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sion, the company of its talk and its events, to overcome the anxiety of
the intuition the medium embodies. But if I am right, this is the order it
more or less already fulfills, proving again the power of familiarity, for
good and ill, in human affairs; call it our adaptability. And who knows
but that if the monitor picked up on better talk, monitored habitually
the talk of people who actually had something to say, and if it probed
for intelligible connections and for beauty among its events—who
knows but that it would alleviate our paralysis, our pride in adaptation,
our addiction to a solemn destiny, sufficiently to help us allow ourselves:
to do something intelligent about its cause.

From Daedalus “Print Culture and Video Culture,” vol. I11, no. 4
(Fall 1982), pp. 75-96.
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One Meeting—One Life

Nawz June Paik

IT 1S SAID that all the sciences can trace their roots to Aristotle; but
the science of cosmic aesthetics started with SARUTOBI Sasuke, a
famous ninja (a samurai who mastered many fantastic arts, including
that of making himself invisible, chiefly to spy upon an enemy). The first
step for a ninga is learning how to shorten distances by shrinking the
earth, that is, how to transcend the law of gravity. For the satellite, this
is a piece of cake. So, just as Mozart mastered the newly-invented
dlarinet, the satellite artist must compose his art from the beginning
suitable to physical conditions and grammar. The satellite art in the
supetior sense does not merely transmit existing symphonies and
aperas to other lands. It must consider how to achieve a two-way con-
ction between opposite sides of the earth; how to give a conversa-
tional structure to the art; how to master the differences in time; how to
play with improvisation, in determinism, echoes, feedbacks, and empty
aces in the Cagean sense; and how to instantaneously manage the
erences in culture, preconceptions, and common sense that exist
between various nations. Satellite art must make the most of these ele-
ents (for they can become strengths or weaknesses) creating a multi-
mporal, multispatial symphony.

These factors complicated matters immensely for the broadcast of
Good Morning, Mr. Orwell,” which was transmitted simultaneously
n two channels from New York, San Francisco, and Paris, and re-
ived simultaneously in the U.S.A,, France, West Germany, parts of
anada, and Korea.

First of all, there was the difference in time. There is a six-hour time
difference between New York and Paris. It was impossible for it to be
rime time in both countries, so I chose a cold winter Sunday. Noon in

R O N
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New York (Sunday, January 1, 1984) would be freezing cold, so most
people would still be at home (with a hangover). Twelve noon in New
York is 6:00 p.m. in Paris. I figured that even the worst philanderer
would take his dinner at home on New Year’s Day. In Korea, this un-
fortunately turned out to be 2:00 a.m. on January 2.

A second difficulty was the difference in general knowledge and lan-
guage. Orwell’s 1984 has become so well known in English-speaking
countries as to be almost stale. Obviously, it needs no explanation. In
French-speaking countries, however, it has been out of print since the
’50s, and, what is more, there is only one critical work dealing with it.
Therefore, French TV required a long, long, fifteen-minute commen-
tary both prior to and in the middle of the broadeast. These differences
made this difficult avant-garde art even more difficult.

There is no rewind button on the BETAMAX of life. An jmportat
event takes place only once. The free deaths (of Socrates, Christ, Bo Yi
and Shu Q) that became the foundations for the morality of three civili-
rations occurred only once. The meeting of person and person, of per-
son and specific era are often said to take place “one meeting-one life,”
but the bundle of segments of this existence (if segments can come in
bundles) has grown much thicker because of the satellite. The thinking
process is the jumping of electrical sparks across the synapses between
brain cells arranged in multilayered matrices. Inspiration is a spark
shooting off in an unexpected direction and landing on a point insome
corner of the matrix. The satellite will accidentally and inevitably pro-
duce unexpected meetings of person and person and will enrich the
synapses between the brain cells of mankind. Thoreau, the author of
Walden, Life in the Woods, and a nineteenth-century forerunner of the
hippies, wrote, “The telephone company is trying to connect Maine
and Tennessee by telephone. Even if it were to succeed, though, what
would the people say to each other? What could they possibly find to
talk about?” Of course, history eventually answered Thoreau’s ques-
tions (sifly ones, at that). There developed a feedback (or, to use an
older term, dialectic) of new contacts breeding new contents and new
contents breeding new contacts.

“Good Morning, Mr. Orwell” of New Year’s Day 1984 produced all
Linds of feedback. Cage and Beuys are friends, but they have never per-
formed together. Beuys and Ginsberg are two artists who have many
things in common {active political involvement, heated performance,
complete anti-nuclear naturalism, similar age, romanticism), but have
never met. The heavenly stars (Mars, Saturn, Altair, Vega, etc.) meet
periodically, but the earthly ones do so very rarely, When I ponder
what mysteties the encounter with other people holds for our insub-
stantial lives, I feel it is a terrible shame that great geniuses may pass
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their prime without ever meeting. And even when such encounters
have actually taken place (for example, Cage and McLuhan; Cage and
Buckminster Fuller), no camera has recorded the event. What a loss for
the history of human civilization! In 1963, French television recorded a
meeting between Edgar Varese and Marcel Duchamp. Now that both
of these giants have passed away, I find it a stirring moment no matter
how many times I watch it. The satellite will no doubt amplify these
mysteries of encounters by geometric progression. if I may relate a per-
sonal experience, I was surprised to find a photograph of myself and my
respected friend Beuys at our first encounter (at the “Zero” exhibition
held at the Galerie Schimela, Diisseldorf, 1961) in the catalogue Zero In-
ternational Antwerpen. Indeed, T had not even known that such a pic-
wure existed. '

Thanks to the satellite, the mysteries of encounters with others
(chance meetings) will accumulate in geometric progression and
should become the main nonmaterial product of post-industrial soci-
ety. God created love to propagate the human race, but, unawares, man
began to love simply to love. By the same logic, although man talks to
accomplish something, unawares, he soon begins to talk simply to talk.

It is a small step from love to freedom. To predefine freedom is a
paradox in itself. Therefore, we must retrace the development of free-
dom historically in order to understand it. The progressive American
journalist Theodore White once wrote how impossible it was to explain
the difference between liberty and greed to the leaders of the Chinese
Communist Party at Y4nan during the Second World War. There are
2.500,000,000 two-character permutations and combinations of the
50,000 Chinese characters. Ziyéu, the two-character word for freedom,
however, did not come into being until the nineteenth century. Justasit
is harder to translate 7én (benevolence, humanity) and i (ceremony,
etiquette) into English than dio (the way [of life, etc.]), it is extremely
difficult to translate liberty and freedom into Chinese. It seems that
gongchin, the word communist as in the Chinese Communist Party, isa
loanword from Japan; perhaps ziyou originated in a similar fashion.
Even in bright and free ancient Greece, there was the term free man, re-
ferring to a social class, but there was no philosophical concept of free-
dom. The passionate idea of freedom is said to have been born under
the most unfree, dark domination, of medieval Christianity. Moreover,
it was amidst the rise of fascism and the decadence of the Russian Revo-
lution and after the loss of bourgeois freedom before and after the Sec-
ond World War that man was most strongly and keenly aware of this
passionate idea. The existentialism of Camus, Sartre, and Berdyaev was
once again forgotten by West European society from the 1960s on,
when it experienced a return of freedom and prosperity. In any case,
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freedom is not a concept inherent in man (it is found netther in the
Koran nor in the Analects of Confucius) but is an artificial creation like
chocolate or chewing gum.

The “increase in freedom” brought about by the satellite {from a
purely existential point of view, an “increase in freedom” is paradoxi-
cal; freedom is a qualitative idea, not a quantitative one) may, contrary
to expectation, lead to the “winning of the strong.” {Although the im-
ported concepts of freedom and equality may appear to be close
brothers, they are in fact antagonistic strangers.)

Recently, an Eskimo village in the Arctic region of Canada started es-
tablishing contact with civilization. So far they only have four stores.
The first is a general store. The second is a candy shop. (They had not
even tasted sugar until quite recently.) The third is, of all things, a video
cassette rental shop!!!

Video has jmmeasurable magical powers. This means that the Es-
kimos’ ancient traditional culture is in danger of being rapidly crushed
by the bulldozers of Hollywood. The satellite’s amplification of the
freedom of the strong must be accompanied by the protection of the
culture of the weak or by the creation of a diverse software skillfully
bringing to life the qualitative differences in various cultures. As the
poets of the beat generation learned from Zen, Phillip Glass obtained
hints from the music of India, and Steve Reich looked to the music of
Ghana in their creation of original forms of late twentieth-century high
art, it is not an impossible task.

As long as the absorption of a different culture makes up the greater
part of the pleasure of tourism, the satellite may be able to make every
day a sight-seeing trip. So, SARUTOBI Sasuke not only embodies the
osigins of cosmic aesthetics but also the ethnic romanticism that must
always be the companion of satellite art.

$5. T dedicate this exhibition to my esteemed, one meeting-one life
friend Shuya Abe.

From Nam June Paik—Mostly Video (exhibition catalogue). Trans-
lated by Yumike Yamazaki. Tokyo: The Tokyo Metropolitan Art
Museum, 1984, pp. 12-14. :

FILM AND VIDEO:
DIFFERENCES
AND FUTURES
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1:}ﬁlirat‘ed WGBH-TV, Boston, to produce a single deadly piece pre-
cisely aimed through their expensive equipment. A manholds a phgto-
§mph, seemingly of himself. You see him set fire to it and watch it burn
from all four sides. Gradually you notice that the photograph is breath-
ing, its eyes are blinking, This is the image of television.

Truth or Consequences:

From Vi A, ey ey Schciderad Bl Koro. New Yo American Television and Video Art
arcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1976, pp. 1 i o -
: : , , pp. 174-83. Reprinted with .
?mn of the Institute of Contemporary Art, Univeji:sity of g::mgeiiﬁésa
rom the catalogue to the exhibition “Video Art,” 1975.

David Ross

NOTES
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We have an inconsequential literature, which not only takes pains to bave

4. Edward Stasheff and Rudy Bretz, The Televisi 177

i : el . , vision Prograne: Its Writing, Direction, and ; z€ 1.
! }:?ju;a%n {New York: A.A. Wyn, 1951), p. 3. o wo consequences itself, but goes to a gred! deal of trouble to neutralize its
> Ibid.p.¢ readers by picturing all obfects and situations without their consequences.
6. Toid Bertolt Brecht, 1927'
8. Bruce Boice, © i |

; uce Boice, “ Lynda Benglis at Paula Cooper Gallery,,, Artforum (May 1973): p.83.

. Les Levine, “Exerpts from a Tape: ‘Astistic’,” Are-Rete {Autumn 1974): p. 27.

HERE WAS ALWAYS something particularly disturbing about

«Truth or Consequences,” a prototypical 1930s 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. Pethaps it was the
fact that one developed the idea that consequences were always unde-
srable and that if one could always tell the “truth” one might avoid
therm. 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, forit
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
aver the years are in themselves quite fascinating. First there was the
unstoppable character of television itself, which rated right up there
with the earth’s rotation in terms of natural phenomena. Television’s
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velocit ; :
not, wgegxa;r ;?)?JS;?:;: » 'keptjlts pace whether you were watching or
tention. It was obliviou?a?ng? sleeping, studying, playing, or paying at.
portunity to becom 2)‘; you, and you {in return) were offered the op-
you chose to ignoreeg l‘ﬁous of it and {by extension) anything else
endless choice Cha.n qu?} y as important was the TV bred illusion of
Live free of dia i \%ﬁ: 1c )arinels whenever vou like. Never be bored
o105, o e el iola’s seveg:—(':hannel childhood” has expancfeci
VEiOPe;i that it acmaﬁ{mwx}gz This illusion of choice was so well de-
difference between thy promqed -the notion that there was significant
cach other oot eesst:-rnnally {denticai offerings “competing” with
course, ofice captur Scratwe pﬂvﬂege of capturing an audience. Of
fivered o the Sam ed, you {the aud:'ence of free individuals) were de-
would be rehabiiitafeg risons—one in which your consumer desires
or retarded. Finally th eerI; I;aﬂs:axﬁni;:;;z sense of self either perverted
onulate . ) ss representation of a
go{ieﬁes‘jgﬁiﬁ? Hy}}goa@ middle-class, white people in ggxrclﬁ
bfren harmed by e (it ﬁr victims were intimidated, threatened, and
words, the prob?{em ;1 ially cjvﬂ, non-white ot ethnic types. In c;ther
ion “greened” in thec”'/ gerr;:caous content. As America and its televis-
formed, providin A s, these representations were modified and re-
is reformable on tghpebr aps £ b e critical illusion of the medium: that TV
Ao toault ol 1?1 : ;;?ES of its content alone,
and power fol Aot Ig;ctmsf organizations like the highly visible
tored television viol or i ildren’s Television (ACT) carefully moni-
equal concern th‘:g ence aimed at youth markets and observed with
wards children Thg ﬂté:nt aildbﬂ{ethods of TV advertising directed to-
content reform' Nm}; ave lobbied 'for and brought about significant
asainet the . N erous women's groups monitored and lobbied
every ethnic minorif PI‘ES&?HE??LE‘OH of women on television, and nearly
basic media portea )ia?h religious community continually monitors its
cation in resmrd o yal. The result has been a rapid TV indtistry sophisti-
pre-testing of viewimgram deve}?Pmegt, script editing, and most of all
fact, the programmir resi:%onse. thtIf:, if anything, is left to chance. In
market-tested meth I:ig Oh commercial broadcasting reflects the same
time, the linkage b(;:ts that Ig%vemrnent itself does. At this point in
power development iwzt?n program development and political
Selling based on ii}usig ircct: the attendant processes are identical
In the context of s ﬂ};:eégns supreme in America. .
maintained by Amer.uc" nely craftfed‘ ilusion—one developed and
nologies-—video art g::s Sb:}e?lstsisc?vgglsémat? ‘ 'mec}fi 2 minds and tech-
ears. 1ts d eveioping ror the past ;
zmportant ;;c_%lopm;nt has beer} stegdy, marked by the wgrk o?srzm}
1sts whose aesthetic orientation has ranged widely (&g:;
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an to Nam June Paik and Stephen Beck,
Fried to Mary Lucier and Bill Viola),

and by many artists whose work in video resulted from a specific need
generated by previous work il painting, sculpture, photography,
ceramics, dance, performance, and of course film. It would be untrue
10 state that television, or to be precise, broadcast television~—what
David Antin termed video’s frightful parent”—was the sole or even
the primary referent in the body of work that has emerged from the past
two decades. But it would be completely misleading and actually un-
true to attempt to describe the activity of American video art outside ©

the clear and—in some ‘nstances—critical relationship that video art

has had with broadcast commercial television. But this relationship has

less to do with a critique of television content, and its inconsequential-
ity, than with the manner i which television creates and reinforces the
neutralizing effect of a consequence-free universe.
Recently, broadcast television, in its increasing sophistication, has
managed to re-use its own rich {or at least dense) history of characters,
plot formulae, and trivia to create what seems 2 parody of its own past.
In fact, using the collective memoty of a generation thoroughly
schooled in television, TV has created a veneer constituting a meta-
critical strategy rather than the ‘ndication of a willingness or a funda-
mental ability to change. In this same climate, opportunistic Luddites
like ex-advertising executive Jerry Mander publish tracts calling for
the “elimination” of television, ridiculing the idea of a meaningful cri-
tique of television. Tronically, it has been the avant-garde artists work-
ing in video whose worlk has constituted the only meaningful critique of
television’s form and practice. Rather than simple parody, artists like
Nam June Paik and Dara Birnbaum have used what the literary critic
Fredric Jameson terms pastiche to explore and develop a grammar ap-
propriate to a television of consequence.
To make this assertion, one must begin by assuming that the content-

based critique of commercial television is, by the very nature of its in-
tention, a modernist enterprise, linked to the rejection of “that whole
ywood B movies,” and other as-

landscape of advertising, motels, Holl
pects of culture that Jameson describes as “«Reader’s Digest culture.”
According to Jameson, pastiche, as opposed to parody, is blank,
humorless, and based wholly on the primary post-moderpist assump-
tion that “stylistic innovation is no longer possible, all that is left is
to ... speak through the masks and with the voices of the styles in the
imaginary museum.” The results of this kind of thinking, whether they
be the film notr appropriations of Betty Gordon or Vivian Dick, the
stylistic appropriations of David Salle or Robert Longo’s painting, the

wholesale appropriation of photographic images by Sherrie Levine,

Vito Acconci and Bruce Naum
from Fleanor Antin and Howard
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or the video works of Birnbaum and Paik and others, is work which

functions both directly as art and indirectly as a critique of the style,

manner, and nature of the forms on which it is based,

When in 1965 Nam June Paik took a magnet to the face of a televis-
ion image and physically twisted the flow of electrons that had previ.
ously formed recognizable imagery on the screen so that the resulting
image had the tortured look of comic-book surrealist imagery, we
finally recognized a gesture that seemed to do justice to the face of 2
Richard Nixon or Marshall McLuhan. The simple gesture, though
demonstrably after the fact in relation to the production of those im-
ages (and by extension their power sources), robbed these images of
more than their propriety. The distortion of these images constituted 2
primary and, in a way, profoundly liberating appropriation of the no-
tion of media-image power.

Paik’s subsequent attack on the notion of “real-time” in his earliest
videotape manipulation pieces can also be seen as an extension of this
emerging post-Pop sensibility. In Variations on George Ball on Meet the
Press (1967), an off-screen recording of Johnson-era, Under-Secretary
of State George Ball (who had recently resigned his post in ostensibly
moral opposition to the Vietnam War), the image of Ball speaking
moves first at the pace of real-time, and then in intervals determined by
Paik’s manual manipulations of the recording reels, The resulting tape
work serves as a clear example of the kind of pastiche that Jameson later
defined—in this case not in relation to speech itself, but to the repre-
sentation of speech that constitutes such an integral part of the tele-
vision grammar—TV time itself.

The overt satirical device of taking the powerful and making them
look foolish is not in itself novel, nor in this case the really significant
operating level of this work and others like it from the same period.
Rather it is the double assertion of the value of the insertion of the hand
of the artist into the process of media—which at this point in time was
indeed novel and significant—and the relative nature of truth as com-
municated through this medium.

An eatlier piece, Variations on Jobuny Carson vs. Charlotte Moorman
{19606), provides a link between the magnetic distortions, and the Ball
piece. In this work, a simple offscreen tape of Paik’s collaborator, Char-
Jotte Moorman, conversing with and later performing a John Cage
piece for Johnny Carson, is the subject of the work, This is to say, the
tape itself is the subject, rather than the content of the re-recorded dis-
cussion and performance. Paik placed a live wire across the tape erasing
a thin line of material directly below the wire itself. The resulting tape
features the Carson-Moorman interaction periodically interrupted bya
momentary erasure. The regular period of the interruption becomes
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television imagery. Paik’s images were, in the McLuhanesque terms of
the time, cool, less resolved, less representational of the normal televi-
sion language of recognizable signs. In short, they indicated an attempt
to generate pastiche rather than parody, to reinvest emptied, well-
understood forms, and refill them for distinctly different purposes.

Underlying the invention of the synthesizer was something besides
the simple desire to create a video equival

ent of the psychedelic “post-
erized” photography of the late sixties.

Though his 1967 four-hour
broadcast of Beatles’ music and randomly generated synthesizer imagery

produced by anyone who happened by the WGBH Boston studios that
evening did constitute a Iandmark of stoned television, it was not the
point of the exercise. A more subtle critique of the development of tele-
vision as the invention of late 20th-century capitalism was also implied.
The direction and progress of television's invention was brought into
relief by Paik’s comic intervention in that process.

The playwright Bertolt Brecht noted that “these people who have a
high opinicn of radio have it because they see in it something for which

‘something’ can be invented. They would see themselves fustified,” he
coniinued,

“at the moment when ‘something’ was discovered for the
sake of which radio would have to be invented if it did not already
exist.”” Leaping over the predictions of cultural enrichment for the
masses predicted by television’s early defenders, Paik offers his televi.
sion-art produced as a response to the clear fact that the television
product and indeed the television grammar itself developed with no
significant artist’s participation. This is stated by Paik’s inventionas well
as the work of the Vasulkas and others in clear counterdistinction to the
development of film’s grammar which was torged by artistic genius.
But perhaps more important than Paik’s response to Brecht’s analy-
sis of the rationale supporting radio’s suspect invention is Paik’s overrid-
ing concern for the other thrust of Brecht's essay. Brecht asserts that
“by continuous, unceasing proposals for better employment of the ap-
paratus in the interest of the community we must destroy the social
basis of that apparatus and question their use in the interest of the
few.”* Brecht questions the implicit order of one-way broadcast as
model of societal control. In whose interest, one implies from Brecht's
statement, does the one-way nature of broadcast (television) exist, and
for what reasons did the invention take that form? Paik questions this
nature of television the invention, as surely as he explores the nature of
television the cultural form,
Like Brecht, Paik’s work aspires towards consequence embodied

metaphorically as participation. “Participation TV” was the subtitle of

the exhibition of Paik’s 1965 synthesizer exhibition in the Bonino Gal-

lery. Not only positioning the artist inside the production process {or
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studio, the artist had the rare opportunity to produce a work in the
context of a highly rated, late-night network “talk” program, the now
defunct Tom Snyder “Tomorrow” show. In many ways, this program
allowed Paik to create his most successful two-way piece. Speaking
with the host in a mock video-phone set-up, Paik led Snyder on a short
tour of his studio, a tour which constituted a small retrospective of his
career. Selling all the while, Paik ended the tour at his interactive video
sculpture known as the TV Chair. On the monitor located below the
transparent seat of the chair was a silent tape of Snyder, recorded off
the air on the previaus evening. Maintaining his polite banter all the
while, Paik then sat himself atop of Snyder’s silent/ talking face. Like
the simple gesture of erasing the Carson tape, this action confirmed the
emergence of a new role for artists relative to mass media, a role charac-
terized by the willingness and capability to appropriate and transform
media power. Needless to say, Snyder was not amused.
In his New Year’s Day 1984 broadcast work Good Morning, Mr. Or-
well, Paik produced and aired a work that earlior tapes like the 1973
Global Groove served as studies for. This “entertainment” also took as
its form the broadcast variety-talk show. This program, a live simulcast
between WNET in New York and the Pompidou Center in Paris, fea-
tured real-time intercontinental interactive performance works, not-so-
successful parodies of video telephony, some new music, and some
talk. Though flawed by technical problems, the work demonstrated a
strong sense of consequence and a profound understanding of the na-
ture of its two-way TV context.
Dara Birnbaum’s work has developed in a wholly different, though
completely sympathetic, manner. Unlike Paik who emerged from anes-
sentially musical context into the visual arts, Birnbaum came to video
from a background in architecture and painting. Her video work repre-
sents the generation of artists whose exposure to Paik and the other
early seventies videomakers and theorists (in her case, Dan Graham
was an important influence) allowed for the creation of quite powerful
and original video works based on assumptions about television that
did not exist in 1963, :

This is not to intimate that Birnbaum’s work is academic or second-
hand. Indeed, Birnbaum has wrestled with the complexities of contem-
porary psychoanalytic film and television theory, with Lacan and Freud
on the one hand and Mulvey and Heath on the other, and has emerged
from the struggle with a work that is both theoretically sound while joy-
ous and accessible at the same time. Like Paik’s, Birnbaum’s video is
both about consequence, truth, and the spiritual values that link them. -
Also like Paik, Birnbaum makes use of clearly understood cultural ar-
tifacts and popular forms to communicate with an audience she posi.
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tween video art and broadcast television (“Video: The Distinctive Fea-
d critic David Antin discussed

tures of the 1\/Iediuifn”,197’5),6 the poet an
what he termed television’s “money metric,” ot the way in which the
TV hour was methodically and unwaveringly divided up into segments

based on the primary need to accommodate commercials, but as im-
portantly, to provide a structure to the velocity of television time which
must function irrespective of the dramatic value of the material being
aired in order to maintain a captive audience for the selling process.
Birnbaumn explores just those linguistic subtleties created by the
“money metric,” re-applying the close-up, the fast-cut, and other de-
vices that both propel television while supplying virtually hypnotic iliu-
sions of novelty and significance to pacify a marginally attentive mass
audience. In the installation work P.M. Magazine (1982}, arguably her
most finely tuned completed work to date, the reterent is the most
prominent broadcast format of the seventies, the feature magazine
show. These shows are essentially “fife-style” digests, and like their -
ptint magazine counterparts, they deliver continual reports on the con-
dition of upper-middie-class leisure life and hints at how to get there or
appear to be there. In Jameson’s world view, this is the stuff that pas-
tiche thrives on, the meat and potatoes of postmodernism, America at
its high-tech kitsch zenith. ' '
Using an electronically altered sound track centered on the Doors’
classic I.A. Woman, Birnbaum constructs a fast paced, image-text-
music montage which runs slightly out of sync within a three-part
billboard framework. The images, taken from the P.M. Magazine intro-
duction montage (which ironically is itself an unconscious homage to
the kind of editing Paik pioneered in the carly seventies) as well as from
an out-of-date (but essentially timeless) commercial for Wang office au-
tomation hardware, combine with the driving sound track, a German
wanslation of the Doors’ lyrics (the piece was originally commissioned

for Documenta 7), to produce a far more disquieting work than any of

Birnbaum’s single-channel works seem capable of. Its effectiveness

quite clearly results from the radical reconstruction of a novel environ-
ment built with utterly familiar elements. In contrast to Kojak/Wang
(1980), one of Birnbaum’s Pop-Pop videotapes in which the same

office miracle (the emanation of a rainbow from the keyboard of an

office machine following the gentle touch of an ethereal office worker)

is intercut with a cycle of violence and recrimination from a seventies
detective show (Kojak) and a set of color bars with a tuning tone, PM.
Magazine places the Wang woman in a context in which there are no vi-
sual contradictions. All is upbeat, modern, pleasant, and leisure-
bound. At least, it appears that way. The Doors rack consists of an edit
of LA Woman which emphasizes the loneliness and alienation of the
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postmodern condition. “Never saw a woman so all alone/So all alone/
Alone alone alone” emanates from three sets of speakers, which, as
stated above, play slightly out of sync to underscore the singularity
(aloneness) of each of the three channels playing in apparent concert.
All of the elements of this work support the confrontation of appear-
ance and effect. The video and sound are displayed on monitors set into
billboard-size blowups of stills from the tapes mounted on metal strut
frames reminiscent of trade show displays. This display condition em-
phasizes the uncomfortable nature of the exhibition environment (the
art gallery), adding yet another level of dissonance to the work. Tt is
finally this active dissonance which activates the viewer of the work,
and charges the viewer in 2 manner that rules out passive response—
without resorting to overt melodramatic manipulation of the audience.
In effect, what Birnbaum creates, based in part on her own sen-
sibilities and in part on understandings of the American television cul-
ture that she shares with many artists of her generation, is the model for

a new game show, one in which truth and consequence are not mutually
exclusive concepts. :
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Video: |
The Aesthetics of Narcissism

Rosalind Krauss
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