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PReFACe to tHe 2nD eD It Ion

This edition of A History of Video Art has developed directly out of the original 
edition, first published in 2006. In writing the original, I had wanted to try to provide 
a guide to the background and genesis of artists’ video as I had experienced it, and this 
is still the primary purpose of the book. Encountering artists’ video in the early 1970s 
I became captivated and enthralled by the swiftly developing technology and the 
challenging theoretical, cultural and political context, and inspired by the passionate 
commitment of many artists to the communicative power and creative potential of 
the medium.

In the early days video was perceived as a medium on the ‘outside’ – technically 
inferior to film, not suitable for broadcast, difficult to show in the gallery and yet 
so clearly offering something that other media did not – or could not. Video had a 
unique and compelling immediacy – and with the introduction of the Portapak, it’s 
instantly ‘replayable’ image and sound made it ideal for personal experimentation. For 
artists seeking new possibilities, video offered something equivalent to an audio-visual 
sketchbook, and additionally could be operated by a single person in just about any 
location or situation. As portable video recorders and cameras become less expensive 
and more reliable and as the image and sound quality improved and presentation 
methods become more practical, it’s advantages and strengths become increasingly 
obvious to those who had initially been sceptical – even hostile to its potential.

The first edition of this book had grown out of my own experience with all of 
this – as a practicing artist and as one who was seeking to make sense of its complex 
trajectory; both personally and as a teacher attempting to communicate these ideas 
to other developing artists. My own early experience with artists’ video had been very 
much a transatlantic one; meeting artists who worked with the medium in the 1970s 
in the USA and Canada before coming to the UK to study and become involved in 
the London video art community. I became aware of the personal networks of artists, 
curators and activists involved and how these were crucial to the development of the 
art form.

The book began as PhD research into the context and background of my own art 
practice and was completed in 2001 under the watchful and patient eye of AL Rees 
at the Royal College of Art, with additional input, advice and encouragement from 
Prof. Malcolm Le Grice. The thesis was not in any sense suitable for publication and 
developing it into something that might be of use to others took me nearly five years. 
(Although not all of that time was spent writing, as I was determined not to stop 
making and exhibiting my own work!)

My own experience as an artist working with the medium across this period was 
that the limitations and capabilities of the technology that I was able to access had 
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had an impact on the ideas, content and form of the work I was able to make, as well 
as on how it was perceived, and this was something I also observed in the work of 
my colleagues and peers. These insights and observations have had an impact on my 
approach to writing and structuring this book.

A History of Video Art is divided into three main sections: a discussion of the 
historical and critical context in which artists’ video developed and evolved; an exami-
nation of some representative works in relation to both technical and critical context, 
and a final section which attempts to examine artists’ video in relation to a period of 
rapid technological change. I have retained this structure in the new edition because 
it still seemed to offer a way to organize a very complex and diverse set of concerns, 
and I felt that this was still the best way to try to communicate and to initiate other 
alternative approaches and investigations. I remain convinced that there is a need 
for many parallel historical narratives in the history of any subject, and hence the 
title remains ‘A History of Video Art’. This is simply one of many possible historical 
surveys, and should be seen in this light. I wanted to encourage readers to engage in 
the development of their own research and to form and develop their own under-
standing and perceptions, perhaps as a direct result of reading this book,

This new edition includes changes and corrections to errors and omissions present 
in the first edition and I would like to thank those artists and readers who have 
made suggestions and pointed out mistakes and inaccuracies. This edition has been 
expanded to include brief summaries of the development of the genre in a number 
of countries – Japan, Australia, China, India and Brazil as well as discussions of new 
works by artists working in countries not previously covered, such as South Africa, 
Brazil, Japan, Pakistan and Israel. These are of course simply examples, as there are 
now many countries in which artists’ video is made and shown. I wanted, within the 
limitations of the book to give a sense of the truly international scope of artists’ video, 
and the way in which influences and ideas have spread and interacted.

Writing this book has been a challenging, rewarding and enriching experience, 
giving me greater insight into a medium that has fascinated me from the first time I 
picked up a Portapak in 1972. More importantly, it has given me the opportunity to 
meet and engage with some of the most significant and insightful artists working in 
the last part of the twentieth century and into the beginning of the new millennium. 
Video as a medium has evolved and transformed – some would argue that it has 
been re-absorbed into a new rejuvenated notion of ‘cinema’, with a brief flowering 
as a separate art form with its own unique trajectory. This may well be the case, but 
however things unfold, I hope that this book will in some way help to inspire a new 
generation of artists to explore and challenge creative frontiers and to develop moving 
image culture into the next decade and beyond. As always it is crucial to know and 
understand what has gone before, and to have a sense how what you are doing now 
connects and builds upon it.

As with the first edition, I would like to acknowledge the help and support of many 
friends, artists and colleagues. In addition to those named in the first edition they 
include Michael Goldberg, André Parente, Peter Callas, Takahiko Iimura, Stephen 
Jones, Shinsuke Ina, Warren Burt, Terry Flaxton, Peter Angelo Simon, Robert Cahen, 
Peter Kennedy, Jozef Rabakowski, Beryl Korot, Jacques Perconte, Churchill Songezile 
Madikida, Guy Ben-Ner, Andrew Demirjian, John Gillies, Dan Sandin, Steve Beck, 
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Gary Willis, Vince Briffa, Itsuo Sakane, Lori Zippay, Sei Kazama, Hatsune Ohtsu 
and Bani Abidi.

I would also like to thank Tristan Palmer, the editor of the first edition at Berg and 
Katie Gallof, the editor of the 2nd edition at Bloomsbury for their support, guidance 
and advice at every key stage in the development of this book.

As ever, I would like to thank my wife Cinzia, whose love, support, advice and 
encouragement have continued unabated, despite the increasing demands of her own 
projects and commitments.The second edition of this book is dedicated with affection 
to my friends Steina and Woody Vasulka – video pioneers and visionaries.

Chris Meigh-Andrews, Colchester, February 2013.
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PART I

THE ORIGINS OF VIDEO ART : THE HISTORICAL AND 
CULTURAL CONTEXT

As a result of the tool’s unprecedented usefulness, video conveys far too much 
information to be counted among the traditional plastic arts. It supports 
characteristics that would connect it more appropriately to the temporal arts 
of music, dance, theater, literature or cinema. Nor is it a tangible object, and 
fine art almost invariably is, but rather the ethereal emanation of a whole set 
of complicated electro-magnetic devices. In fact, video is more an end than any 
one specific means; it is a series of electronic variations on an audio-visual theme 
that has been in continual progressive flux since its inception. For the purposes 
of art, video’s theoretical and practical possibilities are so inconceivably vast, its 
versatility so immeasurably profound and of such perplexing unorthodoxy, that 
even after a quarter of a century, the medium’s defenders are still struck with 
vertiginous awe as if glimpsing the sublime.

Marc Meyer, Being & Time
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t h e  o r i g i n s  o f  v i d e o  a r t2

IntRoDUCtIon

Towards the end of the middle decade of the twentieth century, a perplexing and 
complex art form emerged in Europe and the United States. Variously called video 
art, artists’ video, experimental video, artists’ television, ‘the new television’ – even 
‘Guerrilla TV’. The genre drew on a diverse range of art movements, theoretical 
ideas, and technological advances, as well as political and social activism. In this 
period of dynamic social, economical and cultural change, much new art was formally 
and politically radical – artists who took up working with video in this period were 
highly influenced by movements and ideas from Fluxism, Performance art, Body 
art, Arte Povera, Pop Art, Minimalist sculpture, Conceptual Art, avant-garde music, 
experimental film, contemporary dance and theatre, and a diverse range of other 
cross-disciplinary cultural activities and theoretical discourses.

Video art was also clearly an international phenomenon. From the outset artists 
working with video have not only drawn from diverse cultural influences, but they 
have also imported ideas and attitudes across national boundaries, enriching and 
nourishing the wider fine art practice as well as re-appropriating ideas and approaches 
from other disciplines and media. Distinctive practices from one country have been 
grafted onto another, so that in order to grasp the complex history of artists’ video 
one must have an overview of the approaches and attitudes that have contributed to 
the genre.

It will be seen that video art can itself be divided into a number of sub-genres 
which reveal something of the hybrid nature of the art form, and where relevant, this 
book will discuss and explore the numerous strands of this complex phenomenon. 
Video art’s relationship to broadcast television is especially problematic, since many 
artists took up a position against it, and sought to change it, or to challenge the 
cultural stereotypes and representations it depicted. Since both share a common 
technology, especially in terms of how the final images and sounds are presented and 
experienced, the relationship between artists’ video and broadcast TV is complex and 
varied, and it is one of the central issues of this book.

In tracing a history of video art, I have chosen to examine the relationship between 
developing and accessible video imaging technology and video as an art medium 
and to discuss a representative selection of influential and seminal works produced 
by artists working in a number of different countries. This analysis does inevitably 
involve both a historical and chronological approach, as the influences and cross-
references of artists’ activities are cumulative, especially in relation to developing 
technology and access to the production facilities and equipment. I have chosen to 
trace the development of video art in relation to changes in technology because this 
reflects my own experience and involvement in the evolution of video art practice 
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t h e  o r i g i n s  o f  v i d e o  a r t 3

during the period under discussion. Clearly this approach is not without its problems, 
but it is undeniable that video as a medium is technology-dependent, and I believe 
that any history of artists’ video must acknowledge the part played by issues of access 
to the technological means of production on the development of its form and in 
relation to the cultural context. It seems important to stress however that I do not use 
these technological developments as a system or method of analyzing content, but as a 
method of structuring a chronology and categorizing approaches and themes explored 
by artists that helped to shape and unlock issues relating to content, representation 
and meaning.

During the period under discussion (from about 1960) there has been an extraor-
dinarily rapid development in electronic and digital imaging technology. Advances 
in the field have transformed video from an expensive specialist tool exclusively 
in the hands of broadcasters, large corporations and institutions into a ubiquitous 
and commonplace consumer product. In this period video art has emerged from a 
marginal activity to become arguably the most influential medium in contemporary 
art.

Video recording equipment generally available to the artist in the late 1960s and 
early 1970s was cumbersome, expensive and unreliable. These early ‘low-gauge’ 
videotape recordings were grainy, low-contrast black-and-white. Editing was crude 
and inaccurate, with an end result that was considered by many, especially broad-
casters, entirely unsuitable for television. This situation had completely changed by 
the mid to late 1980s – artists had regular access to lightweight and portable colour 
video camera/recorders capable of producing near broadcast-quality images and 
frame-accurate multi-machine non-linear editing with ‘real-time’ digital effects. This 
technological transformation, fuelled by the demands of the consumer market and 
converging computer technology, has had a considerable impact on the visual culture 
generally, as well as on broadcast television and particularly on contemporary art and 
culture. This period of rapid technological change has also naturally had a marked 
effect on the kind of screen-based works and installations produced by artists. In 
identifying the crucial relationship between this technological change and video art, 
American writer and critic Marita Sturken puts it succinctly:

In a medium heavily dependent on technology, these changes ultimately become 
aesthetic changes. Artists can only express something visually according to the 
limits of a given medium’s technology. With every new technique or effect, such 
as slow motion or frame-accurate editing, attempts have been made to use these 
effects for specific aesthetic results. The aesthetic changes in video, irrevocably 
tied to changes in its technology, consequently evolved at an equally accelerated 
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t h e  o r i g i n s  o f  v i d e o  a r t4

pace. For instance, within a short period of time, digital imaging and frame-
accurate rapid editing have replaced real time as the most prevalent aesthetic 
styles. Whereas in 1975 it was still standard fare to produce a tape in real time, 
by 1982 it had become (when rarely used) a formal statement.1

This approach to an understanding of the evolution of video art via the development 
of technology is potentially contentious. Indeed, the very notion of a history of video 
art is itself problematic. Artists’ video is a comparatively new activity – the first video 
works to be clearly identified and labelled as ‘art’ were produced in the late 1960s, 
and artists and curators anxious to identify the new cultural form have tried to define 
a canon with little success. The art form itself seems paradoxically to defy the activity 
of classification whilst simultaneously requiring it.

The terms ‘artists’ video’ and ‘video art’ are both themselves increasingly troublesome, 
and with the phenomenon of converging electronic media with the rise and spread 
of digital technology, these labels are often ascribed to any kind of moving image art 
practice, regardless of the original format or source material. Video Art is now often 
used as a way to describe and identify any moving image work presented within an art 
gallery context and this is particularly the case when the work in question is displayed 
on multiple screens. During the 1990s the term began to be used interchangeably 
with artists’ film, and this was at least partly because of the improvements in the 
quality and availability of video projection equipment, and even more recently, the 
development of large, flat screen LCD (Liquid Crystal Display) and plasma screens, 
and the accessibility of high-definition recording and playback formats. Within the 
contemporary context, there is a tendency for all types of artists’ film and video to 
be considered a sub-genre of cinema, although curiously, the label ‘video artist’ is not 
uncommon, even preferred by gallerists, curators and the public.

Art works recorded onto videotape (or, more recently, disc and computer hard 
drives) are by nature ephemeral – many early video formats are either no longer 
playable, or are obsolete – pioneering and historically significant videotapes are deteri-
orating rapidly and many are already lost or irretrievable. This is not only a problem 
limited to recorded works – once a video installation has been exhibited and disas-
sembled, only the documentation remains to attest to the work’s former existence. The 
rapid introduction of new and more sophisticated formats and recording and display 
systems also present the artist and curator (and potential collectors and archivists) 
with considerable dilemmas relating to the presentation and exhibition of historical 
work designed to operate with obsolete and defunct technological hardware, and this 
is an especially acute issue with much medium-specific work in the so-called ‘post-
medium’ period.
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t h e  o r i g i n s  o f  v i d e o  a r t 5

This book also contains chapters devoted to developments in experimental music 
and avant-garde film practice as these fields overlap with the development of video art, 
and since both also precede the development of video, offer important insights into 
the relationship and influences between developing technology and cultural form. It 
is also undeniable that artists often chose to work across and between conventional 
media and genre boundaries, many deliberately refusing to be categorized or typecast 
as filmmakers, photographers, sculptors, painters or composers – and especially not 
as video artists!
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1.  In tHe BeGInnInG
tHe oRIGIns oF VIDeo ARt

The impermanent and ephemeral nature of the video medium was considered a 
virtue by many early practitioners: artists who wished to avoid the influences and 
commercialism of the art market were attracted to this temporary and transient 
nature – working ‘live’ could in itself be a political and artistic statement. But the 
impermanent nature of the video medium demands some kind of record, and it 
seems likely that written histories such as this one will eventually be all that remains. 
This of course means that many important works will inevitably be ‘written out’ of 
history; lost, marginalized or ignored – especially those works which do not fit with 
current notions or definitions. The history of video art, unlike the history of painting 
and sculpture, cannot be rewritten with reference to ‘seminal’ or canonical works – 
especially once those works have disappeared. It is also obvious that videotapes not 
considered ‘significant’ are unlikely to be preserved, archived or restored.

The development of video as a medium of communication has been, and remains, 
heavily dependent on technology, and the activity of artists’ video is inevitably as 
dependent on the same technological advances. Parallel to this development is the 
question and issue of accessibility. In general, as video technology has advanced, 
relative production costs have decreased. The equipment itself has also become 
increasingly reliable, more compact, less costly and more readily available. It is also 
important to point out that the design and function of that equipment is not without 
its own ‘bias’, in the sense that electronic engineers are rarely themselves ‘end-users’. 
This bias may well include (or certainly extends towards) the ideological, and in this 
sense we get the ‘tools’ that we are given, rather, than necessarily, the tools we might 
want, even supposing we knew what they were or might be. This book includes 
material on artist/engineers – innovators who sought to build technological tools to 
suit their own particular aesthetic and creative requirements.

Technological developments in the related fields of broadcast television, consumer 
electronics, computer hardware and software, mobile telephones, video surveillance, 
the Internet, and more specialized imaging technologies such as thermal imaging, 
magnetic resonance imaging (MRI), etc. have all had an influence on the devel-
oping aesthetics of video art. Changes in technology, reliability, miniaturization 
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 i n  t h e  b e g i n n i n g 7

and advances in electronic imaging systems, synchronization and computer control 
devices have also influenced the potential for video installation and image display. 
Video projection is now commonplace, computer-controlled systems for multi-
machine synchronization during playback, Digital Versatile Disk (DVD) players and 
hard drives have made multi-screen and interactive presentations and continuous 
replay reliable and practicable.

In the last decade the widespread use of mobile phones with the incorporation 
video-imaging devices has had an increasingly profound impact on moving image 
culture, particularly in tandem with the rise of the Internet, video streaming and 
social networking. It has become commonplace to be able to ‘post’ images and video 
clips on-line, or connect a web cam – sharing and downloading picture and sound 
anywhere, and at any time. Editing and image-processing software has also become 
much more available and easier to use. This sea change in the way that moving image 
culture can be produced, accessed, experienced and disseminated has had a powerful 
impact on the public perception of artists’ video, and on the way artists themselves 
use and communicate with the medium.

Clearly, this technology-dependent relationship is especially problematic in relation 
to any art historical analysis, not least because of the confusions that arise from issues 
of ‘modernism’ and ‘modernity’ in fine art discourse. A discussion of video’s inherent 
properties has been the predominant method of tracing the medium’s history and 
this is revealing of a fundamental problem in any analysis of the relationship between 
Western cultural creativity and technology. American writer and critic Marita Sturken 
points out that early video artists explored the specific properties of video not only in 
order to distinguish it from other fine art media such as film, painting and sculpture, 
but because these properties also had much in common with other concerns of the 
period – especially those of Conceptual Art, minimal sculpture and performance.1

Video artist and writer Stuart Marshall (1949–93, UK) claimed there was nothing 
inevitable about (British) video art practice’s ‘entanglement with late modernism’. The 
availability of portable video technology was co-incidental with a period when radical 
strategies such as alternative exhibition spaces and hybrid practices had become a 
significant aspect of avant-garde activity. The influence of experimental and avant-
garde cinema on video art practice is especially significant, and Marshall identified 
the role played by experimental filmmakers as a model for early video artists with 
respect to production funding, distribution and organizational issues. He also linked 
the development of video art in the UK to its association with the art school.2

As a direct consequence of this institutional dependency on funding from agencies 
such as the Arts Council of Great Britain and regional arts associations, and for access 
to equipment and facilities from art school media departments, video art in the UK 
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t h e  o r i g i n s  o f  v i d e o  a r t8

was brought into direct competition with the more established media of painting and 
sculpture. Thus Marshall linked the development of a modernist video art practice to 
a strategy for survival:

If, therefore, video were to develop a modernist practice it would stand on 
equal footing with other traditional art practices. At the same time, however, it 
would have the advantage of being recognised in its specificity as a result of the 
modernist concern with the foregrounding of the ‘inherent’ properties of the 
medium.3

David Hall (1937, UK) was one of the first video artists in the UK to identify 
his practice with this approach. In his influential essay ‘Towards an Autonomous 
Practice’, Hall set out his position. Trained as a sculptor, he worked with photography 
and film before taking up video. He was not interested in work which used video, 
but rather works which foregrounded video as the artwork, and in his writings he was 
most concerned to distinguish video art practice from television:

Video as art seeks to explore perceptual thresholds, to expand and in part to 
decipher the conditioned expectations of those narrow conventions understood 
as television. In this context it is pertinent to recognize certain fundamental 
properties and characteristics which constitute the form. Notably those peculiar 
to the functions (and ‘malfunctions’) of the constituent hardware – camera, 
recorder and monitor – and the artist’s accountability to them.4

Hall’s position as the pre-eminent artist working in video in the UK during the 
mid-1970s was considerable, with an influence that was exerted not only because of 
his own rigorous and uncompromising video work, but also via his critical writing 
and his campaigning for the acceptance of video as a medium for art. Hall’s own 
work sought to explore notions about the relationship of video technology to the 
institution of broadcast television, and he acknowledged the role of developing 
technology on video art in a short essay for the 1989 Video Positive festival catalogue:

… developing technology has undoubtedly influenced the nature of the 
product at all levels and wherever it is made. These developments have inevi-
tably affected aesthetic criteria as well as making life easier. In the early days 
of basic black and white Portapaks, extremely limited editing facilities, and 
no special effects, the tendency was towards fairly minimal but nevertheless 
profound pioneering work. This was necessary and appropriate at a time when 
concerns were generated in part by reductive and “cerebral” preoccupations. If 
it can be said that now, in this so-called post-modernist phase, an inclination 
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has developed towards more visually complex, even baroque artwork, then the 
timely expansion of technical possibilities in video allows for greater image 
manipulation. The dangers are that as the gap has gradually closed between the 
technology available to the artist and that used by for instance TV companies, 
temptations inevitably arise to indulge in what is often only slick and superficial 
electronic wizardry. The medium here indeed becomes the message. Conversely 
the current availability of complex studio mixers, time-base correctors, multi-
machine editing, “paint boxes”and other dedicated computers can provide 
(with due caution for their many seductions) a very sophisticated palette incon-
ceivable twenty years ago.5

Although an approach to working with video through an examination of the 
medium’s unique qualities was the dominant position of artists during the early 
period, the attraction of the establishment of these inherent properties as significant 
was not limited to practitioners. It was also especially attractive to those curators 
and historians who wished to validate the medium in a fine art context. For Marita 
Sturken this problematic relationship between technology and art is one of the 
principal causes for both the comparatively immature state of video theory and the 
troublesome relationship to an historical context.6

Broadcasters with an interest in innovative television took note of video artists’ 
examination of the medium, but only insofar as these activities could be seen to 
form an experimental ‘advance guard’ for new techniques to be plundered by the 
media. British TV producer John Wyver is critical of any treatment of video art as 
a separate category and argues for a history of convergence, based on a notion of 
the digital. He points out that the period when it was necessary to argue a special 
case for video art because of its lack of broadcast airtime, poor funding and gallery 
exposure has long passed: ‘… concentration on video as video cuts the forms of 
video creation off from the rest of an increasingly dynamic and richly varied moving 
image culture’.7

But questions of context and definitions of video art often seem more of a problem 
for the critic than for the artist. Many artists who took up video in the early 1970s 
were attracted to the medium precisely because it did not have either a history or an 
identifiable critical discourse as an art medium. American writer David A Ross saw 
this lack of a critical position as a ‘Pure delight…’ . Video was the solution because 
it had no tradition. It was the precise opposite of painting. It had no formal burdens 
at all.8

Feminist artists were attracted to the medium for similar reasons. Shigeko Kubota 
(1937, Japan) Japanese/American video artist (and wife of video pioneer Nam June 
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Paik – see below) claimed in the mid-1970s ‘Video is Vengeance of Vagina. Video is 
Victory of Vagina’, championing video and claiming the new medium for women:

I travel alone with my Portapak on my back, as Vietnamese women do with 
their babies
I like video because it is heavy.
Portapak and I travelled over Europe, Navajo land, and Japan without male 
accompany [sic]
Portapak tears down my shoulder, backbone and waist.
I feel like a Soviet woman, working on the Siberian Railway.9

These statements identified Kubota’s claim for video as a medium empowering 
women and enabling them to attain recognition that many felt would not be possible 
via the more traditional and male-dominated disciplines of painting and sculpture.10

Whilst it is clearly the case that many feminist artists were initially attracted to 
video because of its lack of a history, by its immediacy, and by its less commodifiable 
nature, these same attributes were also appealing to male artists with comparable 
counter-cultural, subversive and radical agendas. By the mid-1970s video artists had 
developed a variety of strategies and approaches to video bound up with the particu-
larities of a new and developing medium. The short history of video art, which began 
in the early 1960s with work by two artists working in Germany, has its early roots 
in a radical anti-art movement called ‘Fluxus’.

FLUXUs , nAM JUne PAIK AnD WoLF VosteLL

American writer and curator John Hanhardt argues that video art in the United States 
has been formed by two issues: its opposition to commercial television and the inter-
textual fine art practices of the late 1950s and early 1960s. Hanhardt also identifies 
the introduction of the Sony ‘Portapak’ in 1967–8, as a key event, ‘placing the tools of 
the medium in the hands of the artist’, but also indicates that the pre-1965 activities 
of artists Nam June Paik (1932, Korea to 2006, USA) and Wolf Vostell (1932–98, 
Germany) in appropriating the television apparatus and presenting the domestic TV 
set as iconic, were crucial to the establishing of video art as discourse, and influential 
on subsequent generations of video artists.11

Both Paik and Vostell were connected to the Fluxus movement, a loosely defined 
international group of artists interested in debunking the art establishment and other 
cultural institutions. Drawing on earlier so-called ‘anti-art’ movements including 
Dadaism, the ready-mades of Marcel Duchamp (1887–1968, France), and highly 
influenced by the chance operations employed by the American composer John Cage 
(1912–92, USA), Fluxism flourished from the late 1950s into the early 1970s, and 
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was influential on the development of Conceptual Art. Fluxus artists produced ironic 
and subversive work that was deliberately difficult to assimilate, often organizing live 
events or ‘happenings’ critical of materialism and consumerism (see Chapter 5 for 
further discussion of Fluxus and its relationship to experimental music).

John Hanhardt argues that through the adopting of collage techniques Vostell and 
Paik overlapped media technologies and strategies, engaging in a blurring of categories 
that established a dialogue between artists. The Paik-Vostell strategy of removing the 
domestic television from its usual setting and incorporating it into performances and 
installations subverted it as an institution and underlined its role in shaping opinion 
and producing cultural stereotypes. For Hanhardt, Paik and Vostell’s activities ‘broke 
frame’, violating the social and cultural frame of reference.12

In Television dé-Collage (1961) Wolf Vostell suggested distorting the TV image 
using random interference to the broadcast images of television receivers installed in 
a Paris department store. Thus Vostell’s ‘dé-Collage’ techniques employed the use of 
public spaces. Traditionally dé-Collage employed a reversal of the more conventional 
collage technique by erasing, removing and tearing off elements of texts, images and 
information to reveal and create new combinations. Vostell described dé-Collage TV 
as:

TV Picture De-Formation
with
magnetic zones
DO IT YOURSELF.

Hanhardt posits that all forms of video art – screen-based work and installation, 
can be understood as collage because of the way in which the electronic processing, 
layering and mixing of images and sounds is an inherent aspect of video technology, 
including the image display and viewing condition:

Strategies of image processing and recombination evoke a new visual 
language from the multi-textual resources of international culture. The 
spectacular history of the expanded forms of video installation can be seen 
as an extension of the techniques of collage into the temporal and spatial 
dimensions provided by video monitors placed in an inter-textual dialogue 
with other materials.13

nAM JUne PAIK AnD tHe InFLUenCe oF JoHn CAGe

Nam June Paik is considered by many to be the seminal figure in the emergence 
of video art. The range of his work with video covers most of the categories within 
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the genre: installation, live performance and broadcast, as well as single and multi-
channel works. It is instructive to trace the development of his approach to working 
with the apparatus of television, drawing most significantly from the ideas and 
pioneering attitudes of John Cage.

Prior to working with the television set as a cultural object, Paik’s activities were 
within the field of avant-garde music. After studying aesthetics, music and art history 
at the University of Tokyo, Paik went to Germany. Initially enrolling on a music 
history course in Munich, Paik soon switched to the study of musical composition 
under Wolfgang Fortner (1907–87, Germany) at the Academy of Music in Freiburg. 
During this period Paik’s fascination with sound collage techniques and the use of 
audio recordings as a basis for musical composition emerged. On advice from Fortner, 
Paik went to work in the electronic sound studio of WDR, the West German Radio 
station in Cologne in 1959. By this time, The WDR studio had become a major 
centre for contemporary music, producing and broadcasting works by new inter-
national composers such as Cornelius Cardew, Karlheinz Stockhausen and Gyorgy 
Ligeti (see Chapter 4). Whilst working there, Paik came into contact with a number 
of these composers, himself becoming part of the German avant-garde music scene. 
Even more significantly, it was during this formative period that Paik encountered the 
ideas and music of John Cage.14

Initially, Paik was attracted to Cage because of his acknowledgement of the Zen 
Buddhist influence through the teachings of D. T. Suzuki, but it was Cage’s attitude 
to musical composition and his notions about the liberation of ‘pure sound’ from 
musical convention that helped to free Paik from his veneration of the traditions of 
Western music:

I went to see the music (of Cage) with a very cynical mind, to see what 
Americans would do with oriental heritage. In the middle of the concert slowly, 
slowly I got turned on. At the end of the concert I was a completely different 
man.15

In relation to Cage’s agenda for the liberation of sound, Paik’s avowed intention 
became to go a stage further, with musical performances calculated to irritate 
and shock his audience. Describing one particular Paik performance of the time, 
composer and writer Michael Nyman quotes Fluxus artist Al Hansen:

[Paik would]… move through the intermission lobby of a theatre, cutting men’s 
neckties off with scissors, slicing coats down the back with a razor blade and 
squirting shaving cream on top of their heads.16

In Homage to John Cage (1959) Paik even performed these anarchistic and provocative 
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actions on Cage himself.17 Cage describes one particularly harrowing performance 
that took place in the Cologne apartment of Mary Bauermeister (music student and 
later, second wife of Stockhausen):

Nam June Paik suddenly approached me, cut off my tie and began to shred my 
clothes, as if to rip them off. [Paik then poured a bottle of shampoo over Cage’s 
head] Just behind him, there was an open window with a drop of perhaps six 
floors to the street, and everyone suddenly had the impression that he was going 
to throw himself out.

Instead Paik strode from the room, leaving all present frozen and speechless with 
terror. A few minutes later the telephone rang; it was Paik announcing that the perfor-
mance of the Homage to John Cage was over.18

By 1959 Paik’s compositions were built of a combination of audio tape collage and 
live action performance activities such as smashing eggs or glass, and most signifi-
cantly, overturning a piano. Paik’s symbolic destructive acts were a way of signifying 
a break with convention and a rebellion against the representatives of the musical 
status quo.19 The piano, symbolic of traditional values in Western music, was the ideal 
technological object:

… Paik’s musical education bore the imprint of a wholehearted admiration for 
European music. Therefore one can assume that he had a stronger awareness of 
the cultural significance of the piano than the European who, more often than 
not, is indifferent to his own traditions.20

eXPosItIon oF MUsIC-eLeCtRonIC teLeVIsIon

Paik’s first solo exhibition was at Rolf Jahrling’s Galerie Parnass, in Wuppertal, 
Germany during March 1963. For several months prior to this exhibition Paik had 
been secretly experimenting with television sets in an attic space rented separately 
from his main studio. Paik felt this secrecy necessary because he was particularly 
wary of criticism, and nervous that other artists would prematurely take up his ideas. 
Working occasionally with an electronics engineer, Paik set to work modifying the 
circuitry of a number of television receivers – literally making ‘prepared’ televisions, 
perhaps drawing on the idea of Cage’s prepared pianos.

In an interview with American video artist and writer Douglas Davis, Paik 
explained how this came about, sketching out the background and describing some 
of the modifications he made:

If you work every day in a radio station, as I did in Cologne, the same place where 
television people are working, if you work with all kinds of electronic equipment 
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producing sound, it’s natural that you think that the same thing might apply to 
video… . I developed the horizontal modulation, that stretches the faces, and 
also vertical modulation, which I’ve never been able to reproduce on American 
television sets for some reason. I hadn’t thought of the magnet at that time, but 
I was working with sync pulses that warped the picture with sound waves. I also 
made negative TV, a set in which the blacks and whites were reversed; the picture 
was without sync too, so that it just floated across the screen, always in motion. 
I made a set with a microphone so that when you talked, the TV line moved… . 
A number of the sets you could change by playing with the dials.21

For his exhibition at Galerie Parnass Paik extended an idea previously explored for 
his 1961 exhibition ‘Symphony for 20 Rooms’. In ‘Exposition of Music-Electronic 
Television’ Paik exhibited a range of musical and visual objects throughout the rooms 
and gardens of the gallery. Among the objects on display, which ranged from prepared 
pianos to modified record players and tape recorders (all of which demonstrated the 
influence of John Cage) were the modified television sets.22

Scattered across the floor in one room within the gallery, all the televisions were 
tuned to the same frequency. Although displaying the same broadcast, the TV 
pictures had been electronically modified in different ways – two were not working 
properly, presumably damaged in transit,23 and the remaining ten were arranged into 
three groups. The TV broadcast pictures were distorted to present abstract image 
forms, in some cases by introducing audio signals into the modified picture display 
either from a radio or microphone as described above.24

Paik’s notion of ‘random access’, drawn from computer terminology, was important 
both to the overall concept of the exhibition and to his appropriation of television sets 
in this context. Themes of randomness and arbitrariness were important at this time 
to avant-garde composers such as Cage and Stockhausen, and to the Fluxus group 
of which Paik was a founder member and a major force. In his exhibition at Galerie 
Parnass Paik was concerned to create participatory works, with images and effects 
produced directly through the engagement and actions of the audience. His use of 
the television sets in this context was intended to reverse the usually passive mode of 
the viewer-television relationship:

Paik was exploring the technical possibilities of the medium with the goal of 
cancelling out its one-directional character and creating further possibilities of 
intervention. He provoked the creation of a new aesthetic of the distorted picture 
by transforming the normal process of recorded images, the aim of which was to 
be distortion free. As with most of his other exhibits involving various media, he 
tried to involve televisions in his concept of audience participation.25
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Paik’s prepared televisions had clearly drawn inspiration from Cage’s prepared pianos, 
but Cage’s 1951 composition Imaginary Landscape No. 4 (which co-incidentally used 
twelve ‘live’ radios), was also a direct and significant influence.

Imaginary Landscape No. 4, a four-minute piece for twelve radios, featured two 
‘players’ at each – one to control the tuning, the other to adjust the tone and volume. 
Cage’s intention had been to further liberate the compositional process from aspects 
of personal taste after a challenge from Henry Cowell who claimed that Music of 
Changes was not free of personal preferences.26 In 1949, Cage had written: ‘a piece for 
radios as instruments would give up the matter of method to accident’.27

Although the influence of Cage is clear, Paik’s appropriation of the domestic 
television set as cultural icon could be seen to extend Cage’s use of the radio in works 
such as Imaginary Landscape No. 4 because of the participatory aspects outlined 

1:1 Nam June Paik, Family of  Robot: Grandmother and Grandfather, 1986. Courtesy of  the artist and 
Carl Solway Gallery, Cincinnati, Ohio. Photo by Carl Kowal.
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above.28 Whilst the potential of musical experiences beyond the concert hall were 
important to Cage, in Imaginary Landscape No. 4 the audience experience is still 
predominately passive. Paik extended this participatory aspect through his appro-
priation of the television set: ‘[building] on the active personal experience of the 
non-initiated’.29

Nam June Paik’s ‘Exposition of Music-Electronic Television’ is an important event 
in any history of the genre and is widely acknowledged as the first exhibition to 
present television as a medium for art. Paik’s work is significant in that it engaged 
directly with the available (and accessible) technology, challenging the established 
‘one-way’ process of broadcast television via a series of individual technical manipula-
tions. Drawing on influences from experimental sound collage and electronic music, 
and directly from the example of John Cage, Paik’s prepared TV sets paved the way 
for a new electronically based art form, simultaneously critiquing and subverting 
existing communication technology. (For further discussion of the work of John 
Cage, see Chapter 5.)

In a critique of what she termed the ‘sanctification’ of Nam June Paik as the 
father of video art, the American video artist and writer Martha Rosler suggests 
that his Fluxus strategy of the importation of the television set into the art world 
anesthetized its domestic function simply producing an ‘anti-art art’. Rosler is 
critical of Paik’s position as a mythical figure, claiming that his activities did not 
advance the cause of a radical video art but simply reinforced the dominant social 
discourse of the day:

He neither analyzed TV messages or effects, nor provided a counter discourse 
based on rational exchange, nor made its technology available to others. He gave 
us an upscale symphony of the most pervasive cultural entity of everyday life, 
without giving us any conceptual or other means of coming to grips with it in 
anything other than a symbolically displaced form.30

American video artist Woody Vasulka identified Paik’s ambition for video art as one 
dedicated to elevating the genre to be of equal status to painting or sculpture, and it 
became a crusade that was increasingly tied in to his own ambitions as an artist.

(Paik) would always take famous people if he could – the more famous, the more 
desirable. He was the shadow of everybody: McLuhan or Cage, or Nixon. You 
actually could see the effort of taking the established codes, putting them on 
television, destroying or altering them by the prescription of, let’s say, Fluxus. 
So there was this anti-bourgeois effort … Paik was caught in the middle of this 
transition because as he says openly: as music became electronic, and then “art” 
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and eventually “high art” – in the same way television – the electronic image, 
will eventually become material for high art. This was his struggle – to achieve 
high art at any price. This meant that he would violate any of the rules – the 
rejection of the popular, of the bourgeois, of the successful. But I think he had 
no strategy for this. As a man coming from the Orient, success is a condition for 
the definition of your significance. He fought it at times, but eventually settled to 
this notion that if he was not famous, or at least a famous Korean or Asian, then 
he had failed. So he carried this huge baggage of playing this specific role – and 
he became the first internationalist.31

Paik is not only significant because of his position as one of the first artists to seriously 
address crucial issues about the relationship between television and video, but also 
for his pioneering explorations of the potential of video as an art form via a wide 
range of approaches which include installation, broadcasting, live events and gallery 
screenings, as well his championing of the cause for the funding of video art in the 
United States. He was also instrumental in the setting up of artists’ access to advanced 
production facilities such as the television workshop at WNET in New York. The 
development of his video synthesizer with electronic engineer Shuya Abe in 1969 is 
also a considerable achievement (see Chapter 7), as was his well-documented early 
use of the Sony Portapak.

PAIK AnD tHe DeBUt oF tHe sonY PoRtAPAK

Mythology surrounding the origins of video art present the apocryphal story of Nam 
June Paik’s purchase of the first commercially available ½-inch portable video recorder 
– a Sony ‘Portapak’ at the Liberty Music shop on Madison Ave for $1,000 and his first 
use of it to record images of the Pope’s visit to New York City, recorded from the back 
of a taxi, and shown that very evening at the Cafe Au Go-Go at 152 Bleecker Street 
in Greenwich Village, 4 October 1965.32 This event, combined with Paik’s 1963 
exhibition at Galeri Parnass, has cemented Paik’s reputation as the ‘founding father’ 
of video art. What is clear is that Paik, with a grant from the John D. Rockefeller III 
fund, purchased one of the earliest Sony Portapaks available in the United States and 
made and showed his first recording that evening.33

In a statement produced for the screenings (4 October and 11 October) presented 
as a preview to his November exhibition at Gallery Bonnino, Paik presented a brief 
manifesto of predictions for the new video medium:

In my videotaped electric vision, not only you see your picture instantaneously 
and find out what kind of bad habits you have, but see yourself deformed in 12 
ways, which only electronic ways can do.
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*It is the historical necessity, if there is a historical necessity in history, that a new 
decade of electronic television should follow the past decade of electronic music.
** Variability & Indeterminism is underdeveloped in optical art as parameter Sex 
is underdeveloped in music.
*** As collage technic [sic] replaced oil paint, the cathode ray tube will replace 
the canvas.
****Someday artists will work with capacitors, resistors & semi-conductors as 
they work today with brushes, violins & junk.34

For many critics and video art historians, these events were critical ‘utopian’ 
moments. The newly available and relatively inexpensive portable video recorder 
clearly empowered artists, politically active individuals and groups to fight back 
against the corporate monopoly ‘one-way’ broadcast television system.

Nam June Paik’s frequently quoted slogan ‘TV has been attacking us all our lives 
– now we can attack it back’ has an important place in all this. Artists found the 

1.2: Sony AV 3400 ‘Portapak’, 1986. Courtesy of  Richard Diehl, http://www.labguysworld.com
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Portapak’s accessibility, its instantaneity, the ‘available light’ capabilities of the camera, 
and the grainy, low-resolution grittiness of the monochrome image it produced very 
appealing. But there were a number of other significant factors besides the intro-
duction of cheap portable video recording equipment and the state of broadcast TV 
to the genesis of video art.
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2.  CRossInG BoUnDARIes
InteRnAtIonAL tenDenCIes AnD InFLUenCes In eARLY ARtIsts’ VIDeo

GeRRY sCHUM’s tV GALLeRY AnD LAnD ARt

The earliest examples of so-called ‘television art’ were produced in Germany by Gerry 
Schum’s pioneering Fernsehgalerie (Television Gallery) in a specially commissioned 
TV programme entitled Land Art broadcast nationally from Berlin on 15 April 1969 
at 10.40 p.m. Land Art comprised eight specially commissioned works by interna-
tional conceptual artists including Richard Long, Jan Dibbets, and Robert Smithson. 
This innovative first broadcast was followed on 18 November in the same year when 
Schum’s TV Gallery transmitted Keith Arnatt’s TV Project – Self Burial, as a ‘television 
intervention’ on WDR II (Westdeutscher Rundfunk) Cologne.

Gerry Schum (1938–73, Germany) studied filmmaking at the Deutsche Film 
und Fernsehakademie in Berlin 1966–7. Whilst in the second year of his studies he 
was commissioned to make a five-minute report of Schaustucke Ereignissei Feur, Luft, 
Wasser und Erde aus Kunstof, a Fluxus ‘Happening’ staged by artist Bernhard Hoke at 
the Berlin Academy of Fine Arts (Akademie der Kunste). Schum’s intention with his 
film of this event, subsequently broadcast on SFB – Sender Freies Berlin (Broadcaster 
of Free Berlin) 30 March 1967, was not merely documentation, but the creation of a 
televisual equivalent to parallel this complex art event.1 This approach to Hoke’s event 
was characteristic of Schum’s film work with artists on subsequent broadcast projects 
such as a feature on the 6th San Marino Art Biennale and Konsumkunst-Kunstkonsum 
(Consumption Art-Art Consumption) both made for WDR, Cologne.2

In partnership with the artist Bernhard Hoke and his first wife Hannah Weitemeier, 
Schum developed a collaborative approach in which the interaction between the 
subject of the broadcast and the filmmaking process was a crucial element in the 
final product. This approach was very much in line with the prevailing attitude of 
the most progressive contemporary artists of the period – the very work that Schum 
and his collaborators were presenting. New industrial processes and techniques were 
being adopted by contemporary artists in a desire to challenge conventional notions 
about art which were bound up with issues of authorship and originality. New ideas 
about the making and experiencing of art which were current at the time included 
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the making and selling of low-cost art multiples, Fluxus and multi-disciplinary events, 
process art, Arte Povera, minimalism and Conceptual Art. Unique static object-
based artworks had given way to transitory and ephemeral works, which could be 
site-specific and/or performance based. Many progressive artists were concerned to 
explore venues for art outside of the conventional ‘neutral’ gallery environment, using 
techniques and materials which had not traditionally been used to make art. Schum’s 
work at this time began to explore the notion and potential of television as a medium 
for the direct experience of art, rather than simply for the presentation of documen-
taries about art. For example in Konsumkunst-Kunstkonsum Schum presented the 
German artist Heinz Mack describing his idea for a series of works exclusively for 
television:

I intend to do an exhibition that is no longer held in a museum, that is no longer 
held in a gallery, but appears only once exclusively on television. All objects that 
I will be showing in this exhibition can only be made known to the public via 
the television and then will be destroyed by me.3

Following the production of Konsumkunst-Kunstkonsum Schum established 
Fersehgalerie Gerry Schum (Television Gallery Gerry Schum) and began working with 
a new partner, Ursula Wevers, who would soon become his second wife. Developing 
ideas from his previous broadcasts, Schum and Wevers conceived Land Art, a series 
of short films of works by eight international conceptual artists who worked directly 
in the landscape – Richard Long, Barry Flanagan, Dennis Oppenhiem, Robert 
Smithson, Marinus Boezem, Jan Dibbets, Walter De Maria and Michael Heizer. 
Schum had conceived of the broadcasting of these works as autonomous art events: 
his intention was to show ‘only art objects’, with no explanation, committed to the 
idea that artists should develop an approach in which a new kind of art object would 
be directly communicable via broadcast TV.

Schum had understood the unexplored potential of the works that these artists 
were making and their suitability for an entirely new approach to the experience 
of art. He sought out artists who could ‘make art especially for TV’, realizing that 
television broadcasting could provide the missing temporal element to process-
based art, removing the material ‘art object’ and freeing up the spectator to a direct 
encounter with the work. Schum’s clearly stated his aim and purpose in a letter to 
Gene Youngblood: ‘… all objects transmitted during the show of the Fernsehgalerie 
are specially created for the reproduction by the medium of TV. The only way of 
communication is the transmission by the TV station’.4

One of the most innovative artworks in Land Art was Richard Long’s (1945, UK) 
Walking a Straight Ten Mile Line. Schum believed Long’s contribution:
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… created the most consequent object in the Land Art show. To mark his ten 
mile line he used neither chalk nor digged [sic] a trench. Only the camera filmed 
every half mile six seconds of landscape shooting in the direction he walked. 
Long himself was out of the camera frame.5

Long’s work is portrayed in a six-minute film in which the spectator is presented 
with a direct experience of the making of the work within the landscape, via series 
of discontinuous zooming sequences each lasting 6 seconds, filmed at half-mile 
intervals. Although the work was shot on 16mm film: for Schum it was the broad-
casting of this work that was the significant act. Land Art was conceived of as a ‘live’ 
transmission of the art object, in which the spectator’s perceptual experience of the 
work is in the ‘here-and-now’ of the present. Schum sought to enable the viewer to 
engage in a critical detachment in which the television set itself could be simultane-
ously perceived as both a support structure for the image and as a manifestation of 
the work itself. The television was thus alternately both present and absent. Because 
of the minimal interventions of the filmmaking process that Schum imposed in 
the production of the works in Land Art, the spectator’s attention could be focused 
directly on the functioning of the conceptions and actions of the artist and his/her 
engagement with the art activity.

The Land Art programme was also screened in a number of conventional gallery 
venues. In 1968 it was exhibited at the Institute of Contemporary Art in London 
as part of an important touring exhibition When Attitudes Become Form, and it was 
whilst there that Gerry Schum met the British artist Keith Arnatt (1930–2008, UK).

Keith Arnatt’s Self Burial was originally constituted as a sequence of nine photo-
graphs called The Disappearance of the Artist. In discussions with the artist John 
Latham (1921, Rhodesia–2006, UK), Arnatt subsequently developed the idea into a 
TV project in which each of the nine images would appear very briefly in the middle 
of a normal TV broadcast. Arnatt and Latham had previously approached the BBC, 
who though interested, had declined the project. Following discussions between 
Arnatt and Schum at the ICA it was arranged to have the work broadcast on WDR 
in Cologne.

Self Burial was broadcast over eight consecutive nights at 8:15 p.m. and 9:15 p.m., 
when normal programmes were briefly interrupted and two images from the series 
were flashed onto the screen without any prior warning or introduction. Initially the 
interventions were for a duration of 2.5 seconds, but from 13 October they were 
increased to 4 seconds. On the final day of the project Arnatt was interviewed on 
a live television broadcast from the Cologne Arts Fair, his explanation of the work 
interrupted by his own images.6
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Between Christmas Eve and New Year’s Eve, 1969, WDR 3 broadcast another 
Television Gallery Gerry Schum intervention project when TV as a Fireplace, by Jan 
Dibbets (1941, the Netherlands) was screened at the end of each evening’s trans-
mission. Images of an open fire, in a sequence which develops from a small flame into 
a blazing fire and finally dwindles to glowing embers, were shown for 2:45 minutes 
each evening over eight consecutive nights for a total of 23 minutes. Although only 
broadcast locally, TV as a Fireplace was influential, widely copied and often cited as 
representative of Schum’s overall project.

Schum began developing ideas for a new TV gallery broadcast to be called 
‘Artscapes’ intending to extend the scope of the ideas behind the notion of gallery 
spaces or environments available via conventional exhibition venues. ‘Artscapes’ were 
to be seen as ‘spaces totally dedicated to art, going beyond the concrete space … with 
the media of photography, film and television contributing decisively to their design’. 
The notion behind ‘Artscapes’ was to exploit the various technical processes available 
via the broadcast medium in order to transform the natural and cultural landscapes 
(the ‘actual environment’) creating ‘art landscapes’. These transformations would be 
accomplished with a combination of film production techniques including slow and 
fast motion, the combining of real objects and models, and the use of macro photog-
raphy. Schum sought to ‘remove the separation of the art event and the medium of 
TV’, seeking to create a similar situation for the visual arts to that of literature or 
music, believing that this approach would have the potential to reach a wider public.7

Although the ‘Artscapes’ project was never realized, a second television exhibition 
entitled Identifications was broadcast on Sudwestfunk Baden-Baden (SWF) in 
November 1970, featuring the work of 20 contemporary artists including Joseph 
Beuys, Klaus Rinke, Hamish Fulton, Gilbert and George, Alighiero Boetti, Mario 
Merz and Richard Serra.

The artworks broadcast on Identifications were all shot on 16 mm film, but soon 
afterwards Schum abandoned the medium, selling his film equipment and switching 
production to video, considering the potential of instant playback and review as a 
powerful asset for artists.

The following year Schum and Wevers established Video Galerie Schum in 
Düsseldorf, to produce, exhibit and market video art with an inaugural exhibition of 
three new video works by the sculptor Ulrich Ruckriem (1938, Germany): Teilungen, 
Kreise and Diagonalen (Partitions, Circles and Diagonals).

Despite his commitment and enthusiasm for video, Schum was plagued by diffi-
culties with the medium in the early days, as it was expensive and bulky and required 
a considerable level of technical knowledge. Initially Schum recommended the Sony 
½-inch system for making copies for distribution to museums and galleries, although 
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for production the TV gallery he used the industry standard 1-inch video format. 
Schum actively promoted the Phillips video cassette format when it was introduced 
in 1972, because he felt it would ease the logistical problems associated with the 
of distribution of artists’ video work, but for some time the cassette tape stock was 
in very short supply. There was also the additional problem of international TV 
standards, the European system being incompatible with those in use in the United 
States and Japan, a factor which further hampered the distribution and sales of video 
artworks.

Gerry Schum was directly involved with the early video work of the British perfor-
mance artists Gilbert Proesch (1943, Italy) and George Passmore (1942, UK). The 
Nature of Our Looking (1970), although originally shot on 16 mm film, was also 
available from the Videogalerie Schum on ½-inch video tape, and produced in an 
edition of four. More significantly, Gordon’s Makes Us Drunk (1972) was produced 
at the ‘Art for All’ premises in East London directly onto 1-inch videotape. The 
eleven-minute tape was issued in an edition of 25 and labelled ‘Sculpture on Video 
Tape’. Two more video works followed in the same year – In the Bush and A Portrait 
of the Artists as Young Men. These works were very much in line with Gerry Schum’s 
understanding of the suitability of the video medium for the creation of ‘art objects’, 
comparing the instantaneity of the electronic image to that of paint and canvas:

With the video system today it is possible for the artist to monitor his work as 
soon as an object has been realized for the video camera. This means you have 
the opportunity to take control of the medium in the same way as you do, for 
instance, with the canvas or paint medium where there is a learning process. I 
believe this learning process has very decisively contributed to making the video 
system as popular as it already is amongst avant-garde artists.8

Gerry Schum made a major contribution to the foundation of video as a medium for 
art through his visionary ideas about the potential of televisual space for the exhibition 
of time-based art and via his commitment to video as a production and distribution 
medium. The establishment of Videogalerie Schum anticipated the emergence of 
video as a significant art form and paved the way for the wider acceptance of artists’ 
video alongside other more established art media.

eARLY VIDeo ARt In GeRMAnY

Video art in Germany was comparatively slow to develop in the early years, given the 
significance of the early contributions of Wolf Vostell, Nam June Paik’s pioneering 
experiments with manipulations of the television display and the pioneering work 
of Gerry Schum. Early works such as Jochen Hiltmann’s (1935, Germany) Video 
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Tape II (1972) and Harald Ortlieb’s Television 1 (1973) echoed Vostell’s notion of 
the television set as a physical object and an integral part of the domestic setting in 
which the viewing habits and rituals associated with TV viewing were referenced. This 
attitude to the relationship between the viewer and the television was explored in a 
number of ways by foreign artists working in Germany in the early period, including 
the previously mentioned broadcast intervention by Keith Arnatt, as well as the 
Canadian artist Robin Page (1932, UK) who, in a project entitled Standing on My 
Own Head (1972), challenged the usually passive home audience to make a drawing 
of him and post it to the television studio. Nearly 3,000 responded to his challenge!

There were a number of important media activists working in Germany by the 
mid-1970s including Telewissen (Teleknowledge), a group based in Darmstadt 
and the Berlin-based Video-Audio-Medien. These and similar groups in Munich 
and Hamburg rejected narrow definitions of the art-making process, preferring to 
embrace a wider philosophy of social activism, recognizing the potential of the new 
portable video as a medium for social and political change:

The spontaneous improvisation of trivial and fictional roles means a frame for 
social and communicative creativity which, by going beyond mere art production, 
understands itself as an emancipated contribution towards the development of 
newer and more time-appropriate behaviour forms and a growth of consciousness.9

Despite Germany’s pre-eminence in the field of electronic music (as discussed in 
Chapter 5) electronic manipulations of the video image did not flourish in the early 
period except in the areas of televised music broadcasts and brief sequences in the 
intervals between regular programming on the WDR in Cologne. An example of this 
approach was Black Gate Cologne produced in 1968 by Otto Piene (1928, Germany) 
and Aldo Tambellini (1930, USA) for WDR, a 30-minute work made from the 
documentation of an installation which presented superimposed film projections and 
the interactions of polyethylene tubing with electronically coloured shapes.

The most prolific area of activity in early German video art was in the relationship 
between the recording process, physical action and the body in which artists such 
as Ulrike Rosenbach (1943, Germany), Jochen Gerz (1940, Germany), Christina 
Kubisch (1948, Germany) and Rebecca Horn (1944, Germany) took up the 
medium’s potential as a tool for the documentation of live performance. For example 
in Call Until Exhaustion (1972) Gerz documented his efforts to shout ‘hello’ at a 
video camera 60 yards away.

Wolf Kahlen (1940, Germany) worked extensively with video in both installations 
and tapes in the 1970s, exhibiting a collection of 25 video works in Berlin in 1975 in 
which he explored the medium’s potential to represent spatial relationships in relation 
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to his own body and the problems of human communication. Kahlen also made a 
number of significant sculptural video installations using simple natural objects. In 
works such as Video Object I, II and III, for example, he juxtaposed live video images 
of chunks of granite with the real material. Kahlen and Wolf Vostell initiated the 
earliest and most important collection of German video art at the Neuer Berliner 
Kunstverein in 1972.

Valie Export (1940, Germany) produced Raumsehen und Raumhören Projekt 74 
(Spatial Seeing and Spatial Hearing) a video installation featuring a live performance 
to multiple cameras at the Cologne Kunstverein in 1974. Also attracted by the 
potential of the new medium, Ulriche Rosenbach (Germany, 1943) also began experi-
menting with video in the early 1970s (see Chapter 14).

Maria Vedder (1948, Germany) has produced a number of significant works both 
as a solo artist and in collaboration with Bettina Gruber including On Culture (1978) 
A Glance at the Video Shop (1986) and Der Herzschlag des Anubis (The Heartbeat of 
Anubis) (1988).

Since the late 1970s there have been a number of important exhibitions of artists’ 
video in Germany. Wulf Herzogenrath (1944, Germany) has been particularly active, 
curating the first video section at ‘Documenta 6’ in 1977, as well as the first major 
historical survey of video installation Videoskulptur; Retrospectiv und Aktuel. 1963–89, 
which toured Europe in 1989. In addition to these important showcase exhibitions, 
a number of important international video festivals such as the Videonale Bonn, the 
European Media Art Festival Osnabrück, and the International Media Art Festival 
transmediale in Berlin were set up in the 1980s.

Many of the most significant video artists in Germany have taught at art academies 
influencing the ideas and output of new generations. These include Marcel Odenbach 
(1953, Germany) and Klaus von Bruch (1952, Germany) at the College of Art and 
Design in Karlsruhe, Birgit Hein at the Brunswick College of Fine Arts, Maria Vedder 
and Heinz Emigholz (1948, Germany) at the Institute for Time-Based Media at the 
Berlin University of the Arts, and Peter Weibel (1944, USSR) who taught at the 
Institute for New Media in Frankfurt am Main before becoming director of the ZKM 
(Zentrum fur Kunst und Medientechnologie) in Karlsruhe.

tHe BeGInnInGs oF ARtIsts ’ VIDeo In tHe netHeRLAnDs

Video in the Netherlands had its tentative early beginnings around the end of the 
1960s when a group in Eindhoven, led by Rene Coelho (1936, the Netherlands), 
formed ‘The New Electric TV’ to experiment with video and television. In 1970 
Livinus van de Bundt (1909–79, the Netherlands) produced a series of synthesized 
tapes including Moiree, an early abstract tape in which colour and form were made 
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to correspond to changes on the soundtrack. The same year, Jack Moore founded 
‘Video Heads’, a production studio in Amsterdam and video production activities 
were initiated in Rotterdam at the Lijnbaanscentrum. Although these facilities were 
initially only used to make supporting materials for exhibitions of work in other 
media, in the mid-1970s American artists such as Dennis Oppenheim and Terry Fox 
were invited to use the studios to produce new works.

In 1971 Openbaar Kunstbezit commissioned video work from Dutch artists 
Marinus Boezem (1934, the Netherlands), Stanley Brouwn (1935, Suriname), Ger 
van Elk (1931, the Netherlands), Peter Struycken (1939, the Netherlands), and the 
American artist Bruce Nauman that were broadcast on Nederlandse Omroep Stichting 
(NOP) on a programme called ‘Visual Artists Make Video’ (Beeldende Kunstenaars 
Maken Video). Theo van der Aa and Ger van Dijk founded the Galerie Agora in 
Mastricht in 1972 supporting artists working with video such as Elsa Stansfield 
(1945, UK – 2004, Netherlands) and Madelon Hooykaas (1942, the Netherlands).

Meatball, founded in 1972 in The Hague, was one of the most important centres 
for video art in the Netherlands. In 1975 it was renamed Het Kijkhuis and was 
regularly presenting work by international video artists, establishing the World Wide 

2.1: Madelon Hooykaas and Elsa Stansfield, Finding, 1983. Courtesy of  the artists.
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