ross

We have an inconsequential literature, which not only takes patins to have
no consequences ftself, but goes 1o a great deal of trouble to neutralize its

readers by picturing all objects and situations without their consequences.
Bertolt Brecht, 1927

HERE WAS ALWAYS something particularly disturbing about

«Truth or Consequences,” a psototypical 1950s American game
show hosted by a smarmy announcer named Bob Barker in which
members of the studio audience were made to look foolish as a conse-
quence of answering a trivial question incorrectly. Perhaps it was the
fact that one developed the idea that consequences were always unde-
sirable and that if one could always tell the “truth” one might avoid
them. Consequences were for suckers, the kind of people who actually
went to sit in the audience of TV game shows to entertain those of us
smart enough to keep our distance. Perhaps what was really feared was
exposing the shallow mystery that was TV in its early period. This mys-
tery was a great comfort to children of all ages, as the saying goes, for it
effectively neutralized us all in precisely the manner in which Brecht
had predicted it might.

The ways in which our neutralized status was reinforced by television
over the years are in themselves quite fascinating. First there was the
unstoppable character of television irselt, which rated right up there
with the earth’s rotation in terms of natural phenomena. Television’s



