
Introduction

It is hard to imagine a world today without cameras, which for widely
divergent reasons record all sorts of events and activities, and with-
out screens or monitors on which these recordings are presented. This
camera-based culture has meanwhile pervaded the world of art as well.
Most exhibitions of contemporary art will feature artworks that consist
of moving images, a form of art to which we refer as “video art.” As
a result of the ubiquitous presence of images in our daily life and cul-
ture, we almost forget to interrogate critically how moving images medi-
ate the world they present to us and what the consequences are for the
contents of the visual communication involved. Fortunately, in recent
decades artists have provided us with an array of video artworks, which
aim at critically interrogating not only the visual language of video, but
also the common language of television, photography, and cinema that
surrounds us on a daily basis. Furthermore, some video artworks reflect
on the relationships with other artistic visual media, such as painting and
spatial arts. These concerns have turned video art into a highly fascinat-
ing topic for theoretical reflection on questions and issues associated with
visual mediation in today’s world. This volume aims to contribute to our
understanding of video not only as a significant medium in contempo-
rary art but also in the larger context of the visual mediations that all of
us increasingly encounter in daily life. This second concern is pursued
indirectly by investigating critical reflections on visual media in the video
artworks that will serve as basis for a discussion of the relevant theoretical
issues involved.
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Key characteristics of video art

Authors on video art agree that video is a most difficult medium to define.
Although it is a young medium that came into being only half a century
ago, it underwent drastic technical changes already. Contemporary dig-
ital video is a quite different proposition from video in the late 1960s,
when the first portable black-and-white reel-to-reel systems were intro-
duced. Moreover, contrary to Marshall McLuhan’s famous insight that
a new medium at first looks like a familiar medium before it develops its
own specificity, video has continued to challenge other visual media by
experimenting with and pushing the boundaries among them.

Nevertheless, some characteristics of video are still and quite con-
stantly mentioned by specialists, although they may use slightly different
terms. Yvonne Spielmann, in Video: The Reflexive Medium, has described
several major characteristics of video, including these three: video is an
electronic medium, video signals are generated inside a camera and can
circulate between recording and reproduction equipment (closed cir-
cuit), and the recordings can be variously modified by processors and
keyers (2008 [2005], 1). In her more recent essay “The Visual Flow:
Fixity and Transformation in Photo- and Videographic Imagery,” Spiel-
mann in particular stresses that video has transformed the notion of an
“art object” into something fluid and changeable, turning processuality
and transformativity into its medium-specific features (2013, 106–107).
Her characterization of video is closely related to that of Philippe Dubois,
who in his La question vidéo defines video not as an object, but as an exper-
imental condition (état expérimental) that instead of providing answers
gives rise to questions and pondering (2011, 8). As he stresses, video is
not just immaterial in a double sense (both in recording and projecting,
as is true of film), but the image has even dissolved, turning video into a
process only, one that is quite similar in a way to the wind (71–73). More-
over, as Dubois notes, other artistic media can be conceived in terms of
an activity and a product, or a noun and a verb (as in “a painting” and
“to paint”), but video is rather a means of communication (79, 81).

It is possible to sum up the most often mentioned features of video as
a technology as follows (based on Berghaus 2005, 183):

� Electronic (magnetic) recording.
� Immediate live feedback: the recording and playback of the image

occur simultaneously.
� Continuous flow of electromagnetic signals (as opposed to individu-

ally framed images on celluloid film).
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� The monitor is a picture and light source in one (as opposed to the
projected celluloid image that is reflected from the film screen, even
though many videos are also projected by beamers).

� (Increasing) possibilities for image transformation and manipulation
in the recording or post-production process.

� Storage of images on inexpensive cassettes, chips, or drives that can
be erased and reused.

� Images can be read as electronic signals and transmitted via cable for
long-distance broadcasts.

� Simplicity and flexibility of the portable video cameras has rendered
recording crews and operators superfluous (individual work replaces
team work).

On a more detailed level, Stephen Partridge explains in “Video: Incor-
poreal, Incorporated” (2006) that originally video referred to an electri-
cal analog waveform produced by scanning the light (the latent image)
focused onto a photosensitive plate in the video camera that is subse-
quently re-created into the pattern (or raster) of horizontal scanning lines
made by an electron beam onto the photosensitive surface of a cathode-
ray-tube, and this in turn creates the image that appears on a monitor.
This waveform in the digital domain is now essentially bit-mapped or
sampled to appear on a contemporary TV set, computer screen, or flat
display panel. Partridge adds to this characterization that from the start
video was a bastard medium that inherited a collection of conventions
and properties from earlier media including radio, theater, and, to a lesser
extent, film (in Hatfield 2006, 181).

Video’s relationship with earlier audio-visual media is particularly
addressed in publications dealing with video from the pre-digital age. Roy
Armes, for instance, in On Video, argues that an understanding of video
demands that it be seen within the whole spectrum of nineteenth- and
twentieth-century audio, visual, and audio-visual media, including radio
and photography, the gramophone, and the tape recorder (1988, 1). At
one level, video is merely a neutral recording device, with little more evi-
dent scope for creativity than a copying machine. It can record and repro-
duce the systems developed within the film industry and the broadcast-
ing institutions to depict reality and to create meaningful combinations
of sounds and images.

The digitization of video quite radically changed the technical char-
acteristics of the medium, rendering obsolete one of the most striking
characteristics of video as magnetic tape and flow of scanlines. Regarding
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the differences between analog and digital stages of the lens-based media
(photography, film, and video), Mark B.N. Hansen, in New Philosophy
for New Media, identified two equally problematic positions in the dis-
course on new media art: those who feel that digital media have changed
everything and those who remain skeptical, wondering whether anything
in new media is truly new (2006 [2004], 21). In this textbook I will pur-
sue a balance between both extremes. If photography and film changed
from a chemical into an electronic medium, which meant from visibil-
ity of images on film reel into invisible numeric codes, video changed
from invisibility of images on electronic magnetic tape into invisibility
of images in electronic numeric codes in chips. Video always needed a
machine to make recordings visible. Digitization, however, has radically
increased the possibilities of manipulation.

Some scholars, such as Yvonne Spielmann, consider the digitization
of video merely as a step in its development. Spielmann stresses that
although as an electronic medium video first rested on analog record-
ing technology, it also established the essential features common to elec-
tronic digital media, such as transformativity. In this respect, the elec-
tronic principle of the processual image type has found a way forward
in the more highly complex digital image type with unlimited possi-
bilities (2008 [2005], 5). Digitization has probably brought lens-based
media more closely together. Ming-Yuen S. Ma and Erika Suderburg, for
instance, in the introduction to their anthology Resolutions 3, suggest that
with the merging of multiple media production processes (video, film,
photography, sound, interactive media, games) onto a single digital plat-
form, some of the material differences that distinguished film and video
are becoming less and less relevant to the study of contemporary media
(2012, xx). In the form of moving image editing software and sound edit-
ing software, the digital platform facilitates the mixing of video and film
footage in postproduction with increasing ease, as well as presentation
of the completed work in a wide range of media, both digital and ana-
log. As my argument in this textbook will demonstrate, the consequences
of digitization for video art can be found in particular in the increasing
diversity in the nature of video works. Digitization certainly also made it
more difficult to decide which part of new media art has to be addressed
in this book as digital video art. Rather than drawing a strict boundary,
for each chapter I selected digital works for closer examination that well
illustrate particular insights into the chapter’s theme.

Regarding the efforts aimed at defining video art, Marc Mayer’s
quite exceptional characterization of video in “The Emergence of Video
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Projection” is important as well (1996, 30). He observes an analogy to
consciousness and, by extension, to being. Although the electro-chemical
source of human consciousness has infinitely more complex ramifica-
tions in both nature or culture than a mere electro-magnetic mechanism,
we have never come closer, according to Mayer in the mid-1990s, to
creating a complete plastic surrogate of life than through the various
elaborations on basic video art that we have seen over the last few years.
Like man, video is entirely dependent upon a precarious life-support
system for its existence, in its case, electronic circuitry and electricity.

Given that “video” is derived from the Latin “I see,” the notion appears to
ignore the sound aspect, but video originally was the shortened term for
videotape-recording systems, distinguishing it from the audiotape record-
ing. The two were not just technically closely related: video served as an
addition to sound rather than as a replacement for it.

The training of art historians is geared to the analysis of pictures, and
therefore many of them have tended to analyze video art primarily as
pictures, if moving ones. Likewise, many early video artists were trained
in the visual arts, and for this reason many of their video works do not
contain sound, or only modestly. Today, video artworks rely as often on
silence as on sound. Although this textbook gives priority to the visual
aspects of video works, it also pays attention to sound from different
perspectives. Chapter 1 discusses video art in the historical context of
the sound of radio, television, and audiotape as early electronic audio
(-visual) media. Chapter 2, which focuses on spatial characteristics of
video art, also explores spatial features of sound. And Chapter 4, which
is devoted to narrative and filmic conventions of video art, pays attention
to the role of sound in dialog, voice-over, and voice-off.

Problem of general characterization of video art

The described multiformity of video explains why it is impossible to
capture video or video art in a single, all-inclusive definition. The variety
in the definitions that can be found in the literature about video art can
be traced back to the specific focus of publications. As a result, some def-
initions, when applied to this volume’s individual chapters, will fit better
than others.

Recently, Lucas Hilderbrand characterized video art as defined by elec-
tronic signals and as being technology based, suggesting that there is
some specificity but not one specificity. This would explain why some
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authors prefer the term “media art” because the boundaries among
video, film, and computer-based forms have become ever more blurred
in the past decade or so (in Ma and Suderburg 2012, 2). I agree, though,
with Katja Kwastek who in Aesthetics of Interaction in Digital Art argues
that if we consider “media art” as an artistic category defined by techni-
cal or formal features, this implies that it is open to the common criticism
that, generally speaking, “all art is media art, insofar as all art seeks to
convey a message by means of a medium of some kind” (2013, 1).

Already in 1976 Davidson Gigliotti emphasized how hard it is to define
video art, even if for other reasons. In his view, a single critical framework
will not cover the whole practice of video art because of the wide vari-
ety of video artworks. As an example of this diversity he mentions the
difference between videos that refer to the broadcast environment, and
videos that do not. In addition, Gigliotti distinguishes interactive works
(works predicated upon a direct relationship between camera, monitor,
and viewer, and fully appreciable only by direct experience) from works
that make no participatory demands (in Schneider and Korot 1976, 214).

Video’s pluriformity itself has triggered a great variety of questions.
Gregory Battcock, in the introduction to his anthology New Artists’ Video,
sums up several general questions to which video art gives rise: “What is
video art? How does it differ from commercial television? Is video art
linked to such traditional art forms as painting and sculpture? Is it a
totally new phenomenon?” (1978, xiii). This list is followed by ques-
tions on aims of video artists, the kind of equipment needed, and on
video art’s first appearance and further development. As Battcock indi-
cates, a large number of artists trained in visual media such as painting,
sculpture, printmaking, and performance have turned to video. They
have discovered ways in which the television format can complement
their ideas and lead to new discoveries. Battcock suggests that in order to
determine what video art is and what it is not, many writers and thinkers
have found it useful to compare it to established art forms, as well as to the
new forms that have appeared in the twentieth century. He predicts that
those who bring with them a background in the fine arts will feel very
much at home with this new medium. Similarly, those versed in other
fields, such as psychology, sociology, cinema, and even the sciences, will
find their expertise suitable for intelligent explorations within it. Thus
practically anybody could work in video, according to Battcock, as it
offers a fertile format for effective communication in all areas (xiv–xxi).

In an attempt to define video art in the same volume, David Ross
characterizes it as “any artwork involving video tools,” such as television
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cameras, video sets, videotape recorders or projectors, and a variety of
image processing devices. But he immediately adds to that the impor-
tance of the context. In his view, the term “video” might be applied to
videotapes shown in the closed-circuit context of a museum, the com-
mercial gallery, or a collector’s home, while the same videotape shown
through open-circuit transmission via broadcast or cable television is per-
haps called television, purely as the result of the basic socioeconomic dif-
ference between the two (in Battcock 1978,141).

To an increasing extent, scholars and critics consider replacing “video
art” with another, more appropriate term, but there is hardly any con-
sensus about such alternative name. Some propose to integrate video art
within the concept of “expanded cinema.” Yet there seems to be hardly
any consensus about the exact definition of “expanded cinema.” Using
this term rather than “video art” would only add to the confusion. Gene
Youngblood, in his Expanded Cinema (1970), basically foresaw another
form of spectatorship that can certainly be applied to video art: per-
ceptually heightened synesthesia of new electronic technologies. This
caused Youngblood to define expanded cinema as expanded conscious-
ness. Apart from synaesthesia and intermediality, he also predicted in
1970 that in the future there would be a global public. After Youngblood
some authors shifted the emphasis in the definition of expanded cinema
to more spatial presentations of cinema. I will discuss some definitions
of “expanded cinema” in Chapter 2.

In “Moving Image in the Gallery since the 1990s,” Michael Newman
has claimed that because today images are often shot in film, edited in
digital, and then shown as DVD we have all reason to favor a more general
notion such as “moving image” instead of film or video art. He defines
the moving image as an art that implies both time and a spatial display in a
gallery (in Comer 2009, 88). Not only Newman, but also Tanya Leighton
as editor of Art and the Moving Image (2008) voiced a preference for the
term “moving images” over video art. I do not share their enthusiasm for
“moving image” because many video works cannot be sufficiently char-
acterized by a focus on movement. Time passing by, after all, is not the
same as movement.

Medium as a concept and the comparative and interdisciplinary
approach of media

In this book, I will use the notion of medium mainly to refer to partic-
ular capabilities and conventions in mediation: with what means can or
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usually do video artworks communicate their contents to the beholder?
As such, the medium is part of the “visual strategy” of the artwork, but
also relates to the expectations and experiences of the spectators. This
approach to medium as a term partly relates to Rosalind Krauss’s state-
ment that the internal plurality of any given medium makes it impossi-
ble to think of medium as nothing more than its physical characteristics,
and that particularly the heterogeneity of video demonstrates the end of
this kind of medium-specificity (1999, 6, 31). In this respect, Jacques
Rancière has reflected on the notion of medium in art theory in “What
Medium Can Mean” (2011, 35–37). His starting point is that we under-
stand the word medium as that which holds “between”: between an idea
and its realization and between a thing and its reproduction. The medium
thus appears as an intermediary, as mediality, as the agent of an opera-
tion. He elaborates on the relationship between technology, the notion of
art, and the formation of a milieu marked by a specific sensibility. The
current volume does not so much focus on the role of the idea of art
because video art as an artistic medium cannot be discussed indepen-
dently from video as part of the mass media of communication, such
as television. This implies that this book also deals with the notion of
medium as defined – for instance by Henry Jenkins (2006, 8) – as both
a technology that enables communication and a set of interconnected
social and cultural practices that have grown up around that technology.

Both video and video art are called “medium” in this book. Video refers
to the audio-visual medium in general, whereas video art indicates the
use of video as artistic medium in the context of art, although sometimes
“video” is used as shorthand in the latter case as well. Based on an inven-
tory of the technological options and artistic conventions in mediation in
video art in relationship with social and cultural practices throughout the
five decades of its existence I selected four focal points. These concerns –
which also relate to the most-often mentioned characteristics of video by
scholars, critics, and artists – are based on how video art in its media-
tion deals with aspects of time, space, representation, and narrative. The
flexibility of video as a medium becomes particularly clear in the range
of applications: from a temporal angle video deals with immediacy and
real time, but also with past and remembered time; from a spatial per-
spective video can apply three-dimensionality or its immateriality; from
the vantage point of its contents it can represent a world not only as a
sequence of moving images but also as static contemplative images; and
from a concern for narrative, video can simultaneously appropriate and
subvert conventional film stories.

8



Introduction

My selection of these four focal points in part followed from compara-
tive research of video art and other media. Most video works relate in one
way or another to other media, testifying that each medium has increas-
ingly become part of a larger cultural ensemble of media. The ongo-
ing integration and convergence of different media especially applies to
media in the contemporary visual arts and in contemporary culture at
large. As Jay David Bolter and Richard Grusin have argued: “A medium
in our culture can never operate in isolation, because it must enter into
relationships of respect and rivalry with other media. . . . we cannot even
recognize the representational power of a medium except with reference
to other media” (2000 [1999], 65). Yvonne Spielmann rightly stresses
that from the beginning video has developed cross-medial characteristics,
starting with interventions into television, while at the same time video
had to defend its relative specificity (relative because of shared properties
with television) against film and television as established media (2013,
107).

My comparative media approach implies among other things that I
draw a connection between, on the one hand, how video artworks deal
with time and comparative research of video in this respect with televi-
sion, performance art, and home videos, and, on the other hand, how
video deals with space and the analysis of video as a kind of spatial
installation art and “projection medium.” Furthermore, I discuss how
video works represent their contents in relationship to how issues of
representation play out in photography, drawing, and painting. Finally,
I consider how experiments with narratives in video are related to the
approach of video as cinema.

Importantly, the comparative media approach provides insights into
the possibilities and characteristics of video as a medium, but also yields
new perspectives on interrelated media such as television, film, spa-
tial arts, photography, and painting. Another valuable feature of this
approach, in particular given the virtual absence of theoretical literature
about video art, is that it facilitates productive juxtaposition of debates on
these interrelated media with the scarce discussions on the most promi-
nent characteristics of video.

A focus on the concepts of time, space, representation, and narrative
in relation to video requires an interdisciplinary theoretical framework,
in part because these concepts have been profoundly investigated outside
the fields of video art and art history. For example, media theorists have
written countless publications about television and other mass media;
visual and cultural studies offer reflections on representation theories;
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the field of psychology provides interesting studies about people’s
compulsion to repetition; and questions on narrative in moving images
are at the center of film studies. The application of views and theories
from these various academic fields adds an extra interdisciplinary level
to this book’s interdisciplinary nature, which automatically results from
the comparative media approach adopted. Ming-Yuen S. Ma and Erika
Suderburg have noted that the discourse on video was interdisciplinary
from its inception (2012, xxi). Already the first generation of video
artists had diverse backgrounds in visual arts, dance, performance and
body art, conceptual art, avant-garde music, counterculture, writing,
political activism, and a plethora of other practices. Likewise, the first
generation of critical writing on video has drawn from film theory, art
criticism, poststructuralist theories, and other disciplines.

Although the argument in this book focuses on media, content and
medium are always interrelated. A video about a subject is not the same as
the subject itself. What changes when something is presented as a video?
How does “being a video work” (rather than, for instance, a photograph,
television show, or cinema) influence the meaning of a specific subject?
Which aspects of the medium influence the interaction with the specta-
tor? Insights into how videos mediate and generate meanings may give
rise to a better understanding of how we deal with the world around us,
and how the world deals with us.

Historiography of video art

Although this book does not aim to offer a historical survey of video art,
it is impossible to ignore its relevant technical innovations, the chang-
ing cultural contexts in which video artworks are produced, and specific
artistic developments in this art discipline. In the literature on develop-
ments in video art two approaches come to the fore. One approach high-
lights the distinction between early analog video art of the 1970s and
contemporary digital video art from the early 1990s to the present (while
in the intervening decade of the 1980s artists seemed to display less of
an interest in video art). The other approach focuses on video art’s con-
tinuous development since its inception in the 1960s by zooming in on
parallel categories of video art that could be characterized, for instance,
as critical response to television or cinema, as socio-political documen-
tary, as spatial interaction with its spectator, as stressing the usage of
a reproduction device, and as reflection on imaging. Although my dis-
cussion of major differences between the video works in Chapter 1 and
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Chapter 4 seems in line with the first approach, my decision to com-
bine discussion of early works and contemporary works in each chapter
betrays my preference for the latter approach. Works by Johan Grimon-
prez and Keren Cytter, for instance, are discussed in both Chapter 1 and
Chapter 4.

The organization of the chapters of this textbook makes it possible
to discuss some relevant issues in a more or less historical, chronolog-
ical order. This means that I will first concentrate on (1) connecting
video’s relationship with television to debates on the nature of video in
the late 1960s and 1970s, and debates on technical developments in
time-based media toward the present. This is followed by a discussion
of (2) the concern with space in the presentation of video as projection
in a space, often on multiple screens, which started in the 1970s and
via debates on installation art continued into the present; (3) debates on
video’s common features with painting and photography, which mainly
started with the digitization of photography and video in the late 1980s,
and the subsequent introduction of flat LCD-screens; and (4) the rela-
tionship between video and cinema, which also grew more close after
the digitization of both media and particularly since the 1990s when
more video artists began to reflect on the tradition of cinema in their
videos.

Even if I do not aim to offer a history of video art, a brief consideration
of the discussion on its year and date of birth seems appropriate here.
According to William Kaizen, Andy Warhol was the first well-known
artist to acquire a video camera, in July 1965, presenting its first results
that same summer, several months before video art pioneer Nam June
Paik obtained his first video equipment in October 1965 (in Leighton
2008, 258–259). Yet according to Ken Hakuta, Paik already experi-
mented with the Sony Portapak in 1962 or 1963 while living in Tokyo,
being a friend of Nobuyuki Idei, an executive at Sony who later became its
president. Paik took his Sony Portapak with him to New York when he
moved there in 1964; on 4 October 1965 the first public presentation of
his video work took place (in Hanhardt and Hakuta 2012, 20). In both
versions 1965 can be considered the year of video art’s entry into the
public domain. However, some authors do not agree, for instance Wulf
Herzogenrath who claims that video art was born in March 1963 in Wup-
pertal, Germany, with an exhibition of TV assemblages by Fluxus artists
such as Wolf Vostell and Paik (1983, 26).

Regardless of which account is embraced, most authors agree that the
availability of the video camera in the mid-1960s coincided with radical
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changes in modern art as well as in society. Laura Cottingham emphasizes
that in the years 1965–1975 video art took off simultaneously in the US,
Germany, and Japan – the three nations that in that period emerged as
dominant economic powers – albeit on a smaller scale in the latter two
countries (in Ravenal 2002, 4).

Several critics have commented on the climate and circumstances that
allowed video art to emerge. Marc Mayer emphasizes the major political
changes that took place in particular in New York in 1965: at the height
of the war against communist regimes, this city was the center of anti-
war, civil rights, feminist, gay liberation, and minority rights movements
(1996, 26). Hermine Freed has identified the mid-1960s in the arts as the
period when pure formalism had run its course, when it became politi-
cally embarrassing to make objects (but ludicrous to make nothing), and
when many artists were doing performance works but had nowhere to
perform. At that time, when it became clear that television communicates
more information to more people than any other medium, video proved
to have several qualities that made it particularly useful for dealing with
some of the difficult social and philosophical issues raised (in Schneider
and Korot 1976, 210). An additional argument is brought in by Anja
Osswald, who in Sexy Lies in Videotapes characterizes avant-garde artists
in the mid-1960s as longing for more objectivity in artistic means; for
them the video camera was just what they needed (2003, 9). Stuart Mar-
shall, when commenting on the popularity of the video camera among
social activists in “Video: From Art to Independence” (1985), suggests
that for those excited by the radical potential of the Portapak cam-
era it was easy to forget that “the development of this particular con-
sumer commodity was underpinned by a vast investment in new com-
mercial, military and managerial technology” (quoted by Armes 1988,
116).

As is true for any other medium, views also differ on the roots of
video art. Some scholars argue that video art implicitly existed already in
experiments of artists with TV sets and productions on broadcast tele-
vision. Others are of the opinion that video art came into being as part
of avant-garde filmmaking in the 1950s or even as far back as the 1920s.
From a yet wider historical perspective, Marc Mayer has suggested that
if we consider video primarily as a tool for mass communication, then it
belongs to the sequence of innovations in mechanical reproduction that
began in the 1840s, the formative years of photography (1996, 16).

As an artistic medium, video art is primarily rooted in art history of
course. John G. Hanhardt proposes to discuss video art as a response to
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two issues: its opposition to the dominant institution of commercial tele-
vision and the art practices of an international constellation of artists dur-
ing the late 1950s and early 1960s (in Hall and Fifer 1990, 71). Martha
Rosler, however, in “Video: Shedding the Utopian Moment” (1985), sit-
uates video art practices mainly in the history of avant-garde art of the
early twentieth century. In particular early video art, which involved acts
of profound social criticism in the late 1960s, is related by Rosler to crit-
ical works by Dadaists, Expressionists, and Surrealists (in Hall and Fifer
1990, 31). The disruptive efforts by this avant-garde intended to pro-
voke not just the art world but also that of everyday life (39). Moreover,
these artists expressed a deep ambivalence toward the social power of
science and technology, seeking to counter and destroy the institutional-
ization of art in the “machine society,” and to merge art with everyday
life. Although this attempt certainly failed, subsequent avant-gardes, in
Rosler’s view, including those that began to use or address television tech-
nology through video art, pursued similar objectives (46).

Classification and selection of video artworks

In an effort to put different video artworks into separate categories,
authors have come up with various solutions. Already in 1976 Ira
Schneider and Beryl Korot observed three basic approaches to the video
image: video in which the artist/performer is subject; video in which the
environment is subject; and video in which the abstract synthesized image
is subject (1976, 3). Two years later, Gregory Battcock identified two cat-
egories of video artists: those producing videotapes and those producing
so-called installation video (1978, xiv). Although in the four chapters of
this book some more classifications by other authors will be mentioned
in passing, classification of video art as such is not a major objective here.

The selection of key video artworks for this book was based on their
quality as “theoretical positions” with respect to both reflection on their
being a video work and their challenge of another visual medium. This
makes it possible to present works by famous video artists and those by
less well-known artists side by side. Regarding its geographical spread,
my selection of video artworks largely follows this art form’s historical
development: examples of early video are mainly produced by American
artists, whereas more contemporary video works are by artists from a
variety of countries worldwide.

After having described the main issues and complexities of video art
in the context of comparative media research, I develop this study’s

13



Introduction

central research concern: what insights can be provided by comparative
media research into how video artworks “work”? In this investigation
the comparative media approach consists of comparing quite diverse
characteristics of video regarding time, space, representation, and
narrative with characteristics of other media to which video works relate
or on which they reflect. Given this context, the question of how video
artworks “work” calls for a consideration of the implications of particular
applications of video’s characteristics and its references to other media
for the construction of meanings.

The central focus of the first chapter pertains to insights provided
by comparative research of video art – in relation to television, perfor-
mance art, and home video – into video’s complementary characteris-
tics of immediacy and memorizing, and the consequences of particular
applications for generating meanings. The second chapter’s basic con-
cern is how the comparison of video installations and particular views
on spectatorship in installation art contribute to our understanding
of video’s complementary characteristics of immateriality and physical
presence, and what the consequences are of the explicit usage of vari-
ous spatial qualities in video art for the production of meanings. The
third chapter focuses on how modes of representation in the selected
video works relate and react to such modes in photography, painting,
and drawing: how do views on representation implied in these vari-
ous still media provide insights into the workings of video art? The last
chapter mainly raises the issue of how specific insights about narrative
theory from film studies can enhance our understanding of the video
artworks discussed. Particularly the role of temporal aspects, the per-
ceptual activity of the spectator in creating a narrative, and discussion
on Hollywood conventions appear to be interesting for closer exami-
nation of strategies such as repetition in generating meanings in these
video works.

Literature on video art

Most of the books available on video art present historical or thematic
overviews of this medium or focus on the oeuvre of a specific video artist.
Currently there is no study that is specifically devoted to theorizing the
artistic medium video from the above-described perspectives. The kind
of studies that come closest to this study, but which differ from it at the
same time, are works devoted to video in general, focusing on technical
aspects and socio-cultural functions of videos in society, and readers on
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theories of moving images that usually consist of a variety of case studies
by many authors.

Different from the field of photography, where almost every schol-
arly text refers to seminal publications such as Roland Barthes’s Camera
Lucida or Walter Benjamin’s two famous essays on photography, video art
does not have such seminal sources. Rosalind Krauss’s “Video: The Aes-
thetics of Narcissism” (1976/1978), one of the rare early critical essays
on video art, is most quoted in texts on early video art.

The first substantial books on video art mainly dealt with video art
in the US. For example, video artist Michael Shamberg, in Guerrilla
Television (1971), paid attention in particular to the characteristics of
the production process and the intentions of activist video artists with
whom he is affiliated. Shamberg was also editor of the first issue of
the magazine Radical Software in 1970. Ira Schneider and Beryl Korot,
who were also involved in this magazine, edited in 1976 the first sem-
inal anthology about video art, entitled Video Art: An Anthology. Video
artists as well as critics and curators contributed to this volume, deal-
ing with issues of which many are topical to this day. Two years later, in
1978, Gregory Battcock edited New Artists’ Video: A Critical Anthology,
which is a less ambitious compilation of texts on video art but which
contains some interesting reflections on the medium. As response to
the still rather limited critical discourse regarding video art by the end
of the 1980s, Douglas Hall and Sally Jo Fifer collected critical writings
on video art at that time, resulting in their anthology Illuminating Video
(1990). It was structured along the following themes: Histories, Furni-
ture/Sculpture/Architecture, Audience/Reception: Access/Control, Syn-
tax and Genre, and Telling Stories. More critics than artists were involved
in the project.

Sean Cubitt’s emphasis on the cultural contexts of video (art) in
Timeshift: On Video Culture (1991) and Videography: Video Media as Art
and Culture (1993) added new perspectives to the field. Cubitt promotes
reflection on video as video culture, a set of relations around the uses
of video. In general he relates video either to the entertainment indus-
tries of radio and television or the technologies of surveillance. The
anthology Resolutions 2: Contemporary Video Practices (1996), edited by
Michael Renov and Erika Suderburg, continued in that same direction.
Also David Joselit addressed video from a socio-cultural perspective in
Feedback: Television against Democracy (2007), but he mainly focused on
political issues. He proposed to think about television and video in terms
of the categories of feedback, the viral, and the avatar.
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By the end of the twentieth century several historical overviews of video
art were published. Particularly Michael Rush has played an important
role in this field with his New Media in Late 20th-Century Art (1999)
and Video Art (2003). Chris Meigh-Andrews’s A History of Video Art:
The Development of Form and Function (2006) particularly focuses on the
history of video installations. Different from Rush and Meigh-Andrews,
Yvonne Spielmann contributed profound technological insights into the
electronic medium video and its development from analog to digital in
Video: The Reflexive Medium (2005). Calling video a reflexive medium
means understanding it mainly as a process of immediate construction
and reconstruction of signals.

After Hall and Fifer’s seminal volume, one of the most substantial
anthologies about video art was edited by Tanya Leighton in 2008. Strik-
ingly, she chose the title Art and the Moving Image for her critical reader,
rather than using the term video art. Moreover, the essays focus more on
the relationship between video art, cinema and spectatorship than did the
previous mentioned anthologies. The third and main part of the reader
is entitled “From Cinema to Post-Cinema,” following parts that discuss
histories and revisions, and the agonistic relationship between video and
television. Published as it was by the Tate Gallery in London, it is not sur-
prising that the texts mainly aim to gain insights into the critical reception
of moving images in the art world.

The authors and artists included in the volume Art and the Moving
Image originate from a larger diversity of countries than earlier volumes
on the topic. That diversity has increased further in the more recently
published anthology Resolutions 3: Global Networks of Video (2012),
edited by Ming-Yuen S. Ma and Erika Suderburg. The wide-ranging
implications of video art and video-based production in contemporary
media culture (such as the role of the medium in sociological research)
are explored in this volume by an interdisciplinary team of authors.
The editors emphasize in their introduction that video is now practiced
and theorized in global spaces, and has become part of a global flow of
capital, labor, and media.

Finally, as a conclusion of this brief overview of literature, a shift can
be observed from discussions of video art in the context of art, television,
and political activism in the 1970s toward, more recently, an interest
in the context of media culture and expanded cinema. Evidence of this
shift is film theorists’ increasing interest in film/video installations, as in
the case of, for instance, Raymond Bellour’s La Querelle des dispositifs:
Cinéma – installations, expositions (2012). Moreover, the geographical
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focus shifted from the US toward a global perspective. The global
perspective involves attention to socio-political issues that are no longer
restricted to the Western world.

Although this textbook deals with various aspects of video art, many
issues in this field are beyond the scope of the book and had to be ignored.
For instance, this book is not a technological manual on how to make
a video, so it does not focus on production; but aspects of production
processes are addressed when they explain how video works deal with
time, space, representation, or narrative. Moreover, the institutionaliza-
tion (from video as institutional critique to institutionalized practice),
reception, and distribution of video practices will not be addressed in
this book; these are discussed in the anthologies Art and the Moving
Image and Resolutions 3. This study hardly touches on these issues due
to my focus on the video works themselves and their interaction with
the spectator. As a result of this focus, the topical issue of conserva-
tion and restoration cannot be addressed here either, but Pip Lauren-
son’s essay “Vulnerabilities and Contingencies in Film and Video Art”
(in Comer 2009, 145–151) and 40yearsvideoart.de-Part 1: Digital Heritage
(2006), edited by Rudolf Frieling and Wulf Herzogenrath, offer inter-
esting introductions in this field. Marita Sturken, in her essay “Paradox
in the Evolution of an Art Form,” claims that the problem of preserv-
ing videotapes is related not only to their short lifespan but also to the
various formats that have changed so rapidly (in Hall and Fifer 1990,
102).

The above-mentioned publications mainly address the general public of
museums and galleries of modern and contemporary art. Although my
textbook primarily targets a scholarly, academic audience, it also seeks
to appeal to a broader audience of educated readers. I hope to convince
readers of the usefulness of the comparative approach of visual media
on the basis of several selected focal points, as a way to gain insight into
processes of visual mediation and the construction of meanings in video
artworks and, indirectly, in the visual media we deal with in daily life.
The integration of theory and practice is meant to contribute to a better
understanding of video art and to stimulate critical engagement with it.
In general, the book intends to contribute to “media literacy”– defined as
the ability to analyze, evaluate, understand, and create media in a vari-
ety of forms – from the conviction that this is possible through an art
historical perspective marked by an interdisciplinary focus.
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Immediacy versus Memory:
Video Art in Relation to Television,
Performance Art, and Home Video

Immediacy is the most often used term in descriptions of early video
works. Many video artists have mentioned this characteristic in inter-
views to explain their preference for video as medium.1 As video artist
and scholar Stephen Partridge explains in “Video: Incorporeal, Incorpo-
rated” (2006), the virtual impossibility of editing with the early videotape
recorder of the late 1960s drove artistic interest and experiment away
from filmic conventions, such as montage, and toward the use of closed-
circuit systems and instant playback. Accordingly, artists highlighted the
new technology’s intrinsic properties, such as immediacy, transmission,
the “live,” the closed-circuit, record-replay with time delay, feedback
oddities, synthesizer manipulations, and synchronicity with sound. Some
of these properties also mark video art in the new digital era, as Par-
tridge underscores, but in particular synchronicity with sound does not.
Sound is now recorded as a data stream separate from the image stream
(in Hatfield 2006, 184). This chapter and the chapters that follow will
establish that some of the characteristics of early video art can indeed still
be observed in contemporary video art, but that some features changed
significantly in the course of time, mainly as a direct result of new tech-
nological developments.

In comparisons of video with another medium, television is the one that
figures most prominently. This is true in particular in essays that deal with
video art from the pre-digital era, because the technology of analog video
was in fact invented for the mass medium of television. Consequently,
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© 2016 John Wiley & Sons, Inc. Published 2016 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc.



Immediacy versus Memory

both could be defined as electronic media that can be transmitted directly
or recorded on magnetic tape. This implies that immediacy was at first
medium-specific for television, which was gradually introduced from the
mid-1930s on. After the digitization of visual technologies, television and
video became technically related more closely to photography and film.
As this chapter will demonstrate, however, traces of their common roots
can still be found in some contemporary video works.

If most authors stress video’s technical similarities with analog televi-
sion and its differences with film, video artist and scholar Chris Meigh-
Andrews reminds us that we should not forget that in the early years
of video many artists experimented with both video and film, and that
they often did so in combination (2006, 81). Some of them recorded
images on film and transferred the results to video, while others worked
with video and transferred the results to film. Another common strategy
was filming images off the television screen. Only gradually, toward the
mid-1970s, did video art begin to forge a distinctive practice focusing on
video’s ability to provide instantaneous feedback. The frequently used
notion of “instantaneousness” in this context has been put into perspec-
tive by new media theorist Sean Cubitt in his essay “Precepts for Digital
Artwork,” where he claims that “very, very fast is still not instantaneous,”
and that “the present should never be mistaken for its occupation by
images of even the most recent past – the one twenty-fifth of a second
required, for example, to build up an electron scan on a video monitor”
(in Marchessault and Lord 2007, 308).

Regarding the perception of time in video art, video artist David-
son Gigliotti observed in the mid-1970s that when thinking of time in
the everyday sense he is tempted to call it “real time.” This notion,
however, which is derived from computer terminology, is almost always
used to mean an abstraction of everyday temporal experience. Real time
occurs only when everyday temporal experience is translated into media
(in Schneider and Korot 1976, 215–216). As a result, Gigliotti rightly
decides to refer to real time only when he means mediated time – time
as expressed in video. He considers real time to be a media model of
everyday temporal experience. In addition, he introduces “compressed
time” as a second media model of the subjective experience of memory,
and a third mode of mediated time, which he calls “expanded time” and
which he associates with subjective contemplation. The latter would be
similar to the sort of time that we experience when viewing the sea or the
stars above. What is “expanded” is our sense of the present moment.
As an example he mentions the use of the video technique of delay
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which has no programmatic beginning or end, no single point of focus,
no narrative, and yet which engages a broad spectrum of our attention
(216).

With regard to spectatorship, this chapter mainly concentrates on
viewers’ experiences of immediacy in video art and expectations based
on watching television. Concerning the perception of video art as a new
medium, in 1976 Robert Stearns – director of The Kitchen Center for
Video – claimed that there is a sense of disorientation, due in part to
the often highly personal nature of much video art, incongruous with
the more familiar, formularized product of network television. Viewers
experienced a sense of disturbance in particular in works that force
themselves upon them by capitalizing not only on the personal but also
on the repetitious and the self-reflexive. Stearns concludes that such
works are often called boring because the artist, rather than seeking
to manipulate the time he uses, points directly to it: by using time
consciously, the artists intend to make the viewer conscious of it (in
Schneider and Korot 1976, 160–161).

The central focus of this chapter pertains to insights provided by com-
parative research of video art – in relation to television, performance art,
and home video – into video’s complementary characteristics of imme-
diacy and memorizing. This concern includes an inquiry of the conse-
quences of explicit usage of immediacy or memorizing and references
to these other media for the construction of meanings. The first sec-
tion focuses on immediacy and continuous flow in video resulting from
its being an electronic medium, in relation to television. In the second
section I develop a connection between immediacy in video art and in
performance art, putting the complex notion of “video performance”
center-stage. Next, the third section discusses video’s ability to record
events to support our memory, while it also draws a comparison between
documentary video artworks and home videos that document family life.
The structure of the chapter’s argument echoes the three essential areas
for artistic use of video identified by art historian Wulf Herzogenrath in
1977: video as mirror (second section), video as documentary medium
(third section) and video as electronic medium (first section) (in Davis
1977, 90). This chapter’s theoretical framework relies on publications on
video art, as well as on sources from several related disciplines: the first
section in part draws on theories from television studies; in the second
section I use art historical literature about performance art; and the last
section relies on work by cultural theorists. But first I will address several
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relevant issues for my argument in this chapter by way of two case stud-
ies, one from a relatively recent date, and a video artwork from the first
generation.

Gillian Wearing’s Trauma (2000) Juxtaposed to Joan
Jonas’s Vertical Roll (1972)

On a medium-sized monitor we hear a woman say from behind a mask:
“It is not true that none of the mistakes in the world are made by psychia-
trists who would never admit they were wrong.” Next the voice informs us
that a psychiatrist recommended her parents to send her to a boarding
school, which happened to be a residential school for the maladjusted.
There she became the target of bullying by the girls and the staff. This
episode is one of the eight stories about traumatic experiences told by
eight adults in British artist Gillian Wearing’s video work Trauma (2000)
(Figure 1.1). The speakers wear masks of children’s faces to indicate the
moment when the harrowing event took place.2 Each video is presented
on a monitor in the wall of a small room only suitable for private viewing.
The close-up and central presentation of the speaker evoke associations
with conventions of presentations on television.

Moreover, this video series reminds one of the history of video,
specifically its use as a tool for documentation or remembrance and
its application as a psychological device. Film theorist Michael Renov
even defines a category within video as “video confessions.” He relates
this phenomenon to the organization of social life in Western society
as identified by Michel Foucault in The History of Sexuality (1976). As
Renov claims, our present society has become a singularly confessing
society; in public contexts people are telling, with the greatest precision,
whatever is most difficult to tell: “Western man has become a confessing
animal” (Renov and Suderburg 1996, 80). Renov focuses on the therapy
of self-examination in our confessional culture and the place we should
give to video in this account, arguing for a uniquely charged linkage
between “video” and “confession” in the current cultural environment.
Based on Mimi White’s Tele-Advising: Therapeutic Discourse in American
Television (1992), Renov demonstrates how television programs not
only borrow from psychological theory and clinical practice, but also
construct new therapeutic relations, using the talk format of everyone
confessing over and over again to everybody else: the camera has become
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Figure 1.1 Gillian Wearing, Trauma (video still), 2000. Color video with
sound, 30 minutes. © Gillian Wearing, courtesy Maureen Paley, London.

Figure 1.2 Joan Jonas, Vertical Roll, 1972. One-channel analog video, black-
and-white, sound, 19:38 minutes. © Joan Jonas, courtesy Electronic Arts Inter-
mix, New York.

the instrument of confession (81). Regarding the aesthetic domain,
he relates this tendency to the age-old view of art as being capable of
yielding “cathartic” effects for artists and audiences alike.

Moving from Wearing’s Trauma to American artist Joan Jonas’s video Ver-
tical Roll (1972) involves not only bridging an interval of three decades,
but also a change in socio-cultural context. How did Jonas, who belongs
to the first generation of video artists, deal with the quite new medium of
television at that time? Her Vertical Roll exaggerates the poor technolog-
ical state of the electronic audio-visual medium of television in the early
1970s (Figure 1.2). The images shift bottom up over the screen, bounded
by a black band – a disturbance familiar to television viewers, caused
by disturbed simultaneity (de-synchronization) of receiver and sender
frequency of the monitor. The video presents Jonas wearing an exotic
theatrical dress, sometimes combined with a head mask. The staccato
movements of the upward rolling images that present only fragments of
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Jonas’s body and face prevent a clear view of the event. As an “extra layer”
of the video Jonas enters the screen, resulting in the vertical bar becom-
ing the background for Jonas’s new performance in the foreground, which
consists of her tapping the screen that presents the vertical roll with a sil-
ver spoon, although slightly out-of-synch (Kathy O’Dell in Hall and Fifer
1990, 146). For her representation of the woman’s body - in line with
the feminist art of the 1970s - Jonas uses characteristics of the electronic
media of video and television, as well as aspects of the artistic medium of
performance art related to time, such as tedious, repetitive actions, which
renders this work a quite suitable case study for my argument throughout
this chapter.

Although Trauma and Vertical Roll are separated by a time span of
three decades, both video works ask questions about how video deals
with oppositions such as immediacy versus documentation/memory and
the tension between public and private. Before addressing these opposite
pairs, this chapter goes back to an important source of the videotape,
the audiotape. Video is often discussed as a medium of moving images,
but frequently – as underscored by the two case studies – sound figures
prominently as a meaningful aspect of this medium as well.

Video Art Dealing with the Constant Movements of
Audio-Visual Electronic Media, and the Immediacy

and Socio-Cultural Aspects of Television

From television and audiotape to videotape: Dynamic images
interwoven with sounds

More or less every historical overview of video art honors the
Korean/American artist Nam June Paik as one of the founding fathers
of this artistic medium. It is noteworthy that Paik started out as a musi-
cian who increasingly integrated electronic images in his electronic music
performances. The emergence of video, then, does not just reflect a
development from static to moving images. Developments in modern
art, technological inventions in electronics and information transmission,
and socio-cultural changes actually converge in this medium by the mid-
1960s. After briefly introducing Paik’s video works and preceding televi-
sion works, this section discusses various technical roots of video as an
electronic audio-visual medium and its development in order to provide
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Figure 1.3 Nam June Paik, TV Cello, 1971. Video-television performance.
© Ken Hakuta, courtesy Nam June Paik Estate.

insight into video’s characteristic of immediacy and its application in the
construction of meaning in several video artworks.

Nam June Paik’s pioneering work in music Nam June Paik’s TV Cello
(1971) can be seen as the combined outcome of various important exper-
iments he executed with music, audiotapes, broadcast images, television
sets and video(tapes) (Figure 1.3). In this work, Paik transformed three
stacked cathode-ray tubes (dismantled TV sets) into a “cello.” When the
cellist Charlotte Moorman played this “cello,” she created a series of
electronic sounds, transforming the TV sets into a musical instrument.
The material displayed on the screens is based on closed-circuit record-
ing of Moorman’s performance, alternated with broadcast television
feed.

The experiments that led to projects such as TV Cello date back to
Paik’s musical education in the late 1950s. Trained as a pianist, he stud-
ied history of music and art in Tokyo, and composition at the Freiburg
Conservatory (Germany), where his interest in electronic music, mag-
netic audiotapes, and modern art was stimulated. Paik started to employ
audiotape in the late 1950s as an attack on traditional musical instru-
mentation and compositional practices. He created audiotape recordings
of himself, splicing together piano playing and screaming, bits of classical
music, and sound effects. As a next step he introduced action into his
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audio work and, subsequently, experiments with TV sets and transforma-
tions of broadcast images. His explorations into the workings of television
and the application of magnets to distort television images paralleled his
manipulations of sound on pre-recorded audiotape (Hanhardt 2000, 24).

The focus of Paik’s attacks gradually shifted from traditional music to
television. This new medium greatly fascinated him, but he regretted that
it discouraged the creativity of its users. His changed ambition led him
to create, in 1963, interactive television projects such as Point of Light. In
this work, when the viewer of a radio pulse generator hooked up to a TV
set would turn the radio’s volume dial, the point of light in the center of
the screen would become either larger or smaller (Hanhardt 2000, 35).
In Participation TV, created in the same year, the spectator had to make
sounds into a microphone placed before a TV set, thus causing bursts of
abstract imagery to appear on the screen (127).

In this same period, Paik, while living in Tokyo, started experiment-
ing with the Sony Portapak, the first portable video camera, given to
him by Nobuyuki Idei, an executive at Sony. Paik took his Portapak with
him to New York, where he moved in 1964, and where on 4 October
1965 the first public presentation of his video work occurred (Hanhardt
and Hakuta 2012, 20). In this presentation Paik still relied on additional
technology which belonged to the realm of television production (Spiel-
mann 2008 [2005], 77). Although it would take another four to five years
before consumers could buy videotapes, the first professional videotape
recorder (VTR) had become available to television stations already in
1956. Manipulation of the videotaped images was only possible after
Paik, together with the electro-engineer Shuya Abe, built a video syn-
thesizer in 1969 at the WGBH-TV studio in Boston. Influenced by the
development of audio synthesizers, the video synthesizer was an image-
processing device that enabled artists to add color to monochrome video
images and to degrade and distort broadcast signals (Meigh-Andrews
2006, 115–116). In this respect it is ironic, according to art historian
David Joselit, that only by distorting the broadcast signal the material
nature of its medium is made to appear (2007, 11).

Technical roots of both television and video As with many other media,
scholars differ in their views on the origins of television and its next of kin,
video. Because sound and image recording are interrelated in the audio-
visual media, some authors discuss television as a further development
of radio, and videotape as a follow-up of audiotape. Others refer back to
even older media or processes of transmission of information in general.
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Art critic David Antin, for instance, has argued that essentially television
combines the photographic reproduction capacities of the camera, the
motion capabilities of film, and the instantaneous transmission properties
of the telephone (in Schneider and Korot 1976, 176).

According to new media theorist Jeremy Butler, television’s predeces-
sor and closest relative, in economic and technological terms, is radio –
not film, literature, or theater (2007 [2002], 227). Economically, televi-
sion networks replicated and often grew out of radio networks. Techno-
logically, television broadcasting has always relied on much of the same
equipment as radio broadcasting (microphones, transmitters, etc.). With
these close ties to radio – a sound-only medium – it is almost inevitable
that television’s aesthetics would rely heavily on sound: the experience
of watching television is equally an experience of listening to television.
Likewise, film theorist Roy Armes, in his discussion of the basic charac-
teristics of radio, stresses that radio has always been a speaker’s medium,
giving a key role to presenters, who link items and introduce records or
outside broadcasts, and to storytellers who are able to devise ways of uti-
lizing the essential intimacy of the medium so as to create a uniquely close
link between the listener and an imaginary world (1988, 77). The cen-
tral role of the stories told by the protagonists to the spectator in Gillian
Wearing’s video series Trauma reminds us of television’s roots in radio.

In video art, one will find hardly any works that explicitly relate to radio,
however. One of the interesting exceptions – aside from Paik’s abovemen-
tioned Point of Light – is Mexican artist Rafael Lozano-Hemmer’s 2003
project Frequency and Volume. In this work, the shadows of the bodies of
visitors cut into a projection beam, which is tuned into a radio frequency.
By moving around in the beam of light, visitors were able to scan the fre-
quency spectrum, with the size of their bodies determining the volume of
the sound. Lozano-Hemmer notes that the system could tune into a vari-
ety of signals, including air traffic control, cell phones, police dispatches,
and so on: “The piece investigates the contested radio space in the con-
text of the increased surveillance of the body as an antenna” (quoted by
Holly Willis in Ma and Suderburg 2012, 107). Some other experiments
of artists with radio are discussed by Heidi Grundmann in “Radio Art”
(1989) (in Druckrey 1999, 90-100).

As observed by film theorist John Belton in his essay “Looking through
Video: the Psychology of Video and Film,” the name “video” (literally
“I see”) suggests – especially in its contrast to “audio” (“I hear”) and
“radio” (“I emit beams”) – an image technology that exists in a linearly
evolving chain of other image technologies. Television and video would
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traditionally have been misperceived – by the average viewer, at least – as
outgrowths of film. The two technologies, however, evolved separately,
rather than successively. Historians trace the genealogy of cinema back
to photography, photochemistry, and the phenomenon of so-called per-
sistence of vision. Belton concludes that video is an extension of the late
nineteenth-century inventions of the phonograph, the wireless telegraph,
and radio (in Renov and Suderburg 1996, 62–63). Butler also turns back
to the late nineteenth century, but refers to the first experiments with
creating and transmitting electronic images in Germany, such as Paul
Nipkow’s scanning system (2007 [2002], 257). The Russian scientist
Boris Rosing was the first to develop an all-electronic system using the
cathode ray tube (CRT), successfully transmitting an all-electronic pic-
ture by 1911. That video is considered an electronic picture next to the
other electronic instruments at our disposal is particularly evident in Wolf
Vostell’s Technological Happening Room (1966). In a room this German
artist, one of the founding fathers of European performance and televi-
sion art, presented a large number of electronic instruments (television
monitors, videotapes, telephones, radios, Xerox machines, record play-
ers, computers, an epidiascope, and a juke box) that were operated from
a control desk. Visitors were bombarded by sounds and images from the
networked media. Actions and reactions were recorded and played back
to them, and in the course of the visit the relationship between object
and subject became blurred: “passive” watching of images turned into
“active” producing of images, thereby eliminating the gap between art
and life.

Some authors, such as cultural critic Raymond Williams, have even
searched for roots of the dynamic audio-visual media in the earlier nine-
teenth century, the era of the Industrial Revolution. Williams understood
nineteenth-century systems of mobility and transfer in production and
communication as responses within a phase of general social transfor-
mation. His 1974 Television: Technology and Cultural Form is considered
a cornerstone of contemporary television criticism (e.g. by Butler 2007
[2002], 17). Especially the concept of “planned flow” that he coined to
characterize television has been frequently applied by television scholars.
If “flow” relates to the ongoing technical movements in television and
video, Williams’s definition of the term particularly deals with the socio-
cultural characteristics of television: “This phenomenon, of planned flow,
is then perhaps the defining characteristic of broadcasting, simultane-
ously as a technology and as a cultural form” (Williams 1975 [1974],
86).
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Technical characteristics of analog video and television and differences with
film In a review of The Video Show in London’s Serpentine Gallery for
Art & Artists magazine in 1975, British video artist David Hall discussed
the particularities of the video medium in contrast to those of film. He
emphasized the fact that a video signal is transferred as a magnetic tape-
based invisible stream, which is very different from the series of seemingly
separate frames on a filmstrip. Rather than as a series of separate instants,
one can only consider videotape as flow. In video there is a continuous
flow of light onto the photo-conductive signal plate which is scanned and
transposed onto tape (quoted in Meigh-Andrews 2006, 42). The pro-
duction of images as a continuous flow links video to television. In this
respect, David Antin proclaimed, in 1976, that it is with television that
one has to begin to consider video, because “if anything has defined the
formal and technical properties of the video medium, it is the television
industry” (quoted in Joselit 2007, 37). This observation also explains why
Hall’s description of video images does not differ so much from Marshall
McLuhan’s description of the dynamics of television images in Under-
standing Media: “the TV image is not a still shot. It is not photo in any
sense, but a ceaselessly forming contour of things limned by the scanning
finger” (1964, 272). McLuhan – being one of the earliest major figures
to theorize television in general – even characterized this technology in
his enthusiasm as “our most recent and spectacular electric extension of
our central nervous system.” According to Nam June Paik, however, in
his 1969 note “Versatile Color TV Synthesizer,” the new technology still
lacked human aspects, which is why he sought to humanize the electronic
medium (in Rosebush 1974).

More recently, and in a far more objective tone than McLuhan, media
theorist Yvonne Spielmann accounted for the technical characteristics
of transmission and presence that video has in common with televi-
sion (2008 [2005], 3). Her explanation of analog video also stresses the
dynamic process of the forming of images. In a simple technical assem-
bly with a camera and a monitor, she expounds, information carried
by light is registered by the cathode ray and translated into video sig-
nals that are transmitted to a screen radiating the electronic signal. In
these two processes of registering and reproducing, the electronic signal,
which contains the video information, is continuously written in scan-
lines. Spielmann notes that this movement from left to right and from
above to below corresponds to the writing and reading process in West-
ern cultures. The dynamic involved results in an ongoing process of dis-
appearing and becoming: each frame is radically incomplete. If on a TV
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screen we used to look at partial images, this persisted after the shift from
analog to digital: a single pixel or dot of visual information is conveyed
every four-hundred-thousandths of a second in an unbroken chain of
electronic scanning. Video images on television screens and monitors, in
other words, continue to be in the process of their own realization (50).

In his essay “Video, Flows and Real Time” (2008), sociologist
and philosopher Maurizio Lazzarato relates video’s main characteris-
tic of electromagnetic waves to the videotape Passing Drama (1991) by
Greek/German artist Angela Melitopoulos, which deals with a drama of
migration in South-East Europe. The deliberately inserted technical dis-
turbances in this work render the electronic flows in it clearly visible,
turning them into an echo of the involuntary movement of the deterritori-
alized, migrant proletariat. Based on this case study, Lazzarato concludes
that “weaving, dissolving, and re-weaving flows . . . is radical construc-
tivism in politics as well as in the video image” (in Leighton 2008, 283,
285).

Television literally means “seeing from afar,” spanning distances. This
particular feature of electronic images, however, is at the expense of the
quality of images in comparison to those of film, and although the quality
of the electronic images has improved over the past decades, video and
television continue to struggle with details and colors.3 In Video Art: An
Anthology (1976), various authors have addressed differences in quality in
their comparison of video and film. Art critic Bruce Kurtz, for instance,
emphasizes that film, with its twenty-four complete still frames per sec-
ond, reflects an illusion of movement, while television, with its constantly
changing configuration of dots of light, provides an illusion of stillness (in
Schneider and Korot 1976, 235). Because of the poor resolution of the
television image and the small size of the TV screen, David Antin suggests
that most TV camera shots involve what would be considered close-ups
in film (in Schneider and Korot 1976, 180).

Moreover, because it is hardly possible to engage the viewer’s con-
sciousness in details of television images, it became inevitable, according
to video artist Ingrid Weigand, to speed up the action. For video artists,
the image characteristics created certain conditions they could choose
to exploit. Most video artists, for example, have rejected the use of fast
image-pacing and developed the minimalized quality of the video image
into an element of their aesthetic. In terms of their content, video art-
works have tended to be simple, if not banal (in Schneider and Korot
1976, 281–282).
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Spanning distances in video and television means that the visual com-
ponent of the signal is designed to flow from one place to another. Chris
Meigh-Andrews has described various forms of these flows in video art:
from camera to transmitter to television receiver, or, in a closed-circuit
system, from camera to video recorder to monitor, or directly from the
camera to a monitor (2006, 233). If the camera is pointed directly at the
monitor, this causes the picture signal to cycle in an endlessly repeat-
ing loop known as video feedback. In his essay “Space-time Dynamics in
Video Feedback,” scientist James Crutchfield provides a detailed study of
the techniques and analysis of the physics behind the process of feedback.
The camera converts the optical image on the monitor into an electronic
signal, which is subsequently converted by the monitor into an image on
its screen. Next, the image is electronically converted and again displayed
on the monitor, and so on ad infinitum. The information thus flows in
a single direction around the feedback loop (quoted in Meigh-Andrews
2006, 233). Numerous video artists, including Paik, have exploited the
visual potential of video feedback.

Regarding television’s characteristic of direct transmission, David
Antin has argued that although by 1961 videotape recording had become
commonplace (turning the true live production into a rarity limited
largely to sports and special events), the live production on videotape that
reached homes with a delay of a few hours or a few days was generally
accepted as actual live television by the average viewer (in Schneider and
Korot 1976, 177). As a result, the television audience did not only accept
but even enjoyed a production error. This leniency on the part of the
audience was caused by the increased feeling of spontaneity and imme-
diacy created by minor crises. The industry wished, or felt obligated, to
maintain the illusion of immediacy, which it defined as the feeling that
what one sees on the television screen is living and actual reality, taking
place at that very moment. The perfection of videotape made possible
the careful manipulation and selective presentation of desirable “errors”
and “minor crises” as marks of spontaneity, which became as equivocal
in their implications, according to Antin, as the drips and blots of the
Abstract Expressionist painters (in Schneider and Korot 1976, 177).

Alongside similar technical characteristics of transmission and recording
of images, video and television also share the synchronicity of images
and sound. Both Nam June Paik and Joan Jonas have experimented with
synchronicity in the above-discussed video works, trying to realize vari-
ous kinds of slightly asynchronous effects. In her essay “Bare Lives,” art
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historian Pamela M. Lee analyzes the encounter of Jonas in Vertical Roll
with parts of her body on a television screen in out-of-sync frequencies:
the vertical roll itself and the asynchronicity of striking with a spoon
or with two blocks of wood. According to Lee, Jonas instrumentalizes
the temporal delay between signals for both a representational and
a structural effect, making the viewer aware that television presents
distorted views by definition (in Leighton 2008, 156).

With regard to the process of fading as described by Lee as both a
technical quality of video and the subject of Jonas’s video (the contin-
uously appearing and disappearing body of the artist), it is interesting
at this stage to bring in Sean Cubitt’s more general contemplation in
Timeshift: On Video Culture about the relationship between, on the one
hand, the constantly fading images of video as well as the fast fading
electro-magnetic tapes, and, on the other, the author’s fading from the
work and the viewer’s becoming (1991, 142). Contrary to film, which in
Cubitt’s view offers the illusion of being, which is why it can offer such
strong models for identification, in video the images of characters are
always in the process of fading away. If in life people constantly approach
completion and in film they appear to exist completely, in video it is as
if they existed completely just a moment before but that that moment
has gone and they are in the process of dissolving, of losing their “real-
ity.” Similarly, the presence of the author in the work involves a constant
fading. Although the video image and the magnetic sound are physical
homologues of the events before the camera and microphone, they are
different from it, at first only a little, during the moment of taping, but
progressively more and more as time goes on. The author fades glob-
ally from the tape; in each viewing he or she re-emerges in the interstices
between images, like a ghost in the unseen control track. In video, the
creative process may still give rise to metaphors of birth, but the view-
ing seems to be far more like watching a small death. This process is
counterbalanced in a way by the viewer’s steady becoming, addressed in
the fading as a becoming. Thus, the on-screen fading images stimulate
the viewer to replace what progressively absents itself from the images
(Cubitt 1991, 143).

I would like to finish this discussion of the technical characteristics of
analog video and television by drawing attention to some early collabora-
tions between artists and television studios, which underscore that both
parties were keen on tapping the potential of video as a new electronic
medium. The facilities at Boston’s public television station WGBH can
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even be considered as an important early influence on the development
of video art in the USA. In the early 1960s, this station in fact encour-
aged experimentation, with technical staff working alongside innovative
producers and directors. For instance, American artist Peter Campus
made his video work Three Transitions at WGBH-TV while being artist-
in-residence, and in 1969 Paik and Abe built their video synthesizer at
that facility (Meigh-Andrews 2006, 215). In Germany, filmmaker Gerry
Schum made two television productions in cooperation with Sender
Freies Berlin and SWF for which artists created special films: Land Art
(1969) and Identifications (1970).

What motivated artists to cooperate with television studios, which most
of them will have considered part of the capitalist mass consumption
society they strongly rejected? Video artist Hermine Freed, in her essay
“Where Do We Come From? Where Are We? Where Are We Going?”
(1976), underlined that communication is the purpose of art, after all,
and that television had become a far more relevant medium for com-
munication than canvas. Adding that people’s sense of time had radi-
cally altered since the 1950s (due to the large-scale development of air
travel, space travel, telephones, computers, and television), Freed sug-
gested that this changed awareness became crucial to the importance and
meaning of video art. In particular television would have contributed to
such changed awareness of time and space: more information could be
transmitted simultaneously to more people in more places about more
people in more places via television than through any medium previously
known. Freed also mentioned the attraction of simultaneity: anyone who
has been in a television control room where several camera shots from the
studio and several channels from other studios, on and off the airwaves,
are monitored at once understands that sense of simultaneity in real time
which is unique to video (in Schneider and Korot 1976, 211–212).

An interesting project that backs up Freed’s argument is Send/Receive
Satellite Network, which was executed in September 1977 by Liza Bear,
Keith Sonnier, Willoughby Sharp, and several other artists. For this two-
day project the artists set up a two-way satellite link between New York
and San Francisco. Using a CTS satellite co-owned by NASA and the
Canadian government, artists on either side of the country were able to
cooperate in real time. Dancers, for instance, responded to each other’s
movements from opposite sides of the country. The resulting program
was broadcasted to viewers on Manhattan Cable’s public access channel.
The project centered on questions about the implications of simultaneity
and instant exposure and response. According to art historian Rachel
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