AL ] AFTERIMAGE . Ocober 1902

Colormy
world

Chicago Video

wiih videolapss by Tom DeFant. Wayne
Frelding. Tom Finerty. Cooper Gioth, Bar-
bara Latham. John Manning. Jeanmine Mel-
tnger. Phil Morton, Cynthia Neal, Lity Of-
hnger. Edward Rankus. Dan Sandin. Mimi
Shevitz. Bob Snyaer Jamce Tanaka. Jane
veeder, and Tom Wemnberg
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LUCINDA FURLONG

c HICAGO HAS LONG been a center for
experimentation with electrome 1mag-
ing t00ls. It was there that Dan Sandin—with
tus background i physics and synthesized
music—designed and budt his Image Pro-
cessorin 1971.74 With Phil Morton. he (ater
mace availabie free pians for a low-cost kit
Largely through the efforts of Morton. San-
din. and Tom DeFanti—who wrote the com-
puter graphics program for Sandin's proces-
sor—the video ccmmurly has further been
nurtured by courses at the A inshtute of
Chicago and the University of llinois

1t comes as no surpnse. then, that most of
the 1apes inciuded n “Chicago Video™ fall into
the image-oracessing category Only three
ol the 14 tapes were rot iIn some way COm-
cuter generated and or alectronically pro-
cessed. and ‘he exceptions were ail
cocumentanes. I choose. theretore. 1o
terege discussion of the documentanes 10
sroer to more fuiy acaress the shows real
empnasis However. the use of the label
mage processing” wself 1s misieading. N
that it tencs 10 .uiTD together tapes which are
actuaity vary cverse “Chicago Video,” as-
comptea by Baroara Loncon. MOMA's video
program directar. provices an opportunity 1o
sort out some diiterences. ft aisoreveals cer-
tan problems of “reacabiity” mvolved in the
genre, which stem partly from the nature of
the imagery 'self. and partly from the way the
tapes are constructed

A basic choce can be sad to inform the
procuchon of image-processed lapes: some
artists investigate the signal and the toot as
an end in itsel!, while others use the tools in
producing taoes whose meantng lies else-
where, This choice is most often a reflection
of the backgrounds—art versus glectronics,
for example—that wideomakers bring to the
megium. Of course, there are numerous van-
ations and exceptions. but these two
categories provide a useful basis for a dis-
cussion of the ways video technoiogy and
notions of art are brought together.

Spiral 5. a coilaborative tape by Sandin
(video synthesis), DeFanti (graphics), and
Mimi Shevitz {audio synthesis), is the best
example of the first approach. The tape is a
real-time performance in which the synthe-
sizer console is treated like a musical instru-
ment. Aher five ‘rehearsals” on the console,
the three "performers” produced colortul per-
mutations of a Y-shaped ligure, which re-
voive and expand into images of the sun, a
spiral, and spider webs. These variations,
rhythmicafly structured by Shevitz's sudio
synthesis, burst, mett, and craw!, always re-
turning to the basic shape.

The challenge of the synthesizer-as-in-
strument approach—which is also charac-
teristic of the work of Stephen Beck and Skip
Sweeney—les in the refinement of skills as
video musician, Spiral § demonstrates such
refinement, but its pradictabiity would make
it less than chalienging for the unindiated,
since one must understand the cir-
cumstances under which the tapa was pro-
duced in order 10 appreciate the mastery (or
tack of it) in the performance. Al the 1981 Na-
tional Video Festival, Sandin acknowledged
the #mns: °! pity the people who have to figure
this stuf! out by jooking at the tapes.”

As if actng on this exprassion of sym-
pathy, Sandin's Wandawega Waters at-
tempts to engage the viewsr more drdacti-
cally. After introducing hemself, Sandin des-
cnbes—then produces—vanous shifts in
focus, exposure, and focal length upon 3
shot of a peaceful sunset. Unfortunatety,
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aven thourh neithar of these themes are fuily
daveioped. Ihe tape 18 more a ploading,
romannc contempiation of \he iranqui lake
whare Sandin grew up than a self-conscious
demonstraton o wdeo lechnique. It pro-
ceeds trom “siraight” lo processed imagery
of the lake and hsh. as weil as colonzed
close-up abstractons of dancing waler,
dogs. and birds, sinnging together scenes
with an ambiguity that precludes sequental
reading

ter who 18 orchestrating a taping session, lo
discuss “TV as a form of communication.”

)t s now that we are ctued in |0 making
sense of what seems [0 be a disjonted as-
semblage of diterent bits of information. In
the next scene. Sandin and Morton, flanked
by ther equipment, engage in a group dis-
cussion. Says Sandin: “The people playing
with the 10ys are having thewr vision acceler-
ated ... and the audience does not have the
1o0ls 1o foliow 1.” By juxtaposing expianatory

Top: still from Spiral 5 (1960), by Tom DeFanti, Dan Sandin, and Mimi Shewitz. Miadle: stif rom
AlionNATION (1980, by Edward Rankus. John Manning, and Barbara Lathan. Bottom:; stili from
Skippy Peanut Butter Jars (1980), by Copper Giloth.

Didacticism is aiso evident in Phil Morlon
and Jane Veeder's Program 7, athough they
qualiy it with humorous self-effacement. In
the 30-minute tape, the video game is used
not only as a structunng devxe, but as a
mode of representaton in itselt. Black and
white vidso travel lootage of the Western
landscapa-—the desert, cacti, and buffalo—
1s followed Dy its analog. a computer video
display of a map of the U.S. Excited voices
mim:c automcbite sounds as if they were
playing something cated “Roadtnp.”
Screeches and vrooms punctuate thei igen-
tfications of vanous locales while & line is
drawn over the map, plotting the trip's iner-
ary. We then seo a van parked at Caiifornia
State University at Sacramento. Morton and
Veeader are there, we are ioid by a TV repor-

tidbits lika this with dilferent modes of repre-
sentation—i.e., straght and procassed
video and the video game—the viewer is in-
vited to lsam the language and join in the
game of deciphering. What's mare. these
asides often humarously undercut the dem-
onstration of lechnical virtuosity. For exam-
ple. after a particutarly opaque segment—in
which people in bathing suits are keyed in-
side a box while the words “Which is which?”

crawt ciagonally up the screen—21 deadpan ~

TV commantalor dryly comments: *| ike a
program like that. Not all ot it works, but when
you'rs gong somethng new and difer-
ent ... you have {0 be unafraid to ask the im-
pertinent question...” He's nght. Not all of
Program 7 worxs. Despite ail the clues.
some sectons are compietely incomprehen-

sibie, no matter how carefully one ‘reads.’

in that Vesders eght-minute Moniana
uses one of the three modes of representa-
1on which she and Morton attemnpt 10 synithe-
size in Program 7. the lape funcbons as its
precursor. Also modeled after video games,
Montana 1s a cleverly constructed visualiza-
lion of the cotlision between nature and tech-
notogy. A franetic soundtrack composad of
bird songs and computer sounds provides
background noise while graphic images of
mountains, birds. butfaio, and military arcraft
converge on the screen from all directions. In
the end, an emblematic image is drawn in
etch-a-sketch fashion, and the words “Good
luck electromcaily wisualzing your futures”
are added, spoofing the messages which ap-
pear at the end of efectronc games.

Although it is certamnly not unique to the area,
another approach evident in "Chicago Video™
can best be descnbed as coflage. in that
video signals are layered by means of man-
ual or votage-controlled keying, switching,
and colonzation. Unlike film, in which
superimpasition is achieved through double
exposure or optical pnnting, videomakers
have a completely different set of formal
choices, which. of course, vary depending on
the capabilities of the tool. This range of op-
tions allows one to eastty combine and man-
ipulate disparate source matenal—e.g.,
black and white and coior film and video,
photographs, drawings, etc.—in a way that
removes them from their original form, creat-
ing the potential for a new mode of significa-
tion. In addition 1o thase possibilities—and
those presented by the audio component—
is the necessity of coming to terms with mon-
tage, since video, like film, is a lime-bound
medium. Thus, vdeomakers who use these
10ols are presented with a double challenge:
making supenmpaosition work sequentially.
That the collage approach predomi-
nates—at least at the Ant Insttute of
Chicago—is no mystery. Until recently the
schoot didn't have color cameras, the em-
phasis being placed on the processing toois
of Sandin's design. The four tapes that {

. would group in this category were all produc-

ed by videomakers affiliated in some way
with the Art Institute. All the tapes are highly
expressionistic—both in. terms of subject
matter and the painterly look that the video
signal ¢an be made to produce. Whatever
the complexity of subject matter itsell, how-
ever, the combination of coilage and mon-
tage fraquently resuits in an unnecessanly
complicated hodge-podge.

Jaannine Mellinger's Nightmare, for exarmr
ple, is supposedly about the “etymological
origin and the psychoanatytical interpretation
of the tile word." Mellinger obsessively
superimposes colorized footage of a dres-
sage event. an assortment of kitschy
figurines and old-fashioned paper dolis de-
picting iittle boys and girls, brides. grooms,
seahorses, and drawings of ballerinas. The
soundirack is equally chaotic: Metlinger re-
peats the derivation of the word “nightmare.”
which she renders almast compietely inaudi-
ble by overlapping and delaying between two
audio channels, and intersperses this with
racoflections of dreams, excerpts from a
dressage text, music, and references ‘o
tather-daughter relations—all designed to
connect metaphorically the socialization of
women (as visualized through ballet) with the
training of the horsa. Nightmare is ambitious
in that numerous issues of substance run
through it, such as dominance and subas-
sion, female stereotypes, and female sociali-
zation, There are instances—such as the
use of bright pink colorization—-in which the
tape's theme is visually reinforced. But its
overall lack of clarty suggesis that either
Meilinger hasn't figured out what she wants
to say about these issues, or eise hasni
compietaly mastered the tools with whch to
say it.

Janice Tanaka's Onfogenesis is just as
much of a bombardment, in this case of
layered and colonzed images from Amencan
pop culture, media, and politics. It is more ac-
cessible, however, partly because the mate-
rial is readily identtiable. and so 1s the mes-
sage. Carefully structured by a cut-and-
paste soundtrack. Ontogenasis 13 both nos-
taigic and cymcally pessimistic.

We first hear 8 man crooming a 13308 tune
called "My Old Flame" as asnal footaga of the
Statue of Liberty is intercut with pictures ol
women [rom the same era. This is lollowed
by, "Look! Up in the sky...." with a colorzed
Superman, and then an aerial view of bomba
bewng droppad from an apisne. One set of
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vaises 13 (hus suppianted by another Super-
man bocomes A war monger The sigrdh
cance of this 1ssoc:alion becomes clearer
1ater i the Lape. when alher “supcrmen’ —
namety Presioerts  Eisenhower  throuqn
Reaqan—are intercut with processed oot
Jge of 1eops marching, Vietnamese Civihars
hystencatly runmng  and mecid men (k-
nq -0 10 an ppleat version Of tre Lone
Hanqer heme

Appropeatety the Lipe s ending supphes
the JpCCdivpse Griny Dlack and white toot-
age ol 4 wre tigure walking loward the hor-
20m 0l a barren landscape 1s rapsdly switched
Detween posiive and negative. The eene
voce of the omnipresent teiephone operator
nforms us. not surpnsingly “The number
you have reached 1s not n service Please
check the number. and dial again ~ The last
word repeats and reverberates. suggestng
that the cycle ol miltansm ang war con-
tnues. no matier who 1s president This judg-
ment. though haraly novel, i1s timely. The
strength of the tape lies in Tanaka's concise
armcutation of disparate matenal

in contrast 1o Onfogenes:s, AleNATION. a
collaborative etfort by Barpara Latham. John
Manning, and Edward Rankus. depends
more on collage than montage. The tape
contains much of the same kind of matenal
tound n Bruce Conner hims. but it 1s assem-
bied n a manner more akin to an arisl's
magazme—m which each page 1s a self-con-
tained prece—than Conner's seariess edit-
ng style.

As the ttte suggests. AlieNATION con-
jures up 'mages of how strange Amenca

mght seem 10 3 visitor from another planet.
o even 10 Amencans thamseives, The fape
is a compendium ol absurd non-sequiurs
derved from oks science fiction and industnai
ntms. pictures from 50s magaznes and
texibooks. and pseudo-scientihc construc:
nons with expenmental rats Asin Mellinger's
and Tanaxa s lapes. an altempt s made lo
wntegrate this matenal Ihrough processing
tecnmques and through an equally mixed
and eoned sounctrack What actuatly bes
these ocdiies together. though. 1s thew
strangeness. which. while wittily reinlorcing
the overall theme. 1sn | enough 10 sustamn a
vigwer lor 27 minutes

Of the lour 1apes. Wayne Fieicing's Motion
Sickness 1s ihe least processed, butits prob-
terns result mainly from his use of montage.
According 1o the press release. Motion Sick-
ness 1s “about being preoccupred with hile
and santy ~ Preoccupied it 1s. inexphcable
actions—such as a hand removing comns
trom an e box—are combined with eene
shots of inflated ar bags. a doil's head, tene-
ments. brrds Hying overhead. and a semi-
abstract. colonzed landscape with the Star of
David embedded n . A soundirack com-
posed ol elecironcally synthesized noise
and an inaudibly siowed-cown male voce
turther obscure this completely private tape,
which mysteriously, 1s dedicated 1o Fielding's
grandfather.

All lour of the “collage” videotapes demon-
strate—with varying degrees ol success—
attempts to use the formal properties of pro-
cessing ltoois lo make expressive state-
ments. However. the problems of converting

tormal experimentalion into a work that is
coherent and challenging to most viewers
are nol imited 1o this type of work. A good il-
lustration of the difference 18 found in two
tapes by Copper Giloth, which, in terms of
process alone, resemble Veeder's wideo
graphics. In Popcorn. a computer-generated
ine drawing of a popcorn popper fils up and
overflows next, we see abstract kernels that
look ke X-rays ol teeth. Contrary 1o what the
exhibrtion press release stated, there was no
“story” n this dispiay ol technique. In Skippy
Peanuf Butter Jars. Gioth combines a senes
of computer-generated line drawings of
female nudes with a voxceover in which she
describes her childhood notions of what one
must do to be an artist. Her use of the tech-
nology can treally salvage what s basicaily a
cute and overly precious anecdole, however,
To be an artisl, thought Giloth, one must
make drawings of naked women, and they
must “look oid.” 50, she says, she buned her
drawings in Skippy jars. Throughout the nar-
ration, the cartoon-like drawings move up
and down the screen, but—in terms of the
story—there seems to be no point to Giloth's
having replaced pencil with computer. The
audio mix also seems graturtous: her voice is
deiayed in one channel, making the text al-
most inaudible.

In contrast, Bob Snyder's Trim Subdivi-
sions (6 mins.), is an exercise in which the
video effects empioyed are well-suited to the
subject. In this silent tape, pastel-colored
facades of pre-fab development houses are
segmented by pans. wipes, and squeeze
z00ms. A blue house is “pamnted” yellow, win-

dows are ‘moved,” and sections of the
facades are framed, enlarged, and subsu-
tuted for one another. However, the underfy-
ing formal concem—the piay between two-
dimensional flainess and the sllusion of three-
dimensionality—is all toc famittar. While
Snyder's transiation ol this concem o
video—in which these spatial shifts can
occur in tme—is a new twist, it quickly
exhausts itsell. Moreover, the inteschangea-
briity 1mphed by wvisually substtuting one
lacade for an other becomes a worn-out
comment on the banality of modern tract
housing.

Tha tapes in “Chicago Video® raise a number
of fundamental quastions about how one can
best use electronic imaging tools. For in-
stance, what can this kind ol video convey
that's ditferent from straight video? How can
colonzation, keying, switching, or any digrtal
effect operate 1o establish a particular tone,
provide pacing, articulate an idea, and/or
render subtletes that straight video cant?
What possible meanings does one generate
by juxtaposing processed and non-process-
ed video, and how can they be clarified in a
tape? Near the end of Morton and Veeder's
Program 7, an undentified male voice de-
fines intelligence as the ability to handie a
wider range of information faster. Explaining,
testing, and utilizing this kind of intelligence
seems to be the challenge electronically gen-
erated and processed video now poses.




