Reading the Tools, Writing the image
Maureen Turim and Scott Nuygren

During the 1970s, Steins and Woody Vasulks helped detine the
parameters of video art. Like other artistic work that emerges at 8
juncture between established and new medis, their work is infused with
the rhetoric of its origin. This retrospective of their invites 8
reconsideration and allows us to speculate, by means oi textual analysis, on
underiying theoretical formeations in their tapes.

The Vasulkes’ video was conceived in the context of late 1960s
rhetoric that celebrated involvement and exploration. In these terms,
individusl videotapes did not so much have intrinsic worth, but emerged as
the byu-product of & largely intangible generstive process. Recordings were
imagined as supplemental, snalogous to the notes ot physicists or
anthropologists exploring an unknown domain. The central invisible concern
remained the exploration of the electronic Vield, forever deferred and absent
to the viewer of tapes. This rhetoric of process helped by pass critical
methods of formalist analysis and authorisl style still strong at that
historic moment, particularly among art critics and curetors who were
beginning to address video. It functioned to legitimize apparently
inconsistent styles, enabhng the shifts from abstraction and logicel
systems to camers redlism and expression that seemed to cherscterize tne
Vesulkas® work. -

These rhetoricsl stFategies, many of which are enunciated in the
Vasulkeas, statements about their work, Tunctioned to suggest an orientation
for the still amorphous Tield of video. But as so often happens, the

nerratives that surround and allow the original production of new work mey
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foreclose a theoreticelly informed viewing. In retrospect. the tapes have
several concerns embedded in their existence as dynemic texts. which are
inadequately srticulsted by the rhetoric of presence and process thei
originslly eccompenied them. Accordingly, textual anelysis provides e more
productive access to the Vasulkes' tapes then the often mythologized notion
of artists at the electronic frontier.

This essoy sddresses severel concerns sustained in the tepes and
installstions the Vesulkes have produced over 8 period of two decades. A
common feature of much of their work is the juxteposition or interplay of
conflicting modes of representation inherent in the video sppsretus. The
meens of setting these conflicts in motion very, occurring in projects thet
otherwise seem separate 6nd dispersed. It might now be useful to consider
how these projects cut across periods, tools and styles. We will discuss
how the Vesulkas' work functions to write “live” images, read electironic
tools as texts, rethink mechine logic, ground representation in contemporary
neurophysiology, sppropriste the psnopticon as metaphor snd trensform ert

history into en snslogy of progremming.

Writing the Image

In part, the Vasulkas' work seems to continue the modernist project
of questioning illusionistic representation. Much of their work substitutes
abstract psttern for an ynexamined experience of camers imagery s live
unmediated presence. Ja;fnues Derrida argues that the desire for “presence”
is & central myth of western civilization. By presence, he mesns seeing
specific meanings as fully and naturally inherent in representation. Meaning

18 thus constituted as truth. If wes_tern culture can be characterized in
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this way, then these myths reech e peak of development in the technology of
“live” television. "Live” camera illusionism perpetustes nineteenth-century
assumptions about perception as a passive, direct, and unproblematic
receiving process. These sssumptions in turn operate to embed ideclogy end
desire in the sppearance of the “naturel.” In contrast, images genersted
entirely by video synthesizers do not appeer netural. Even cemers images
thet are processed by synthesizers depert from traditionsl concepts of
reslist or expressive representation. Both move closer to theoreticai
concepts of moving imagery 8s 8 mode of writing. An interest in imagery s
wriling is elready suggested by the title of the Vasulkes’ esrly work,
celligrems (1970), which refers to Apollinaire’s poems thet reshaped
printed texts into images.

The ides of camera imagery as wriling is one of Lthe oldest concepts
of mechenicel reproduction, embedded in the terms “photography” and
“cinematography,” both neologisms derived from the Greek for writing with
light end with motion. Yet these have been displaced by the terms
“television™ and “video,” literslly "seeing ot & distance™ or "l see,” & direct
equation of perception and lechnology as complete simulecrum. This
equetion unref lexivélg extends premodernist habits of thought, which cften
re-emerge in practice even when theoretics! premises to the contrary ere
well known. in pert, the Vesulkes' projecls interrogate such unconscious
hebits: In works like Saundgsled Imeges (1974) end 7ime/Energy &hiects
{1975), the Vasulkas ho_ve seemed to insist on an analytic understanding oi
the electronic signel or waveform s & model for visuel representation.
Soundgeled imsges channels the same signal to both image and sound so
thet we ere invited to imagine the electronic waveform that unites therm.

Time/Erergy Otjects displays abstract forms in which we cen visually
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identify oscilletor-generated sine, triangle end square weves as
constructive elements. As such the signal becomes both the substence tihet
enables wriling end the evidence that such e writing has occurred.

Yet the Vesulkes' use of abstraction always elternstes with. or is
tied to, o return to cemers imagery. Late modernist eesthetics, such as
erticulating the pure characteristic features of the video medium. ere now
teken for granted. The cemers image returns in o different context,
precisely becouse it is known and seen to be 8 signifying construct, one
means among meny L0 generete an imege. A tepe like 7ime/Energy dbiects
not only visualizes the signal, but also plays with the constructed illusion
of three-dimensiongl objects on the flst video rester. The blank white
screen of video's 525-1ine display is magnetically resheped by the Rutt/Etre
scen processor into simple geometrical forms.! The minimalist sesthetics
of the objects so represented are tied to 1960s concerns in painting, music.
ond the other erts, bul the new interest in how an illusionistic image cen be
seen in itself 8s constructed shifts the tape's stance into the postmodernist
1970s. The camera image in the context of the Vasulkes' ebstract work
becomes one more mesns of generating objects through signal manipuistion.
Even the sensuous landscepes of 74e West (1983) set the camers image
against o subtle but vivid use of synthesized color unique to video. If pure
ebstrection never becomes completely centrel to the Yesulkas' work,
neither does cemera iljusionism ever appesr quite enough. The play between
the two, together with the Jisjunctive values they represent, replace o
hierarchical valorizetion of modernism or nineteenth-century styles.

Further, this tends to be true whether Steine or Woody sre credited.
Perti of lr\te narrative that surrounds the Vesulkes' long-stending

colleboration is that Woody moves towerd the abstract while Steina returns
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to the concrete. Woody will become 8 purist at 8 certain point, insisting on
only processed imagery 8s in £-7rend (1974), while Steins will return to
easily recognizable cemera imegery 8s in Fram (heekionwsgs 16 Tansw 6106
{1975). Yet both these tepes involve processed imagery that fuse cemers
materisl with abstraection, and the difference between their sesthetics
might be better characlerized as parallel principles in different domains.
Even this is problemestic, since Woody embraces camers imagery in his later
nerretive work and they collaborated on the purely abstract Ae/sesielas
(1974). It is perheps more appropriate {o abandon eny and all essy
polerizations of their eesthetics as ephemersl snd snecdotal, in order to
recognize shered operational principles and complex as well as distinctive

asesthetics.

Reading the Tools

One of the established tropes of the Vasulkas' video has been the
notion of tool exploration. They have both tried out new tools (e.g. digitel
imaging devices beginning in the mid-1970s) and rediscovered the old (e.g.
introducing a deliberate horizontal drift into cameras long capable of such
activity, but from which such drift was conceptually excluded). In both
cases, they sought effects not yet discovered or fully developed. Yet in
retrospect, thereisaf igutie embedded in this project somewhat different
than its apparent novéltg and innovation of visual design. The underlying ;
assumption here is that tools are not self-evident in their use or in their
internal organization, and that tools require an activity not unlike that of
reading. Tools themselves in the Vasulkas' work secame texts, with au

internal logic that is far from unproblematic.
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Much of the Vasulkes' tool use seems driven by en interest in
discrepancies between different levels of orgsnizetion within the mechine.
These discrepancies are normally concealed in cormnmercial television
production, which prescribes a central aesthelics of camers illusionism {o
unify otherwise disparete styles. All anti-illusionist aspects of electronic
iraeging are relegated Lo the domain of technical problems or to transitions
between programs. The tools themselves are msnufactured to sutomete this
ideologicel demand for illusionist effect, end to efface all internsl
contradictions. The Vasulkas reverse tool orgsnization from this sutometed
set of conventions to en open-ended multiplicily of possibility and purpose.
For exsmple, Fvalution (1970) merks their first use of deliberstely induced
horizonte! drift as @ compositional strategu, while Digiis/ /meges (1979)2
investigetes the capacities of digilel synthesis Lo control the individual
pixels thet form e video image. In these {apes and others like them, the
implicetion is that such imege-generstling cepacities are internsl to the
machine and contredicl cemers norms. '

Machines os texts can be read in terms of their plurel constitutive
elements, from signel pattern end rester design to horizontal stabilization
ond pixel units. In the Vasulkas' resding, each element can be deconstructed
to generete distinctive compositionel possibilities not predictable by
conventionsl practice. The tapes in 8 sense become print-outs thet aliow us
to reed the mechines thet generste them.

v

kethinking Machine Logic

The Vasulkas have often referred to the underlying code by which

images are constructed or inscribed on the monitor surfece. Woody, for
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exsmpie, has said, "You have to master Lhe code. ... The code should be
controled and finally specified by crestive people, artists.” 3 Bul we might
generslize this interest in the code or signel to other perallel processes oi
depersonalizing, mecheanizing, or programming image production. This »area
of concern might elso include the Vesulks practice whereby one person “seis
up” @8 system (i.e., programs it) and the other runs or uses it; this is the
story they tell sbout the production of Aosser/e/ds, and 8lso of other tepes.
Also, their commitment to “res! time” imege synthesis, 8s in 2/g/te/
/meges, paradoxicelly fits this project. This commitment limits computer
processing to the programming of moving imegery, rether then
reconstructing motion through slowed computer generation of sepearate

video fremes (or fields).

wV: [1]f you involve the computer, the picture must be
dissssembled and sssembled again, point by point, number by
number, and this can take 8 much longer time than necessary to
represent 8 moving imege. So we ssy if 8 system cennot process
or onginate pictures as continuously moving, we lose sea/ r/ime
when we lose the illusion of continuous movement, we lose res/
ime ‘

S¥. It's the most important thing .. | would sacrifice any kind of
image resolution, any kind of perfect image, rether than sacrifice

reol timed

For the Vesulkes, the choice is to sacrifice image resolution or deteil rather
than movement, in order to keep the image dynamic. Agein, programs are
written to encode imagery. The crucial faclor here is Lhe simulteneily of
procéssing and recordirig thet ellows the entire process to remain visible, N
and 6voids eny 'post-production‘ resssembly of materisl. Movement is the
guerentor of this sirnultaneity. Reslism is not the goel. The commitment

to “real time” is not an eppesl to an imaginary truth of presence thet éve

discussed earlier as inherent in reslism. I{ is something quite different.
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"Resl time™ insists on locsting this writing within the image, within moving
figuretion as experienced through time. The illusion of movement allows
the tapes to indicete how video is o "writing epparetus” cresting the
illusions operstive in representation.

Video practice cen in this wey be reoriented away from a
metaphysics of pure presence in 8 way thet other types of video
progremming cen not. Commercial computer image-programming, as st
George Luces’ industrial Light and Magic, slows down the process Lo progrem
frame by frame, end runs the series only later in & re-assembly process not
unlike animation. This process maintains as primery the illusion of reuiily.
the visuel replication of a plausibly resl world, even 8s it mobiiizes all the
ertifice current technology cen offer Lo engage in fantesy (science fiction.
robots, imeginary beings, etc). The images that result, strange as they are
in some aspects, appesr snd move according to femiliar codes so as to hide
their technologicel genesis. This practice conceives of progremming as
subservient to an illusionistic presence, as something thet happens before
ond outside of the imeges we watch without leaving sny spparent traces
except @s illusionistic magic.

Progremming in so-called “resl time- in @ sense insists t.hot the
process cennot be so hierarchized, with progremming or writing subordinate
to en fllusion of unmediated perception. Implicitly, it ergues instead thet
wriling or programming is internel to perceptus! snd cognitive experience.
Nor are we simply concerned in their work with a modernist foregrounding
of technique or of the ref texivity of the ert object. Signifying practice is
instead in the Vesulkes’ work & continual end simulteneous play of
perceptus! experience and representstional construction, of presence and

ebsence, not a subordinstion of one to the other.
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Perceptual-Cognitive Cycles

The Yosulkas' own, longstanding interest in neurophysiological
experimentation concerning visuel perception is one indication thet we necd
consider how their tapes engsge the perceptusl ond cognitive processes of
the viewer. Their formal experimentation with the specific properties of
the video image suggests we ask how the viewer is engaged by these
properties in new end challenging ways.

Scientists now believe that we do not receive images 8s entities
projected onto our consciousness, 8s believed in earlier models of
perception thet posited e retins! image transmitted periodically as & whole
picture. Painting, photogrephy snd even film images offered analogues for
this earlier model of perception. Their images seemed 1o present
themselves 1o the eye as fromed pictures, ready to be inverted &s
projections on the retina. Film projection even “mirrored this process in
reverse in its light projection of the image onto a screen.

Rather than assuming 8 metrix of perception thet is comprehended only
once 1t is received in full, contemporary cognitive theories of perception
conceive of sensory and brain processes as entirely intertwined. No
perception occurs prior to cognition. Cognitive psychophysiologists such &s
Ulric Neisser have argued that the terms perception and cognition are
misleading insofar as they reinforce & notion of an absolute boundary
between two separete stages and prefer a notion of a perceptusl-cognitive
cycle in which sl impulées received from externel sources are joined to
cognitive\processesﬁs The video apparatus offers a model for such
Interactive circuitry, that while not in ony way a8s sophisticoted as the

human perceptusl-cognitive system, cen be more cyclical and internally
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dynamic then prior modes of visual representstion. Although the monitor
can hold an imege 6s & framed entity similer in many respects to the
painting, photograph, or film frame, its interns! lemporal construction es &
field of phosphors shifting ot a rate of sixty cycles per second offers &
more dynemic correlate to the reting’s own cycles of diverse transmissions.
Though television was designed to mimic conventional uses of the filmic
apperatus, video hes the caepacity {(already there in experirentel filmwork)
to dissect and deconstruct this entity of the image. In so doing it allows
not only for the conscious perception of distinctive quelities of video. but a
more self-conscious perceptual engagement by the viewer. The viewer
looks at the meens &nd lirits of his or her own perceptions.

HNaoisel7eids, in an implied comparison to the perceptusl play of op eri
end the “flicker” film, exemines video flicker.® Solid color fields and snow
flicker in elternstion ot field rete (sixty cps). within & spsce defined by &
circuler mask. Though individual frames (temporel units of image display)
only have sirnple patterns, the tepe os it is perceived in its temporai '
unfolding generates more complex “illusions.” Video flicker is more
complex then film flicker, since even the “frame" is assembled by the
viewer. The screen's phosphors are illuminated for only e f rocfion of the
time thet eoch field or frame demands, so thet complete “frames™ are
displayed only through sutomated VCR festures or within the perceptusi-
cognitive system. If perceptual “illusions” are stimulated by Avisersieios:
they suggest the reciprocel illusion by which we imagine thet e video
“freme" exists s & unified entity like that of film.

Whereas flicker in video is usually concesled 8s much as possible
within th\e flow of a representations! illusionism, just es it is in fiim. here

it is manifest as & phenorenorn which undermines and illuminates the
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threshold of our perceplion of discrete units. It sirnulteneously highlights
the role of mentel processes in perceiving stimuli 8s “imeges.” The
perceptual field is never simply an external object that we sense, but 8
creation of our mental activity as we perticipate in perception. The
shimmering quality of video snow gives this work properties different from
its filmic counterperts; the closer equivalent might be Lhe pointillist op
art works (although the "movement” of the dots in op art is entirely iilusory,
whiie 1n video the pixeis do chenge). One cen imagine 8n animated film thet
would blend the graphic qualities of the art work with temporslity end
octuel change. Aa/sesields is jusl such e hybrid, different from its
engendering precursors, suggesting thet video ilself will come into its own
through an understanding of its hybrid heritege. in reconceiving flicker as
videogrephic (rather then as previously, cinematic) the tepe scknowledges
its closeness to perceplusl experimentation in film, while merking video's
difference (spatially end temporaily) as enother sori of imege.

Similerly, Zend af 7Timateus (1977) borrows principles of single |
screen 3D effects from the work of Alfons Schilling, 8 New York ertist with
whom the Yesulkes collaborsted. Like Schilling's 3D slide presentalions,
this tepe creotes the illusion of three-dimensional spece by temporeily
alterneting slightly displaced fields of vision. Again, there is 8 filmic
counterpart in Ken Jacobs’ double projection performances, which creste the
illusion of binoculer vision with depth perception by using two veriable
speed projectors to train Lwo slighlly displeced images on the same screen.
In Steina’s tape, o pennin'gv shot of an Icelsndic landscepe provides the
representational meteriel, in which jutting foreground rocks ere sherpiy
dislingui:shed from the background space. It is rendered as a three-

dimensione] image by switching back and forth between two spatially
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displeced shots ot & rate of spproximestely six times & second. Alternsting
spatial displacements create the illusion of spatial depth. The perceptual
phenomenon of binoculer vision is mimicked by the systemetic spatio-
temporal resrrangements permitted by Lhe video apparatus. Cognitively the
viewer receives sornewhat the “same picture” s unmediated binoculer
vision, but the rules of this game &re not sirnply the thrill-seeking greater
(stylized) reslism of & 3D movie. Here the perception of depth itself is
examined as @ lesson in the relativity of space, time, repetition, and
displecement within cognition. At the site of maximael perceptusal
immediacy, the landscepe of one's homeland, the apperatus intervenes not to
reproduce & realily, but to subtly dislocete the viewer from the space
presented Lo him or her through relocation and accentustion of the
perceptusl act.

In Naiselfieids end Lend af Timaleus visusl Lropes explicete the active
cognitive processes ot work in even the simplest act of perception. At some
level Lthese tepes seem to interpolate the phenomenologicel subject, the
viewer as 8 self-aware and privileged entily, e being philosophically
engaged in the terms set out by Meurice Merleau-Ponty:

We shall no longer hold that perception is incipient
science, but conversely that classicel science is & form of
perception which loses sight of its origins and believes itself
complete. The first philosophicel act would appear to be to return
to the world of actual experience which is prior to the objective
world, since it is in it that we shall be able to grasp the
theoretical besis Ro less than the limit of that objective world,
restore to things their concrete physiognomy, to organisms their
individual weys of desling with the world snd to subjectivity its
inherence in history. Our task will be, moreover, to rediscover
phenomens, the layer of living experience through which other
people and things ere first given to us, the system "self-othere-
things™ 8s 1t comes 1nto being; to reawsken perception and fo1l
its trick of allowing us to forget it as & fact and as perception in
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the interest of the object which it presents to us and of the
retionsl tradition to which it gives rise.?

Objects end their “rationsl” systems of representation are treated by
the Vasulkas’ tapes es neither seif-evident, natural, nor simply available
for reproduction. Yet if video here becomes an appsratus for underlining
subjectivity, increasingly it does so while undermining the sure, safe, and
femilier placement of the subject as observer of 8 world believed to be
known. In the Vasulkes' other tapes and in their installations the acts of
perception ere multiplied and veried with grest complexity; these works in
one sense continue to eddress the phenomenological subject, but also
question this construct. Perception is troubled, trested ironically and
metaphonicaelly using some devices with a rich history of ironic uses in the
pictorial scheme (i.e, Steina's 4//vis7on [1976] recalls the convex mirror nf
the Renaissance most famous for its appesrance in Van Eyck's &sravanm
Arnalliny and His Wife (1434)), coupled with some that by virtue of their
mechenized movements or electronic basis are new. Human vision is
countered with machine vision. The parallels and discrepancies between
what machines present to us and our recollection of unmediated vision are
one “object" of our gaze. |

The Mirror, the Panopticon, and Multiplicity

In 8 series of recent instelletions, Steing's interest in both human and :
technological interactioﬁ with landscape and srchitecture are manifest.
Both 77e west end Geameanie (1989) reexemine landscape. The pancpticon
vision, m'\storicollg introduced by the wide-lens, composite photography, and

the cinemetic 360-degree diorema, 1s here automated through the use of e
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machine Steine cells "Allvision.” A rotating support for the cemera, most
often simed ot 8 mirrored globe held out in the same rotetion like o
reflectling moon creates a hyper-panoptic gesture by combining e 180-degree
wide-angle image with its reverse field within & circling cemers vision.
The image produced by A//vision with its globe is not only e 360-degree
pan, but one in which each pole of the 180-degree &rc is present
simulteneously, the “back view" inside 8 centered circle, the forwerd
distance framing this circle. Inherent in this gesture is & survey of space
that extends the conic vision of the subject into & powerful sweep of ell
thet surrounds a central.location, 8 metaphoric explorstion of vision's
power, geometry and limits. Micheel Snow's £e& Region centroie (1970-7 1)
explored this metaphor of e circling, machine vision teking its rotetion
systemetically around a sphericel course in the midst of a 1endscepe in o
day-night cycle. As in Snow's film, the tropes generated by the evocation of
penoptic vision in A2/visiar are multiple and contradictory. Enveloping.
flowing, repetitive cycles generste one sort of association, while the
fragrnentation of various imege frames and enalyticel trajectories generate
enother. We ore engeged in 6 vision fully imbued with both the sensation
end the promise of power (certain aspects of the power engaged by the
penopticon as established by Jeremy Benthaem ere elaborated by Michel
Fouceull in Discipline and FunishB). To overcome the limits of o fixed
position in space and.to be capable of surveying ell who could threeten or
attempt to escepe one's control is @ motivation for the tower ond the turret.
Through exaggeration, tﬁe Vasulkes' hyper-panopticon becomes, in pari, e
perody of the parencid desire to seek, know, end contirol everything, & wish
elready embedded and sutomated in the use of video for surveillance

systems. Yet in its inscription here this panoptic vision is also déeplg
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phantesmic end playful, like the vision sought by children as they whiri
eround, including the additional points of view efforded by such toys as
swings and rmerry-go-rounds. Ominous and delightful, powerful end
innocent, the panoptic vision is an oxymoronic 1ook at its field.

In 7/e West the penoptic vision comes as the middle segment, after &
hend-held exploratory camers is combined with selective colorizetion to
etch out the architectural forms of the Chaco Canyon ruins. The blue that
fills in ond accentuates the shadows on the golden sttme construction just
berely denstures the imege, lending en uncenny, emphatic quality to the
ancient construction thet could almost seem a natural element of the
Western 1andscepe, so keyed is it Lo earth and sky. Then comes the panoptic
-survey of 8 desert landscepe thal includes the VLA (Very Large Arrey)
satellite antenns instalistion followed by & section in which the penoptic
survey is of & forested landscape. Allernation occurs between netursl end
built environments, not just belween the seclions, but sometimes within
the seme image, 8s the circuler “insert” (of the mirrored sphere) will show
primoerily the ertifacts of militery science, while the freme shows the
neturel lendscepe that lies in the other direction, or vice-versa. 7he iest
uses 6 bank of monitors. A series of wipes split the screen further as one
imege progresses across enother. Alternste monitors cerry imeges from
two tracks/versions of this tape, e checkerbosrd pattern of repetition end
verialion thet is constructed et times to graphically metch the wipe
movements. when the wipes match, they transcend the limits of the
individual monitors and breete flowing imagery, st times to meximize
contrest end emphasize the fragmentation.

Heto\phors ore engaged in 7%¢ kest het do not simply rest on obvious

or singuler interpretations. Surely one could read it es a poetic indictment
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of the conternporary reconstruction of this space for industrial and militery
purposes, or conversely as 8 fascination with the forms that obliterste such
¢ reading by en equelly poelic vision of both. We would like to suggest that
such readings are not only Loo partial, they miss the problem&tizing of
image-metaphors st the heert of the work. The nature/culture opposition
does run through the tape, reiterated in the opposition of the machine (thet
produces the vision) to the humens (who maeke and see that machine vision).
This nalure/culture opposition is but a preliminary proposition. Once mede
themetic, the opposition is veried and left (o reverberste as 8 more
fundemental questioning of a subjective placement within this worid of the
western United Steles.

The play with metaphor is further srticulated in &eamonie (1969).
Geysers and tides become not so much the content of these imeges, but ere
evoked as metephors for video keying in its weshing-over, blending. and
energizing of images. As in several other tepes, the perceptuel differences
inherent in the properties of two substances (earth and sky, rocks and
water) ore erranged in the freme to coincide as the conjunction between
two imeges in overlay or in 8 wipe. This sort of matching suggests thet the
energies of nsture and of electronic representation cen be brought into
mutuel correspondence. It is perheps 8 more Romantic vision then the
tensions produced by the mulliplicities 72e kst suggests, yet Seémaﬂia
meintains its own plurelity in presenting energies and conjunctions es
ebstract concepls within the space of & metaphor.

The geometries of the Allvision machine’s rotetions in several of
Steine’s tapes suggest the obvious melaphor of reflexivity, especiaily when
the video\camera or its shadow appeors in the image. However reflexivity is

presented with such veriation that whet by now has become self-evident
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within modernist reflexivity is troubled. Even if we are shown and know 6il
the components of Lthe construction of en artwork, do we know onything
more of the process of textus! construction? So much reflexivity hes been
limited to externals: the filmmaker in the film, the camers in the image, the
characters speeking themselves 8s actors. Not that the music of these
spheres is simply better lefi to an eppreciation thet remains ragicel: the
geomelries of Allvision suggest perhaps that the deconstruction of
metaphysics cennot occur by the merely physical reflection of the

epperatuses of production.
Meta-Art Projects

A number of Vasulke tepes engage the history of the arts in & criticei
end self-refiexive manner, either 8s 8 comment on ori history es in &a/ver
Vayage (1973) or as an approprietion of music history es in 7#e
Lommission (1983). Golden Vaysge replicetes 7he i Legend (1956). o
Megritte painting of loaves of bread suspended in the sky, but places the
losves in motion, drifting across the screen. Arrested movement,
displecement of objects from their “proper place,” end the invefsion of
literary metaphors through their visuel literelization (floating bresd as
menne from heaven) are what make the Magritte surreslist. The
reproduction of Megritte through & playful refiguration suggests thet vndeo
is automoucollg surrealist as it is able to eleclronicelly dissect the
picture plene, literalize the movement, and accentuste the collage-like
presentation of objects set against imaginery grounds. The instenteneous
multiplit;itg of imegery produced by keying and switchers in video performs

s the sutomation of & modernist art movement. Similerly, 2/g/t8/ imoges
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suggests the frectured imegery of analytic cubism, or st the level of pixel
organization, the pointillism of Seurat. These works demonstrate thei vigeo
cen be programmed to eutomatically replicete any and 8l styles of
representation throughout art history not as simple reproduction. but as en
elemental reworking. Unlike photography whose sutomatically replicative
cepacities have been limited to copying the original work, video mekes it
pussible Lo recreate the processes or effects of imege construction by
breeking into the image surface through electronic reconstruction of the
signel. Eech and every point un screen cen be reworked in relation to the
others. Instentaneously, previously handcrefied techniques can be imitaied
on various imege sources. A colorizer can be adjusted for fauvist effects,
scen processing could wearp the figure like Donstello, repid switching cen
simulste cubist multiplicity of perspective. If photography became an
important stege in the history of ert in part through its reproductive
capacities, video is shown to be an equaliy significent device in its ability
to reproduce non-Euclidien geometries, differentiated image planes, and the
selection of surface texture and color as it manufactures its images.

The implicetion of this incorporstion of ert history into the Vesulkes’
video, if read seriously, is & re-evelustion of the relationship between art
ond history not unlike Michel Fouceult's conception of discursive formations.
Foucsult ergues that history operstes through decentrelized dynemics end
that such seperate di-;sciplines os medical practice, criminology, end
economics are orgenized through implicit rules thet govern their discourse.
These rules set boundar:ies to what is or is not part of the discipline. They
establish the discipline’s cleim to legitimecy as a form of knowledge. The
vasulkas' reference to specific peinters similarly rehistoricizes ert in

terms of rules or regulations, which cen be progremmed into the video
33



apperatus. Art history becomes spatialized in the process, with each periou
and style reconceived in terms of boundaries and internail orgenizetion. Yet
the meterial does nol become dehisloricized, as Fredric Jameson argues
occurs in postmodernist conceptions of art.9 Rether, the menner of
intervention in history is reformulated.

Woody Vasulka continues this process of spatielizing history in his
receni narrative works, which may appeer at first to be unrelated to
previous Vasulke concerns. In 74¢ Cammissian, on incident from music
history legend becomes the source of narrative and formal development.
Pagenini acted as go-between for & newspsper editor's commission of 8
piece by Berlioz. The recounting of this tale in video unavoidably suggests
the conternporary problems of art funding in the United States end the
process by which 8 psnel of sriists or experis evaluste competing grent
proposals for public or private funding agencies. Pegenini's virtuoso vieiin
performances, however, resonate with Steine’s past training end
performances on the violin, 8s well 8s wilh the operatic form of 77¢
Jommissian The pest is situsted ot & balancing point between personai
memory and public history. This conjunction occurs in the desert, with
European characters displaced, located in the landscapes of the‘ Southwest.
The desert seems to function as @ metaphor for Americe as zero-point of
historic traditions, an imaginery antithesis of Europe, as it does in Jesn
Beudrillerd's Amer7gue As immigrents, Steine and Woody seem Lo share
elements of Beudrillerd's vision of Americe. Yet the European history of
music is chosen as Lhe substance to which en Americen composer, Robert
Ashley, turns to creete & post modernist Americen operea. History is not
absent, but ref igured. The form of inscription selected for this new

historical opera, video, allovws for the tradition of {he spectacle to be
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reinscribed as @ text of sound and image. The desert is therefore also 6
place where history cen be freshly reexemined, where displacement works
to overturn the myths surrounding performing artists. Art history need not
be an embrace of the cult of personslity, but & refleclion on the historical
transformation of forms and & study of how ert is commissioned by forces
that involve both the personsl history of the artist and the history which
surrounds him or her.

Art af Hemory (1987) evokes the iconogrephic heritege of World Wer il
in the form of film clips, smong which ere films from UFA, the Germen
netional film industry, end newsreels from the Spanish Civil Wer. The
films are laced through shapes and multipie fremes that digitelized videc
cen create within Lhe video screen. A landscepe of displacement and
fonlesy, the desert wilds of the Southwest, are not so much background es
overlay, interposed in & tension wilh these heunling irages from the pest.
The desert here echoes its use in 74¢ Commissian, as absence of history
fremes historical meterisl, filmic meteriel. Woody's Eastern Europeen
training in cinematography functions as & personsl reference.

Imoging the past, memokg end history are never so directly addressed
as they are in the film flashback. Certein formules repeat ecrﬁss film
history, 8s & meeans of subjectivizing history or defining memories through
positive uses Lo which they can be put or means through which they cen be
overcome. Most film flashbacks are clearly narratives of legitimation,
construing & position frgm which history can be worked into the present
end/or fulure. Ar7 o/ﬂe:mafy is intriguing es it points to video es 8 support
through which the legic now operative in the flashback’s conjunctlion of
memory and history might be undone or st least rethought. This rethinking

process began with such modernist films as Alain Resnais and Marguerite
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Dures’ Airashime, Mon Amaurend Andrej Munk's Fessenger Woody Yasulke's
work may show primarily the haunting of images that can't be entirely
worked through or forgotten, the ironies of our fascinetion with visual
power. It meay primarily introduce an intense subjectivity, beyond the
controlled subjectivity of history that nerrative filrn uses to frame and
legilimize the past. It also opens Lhe possibilily that & sense of history cen
emerge out of o different presentation of the icons of history, though it
must be stated that here much is dependent on the spectstor bringing to the

text both points of reference and active critical engagement.

Throughoul this essay we have attempted to see the Vasulkes' work not
merely s the product of their intentions or es treils blezed by two video
pioneers, bul 8s works which become increasingly intriguing in light of
contemporery theories of the image, writing, and perception. The methods
of textual analysis, which mey et first seem impersonsl, rework
preconceived notions of the artist as a central unif ging‘f orce that controls
his/her work. Instead of 8 model of the ertisi as unitery asuteur, we cen
reconceive ortistic oclivitgi es multiple end dispersed even within the body
of work produced by individual artists such as the Vesuikes. |
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