
















































































































monumentality.6 Manifest in two-inch thick plates of rolled steel (each weigh­
ing 20 tons), the work puts the viewer in a precarious and wondrous position 
as he or she moves among them. 

According to Serra, his work since the '70s has been informed. by 
contemporary dance that opened him to the considerations of the body and 
how movement relates to material and space: 

I began to think about sculpture in an open and extended field in a 
way that is precluded when dealing with sculpture as an autono­
mous object...1 found very important the idea of the body passing 
through space, and the body's movement not being predicated 
totally on image or sight or optical awareness, but on physical 
awareness in relation to space, place, time, and movement.7 

In Dan Flavin's 1996 fluorescent piece, currently installed in the Dia 
Center for the Arts stairwell, he has moved out of the hierarchical gallery space 
and into an "ancillary" or secondary space in which people move from one 
location to the next. For Flavin, the medium oflight has never been about "eye­
appeal" but used as a means to describe space and spatial voids. His consis­
tent use of primary colors and modular forms suggests a romanticist alignment 
with the Russian Constructivists and their Enlightenment conception of art as 
a science. Contrasting with the industrial materiality of his medium (the fluo­
rescent tubing) is the sumptuous refulgence of colored light and its spiritual 
power of transcendence. 

Dan Graham's "arcadian pavilion" on the rooftop of Dia is at once 
sculptural object and public architecture. Its origins lie in the Modernist aes­
thetics that tie its formal characteristics with the physical context in which it is 
displayed. The outer rectilinear structure of the piece makes reference to the 
Manhattan city grid below. The mirrored glass continuously reflects sky pat­
terns, weather, the city skyline'S water towers, and the viewers' bodies. The 
urban social experience and the activities of seeing and being seen (i.e., 
spectatorship and spectacle) are foregrounded. 8 Graham's work has consis­
tently rejected the museum and gallery space in favor of outdoor or ancillary 
settings. He states: "I think my works are partly educational and philosophical 
and partly aesthetic ... [they disclose] the necessary social and visual engage­
ment connected with the apprehension of the work of art."9 

Sylvia Netzer's Miasma Morph comprises organic ceramic forms with 
waxed surfaces. A large trail or chain of purple bead-like forms, threaded onto 
yellow plastic ropes, cascades from the ceiling. A hot pink undulating ceramic 
ribbon (approximately nine feet long and barely one inch thick) hangs from lime 
green ropes. The work brings to mind associations to the novel, the fantastical, 
mutations, and "morphing." The use of the term "miasma" in the title refers to 
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a "vapor related to a decomposing substance," a "befogging atmosphere," 
which ironically contrasts with the celebratory, exuberant tone of the work. 

Confronting issues of architectural space and its aesthetic of ratio­
nality and order, Judy Pfaff embraces the possibilities of spatial (i.e., formal) 
and attendant psychological disorder. In her installation Round Hole Square 
Peg (1997), the disarray, however chaotic, ultimately coheres with the support 
of surrounding architectural structures (i.e., walls, steel armatures) that echo 
the form of the gallery space in modernist fashion. Steel tubes and wires hold 
natural forms such as tree trunks and branches in space, in effect "supporting" 
the life of the uprooted plants. Meticulous concentric circles of poured plaster 
on the floor and walls reference the organic formations. Her installation is a 
dialectic between chaos and structure, nature and technology. 

California artist Nancy Rubins's roots lie in the Pop aesthetic that 
embraced detritus and material culture, and similar to John Chamberlain, who 
uses automobiles, Rubins scavenges for airplane parts. Although the con­
structions are formally exacting, they are not formally pure, because their 
sources imply a narrative. The presentation, i.e., stringing them up via wires so 
that they seem to be weightless and yet precariously balancing in and around 
viewers, introduces a psychological edge. The works call up fantasies of the 
violence and exhilaration of crashes and near-disasters; yet, the pieces seem 
less heroic than exposed, fragile or crumbling. 

Her piece Mattresses and Cakes, like the Airplane Parts series, plays 
with the idea of a heavy material made "weightless" via suspension engineer­
ing. The materials, however, invoke a wholly different, more "feminine" set of 
associations. The artist does not say whether she intends a sociopolitical 
statement, although her consciousness of Los Angeles commodity and waste 
culture seems apparent. The combination of evocative materiality and formal­
ism relates her works to those of Stockholder, Serra, Crockett, and Pfaff. 

Fred Sandback's Minimalist language relates closely to that of his 
peers, Serra, Judd and Stella. His search for a sculptural solution to objecthood 
has changed very little since he began using yam and string to demarcate 
geometric forms in space in the 1960s. His 1997 installation at Dia Center for 
the Arts was, in fact, largely based on reconstructed pieces. Sandback ex­
plores the idea of "pedestrian space,"10 i.e., the interactive and phenomeno­
logical space in which the art work multiply engages the viewer. Similar to 
Serra's interest in an open and extended field, one in which the art work in­
vokes elements and senses in addition to the visual (three-dimensional space, 
sound, touch, time, etc.), Sandback's work is precedent to younger emerging 
installation artists. 

Jessica Stockholder's exuberant mixed media work is indebted to a 
formalist approach involving color, form and texture. The eclectic and surreal­
istic combination and juxtaposition of materials and objects, however, reso-
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nates on emotional, psychological, and social levels. In a statement for the 
Venice Biennale she writes: 

I engage in a constant process of pulling the rug out from under the 
ground on which my work rests. The stabs I make against this 
ground are doomed to fail because I am in love with what I am 
attacking. Nevertheless, the holes or gaps created in the struggle 
are full of meaning. There is a feeling of fragmentation which can be 
aggressive, angry, and uncomfortable; but it is also optimistic, hopeful 
and exciting in that space is left for the possibility of change and for 
the emergence of something new and fantastic. I I 

Melissa McGill, who received her B.FA from the Rhode Island School 
of Design in 1991, had her second solo New York exhibition in 1997 titled 
Myths, Inflections and Innuendoes. The installation comprises five, bulbous, 
blown glass forms resting upon pedestals and virtually "coming out" of the 
wall. Each ofthe sculptures invades the surface ofthe wall and the pedestals, 
which are hand-formed and part of the installation. A layer of clear glass over 
a gray glass center gives the surfaces a sumptuous pearliness and fragility. 
The forms have a variety of sources including ink blob drawings and the 
negative spaces and cast shadows from Neoclassical sculpture. 

Bryan Crockett (who received his M.F.A. from Yale in 1994) was cho­
sen for his piece in the 1997 Whitney Biennial. Fool's Fire is both grand in 
gesture and complicated and intricate in form. Constructed of epoxy resin, 
latex balloons and light bulbs, the surfaces appear both soft and hard, slick and 
vulnerable. Balloons and neon tubes inserted inside balloons create intestinal 
forms that reference the body. The plethora of color, light, surface, gesture, and 
shape creates a cacophony of artistic form, truly resonating with Debord's 
theory of the spectacle. 

Cecilia Vicuna uses the vocabulary ofMinimalism and the metaphysi­
cal aspects of nature to create "objects" and spaces that defy objecthood. The 
artist, who lives and works in Santiago and New York, sees her work as a 
metaphor for prayer, a form of dialogue or speech that addresses what is both 
"here" and "l1ot-here. "12 The notion of transience, transition, the act of be­
coming rather than being is vital to understanding Vicuna's work as open­
ended and anti-binaristic, like her Chilean ancestors' weaving, constructing, 
and nesting practices. Having had a Western art education in part, Vicuna is 
conscious of the contradictions between a Modernist aesthetic (which she 
does not deny) and her interest in Latin American women's indigenous weav­
ing practices. 

To realize a "weaving in space"l3 (Hilumbres-Allqu, 1993, Kotrijk, 
Belgium), she used industrial black and white cotton spun in Flemish factories 
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out of raw materials mainly imported from the so-called Third World. Hilumbres, 
a word she coined, combines two words: hilo (thread) and lumbre (light)­
meaning "thread catching light" or "the thread of light." Allqu is a South 
American Indian word and a textile term that refers to a sharp contrast in the 
play of light and shadow and a metaphor for metaphysical binaries such as 
inside/outside, self/other, aggressioniidentification.14 

Neo-Conceptualism 
. A trend or shift towards conceptualism (a return to the 1970s Conceptualist 
work of Joseph Kosuth, Daniel Buren, Hans Haacke) is a prominent force in 
some contemporary installation work which relies on language, semiotics, and 
a vocabulary of reduced forms. The artists included under this rubric are 
working in conceptual modes to deal with a range of issues-sociopolitical, 
philosophical, poetic, institutional critique-among others. Felix Gonzales­
Torres, Roni Hom, Nina Katchadourian, Gabriel Orozco, Glen Seator, Haim 
Steinbach, and Fred Wilson are each "conceptualizing" the installation. The 
efficacy of conceptual practices is subj ect to critical debate: the work, with its 
obtuse references to extrinsic and often intellectual material, requires special 
knowledge or expertise, thereby alienating some viewers. 

During his short career Gonzales-Torres 1 5 confronted personal, emo­
tional and social issues regarding gay identity and AIDS; however, his work is 
less object-oriented than it is based on gestures and interventions. (He ar­
ranged piles of gold foil-wrapped candies in the Guggenheim from which view­
ers could take pieces and discard the wrappers in the pile.) Gonzales-Torres 
made a series of photographic billboards in urban sites, usually black and 
white, without text, which dealt with issues of private and public sexuality. 
Very subtle, non-spectacular images disrupt the "typical" style of advertising 
images. By putting these images in a non-institutional forum, the artist sub­
verted traditional forms of artistic presentation and commodification. In this 
sense, the work defies the spectacle as a commodity to be bought and sold.16 

Roni Hom's Untitled (Buzz and Dust) consists of216 two-inch alumi­
num lettered blocks scattered around the floor that, though impossible to read 
when installed, spell out the word ephemeral 24 times. Language is thus 
reduced to its most fundamental components (i.e., letters of the alphabet) and 
made indecipherable. The Minimalist-inflected geometry and Hom's play with 
semantics as well as the form of children's blocks seems playful and somewhat 
inconsequential unless you make the link between this piece and another, 
titled Gold Mats, Pairedfor Ross and Felix, in the adjacent room. 17 Comprised 
of two paper-thin sheets of pure gold, lying lightly one upon the other, the 
Gold Mats are simultaneously touching and separate. It is a homage to the late 
Felix Gonzales-Torres and his lover, both of whom died of AIDS. The elegiac 
Gold Mats, when read beside Buzz and Dust, infuse the "ephemeral" with an 
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evocative weightiness. ls The use of pure gold reduced to a simple and useless 
form is, moreover, "unspectaCUlar." 

We live in a world in which constructed informational systems (ev­
erything from time to urban infrastructure) determine our environment and 
how we negotiate it. Nina Katchadourian appropriates these systems and 
misapplies them to reveal how they shape social spaces. Her art relies on 
manipulating these reference points with unconventional uses of cartology 
and itinerary. Map Dissection I and II represents her ongoing process of 
dissecting maps by removing all the graphic material that does not denote a 
highway route or interstate. The removal of this "ground" reveals not a tech­
nological structure, but suprisingly, that of an anthropomorphic organism. 
The roads that remain read as a system of internal veins and arteries where 
life's blood might flow. In Suiface Spoils: Concrete Music from Europe, 
Katchadourian collected bits of audio tape she found at various locations 
traveling through Europe. She then cleaned the tape and spliced the pieces 
back together. Each sound piece forms a separate audio record of a place along 
her journey. This transformed music represents her reworking systems of 
record keeping and metaphorical mapping. The music becomes a replacement 
for the traditional map or diary. 

Gabriel Orozco, who had his first solo New York show in 1994, works 
in multiple modes, making photographs, sculptural objects, and conceptual 
installations. His juxtaposition of the ready-made with simple, hand-formed 
objects explores the syntax of sculpture, namely presence and absence, mate­
riality and void; and sculptural history, via allusions to the Surrealist object, 
Duchamp, Jasper Johns, and others. The installation Four Yogurt Caps com­
prises a conceptual gesture in which the artist forces the viewer to mentally 
"fill in" the space "voided" by the artist. The blue rims of the plastic caps, 
supposedly serve as "drawn" elements that both call attention to the white 
cube aesthetic and contradict traditional views of sculpture and the classical 
viewer-object relationship.19 Some critics saw the work as aggressive and 
gratuitous, "while others considered it as yet another resolute act of defying 
the institutional art market system."20 

Glen Seator challenges how the phenomenological body relates to 
space in his or her physical environment. By reconstructing everyday, banal 
settings in another context (that of the museum or gallery space) he renders 
them surreal. At the 1996 Whitney Biennial he rebuilt the director's office and 
placed it on a precarious tilt inside the gallery. Disorientation is not only 
experienced by placing the office outside its original location but is heightened 
by it skewed position. The horizontals and verticals become dizzying diago­
nals. Similarly, Seator alters spatial conceptions by recreating the facade of the 
San Francisco Capp Street Project inside the gallery itself. He painstakingly 
recreates or copies everything, from the graffiti on the telephone poles to the 
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oil stains on the sidewalk. Exterior space becomes interior space as perceived 
reality shifts into the realm of the dreamscape. What was once accepted as 
part of an ordinary environment transforms into art due to its conceptual and 
theoretical positioning in the space of the "white cube." 

Haim Steinbach's neo-conceptual sculptural work employs the lan­
guage of the simulacra, similar to Jeff Koons and Meyer Vaisman. The 1995 
piece La Scala (an edifice the viewer may enter) references both postmodern 
architecture via art historical appropriation and the constructed, systemic na­
ture oflanguage. Steinbach claims to work as an archeologist or anthropolo­
gist in that he collects and combines found objects; however, he does not 
study the typological genealogy of objects in order to put together a history of 
a specific society or culture.21 Steinbach's artist's statement suggests an inter­
est in semiology and the use of theory as part of the work, or at least, a 
paradigm for understanding it. 

My work is abstract in a semantical sense. It is a kind of alphabet 
of objects in which each object is a discrete ul)it and also part of a 
larger set of meaning. Each configuration deliberates the social and 
psychological identity of objects. I question the possibility of 
meaning in the juxtaposition of heterogeneous objects. The recent 
explosion of works with objects and object surrogates is symp­
tomatic of a crisis of object identity.22 

Fred Wilson affects neo-conceptual strategies in making public insti­
tutional critiques. His background in the education departments of the Ameri­
can Museum of Natural History, the Metropolitan Museum of Art, and the 
American Crafts Museum led him to begin to think how museums as institu­
tions pedagogically shape public awareness and understanding of the objects 
they present. He questioned not only the artist's relationship to the museum 
but also how museums confer information and how the cultural production of 
certain people gets presented (or not). 

Wilson's 1992 work at the Maryland Historical Society in Baltimore 
(which collects 19th century Southern Americana, furniture, silver, etc.) is part 
installation, part intervention. Wilson researched the collections and re-in­
stalled the gallery space with objects that had been in storage, rearranging and 
recontextualizing pieces that revealed the curatorial staff's and the institu­
tional interests and biases. He introduced the suppressed narratives and 
history of the African Americans from the area into the Baltimore museum and 
community. 

Expressive and Evocative 
Installation artists who work with biography, autobiography, embodiment, and 
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related narratives include Janine Antoni, Louise Bourgeois, Ann Hamilton, 
Rona Pondick, and Kiki Smith. While this grouping addresses issues of sub­
jectivity and identity (which is another thematic category considered) these 
artists combine a visceral materiality with the language of expression and evo­
cation. It is arguably through emotional and psychological expression as 
opposed to neo-conceptualist and intellectual strategies that art viscerally 
engages the viewer. 

Janine Antoni's work engages elements of sculptural installation and 
performance, and she concedes her interest in feminist body art and Joseph 
Beuys. (Antoni is also relatively young and made a name for herself in the 1993 
Biennial with her chocolate and lard gnawed cubes.23) To make Slumber, Antoni 
sleeps in the gallery hooked up to a polysomnograph (EEG) that records her 
rapid eye movement, indicating dream sleep. Using a section of the tran­
scribed recording as a design pattern, she weaves strips of her nightgown into 
an endless blanket on a massive loom. For a period of several weeks Antoni 
sleeps in the bed at night and weaves by day while the exhibition is open. The 
use of a technological machine allows Antoni to express her unconscious­
manifest in the "drawn" pattern of her dream-using a craft associated with 
the feminine, ritual, and women's work, i.e., weaving. 

Louise Bourgeois'S long oeuvre derives from Surrealist impulses (the 
objets trouve), psychological associations, dreams, and memories. Her recent 
series (the Cells) transform sculpture into environmental installations that 
evoke domestic interiors, animal lairs, shelters, and cellular enclosures. Ele­
ments of looking, watching (i.e., spectacle and voyeurism) are heightened, 
especially in the cells' dimly lit spaces. The windows and tiny entrance ways 
through which the viewer may look but not cross are enticing and yet forebod­
ing and emphasize the subject-object experience of the work. Her choice of 
materials (marble, rubber, latex, glass, fiber, wax) is highly expressive. The 
centerpiece of Cell (Choisy) is a marble replica of the artist's childhood home 
and her family's tapestry factory in Choisy, France. 

Ann Hamilton's complexly structured environments all deal with so­
matic epistemologies that call into question the adequacy of language as a 
model of knowing and experiencing. An understanding based in memory, 
recollection, and the personal bypasses intellect and cognition. The 1993 
installation tropos blurs the boundaries between the viewer and the installa­
tion as an aesthetic space. Hamilton physically alters and transforms the large 
gallery space at Dia Center for the Arts: the floor is covered with an undulating 
carpet of horsehair; the transparent windows have been replaced with translu­
cent and textured glass. At the far end of the room a person sits, methodically 
"erasing" lines of text from a book with an electrical burin. The "erasing" (i.e., 
singeing) creates soft coils of smoke that waft through the air. The trans­
formed space, in combination with sound, light, and performativity, alludes to 
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visceral bodily experiences and "natural" processes (tropism is an innate ten­
dency to react to certain stimuli, e.g., a plant's tendency to grow towards light). 

Rona Pondick's installations comprise collections of sculpted and 
found part-objects, in the sense of Melanie Klein's pre-Oedipal part-object: 
breasts, penises, tongues, fingers, anuses, feet, and mouths. The fact that 
Pondick's objects are psychologically rife with meaning, expressing the oral 
and anal sadistic drives, extends them beyond the intellectual realm and into a 
world encoded with myth and the subconscious. According to critic Mignon 
Nixon, "stringing, lumping, and sticking together, piling and hanging up rub­
ber, plastic, and wax mouths, feet, legs, teeth, nipples, breasts, penises, vagi­
nas, Rona Pondick all but speaks the name Melanie Klein,"24 namely through 
her enacting of Klein ian operations: biting, sucking, excretion, fragmentation, 
and aggressive fantasy. In works such as Aaron s Third Ear, strangely poly­
morphous heads with teeth and ears (a displaced castration) fall into piles from 
a tree, hang from the ceiling, or spill across the floor, enacting irrational infan­
tile impulses rather than the logical orientation of the contained art object. 

Drawn to evocative and somewhat mystical aesthetics, Kiki Smith 
has extended her discrete sculptural pieces into installations. Jersey Crows 
combines her totemic crucified male and female figures, which hang like pa­
thetic, abject skins on the walls, with scattered bronze crows and organic two­
and three-dimensional forms placed on the walls and floor. These mandala­
shaped objects suggest organic matter as well as body parts: veins, milk 
ducts, pupils, penises, anuses and vaginas. Smith's particularly poetic han­
dling of materials and the evocation of both fragility and beauty, birth and 
death, crucifixion and resurrection, is one of the least ironic (and in some 
senses least spectacular) strategies employed by the artists under discussion. 

Identity-The Construction of Self and Culture 
According to Debord, the spectacle creates a split, a chasm, between real, 
lived, sensuous experience and the self: 

The spectacle erases the dividing line between self and world, in 
that the self, under siege by the presence/absence of the world, is 
eventually overwhelmed; it likewise erases the dividing line be­
tween true and false, repressing all directly lived truth beneath the 
real presence of the falsehood maintained by the organization of 
appearances.2S 

Subjectivity and identity of the self and culture are so prevalent in 
contemporary work as to be redundant and sometimes naive. The critical 
question seems to be are these explorations those of an authentic or a false 
self? Does postmodemity, with its tendency towards fragmentation, de-cen-
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tering, dissolution, etc., even allow for an authentic self, and if so, what would 
that look like? Artists working within this thematic include Jose Bedia, Chris 
Burden, Robert Gober, David Hammons, Mike Kelley,Amalia Mesa-Bains, Portia 
Munson, Pepon Osorio, and Jana Sterbak. Particularly, Gober, Mesa-Bains, 
and Osorio disable "real," lived experience through the use of a constructed or 
fabricated experience meant to "stand-in" for the former. The uneasy play 
between authentic and false is thereby heightened. 

Cuban-born artist Jose Bedia is of Spanish and African descent and 
would seem to exploit his personal understanding of cultural identity through 
his work. If essentialism describes cultural characteristics as fixed identities 
regardless of place or context, than Bedia is an anti-essentialist and holds that 
culture is constantly altered through the interaction and assimilation of differ­
ence. Bedia's installations are both graphic and sculptural in that his gestural 
acrylic wall drawings are "extended" into three-dimensional groupings of ob­
jects. These include relics and ritualistic religious objects from Afro-Cuban 
cultures as well as Native American and Pre-Columbian civilizations. By mix­
ing these symbols and images without hierarchical positioning, Bedia attempts 
to show how cultures are interrelational. 

California artist Amalia Mesa-Bains chronicles Mexican-American 
border culture as it shapes communal and personal identity. Her elaborate, 
large-scale installations involving sculpture, text, mixed media and often sound, 
document her own Chicano traditions while subverting traditional Western 
scholarship and ideologies. Generations of Mexican and Chicano women have 
shaped the cultural folklore and indigenous customs on which Mesa-Bains 
draws. The altarpiece, votive objects, women's work, and ceremonial cen­
ters-encompassing both Mexican rituals as well as Catholicism-comprise 
the artist's themes. In Circle of Ancestors (1996), eight chairs,ritually and 
obsessively decorated as altars, symbolize eight archetypal women-figures. 

Since the 1970s, Chris Burden's work has been more about 
performativity and conceptual exercises than object formation. His dare-devil 
stunts (having himself shot, nailed to the roof of his Volkswagen, confining 
himselfinto a metal locker for five days) have become legendary in an art world 
addicted to spectacle. In keeping with his provocative and sometimes political 
orientation, Burden's The Other Vietnam Memorial pays tribute to the Viet­
namese who died in that conflict, giving voice and identity, in essence, to a 
silenced people. The dialectical nature of his work (examining the Other to 
hegemonic existence) is typified in this piece which suggests the insidious 
potential of suppressed guilt, rage, and violence. This spare, minimal work 
stands in sharp relief to his gaudy, kitschy, crumbling Pizza City (a homage to 
Los Angeles) which he made of toys, model buildings, and found objects 
mounted on card tables. 

Robert Gober began making surrealistic objects in the' 80s and turned 
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to full-fledged environmental installations in 1989 in which the "real" and the 
imaginary are problematized. The 1993 untitled installation at Dia deals with 
critical themes regarding identity and sexuality, specifically violence and dis­
crimination against gays and children, white Christian heterosexist ideals and 
social practices. A row of tenement sinks, boxes of rat bait, bundled newspa­
pers amidst a shady green trompe-l'oeil "landscape" marked with small barred 
window -Gober meticulously fabricates every part of the work. 26 The effect is 
uncanny in that an interior space mimicking an outdoor arcadian vista creates 
a "malignant dystopia"27 rather than a romanticized utopia. Gober claims that 
most of his imagery is privately formed from his childhood memories and asso­
ciations, linking it more to Surrealism and the evocative than media culture or 
simulacra. 

David Hammons's irreverent, witty, Duchampian practices compli­
cate notions of intrinsic value and the autonomy of the sculptural object. His 
invocation of the anti-art found object (basketballs, boom boxes, Gucci bags, 
'urinals, boxing gloves) as well as street detritus speaks to the Harlem commu­
nity where he has lived and worked for many years, thumbing his nose, so to 
speak, at the academic and art communities. Hammons's objects and installa­
tions are simultaneously symbols of racism and black pride, as he quotes both 
the avant-garde and African ancestral traditi~ns, usurping Western hegemonic 
notions of artistic quality with irony and critique. His Untitled installation in 
Temse, Belgium comprises a grouping of urinals attached to tree trunks in a 
bucolic woodsy setting. In Four Beats to the Bar, he sheathes bright blue New 
York subway turnstile bars with condoms in a gesture that refers to the black 
male penis (size and sexual prowess as stereotype). The title, of course, 
connotes both musical terminology and masturbation. Both works wryly cri­
tique African-American cultural aesthetics and bodily practices while func­
tioning as social protest art. 

Mike Kelley, according to one critic, acknowledges "bad faith [is] 
necessary for the creation of art in an age of commodity-a time that fetishizes 
the hot young disposable star. "28 Certainly as one of the hip poseurs of the 
1 980s, Kelley has continued his embrace (even celebration) of the abject, com­
mercialism, rock and roll, and low-brow kitsch. "Feminized" stuffed animals 
and other white trash bric-a-brac are sculpted or transfigured into giant phal­
luses, perhaps spoofing adolescent sexuality. His myriad quotations, ranging 
from pop music to underground comics, place Kelley squarely in the camp of 
postmodem pastiche artists. His Brown Star installation-comprised of brown 
and tan-colored toys bound into spherical forms suspended from the ceiling­
evokes sadomasochism, black humor, and scatological abjection. The under­
lying themes of Irish Catholic guilt, sin, and degradation infuse a strangely 
moral tone into Kelley's overwhehilingly ironic proclamations. 

Portia Munson explores the multiple realms offeminine identity (al-
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beit stereotypical) in pieces such as The Garden. In this installation she 
completely fills the gallery space with wildly colored plastic flowers, floral 
fabrics and stuffed bunny rabbits, creating a claustrophobic horror that sug­
gests trauma rather than childhood bliss. The irony of Munson's kitsch aes­
thetic contradicts the cues of nervous anxiety, repetition compulsion, and 
intense control mechanisms of adult repression. Unlike Mike Kelley's use of 
stuffed toys (which seem to reference abjection), Munson's bunnies suggest 
overwhelmedness, insecurity, and the suffocation of maternal coddling. Kelley 
and Munson seem to suggest a shared psychic experience (perhaps among 
the Western white middle classes); whether these are anti':essentialist critiques 
is unclear. 

Puerto Rican-born Pepon Osorio draws on the uneasy border be­
tween urban American and indigenous Latin cultures. Hisgritty, mixed media 
installations, some of which include film and video, deal with cultural and 
identity politics. In Badge of Honor, Osorio reconstructed two adjacent rooms 
of a Puerto Rican father and his teenage son, except this is no family home in 
the sentiiilental sense: the father's room is a jail cell where he is incarcerated, 
and the son's teenage bedroom is a claustrophobic melange of Latino "kitsch­
fantasia"29 papered floor to ceiling with gaudy stickers, posters, sports memo­
rabilia, etc. The interconnected environment of father and son is both real and 
surreal, equipped with two spoken personal narratives and video images of the 
two subjects, running simultaneously and producing solemn strings of broken 
communication. 

Jana Sterbak has used sculpture, drawing, photography, video, in­
stallation and performance in her work since 1977, much of which references 
her youth in Prague. (Sterbak emigrated to the United States in 1968 and 
currently lives in Canada.) Sterbak's enduring interest lies in the body as an 
indicator of psychological and social experience; she constantly plays the 
physical against the psychological, invoking the biological and acculturated 
body. She expands this discourse in her use of materials, in which the "physi­
cal properties of the material world inform the content of the work as much as 
the shape the material assumed."30 Mythological and literary narratives pro­
vide the impetus for her subject matter-avoiding fate, duping mortality, play­
ing destructive games-all of these inform Sterbak's narratives.3) 

Remote Control addresses the paradox of technology which Sterbak 
sees as having the power to both liberate and ensnare. In this performance/ 
installation piece, a female model is suspended inside an aluminum "dress" 
mimicking the 19th-century hoop skirt, an article of clothing notorious for 
confining women's bodies. The skirt is on wheels and connected to a motor, 
and remote control, which if in the hands of the model, gives her agency. 
When in the hands of another, it becomes a device for control. Vanitas, Flesh 
Dress for an Albino Anorectic (recreated in a 1991 installation) references 
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17th-century vanitas paintings, feminine identity, the literal process of decay 
and the ephemerality of carnal pleasures. 

Art and Technology 
.Debord links the principle of commodity fetishism to spectacle. The commod­
ity, he claims, is "at the same time perceptible and imperceptible by the senses. 
This principle is absolutely fulfilled in the spectacle, where the perceptible 
world is replaced by a set of images that are superior to that world yet at the 
same time impose themselves as eminently perceptible."32 

Walter Benjamin first noted that art that uses technology as a mode of 
operation confronts the role of the artist, authenticity, and the aura of the work 
of art.33 Reproduction is intrinsic to the commodity, which, when alienated 
from its "natural" aesthetic, leads to the spiritually bankrupt object. Marxist 
literary critic Terry Eagleton argues that the obscenity of the commodity arises 
from its evacuation of weightiness, opacity, and substance. The commodity 
splits form and content and purports a value that is "eccentric to itself."34 This 
reduction or negation of sensuous perception characterizes the anti-aesthetic 
and further delineates spectacle. 

A majority of installation artists working in the '90s are interested in 
the intersections between technology and (wo)man; functional and non-func­
tional technology (the absurd); the manipulation of technological materials for 
ironic effect; and the aura of novelty. The technological object theorized 
through Marx and Debord could be read as the quintessential commodity. 
David Arnold, Aziz and Cucher, Tim Hawkinson, Richard Jackson, Dennis 
Oppenheim, and Jeanne Silverthorne exploit such strategies and forms. 

David Arnold problematizes the presumed adversarial relations be­
tween humankind and machines. If man makes a machine, then the prodUcts or 
accomplishments of that machine are ultimately the maker's victory. (Mankind 
here is not problematized in terms of race, class, or gender.) Arnold views the 
machine as an extension of ourselves rather than a dehumanizing abomination. 
In his piece St. George and the Dragon, Arnold duels with a fire-breathing 
machine and ultimately loses (Le., he "gets burned"), but as the machine's 
creator, he is victorious. Not unlike the power of the masochist who derives 
pleasure from making or forcing an other hurt him, mechanisms of control· 
provide the penultimate satisfaction or means of desire. In DEA Creature 
Mark 1- V, Arnold builds tiny steel skeletons to which he affixes electronically 
stimulated frog tissue and submerges in glass jars filled with liquid. These 
creatures live for fifteen. minutes within a contained eco-system; and yet they 
ultimately die, 4emonstrating the frailty of existence that even technology 
cannot sustain. 

California artists Aziz and Cucher juxtapose "useless" surreal objects 
made with computer parts, cast foam and rubber, trailing cords and connec-
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tions, evoking mutation and biomedical "iconography." The plasticine forms 
stretch and dangle from ceiling to floor in a large space, and the installation 
includes close-up, large-scale, color prints of the hybrid objects arranged in 
still life. The computer as an extension of our very being - where the machine 
begins and where we end and the liminal space in between - is foregrounded 
in their Plasmorphica installation, which seems less like critique than a bland 
reaffirmation of the aforementioned issues. 

Richard Jackson's Paint Ball is an ironic gesture based on the gran­
diosity of his Abstract Expressionist predecessors and that patrilineage. (He 
began his career making subjectively rendered paintings in that style.) A large, 
mechanical, steel ball, harnessing the power from a lawn trimmer motor, flings 
paint onto a canvas mimicking the automatic markings of a Jackson Pollock; 
the human gesture, however, cannot be replaced by a machine. The works are 
presented as the residue of the machines' activities; in other words, the viewer 
enters the space after the perfonnative action has taken place, further distanc­
ing the reception from human experience. The reference to Jean Tinguely's 
"metamatic" kinetic machines is also clear. (His 1959 metamatic-automobile­
odorante-et-sonore was a machine that made some 40,000 Abstract Expres­
sionist paintings.) In the end it is unclear whether Jackson, perhaps unwit­
tingly, reinvests or critiques the grandiosity he quotes. 

Dennis Oppenheim has turned from the performative work he did in 
the '70s to an interest in commodity consumerism based in technological fe­
tishism. His large-scale architectural and machine-based installations rely on 
the spectacle of fireworks, mechanical contraptions, and sensory overload. 
Oppenheim's Blushing Machine (a technological machine built to replace a 
human function) becomes a commodity that denies bodily experience in favor 
of a mechanical cyborg. The disavowal of lived experience in favor of the 
simulated and alienated surrogate· is obscenely spectacular. Similarly, David 
Arnold's Frankensteinian experiments with animal tissues and Tim Hawkinson's 
blow-up self-portrait balloon made from a latex casting of his body evoke the 
post-human as well as the absurdity of science fiction. 

Critics have described Tim Hawkinson's work as that of a "quack 
inventor" and "tinkerer extraordinaire"35 in that he creates machines to replace 
human activities and bodily functions, such as his pneumatic "self portrait," or 
a piece called Signature that replicates Hawkinson's John Hancock via a 
cobbled together school desk and mechanical arm. The replication and redu­
plication of the body, however, is both dehumanizing and obsessive: puffed­
up vanity and autoerotic narcissism sets the tone of these works. While 
Hawkinson considers the body a reservoir of physicality and emotions, both 
alien and sadly arbitrary, the viewer is left to contemplate the personal signifi­
cance of these gestures. 

Jeanne Silverthorne begins with the assumption that technology rep-
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resents functionality, cultural advancement, and ease in living and then skews 
it. Silverthorne's objects (which again are not discrete but organic and sys­
temic) are technological in form and yet rendered prosaic. These latex rubber 
and Hydro-cal pieces are cast from objects lying around her studio, namely 
electrical appliances, light fixtures, even framed paintings and arranged through­
out the space as if to mimic a computerized or scientific laboratory. The appli­
ances appear to be functional as a system of wires and receptacles but tum out 
to be useless rubber fakes. For example, a rubber light bulb and socket, actu­
ally plugged into the "real" wall receptacle, is impotent to harness electrical 
power. 

Media Culture 
This project concludes with a consideration of the role of media culture on 
contemporary installation. The use of media-based materials (film, video, tele­
vision, print advertising) in conjunction with the plastic arts in specifically 
theatrical environments, as well as artists who draw images and themes from 
popular mass media culture, comprise this grouping. Matthew Barney, An­
drew Bordwin, Les Levine, Charles Long and Stereolab, Paul McCarthy, Jason 
Rhoades, and Julia Scher use the language of mass media and popular culture. 
There is a deadpan Duchampian quality to much of this work. Whether the 
work is meant as critique or ironic ennui is open to interpretation. 

Matthew Barney's status as an international poseur overwhelms the 
content of his work, which remains obtusely ironic. He toys with the objecti­
fied and robotic body, namely his own, via representation and fantasy. He 
suspends, contorts, and pokes himself on film and video. His transsexual 
dressing-up games, fashion runway performances, and faux weddings, either 
spoof or embrace celebrity culture and hyped-up hippness. His sports clinic 
installations, which also serve as padded cells, torture chambers, porn shops 
and candy stores, are vehicles for channeling Barney's sexual energy, albeit 
desire for this artist is primarily autoerotic, with no object other than itself. His 
recurring use of the satyr or Pan figure evokes both homosexuality, sadomas­
ochism, aggression, bacchanalia, as well as Nietzsche's all-powerful 
Ubermensch. It would seem as if Barney locates the healing of pain and trauma 
only through the theater of beautiful appearances. However, reliance on ap­
pearances, notoriously superficial and fickle, produces an uneasy dependence 
on temporality. Such work, extending Debord's line of thought, produces a 
cycle of addiction, a craving for the latest pop culture "fix." Barney's symptom­
atic responses seem to underlie Debord's theorization of the spectacle as 
reification,banality and futility. 

Andrew Bordwin deals with surveillance (a theme particularly related 
to the coming millennium) and the multiply reproduced video image. CM2: 
Decisions Kept explores the relentless-and ultimately boring--effect of 
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videography employed in public spaces. The installation comprises four 
aquarium tanks, each containing two television monitors sealed in plastic, 
placed in a square formation. Four monitors face outward in each cardinal 
direction while the other four face inward towards the central space. A flat 
prairie landscape image that tracks the viewers' circumferential movement is 
projected on the outer circle of monitors, while the inner monitors show the 

. tape filming the viewer from an overhead video camera. Bordwin disallows any 

. escape from the relentless circulation of surveillance images. The use of the 
video technology, as the prime tool of media culture and consumption, is 
infused with the potential for spectacle and novelty. Whether the newness of 
the work can be sustained is a critical consideration. 

Les Levine calls himself a "media sculptor," a term he coined in 1969 
when he began making conceptual art. His untitled 1996 installation deals with 
the contemporary historicizing, commercializing, and mythologizing of Vincent 
Van Gogh using the visual language of advertising, video and television. 
Levine's historicist quotation, conflated with the spectacular presentation (the 
gallery walls ate covered with image and text While multiple television monitors 
playa faux documentary based on Van Gogh's life), is pure postmodem pas­
tiche. 

Charles Long's work is a collaborative effort with Stereolab, London's 
number one "future-pop" music group, in which Long creates plastic furniture 
with built-in headphones for music listening and relaxing. The thematic is one 
of escapism, kitsch, and "Retro-Futurism-what one critic called a response to 
cries of millennial disaster and current dystopias.36 All of the works in the 
Amorphous Body Study Center are "pseudo-seductive" and plastic-based, 
referring to the popularity of plastic in the' 50s, '60s, and' 70s as the material of 
the future. The enduring quality of plastic-its fakeness and blatant artificial­
ity-plays upon our sense of the "real" and the "surreal" and references con­
sumer capitalism, media culture, and spectacle. 

California artist Paul McCarthy is working with a similar idiom in his 
embrace of the plastic and movie culture of Los Angeles. He revisits the 
mythologized American West in The Saloon, satirizing the cowboy, the bar­
maid, and barnyard animals in a variety of twisted sexual scenarios. Pneumatic, 
larger-than-life-sized puppets perform mechanical, perverse acts on a moving 
stage that requires the viewer's own movement. McCarthy's brash, cartoon­
like movie set-ups are adolescent male sexual fantasies that suggest both 
consumerism and voyeurism. His Disney-inflected brand of "fun and games" 
aesthetic (which I suggest exemplifies all of the work in this category) is never­
theless stultifying and blandly novel. 

Jason Rhoades, another emerging young artist, made his New York 
debut in the 1993 Whitney Biennial, and lives and works in Los Angeles. His 

. exuberant, brash work (Uno Memento/the theatre in my dickla look to the 
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physical/ephemeral) is both formal in its exploration of full-spectrum color and 
filled with implied narrative and the junk aesthetic which references media 
culture, sexuality, technological processes and the machine. (The work quotes 
the 1970s film Car Wash.) The provocative title ofthis piece has led more than 
one critic to call his work narcissistic, infantile, and masturbatory. The instal­
lation, in fact, assumes a penile shape and is computer-programmed to "spring 
into life" every so often with disco lighting and blaring radio musicY Given 
the well-known historical conflation of masculine sexual prowess and artistic 
creation, Rhoades's work is logically read as ironic; however, his youth-em­
bracing orientation is autoerotic rather than self-critical. 

Turning to the sociopolitical and psychological theme of surveillance 
that Andrew Bordwin charts, Julia Scher also explores how the integration of 
the video camera into global capitalism affects and politicizes the artistic im­
. age. The presence of video surveillance in commercial venues (stores, banks, 
toll booths, ATM cash machines, even blue-chip galleries) has become part of 
the everyday urban and suburban landscape. Both video and televised im­
ages have become synonymous with truth, just as the newspaper photograph 
was once unproblematized as a pure or "real" image. Scher recreates the 
commercial shopping venue in a mock-store entitled American Fibroids that 
monitors the viewer from many sites: you are counted as you walk through a 
turnstile, watched via video cameras, and your purchases are recorded via the 
computerized cash register. Items for sale are typical tourist souvenir kitsch: 
tee-shirts, cameras, even S & M garb. Like the majority of artists discussed 
under the thematic of technology, the aggressive, participatory quality of this 
work is foregrounded along with a unclear ambivalence that does not clearly 
reveal the artist's intentions. . 

Conclusions 
The stated purpose of this project was to survey the field of contemporary 
American installation artists and through an examination of these findings see 
if specific thematics or trends emerged. It is no surprise that this field is marked 
by heterogeneity, multiplicity, and a pluralistic "anything-goes" mentality. The 
breadth of the categories (Formalism to Ma'terialism, Neo-Conceptualism, 
Expressive and Evocative, Identity-The Construction of Self and Culture, 

. Technology, and Media Culture) suggests this. It must be emphasized that 
these categories are fluid and overlap in many areas; there is no singular mode 
of presentation or expression used by anyone artist. Certain tendencies, 
however, may be mapped throughout the work, namely a concentration of 
young and emerging artists, and a predisposition towards irony and commod­
ity. The Romantic myth ofthe artist as diabolical is also consciously exploited 
by artists as an attention-getting ploy in an overwhelmingly spectacular art 
world. Matthew Barney becomes a homed demon; Burden is the Evil Knieval 
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of Art; Tim Hawkinson is the Mad Scientist; Mike Kelley and Paul McCarthy 
are tormented, sexualized perpetual teenagers~ Artists such as Kelley, Barney, 
Burden and McCarthy embrace the overt narcissism and consumerism that 
shapes spectacle. Moreover, while the artist's creation of a false self allows the 
viewer to partake in escapist fantasy, the playing of seltbood in this forum is 
woefully inauthentic. 

Over a dozen of the 45 artists cited are in their early 30s and/or 
received academic degrees in the early 1990s. (The majority are academically 
trained as well with Yale, U.C.L.A., R.l.S.D., San Francisco Art Institute, and 
the University of British Columbia appearing more than once.) This suggests 
the institutional acceptance and absorption of mass culture, spectacle, and the 
current art trends. The financial power of the art world requires the institu­
tional stamp of approval as high culture cache; the museums and academia 
yearn to belong to the forever hip art world infused with both fashion forward 
sense and the power to capture media ratings. 

The embrace of irony, the constant search for the novel, the eye­
catching, the tricky, the original (which arguably cannot be found) is an over­
whelming theme. The preponderance of mixed and eclectic media, served up in 
myriad combinations and with a full range of effects, indicative of the 
postmodern, is reproduced or verified in this project. The status of the object 
and objecthood is problematized as the art moves closer, inevitably, towards 
commodity. The relations between the viewer and this destablized, undefined, 
schizophrenic "object" have been taken to an extreme in the 1990s. If Richard 
Serra introduced this dialectic in the 1970s with his fonnally pure, elegant 
transpositions, Jason Rhoades has turned up the volume of this gesture, but 
to what effect, one might ask. Rhoades's ironic, funky, low-brow "machines" 
do not truly threaten or engage the viewer on a level beyond infantile fascina­
tion or entertainment. Serra's work, on the other hand, seems to have a poetic 
and layered gestalt that removes it from the world of the ordinary. 

Needless to say, some of this work escapes this dilemma and arrives 
at engagement, critical consciousness, and/or transfonnation. Kiki Smith, Rona 
Pondick, Louise Bourgeois, Fred Wilson, Ann Hamilton, Amalia Mesa-Bains, 
Pepon Osorio, Robert Gober, Richard Serra, Glen Seator, and Gonzales-Torres, 
I would argue, approach this. The field of installation art is astonishingly 
pluralistic, and with the growing interest in video and computer technology, 
we might well expect the genre to get more spectacular before it subsides. 

Notes 
1 Guy Debord, The Society of the Spectacle, trans. Donald Nicholson-Smith (New 

York: Zone Books, 1995), 13. 
2 All artists discussed here, unless mentioned otherwise, are currently living and 

working in New York. 

vol. 14, no. 2 71 



72 

3 Clement Greenberg, "Avant-Garde and Kitsch," Partisan Review VI, no. 5 (Fall 
1939): 34-49. 

4 Michael Fried, "Art and Objecthood," ArtfOf'um vol. 5, no. 10 (June 1967). 
5 Installation art is defined here as an environmental space that impacts or is 

activated via the viewer. 
6 Lynne Cooke, Richard Serra, exhibition pamphlet, Dia Center for the Arts, 

1997. 
7 Richard Serra, interview by Lynne Cooke and Michael Govan, Richard Serra: 

Torqued Ellipses (New York: Dia Center for the Arts, 1997), 26. 
8 Lynne Cooke, Dan Graham, exhibition pamphlet, Dia Center for the Arts, 

1997. 
9 Ibid. 
10 Joan Simon, "Lines of Inquiry," Art in America (May 1997): 88. 
11 Jessica Stockholder, artist's statement, La Biennale de Venezia, XLVII 

Esposizione Internazionale D 'Arte, ed. Germano Celant (Italy: Electa,Elemond 
Editori Associati, 1997). 

12 M. Catherinede Zegher, "Cecilia Vicuna's Ouvrage: Knot a Not, Notes as 
Knots, " Inside the Visible - An Elliptical Traverse of 20th Century Art exhibition 
catalogue (Cambridge and London: The MIT Press), 349. 

13 Ibid,355. 
14 Ibid. 
15 The artist was born in 1958 in Cuba and died in Miami in 1996. 
16 Again, the point should be made, that this is nothing new. Duchamp inaugurated 

the 20th century with his claim that anyone and anything could be art, thereby 
critiquing fine art as a "precious" object. Similarly, Pop artists, Earthworks, and 
Conceptualists critiqued the object (and commodity) status of art. What is 
unique.is the use of these strategies in their present context. The point could be 
made that a lot of artists in the 1990s are referencing the outrageous art market 
activities in the 1980s and the making of New York "art stars." 

17 Gregory Volk, "Roni Horn at Matthew Marks," Art in America (July 1996). 
18 Ibid. . . . 

19 M. Catherine deZegher, "The Os of Orozco," Parkett 48 (1996):67. 
20 Ibid, 55. 
21 Haim Steinbach, artist's statement, La Biennale de Venezia, XLVII Esposizione 

Internazionale D'Arte. 
22 Ibid. 
23 These works, in which Antoni gnawed on 600 pound cubes of chocolate and fat, 

spat out the matter and reshaped it into tubes of lipstick and empty candy 
boxes, was heavily hyped in the art press as spectacular. Antoni, who wanted 
to play down the misplaced notoriety of this work, turned to other media and 
practices. c 

24 Mignon Nixon, "Bad Enough Mother," October 71 (Winter 1995): 81. 
25 Debord, 153. 
26 These are therefore "remakes," not ready-mades, signifying a radical departure 

from Duchamp according to Frances Morris. See "Robert Gober," in Rites of 
Passage - Art for the End of the Century, exhibition catalogue (London: Tate 

Art Criticism 



Gallery Publications, 1995), 97. 
27 Lynne Cooke, "Disputed Terrain," in Robert Gober exhibition catalogue 

(London and Liverpool: The Tate Gallery and Serpentine Gallery, 1993), 18. 
28 Simon Watson, "Total Metal," Arts Magazine (February 1991), 80. 
29 Richard Vine, "Pepon Osorio at 33 and Broadway and the Newark Museum," 

ArtNews (December 1995): 44. 
30 Jana Sterbak, artist text, The Impossible Self exhibition catalogue (Winnipeg Art 

Gallery, 1988), 70. 
31 Frances Morris, "Jana Sterbak," in Rites o/Passage: Art/or the End a/the 

Century, 123. 
32 Debord; 26. 
33 "The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction" in Illuminations ed. 

Hannah Arendt, trans. Harry Zohn (New York: Shocken Books, 1968). 
34 Terry Eagleton, Ideology a/the Aesthetic (Oxford and Cambridge: Blackwell 

Publishers, 1990),205. 
35 Gregory Volk, "Tim Hawkinson: The Cutting Edge," ArtNews (November 1997): 

43. 
36 Mark Van de Walle, "Back to the Future - Charles Long and Stereolab," Parkett 

48 q996): 6-7. .'< 
37 Brooks Adams, "Report from New York," Art in America (June 1997): 34-41. 

vol. 14, no. 2 73 



74 

Video Art in the '90s 
by Katherine Carl, Stewart Kendall, and Kirsten Swenson 

Background 
Video art is about technology. In the 1990s, as the status and course of video 
art continues to be fonnulated, the medium is intertwined with developments in 
its technology more profoundly than other more traditional media. A discus­
sion of video art cannot be separated from a discussion of developments of the 
technologies employed by this art. This is not to say that tracing the history of 
video technology is the only way to build the history of video aesthetics. 
However, technical changes produce aesthetic change as a wider field of tech­
nological possibility is explored and as artists reject the cutting edge of tech­
nology, turning away from the vanguard and thereby exercising an aesthetic 
ch~ice. In video art, editing techniques exemplify this phenomena. 

In typical articulations of its history, video art began with the Sony 
Corporation's marketing of portable video equipment. The Sony Portapak was 
introduced in October of 1965. As the story goes Nam June Paik, now one of 
the progenitors of video art, was the first consumer ofthis equipment in America. 
After purchasing his Sony Portapak he made his first video that afternoon. 

In its first ten years, video art grew in a radically unconfined way. 
Making video technology available to consumers on a wide scale opened 
possib.ilities for expression on many fronts. Accessible not only within the art 
world, video was also used by documentary makers and video collectives­
groups of videographers who came together around the new technology to 
record mostly the political events of the day-attempting to combat the hege­
monic. discourse of nationalized television with their own grassroots brand of 
video expression. Importantly, though video collectives of this first fonn faded 
from view by the mid-seventies, this tendency toward activism within the 
multiple discourses of video use is clearly visible in the Whitney Biennials of 
the 1990s, in work such as the Gulf Crisis TV Project, shown in the 1997 
Biennial and Not Channel Zero's The Nation Erupts: Parts 1 and 2 (1992), 
shown in the 1993 Biennial. Further afield, the inclusion of George Holliday's 
Videotape of the Beating of Rodney King (1991) in the 1993 Biennial can be 
justified through reference to this history of grassroots activist documentary. 

Video tapes themselves deteriorate and many original 112" tapes shot 
in the early 1970s have deteriorated so much that their viewability has been 
compromised. The ephemerality of this technology speaks to its nature as a 
temporal medium, but it also presents several questions for the historian of 
video art and the video artist alike. The task of preservation is an act of 
selection and part of creating a history of video art. Thus preservation is an 
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important task for non-profit video archives like Electronic Arts Intermix in 
New York or the Video Data Bank in Chicago. 

Since the beginning, video offered itself as portable, relatively cheap, 
and therefore available to an ever expanding mass of potential videographers. 
By 1985 Sony introduced microchip-based video camcorders to a mass market. 
Portable video offered a flexibility that promised such utopian ideals as the 
democratization of expression on a mass scale .. Now, in the late 1990s, the scale 
itself is unprecedented. We can assert with a fair amount of certainty that after 
March 3, 1991-the date of the beating of Rodney King and the incident's 
capture on video-the video image effectively replaced the still photograph or 
the audiotape as the bearer of truth in our culture. By 1992 these camcorders 
included digital effects as digital imaging techniques are the technology of our 
time. 

From the technical side, George Mannes's 1992 article in the video 
column in Film Comment titled "Monkey See," presents several of the (then) 
newer developments in video technology like digital effects and higher image 
resolution qualities offered by new Super VHS and Hi8 video tape. Ultimately, 
he argues that the "unspoken philosophy behind all of [these developments] 
is that you should make your videos look like what you've seen at the movies 
or on TV ... [that] ... technical creativity is discouraged by the controls on the 
camcorder."l In general, video is becoming more and more like film while film, 
taking on the trappings of digital editing, incorporates video work into its 
larger aesthetic. 

Even today some video artists make an aesthetic choice to work at a 
remove from the cutting edge of technology linking their work overtly to the 
portable "rough and ready" nature of most video art. Sadie Benning, for 
example, chose to shoot with a Fisher Price Pixel Vision camera, an early 90s 
video camera which provides only half the resolution available in even me­
dium grade camcorders. This camera produced and marketed specifically for 
children. Benning chose to work with this camera both for the associations 
brought to the equipment through its marketing as a children's camera and for 
its technical deficiencies, for its lack of resolution, for the grittiness of its 
image quality. This poor image quality both lends a heightened sense of 
immediacy and refers to the image quality available to the founding generation 
of videographers. 

Although such artists work against the mainstream, a larger group of 
artists in the 1990s have embraced the culture of mainstream media in their 
work. Considering the primacy of social activism in the history of video, this 
trend toward appropriation from the wider media without critical or ironic com­
ment is alanning. 

Video art has only been in existence for 32 years and has radically 
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forged its own tradition within art history only in the past ten years when video 
art comes into its own. Just as artists in the 1990s use video to create auto­
biographical and social documentary work that seeks to define the identity of 
the subject, video art itself is posing these very questions about its own 
identity. 

A subset of the New York Film Festival, the New York Video Festival, 
founded in 1991, is a flagship event for video art in the 1990s. Importantly, the 
New York Video Festival doesn't distinguish between types of video; journal­
ism, documentary, experimental video, and all other modes are all represented. 
The introduction to the 1997 festival highlights the notion that the meaning of 
video art is still hip, fresh, and impOltantly, still up for grabs. 

It's time again for an exciting exploration of a medium we never 
quite know where to place within the realm of moving images. But 
that's the allure of video. Artists can do anything with it-make 
frank documentaries about compelling subjects; manipulate still 
photos, old movies, TV, even surveillance footage-to devise an 
eclectic, sometimes erotic, and often digitally enhanced world. 
(Some of) the work presented this year uses the newest technol­
ogy, while a wild bunch of giddy tapes look like Mom let the kids 
loose with the VCR again.2 

As an overt attempt at democratization, more likely an attempt to represent the 
democratic nature of video in its grassroots origins-the festival is open to all 
submissions. Thus the festival frames video as a frontier still open to pioneer­
ing talent of the '90s avant-garde. 

Film Magazines and the Discursive Limits of Coverage 
1991 marks the year Film Comment inaugerated a monthly column devoted 
entirely to "video." Their coverage reflects a disparity injoumals' approach 
to video. On alternate months this column might treat the video release of a 
few classic films by Hitchcock one month and the newest "arthouse" video by 
Bill Viola the next. Cineaste, Sight and Sound, and Cahiers du cinema all offer 
similar coverage though not on the scale of Film Comment. American Cin­
ematographer devotes articles to the technical aspects of video art produc-
tion, particularly as they relate to digital editing in film. . 

This indicates a certain fluidity between traditional notions of film, 
both arthouse and Hollywood, and what we more comfortably consider video 
art. With the advent of digital processing, digital editing, and image manipula­
tion, all of which fully emerged only in the 1990s, the medium we traditionally 
consider or refer to as "film" occupies a technical space very close to that of 
video. 
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The sparse coverage of video art in art and film magazines falls more 
or less neatly into several discursive groups, each with their own buzzwords, 
projects, and prescribed projections defining their space. Coverage of techni­
cal developments in video appearing in journals like Leonardo: Art and Tech­
nology or American Cinematographer concerns itself with art or artists in 
only the most peripheral way. They are treated as examples of technology in 
action if they are mentioned at all. In these journals video is considered only 
in terms of technology. 

A second type of coverage considers video strictly in terms of activ­
ism. Such coverage takes aesthetics more seriously than that focused on 
technology, but this definition of video art cannot serve a critical function. In 
these cases video is described as an artistic practice but is strictly in the 
service of a larger social cause. Criticism of the work focuses not on aesthetics 
or artistic decisions but on the social cause. 

Video also serves as a vehicle for individual agency. The buzzwords 
of this genre include reference to "video diaries," to the artist's "uniquely 
individual perspective," to the "intimate" character of the work. Artists work­
ing in this area typically reference issues such as race, gender, and sexuality. In 
the 1990s some video artists have embraced the form of commercial media. 
Typical coverage of such work is often couched in hip terminology, emphasiz­
ing the artist's creative choice among cultural referents without mention of the 
artist's relationship to social critique. Social criticism has been reduced to little 
more than a pervasive dose of chronic irony: detachment remains cool in video 
art. 

Video as technology: technology as experience 
Video is about technology, and about space and time as well. In the early days 
of video art, the 1960s and 1970s, video was seen as technology that could be 
turned against itself-video images could be disrupted, manipulated to reveal 
their nature as illusion. This project was part of a larger anti-technological 
utopianism at the heart of the 1960s idealist youth culture; the older generation 
of artists typically participate in this project to some extent. 

If a shift has occurred in this area of video production since that time, 
it has been a positive one. Where the earlier generation might have used video 
as a critique of culture and of communication, today's video artists use video 
for its own sake, commenting on the place of the television monitor in our 
homes and in our or using video technology to say something about the way 
we see the world. As the newness of the technology has worn off, artists have 
exploited the material of video less and less, more typically commenting on the 
discourse of video art or video cultw·e. Video as technology is no longer in 
question: it is a tool among others. 

Video artists think about the relationship with video as an interactive 
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relationship with a video space, the space around the monitor, our relationship 
with the monitor, with different sized monitors and also with the ambient glow 
of video colors as they wash over our streets and rooms. Tobias Rehberger's 
The Missing Colors (1997) shown at Friedrich Petzel in New York, speaks to the 
ambient quality of video lighting. This video installation employs five video 
projectors to wash three walls of a darkened space with soft ambient color. The 
work goes on for some 25 minutes, easing through the color spectrum before 
automatically repeating itself. This work is about space as drifting color lends 
distinct feeling to the space: the empty space takes on a drifting ambience or 
mood. 

At the other end of the spectmm, Dara Birnbaum's Tiananmen Square: 
Break in Transmissions (1990/91) included in the 1992 Documenta uses mul­
tiple monitors of varied size to break up and disperse our view of any single 
narrative account ofthe events in Tiananmen Square. In light of this work each 
of our televisions can be viewed as connected by cables to a vast network of 
other individual monitors all of which are isolated in their own homes, all of 
which serve as conduits for information, none of which brings us closer to­
gether, none of which offers a unified picture, even the isolated monitors break 
down into soft pixels and empty space. The Guggenheim SoHo show of early 
summer 1997, "Rooms with a View: Environments for Video," offered four dis­
tinct comments on the relationship of video to our spaces and our lives: here 
the borders between installation art and interior design give way to the consid­
erations outlined above. As discussed the trend is less critical than commen­
tary. 

Judith Barry is an artist who experiments with the innovations of 
video technology, and through her artworks directly addresses issues raised 
by the development of these technologies. Barry has been working since the 
1970s and is well known for her large-scale projections in public spaces that 
often depict the mediation of the human body through technology. For ex­
ample, in Imagination, Dead Imagine (1991) she depicts an androgynous hu­
man face being doused with repulsive-looking bodily fluids, only to be re­
placed with a clean face once again inundated by similar discolored viscous 
substances. The face, the part of the body associated with identity, is defiled 
not only by spattering it with a foreign substance, but in addition Barry has 
formed these faces through meshing together digitally pixelated images of a 
male and a female face.3 The product of this technological process offragrnen­
tation and reassembly is an erasure of the face's identity. Barry raises ques­
tions about the danger of technology encroaching on our personal identity 
more overtly in her piece executed with Brad Miskell for the "VideoSpaces" 
exhibition at the Museum of Modern Art. Hard Cell (1994) consists ofa crate 
spewing out derelict computer parts and wires. Bits of scrambled messages 
emerging from the screens looks like an attempt at cyborg communication.4 
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The title replicates the mixing of computer hardware and human cells-build­
ing blocks ofthe human body. Certainly the title, Hard Cell, also alludes to the 
market impetus behind the explosion of this technology. 

Bruce Nauman, considered one of the progenitors of the medium, 
confounds our fascination with our own image reflected on video screens in 
Corridor Installation from 1970. A video camera is placed at one end of a 
narrow corridor and the monitor at the other so that the viewer is unable to see 
the image of his/her face in the monitor as he/she is being recorded walking 
down the narrow corridor. The frustration of the audience's expectation of 
using the camera as a device for seeing makes one highly aware of the imme­
diacy of their own body in space and of their presence in real time. 

By incorporating the viewer inside the space and time ofthe artwork, 
video uniquely makes us aware that although art aspires to be something 
outside the everyday, representations are inextricably linked with lived experi­
ence. Though art is not lived experience, but merely a representation, we are 
nevertheless paradoxically in the spectacle. We are part of it, we create it. 

Video as Media Critic 
Some artists employ video-a medium often conflated with TV because it uses 
digital technology and is sometimes disseminated on television-to engage 
and critique the media culture spawned by television. This use of the technol­
ogyfor critique of the powers that be harks back to the activist tradition so 
important in the nascent stages of video art. In the 1990s, artists examine how 
we are taught or conditioned to consume images. The viewer is now very adept 
at picking up visual effects of pacing, camera angles, lighting, dress, and makeup 
that affect how we make distinctions between news, drama, documentary, and 
comedy. We are so adept at reading these cues that we sometimes are not really 
looking. These artists overtly wrestle with our society of the spectacle and the 
simulacrum with which we have come so accustomed. 

Doug Hall writes, "the spectacle affirms, at whatever cost, cultural 
values through all the means available to it ... These spectacles support cul­
tural attitudes and serve to direct us as a society."5 His work seeks to ironically 
undermine symbols and icons of power in contemporary culture, focusing on 
the pervasive influence of TV and the theatricality of political authority. Hall 
has been working politically in the medium since the beginning, and in 1991 he 
edited a compilation of essays entitled Illuminating Video. One of his more 
recent pieces, The Terrible Uncertainty of the Thing Described (1987), com­
ments on the passivity of the viewer. The video installation contains two 
distinct areas, creating distance between the audience and "an event." One 
side consists of a fenced-in sterile hi-tech area with stiff chairs in which bolts 
of electricity crackle on the video screen; the viewer's side is outfitted simply 
with a video screen showing obviously technically manipulated images of 
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nature. He attempts to demystify video's replication of (and its inability to 
replace) reality and to comment on the captivating, passifying effect that media 
has on the viewer. 

Stan Douglas has similar concerns and uses video to instigate the 
viewer to be conscious of the act oflooking. In Evening (1994) Douglas inter­
sperses archival TV news clips from the late 60's with staged segments. Delib­
erately zeroing in on the time when media became a dominant force in mass 
culture, he comments on the necessity of interpretation of media journalism by 
comparing coverage of nine developing news stories on three stations. De­
pending on where the viewer situates himself/herself in the installation, the 
words become indistinct and simply tum into noise, shifting the focus of the 
news onto the persona of the wannabe-celebrity anchor delivering information 
that must not be too hard for the viewer to stomach. 

In another work, Douglas again aims to remind us that our processing 
of visual information is not automatic, but that we are taught how to look and 
that we are constantly constructing contexts in order to make sense of the 
information we take in. Hors-Champs (1992), is a staged tape of a group of 
African-American musicians jamming. Filmed against a stark background, in­
stead of in a smoky jazz club, Douglas removes the usual visual cues that 
would normally create an emotional context, thus revealing the seemingly au­
tomatic process of construction carried out by both artist and viewer. Two 
more recent works, Der Sandmann (1995), shown at Documenta X, and Nu*tka* 
(1996) employ a non-linear narrative carried out through circular overlapping 
loops and double projection to similarly make us self-conscious of our condi­
tioned-and usually uncritical-viewing patterns. 

Instead of stripping away contextual signs, brothers Bruce and 
Norman Yonemoto (who like Doug Hall work on the west coast) gaudily use all 
the trappings of mass media for their commentary. Works like Made in Holly­
wood (1990), Based 011 Romance (1979), and An Impotent Metaphor (1979) use 
the visual language of soap opera, Hollywood melodrama, and television ad­
vertisements to construct "highly stylized deadpan fictions," as described in 
Electronic Arts Intermix'sArtists Video: An International Guide. They exploit 
the symbols with which media keeps alive our never-satiated desires and con­
structs cultural mythologies and memory. In the Guide the artists write, "only 
by understanding the contents and strategies of metatextual nonsense can we 
hope to put our postmodern spectacle into a new and constructive context."7 

Japanese artist Mako Idemitsu collapses our intimate relationship 
with television even further in HIDED, It s me, Mama (1985). The television is 
self-reflexively omnipresent in all the scenes. As Hideo's mother monitors her 
absent son's activities via his video image (hilariously, she even feeds him by 
putting his bowl in front of the set), our own strange relationship to the TV as 
an avenue of communication and mediation is exposed. Also Idemitsu fanta-
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sizes about the chilling potential of television: the reversal of bringing infor­
mation into the home and instead broadcasting our domestic scenes into the 
public sphere. This potential is ultimately titillating, maintaining tension be­
tween our fear of exposure and our desire to be the focus of a viewer's atten­
tion. 

Artists like Julia Scher and Beth B overtly use this combination of 
fascination and threat of camera surveillance by affording the viewer the op­
portunity of seeing themselves under surveillance. In Fibroid Reliquary Table 
(1996) at the Athens Fine Art School, Scher set up a mock surveillance system 
and security guard. Beth B 'sA Holy Experiment, part of a special exhibition at 
Eastern State Penitentiary in Philadelphia in 1995, projects a live-action surveil­
lance tape of viewers being trapped for a few seconds in one of the penitentiary's 
disused cells. 

Video as Agency 
In the 1990s artists are continuing to use video as a tool to promote the notion 
that the "personal is political." When the medium of video became widely 
available in the 1970s it served the purposes of feminist and other activists in 
broadcasting personal experience to an audience. Feminists have employed 
video for the past two decades in projects to take back the male and media 
gaze. Current work not only continues the activist tradition but also refers back 
to past work in order to solidify a connection to the beginnings of video, thus 
writing a history. Such exhibitions as "Consumer Tools: Personal Visions" in 
1991 and "Committed Visions" in 1992 at the Museum of Modem Art demon­
strate the interest in writing this history. 

There are primarily two ways in which video has been used as a 
vehicle for agency. Feminists initiated the practice of using video to give voice 
and presence to women's or people of color's unheard or excluded narratives. 
This often involves the artist using her own body as in early feminist perfor­
mance. Hannah Wilke's perfonnance videotapes are an interesting precursor 
to 1990s work in this vein. Although current video artists' work stems from her 
practice, she is not mentioned in the patrilineage. Her exclusion from this his­
tory, which is rooted in feminism is strangely contradictory. Current artists 
make a connection instead to Vito Acconci whose diaristic, autobiographical 
contemplations from the 1970s are seen to have spawned this second type of 
assertion of agency through video. 

Of the major figures who have emerged in the 1990s, Cheryl Donegan 
is a particularly important and prolific videographer. An article inJrieze says of 
her: "born in 1962, Donegan is part of the generation that entered adulthood to 
the rock'n'roll beat ofMTV video-porn."6 As Donegan herself puts it, "when 
I make my video I want it to be sexy, engaging, funny. MTV video uses sex by 
taking it away, presenting a pleasing and tempting image only to snatch it away 
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the moment it is identified. I want viewers to know what they are looking at."7 
Nonetheless Donegan's work largely maintains a gender-centered critique of 
sexual imagery and the high art discourse of male dominated creativity. In 
many of Donegan's videos, the artist performs some pseudo-sexual gesture or 
erotic display elaborating a playful critique of both porn imagery and high art 
gestural creativity. 

At the same time that Nam June Paik was making his first videos in the 
mid-l 960s with the Sony Portapak, the field that was most fully exploiting this 
new technology was the pornography industry. Many video artists who are 
active in the '90s pay homage to pornography as a precursor for their work. 
Nam June Paik acknowledges this influence, but many of these artsits are 
women. Cheryl Donegan's Head, Barbara Hammer's Nitrate Kisses, and Shu 
Lea Cheang's Channels of Desire self-consciously belong to this lineage. 

Not only are artists attempting in some way to document the reality of 
their experience, but because of the low cost and ease of use, some artists are 
using video simply to record-and in some cases comment on-the banality of 
everyday life. Video shares this supposed veristic quality with photography, 
but because of its time-based nature, it appears to carry even more immediacy. 

As Bruce Hainley wrote ofvideographer Alex Bag's work Fall '95, 
"She co-opts television's ability to program her by using video to fashion 
diferent programs ofherself ... Bag freebases TV, ridding it not of impurities or 
idiocies, since they're interesting, but reducing to pure affect its mix of music 
and home videos, talk shows, fashion clips, news and advertising."8 The 
skeptic might suggest that such work fails to reach out, to explore and capture 
the real world around us through sheer acceptance of these prewritten forms. 

The work of video artist Alix Lambert falls into this opportunity with 
a particular venom. In her work, Lambert "does not imitate the personality or 
styles of fictional or real characters, because she camouflages her identity and 
transforms her real life," according to a review in Flash Art. 9 Lambert's videos 
follow her through her training and business of being a tattoo artist, through 
several marriages to both men and women of varied sexual preference, and into 
the world of the rock and roll picture show with a female send up of Rob 
Reiner's famous send up of rock movies, Spinal Tap. The article in Flash Art 
links Lambert's work with that of Alex Bag and Alex Pearlstein, another 
videographer of similar ilk, arguing that all three "have specific agendas, each 
encompassing projects utilizing video and the representation of the 'self-por­
trait'-whether through a desire to be that other character or to destroy a 
particular image (social/feminine stereotypes), or merely to construct an imagi­
nary character."10 

Though thoroughly engaged in contemporary issues, these artists 
are preoccupied with making history. Again with little cost and relative ease 
they can write their own history in a way only the TV media and expensive films 
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used to. Now anyone can be a star and anyone can make history. Continuing in 
the tradition of the political activism of the 1970s, video today is still being 
employed as a tool for empowerment. However, the difficult question remains: 
can video truly be a vehicle for agency? Though the content may be lived 
experience and the medium may create a sense of casualness and immediacy, 
video images exist, of course, in the realm of representation, in the realm of 
spectacle, not of action. 

Working in both video and film, Cheryl Dunye is an African-Ameri­
can lesbian artist whose work has been curated in the past two Whitney Bien­
nials. Her video The Potluck and the Passion (1993), though staged, casually 
portrays an evening of girl talk, flirtation, and romantic anticipation. Her film 
Watermelon Woman (1996) was screened at the 1997 Biennial and accompanied 
by the series of drawings of the same name. It is interesting to note this new 
curatorial integration of film and artwork on the gallery walls. 

Performance, installation, and video artist Mona Hatoum was born in 
Beirut, Lebanon and now lives in London. In 1988 her video Measures of 
Distance received critical acclaim but in the last decade she has primarily 
focussed on installation. However in 1994 she exhibited a new video work, 
Corps Etranger at the Centre Georges Pompidou in Paris, which was also 
exhibited in a traveling retrospective of her work organized by the Museum of 
Contemporary Art in Chicago in 1997. In the ultimate expression of the artist's 
personal experience, this piece relays glimpses of parts of the interior of the 
artist's body cavity. The video installation recalls Carolee Schneeman's Inte­
rior Scroll performance from the 1970s in that it exteriorizes the interior of the 
artist's body. On some level these works evoke a repulsion caused by breaking 
down the natural boundary of the skin. Dan Cameron of the New Museum of 
Contemporary Art in New York writes in the exhibition catalogue, "the host­
body is subtly transformed during the short duration of our encounter from a 
sensorial spectacle to a veiled threat against the viewer's own sense of corpo­
real autonomy."l1 

Kristin Lucas is a '90s feminist obsessed with her own subjectivity. 
One of the Brit Pack, her video work has been shown widely and was part of the 
"Young and Restless" exhibition of new video by women at the Museum of 
Modem Art in 1996. Lucas writes about her practice, "as a woman, I am creat­
ing a discourse within which to elucidate my relationship toward the electronic 
dream. I unravel the complexity of this relationship by setting up virtual inter­
actions with mediated devices such as automated tellers, public access televi­
sion, computer games, and the World Wide Web."12 Her 1996 work 9able 
Xcess is a pirate public service announcement about the danger of exposure to 
electromagnetic fields. In the video the broadcast is portrayed as being trans­
mitted through the artist's body-a metaphor for her fears of bodily contami­
nation by the media. In Watch Out for Invisible Ghosts (1996) the artist is 
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portrayed inside a video game, battling "rival action-heroes and network spon­
sors." [3 Again this portrays her fear of being engulfed in a mediated world, 
stripping her of her identity and the capacity for agency. In the video Lucas 
has the ability to act only within this world of representations where no real 
action is possible, perhaps a mirror of our media-saturated society. Lucas' 
work draws from both the tradition of personal narrative and that of commen­
tary on technology to delve into the threat and also the allure of media. 

The work and career of a videogapher like Sadie Benning serve the 
debates around 1990s video art. Benning chose to shoot her most famous 
work, It Wasn't Love (1992), with a Fisher Price Pixel Vision video camera in­
tended for children. The image quality commanded by this camera, miserable 
at best, evokes the work of Vito Acconci, as do Benning's shots and personal­
ized subject matter. As a young lesbian from middle America, this video takes 
its viewer through the motions of any standard road movie, though the actor 
never left her room in the family home. Surprisingly, even the slightest wink of 
a critical eye reveals the training and sophistication behind this seemingly 
rough, intimate, and honest tale. Benning comes from an artistic background, 
as her parents were artists, and her vision is indeed educated. Her references 
to the history of video art, such as the work of Acconci, are indeed learned, 
conscious choices. Here sub-standard technology supplies the look of hon­
esty, lending veracity to suffering. Video artists in the 1990s know what the 
real world looks like-they've seen pictures of it. 

The collaborative work ofInigo Maglano-Ovalle speaks from another 
side of the issue of agency expressed through video art. Maglano-Ovalle's 
TeleVecindario: A Street Level Video Project (1993) in particular defines an 
area of video that sees technology as an opportunity to link people and com­
munities together. This installation piece, accomplished with the aid ofSculp­
ture Chicago, put video cameras in the hands of some fifty plus Latino teenag­
ers from the Chicago neighborhood Maglano-Ovalle now calls home so that 
these teenagers might document their daily life. At this point, Maglano-Ovalle 
and his collaborators took their project to the streets with yards of cable and 
seventy five video monitors stnmg around the city block which housed the 
budding video makers for a one-day video block party during which the video 
makers could see themselves, their compatriots and their community mediated 
by the video lens and magnetic tape. In Art/arum Judith Kirshner described 
the work as an "electronic portrait of a neighborhood." She notes that though 
"the images never completely added up [they] linked neighbors with each 
other and put a public face on a private experience." The lost reality of this 
world did not matter so much as the video mediation of that reality: "What was 
visualized on the videotapes was realized on and reflected back to the block."'4 
This criticism misses a crucial point in its assessment of video as activism, as 
a vehicle for buiding community: where and what is the distinction between 
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life and life on video? 

Between Autobiography and Artistic Fiction: Communication Problems 
There are a number of contemporary video' artists who are creatively comment­
ing on the fears and difficulties of making human connection in our society 
filled with mediating technologies. These artists play on video's mythical abil­
ity to capture reality. They fabricate jarring situations that are all the more 
disturbing because the images expose a dark undercurrent of real life. 

In 1996 Sam Taylor Wood, another young member of the "Brit Pack," 
made separate tapes of professional and amateur performers musing about life. 
These tapes were then projected simultaneously next to each other in Pent Up 
at Chisenhale Gallery in London. At first the viewer may be taken in by the 
illusion that the characters are addressing each other only to realize later that 
the images just continue their individual monologues. A reviewer stated that 
the piece "builds a mood of urban angst from reiterated banalities. Each char­
acter verbally asserts a specious independence while conveying, through the 
desperation of his or her appearance a need for acceptance and reassuranc.e." 15 

Hirsch Perlman's Conversations, shown in the Museum of Modern 
Art's Projects space in winter of 1996-7, exposes the way actors alter, nuance, 
perform lines. The piece is about the viewer's interaction with art and attempts 
to make meaning from art. This is continually thwarted because although the 
actors are attempting a dialogue within the performance, they articulate only 
confusing cliches and non-sequitors. This creates an awkward humor and 
produces in the viewer a sense of foolishness and frustration. 

Gillian Wearing's 10-16 (1997) also portrays frustrated attempts to 
assert subjectivity, this time through monologue. The viewer is presented with 
images of adult actors and actresses paired with a soundtrack of recordings of 
children, ages ten to sixteen, relating their thoughts and confessional stories. 
By combining two disparate soundtracks and images, Wearing uses video's 
capacity to collapse time-stirring up haunting feelings of the past that are 
revealed through glimpses of future destiny. 

The dark, uncomfortable humor resulting from the characters' 
thwarted attempts to express themselves in these internally conflicted por­
traits recalls the work of Bruce Nauman. The numbingly repeated phrases of 
Shit in Your Hat, Head on a (:hair (1990) and absurdist violence in such 
pieces as Clown Torture from the late 1980s and Falls Pratfalls and Sleights of 
Hand (1993) make the viewer viscerally aware of human foibles and fears asso­
ciated with mastery over own bodies and use of language-our constant 
struggle to maintain our subjectivity. 

Certainly another artist who bombards the viewer with these issues 
through video is Tony Oursler. In Oursler's 1996 exhibition at Metro Pictures 
faces were projected on stuffed dolls that yelled menacing phrases. '''Hey, 
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you!' shouted one male face to no one in particular from across the room. 
'What are you looking at?' snapped an angry woman trapped under a mat­
tress. 'I can't tell whether I'm alive or dead.' moaned a male face pickled like a 
laboratory specimen in a glass jar." Critic Holland Cotter goes on to say of 

. Oursler's low-tech homemade pieces, they "are little morality tales of postmodem 
life, emblems of control and complacency. They tum the ubiquitous 'gaze' of 
recent art theory into a hapless set of Pavlovian tics. They suggest a culture of 
fragmentation. "16 Oursler's more recent pieces exhibited in the 1997 Whitney 
Biennial such as Mansheshe (1997) were again projected disembodied talking 
heads, but smooth oval spheres were used instead of his ragged dummies of 
the past. This alludes to an even more surreal bodily mutation, one mediated or 
perhaps meshed with technology. 

Paul McCarthy has worked extensively in installation, performance, 
and video. In Santa Claus (1997), shown at the1997 Whitney Biennial, large 
projections on three walls of a room (that is primarily occupied by the remains 
of the set) depict an alternately playful, disgusting, and erotic scene of Santa's 
elves run amok in the workshop. Electronic Arts Intermix describes McCarthy's 
work succinctly in their distribution catalogue: "McCarthy engages in social 
critique through an often outrageous theatricality. Mining the psychological 
depths of the family and childhood-via kitsch and pop cultural detritus, the 
body and sexuality-McCarthy's works inhabit a violent landscape of dys­
function and trauma."17 McCarthy often collaborates (as does Oursler and 
Bruce and Norman Yonemoto) with installation artist Mike Kelley. In 1995 
McCarthy and Kelley re-staged Vito Acconci's classic video performances 
from the 1970s. By creating this video, McCarthy and Kelley not only pay 
homage, but align themselves stylistically and situate themselves within the 
lineage of Acconci. 

The work of Stephanie Smith and Edward Stewart, a husband and 
wife artist team from Glasgow, Scotland, deals with the veiled sinister elements 
that infest domestic space and daily routine. Stewart and Smith act out staged 
violences against each other as a commentary on the fragile lines between 
love, sex, and death. For example, in Mouth to Mouth (1995) Stewart is im­
mersed underwater in the bathtub for a long period of time while Smith looks 
on. Does he need air? Will she help him? The audience never finds out because 
in their typical style the events are repeated over and over with no climax or 
closure. Each artist's struggle for autonomy perversely reveals an inescapable 
dependency. 

Video as Stories and Illusions 
In addition to employing video to comment on the effect of technology in our 
world, to assert the artist's subjectivity, continue an artistic history, or make 
political statements, video has also been used in the 1990s as an artistic me-
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dium like paint or clay. Some of these artists really work with formal qualities of 
the medium. Others use video to create spaces in time or collapse time to evoke 
memories or imaginary dreamlike settings. Using video to create fantasy is 
made all the more disconcerting because of the illusion of video's ability to 
capture "real1ife." 

French filmmaker Chris Marker's video works are alternately poetic 
fantasy and eclectic documentary. In 1990 he taped a documentary in Berlin of 
the newly reunified German city; in 1993 he finished an eight-year video trilogy, 
including a piece about his cat's love of the music of Mompou. Silent Movie 
(1994-5) shown at the Museum of Modem Art's "Video Spaces: Eight Installa­
tions" demonstrates a nostalgia for the golden age of cinema. Marker com­
ments on his relationship to the video medium, "as happy as I am with the 
freedom that video gives me, I can't help feeling nostalgic when I encounter a 
16mm frame ... that said, I wouldn't for anything in the world go back to 16mm 
shooting and editing. Such are the contradictions of the human soul."18 

Steina is a technical pioneer and a major figure in the history of video. 
In the 1970s she collaborated with her husband Woody Vasulka to create an 
important body of work, but she is well-known for her solo work which layers 
the sounds and images of natural landscape to explore perception, space and 
modes of seeing. Her acclaimed solo piece shown in 1996 in "Mediascape" at 
the Guggenheim's SoHo branch displays her virtuousity in the use of video 
technology. Moving images of the primal forces of water and fire are projected 
on huge screens placed all around the room. The loud constant rushing and 
crackling sounds also pervade the space, creating an enveloping environment 
as the viewer walks amongst the screens. 

Bill Viola, born in 1951, has been along with Nam June Paik, the other 
major figure in video art for the past 25 years. He was chosen to represent 
America in the 1995 Venice Biennale. As is clear from the substantial collection 
of his writings, notes, and interviews published in 1995, Reasons for Knocking 
at an Empty House, Viola fashions himself a mystic, exploring the sensual 
world for evidence of a God present only in the manifold density of his ab­
sence. Viola seeks to articulate liminal states of experience, the passages from 
sleep to consciousness, from awareness to unconsciousness, ultimately from 
presence to absence. He seeks to break down the limit traditionally held to 
separate our inner and outer experience of the world. In his work, vision is the 
key to the breakdown of this limit. 

Toward this end, Viola has become a master of optical effects. For 
years in the 1970s, he set out to systematically explore the technologicallimita­
tion of his video cameras. Viola's work extends into sound and video installa­
tions, and as recently as 1995 he has worked in film. Yet for all his technical 
mastery his work remains consistently and powerfully metaphysical, striving 
after a meaning that, still after all the years, mayor may not be out there. 
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Given the metaphysical drive behind his work, Viola's position vis-a­
vis technology is somewhat surprising. On first hearing of his general project 
one might presume him an opponent of technology and yet this is far from the 
case. Viola speaks and writes eloquently on the subject of this faith. 

The technologies of the optical image (photography, cinema, video) 
are machines for the close of the machine age. They are machines 
that produce content, that have as their product the direct imprints 
of the outside world. They give us the world back, and for this 
they are much more profound and mysterious than people realize. 
By nature they are instruments not primarily of vision, but of 
philosophy in an original ancient sense. 19 

With each new step inthe evolution of technology, we take a step 
closer to our ideal of higher and higher quality, which actually 
means creating things that look more and more like nature itself. 
Signal-to-noise ratio in sound is a technical term referring to the 
measure of the strength, and therefore the purity of the signal as it 
exists over the chaotic noise of a disorganized background. The 
implied goal of many of our efforts, including technological devel­
opment, is the eradication of signal-to-noise ratio, which in the end 
is the ultimate transparent state where there is not perceived dif­
ference between simulation and the reality, between ourselves and 
the other. 20 

Viola takes technology to be the key that ",ill finally put us in touch with our 
world, truly awaken us to our experience. 

Doug Aitkin is a young artist who makes video and video installation 
with sound. An early work, Dawn (1 993), was a six-minute video tape spliced 
together from four different made-for-TV teenage "angst" movies. Aitkin sup­
ports himself producing and directing music videos and television ads which 
have been praised in their own right. Aitkin often enough appropriates foot­
age from these works for his more typically "artistic" work without, however, 
blurring the distinction between the two worlds. 

His most celebrated work to date is Diamond Sea (1997), included in 
the 1997 Whitney Biennial. This work maps desert around one of the world's 
largest diamond mines. This work focuses on the physical terrain near a dia­
mond mine revealing it as a sensual but empty space of ceaseless change. He 
claims he first came up with the idea for this film when he looked at a map for the 
region and saw a big blank spot. Several other videos by Aitkin articulate 
similar themes of constant motion, of ceaseless flux: Moving (1997) features 
the blinking lights of an airstrip while Autumn (1994) uses the desert of South 
California and the streets of L.A. toward the same end. Many of these works 
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make use of ambient sound to heighten the aura of displacement. 
Mary Lucier did a number of performances in the 1970s and has con­

tinued to work in video into the '90s. Lucier's themes often come from the 
history of art. In past works she has reinvestigated 19th-century pastoral myths 
and captured the luminosity of the paintings of the Hudson River School. She 
describes her installations as "at once cinematic, sculptural, and theatrical."21 
In one of her recent works, Last Rites (Positano) (1995), Lucier reconstructs 
the narrative of her mother's youthful romance in Europe. As her m9ther re­
lates the story on video, the image fades into rippling water and her voice 
becomes indistinct, floating through the dark gallery space punctuated by 
illuminated antique furniture and old family pictures. Lucier recreates the fleet­
ing romance in a haunting dreamlike landscape. 

Gary Hill investigates the construction of meaning through images, 
words, and the body in his well-known video work. A survey of his work 
curated in 1995 by Chris Bruce, then curator at the Henry Art Gallery at the 
University of Washington, marked an important moment for video art, solidify­
ing its acceptance into the realm of fine art. Critic Michael Duncan has written 
that "Hill has a flair for spatial drama. "22 Hill's Tall Ships (1992), which made a 
splash at Documenta IX in 1992 and again in the 1993 Whitney Biennial, inter­
acts with the space of the viewer unlike any other. piece of video art. As 
viewers walk down a dark 90-foot corridor they activate video images oflife­
size figures. These "portraits" walk towards the viewers, sometimes stare at 
them, and then retreat back to their static position. InasMuch as it is Always 
Already Taking Place (1990) also manipulates images of the body through the 
time and space of video, in this case fragmenting the terrain of the body. 
Individual video monitors each project a looped image of a different part of the 
artist's body. The blue-tinted images accompanied by ambient sounds create a 
disorganized, unrecognizable body. 

Hill also investigates the "problematic relation oflanguage and expe­
rience"23 and "the enigmatic gaps in meaning that occur in both language and 
visual images"24 The sculptural work I Believe It Is an Image in Light of the 
Other (1991-92) is comprised of video images projected onto the pages of open 
books scattered on the floor. InAnd Sat Down Beside Her (1990), more books 
containing video images (in place of the expected words) are installed next to 
an empty table and chair. Nearby is a web of electrical wires springing from tiny 
monitors that project words (and some images). Hill has stated of his pieces, "I 
wanted to abuse the images, push them around, manipulate them with words."25 

Hill's Learning Curve (1993) is constructed of mirror-image forms of 
extremely elongated classroom desks bracketed by video monitors. One of the 
writing surfaces gradually narrows and is met at the end with a video monitor 
that is only several inches wide while the other gradually widens and ends at a 
broad, panoramic monitor. Each ofthese monitors display a crashing surf., a 
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metaphor for an opportunity for ceaseless change and rejuvenation, depend­
ing on what you make of it. Perhaps the monitor displays Hill's daydreams of 
surfing when he was a student. At this desk the viewer does not provide his/ 
her own mental vision, instead a monitor-technology, a TV-is programmed 
to provide the escape. Learning Curve is also about access to technology, 
referring to the disadvantages or advantages that result from whether technol­
ogy is fuzzy and distant or clear and legible and whether it limits or broadens 
one's horizon. 

Teiji Furuhashi from Kyoto, Japan, is a leading member ofthe Kyoto­
based performance group Dumb Type which also works in video. As Barbara 
London writes in the catalogue to "Video Spaces: Eight Installations," Dumb 
Type's work is directly related to the tradition of Japanese dance. Using a 
vocabulary of movement similar to the avant-garde Ankoku Butoh style, 
Furuhashi and Dumb Type often expose the dark side oftechno mania through 
the acerbic quality oftheir work. At times, the group works in the realm of bad 
taste, the banal, and the embarrassing, reminiscent of the wasteland between 
reality and illusion evoked in Noh theater. In Furuhashi's Lovers (1994), pro­
jections of many different ghostlike nude bodies walk around the perimeter of 
the gallery. Some of the figures appear at first to embrace, but their images jsut 
coldly walk through each other. Two overlapping soundtracks fill the room: 
one of ethereal, whispered utterances and the other of firm admonitions. 
Furuhashi is playing with the illusions and the disconnectedness of the video 
realm to comment on the difficulties of bridging personal distance in our world.26 

Dalibor Martinis' video installation Observatorium was the Croatian 
entry at the Venice Biennale in 1997. Martinis has been working in video for 25 
years and continues to be interested in the shifting boundaries between the 
material and the virtual world. In Eclipse of the Moon, the viewer can choose 
where to sit among the theater-like arrangement of chairs to watch the moon's 
image projected on the screen being eclipsed by a "real model" globe. Coma 
requires more direct intervention from the viewer. The video image of Martinis 
remains static until a button is pushed which sends the image of electrical 
currents through the artist, jolting him awake to begin reading a passage. 

At the 1997 Whitney Biennial, Diana Thater projected footage of 
gorillas and their handlers that spanned from floor to ceiling; other mural-scale 
works include a parrot shown in slow-motion as it attempts to keep balanced 
on a stick held by a human hand, and China, six contiguous wall projections of 
people trying to train wolves. Also, last year Thater was commissioned for an 
environmental installation by the WalkerArts Center in Minneapolis, and for 
this she projected classic western landscapes-canyons and plateaus-onto 
the windows of the museum, supplanting the usual view of buildings and flat 
midwestern terrain. Thater's ongoing theme is the presentation of a simple 
nature/culture binary, and with the Walker installation, her aim was to articulate 
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a more complicated series of reversals between the primacy of nature and 
technology in our environment. She states, uncritically, that our primary way 
of associating natural environments is through the camera which makes the 
distant present, that natural environments (landscapes) are acculturated, i.e. 
cliched, through the eye of the camera. 

Marina Abramovic's highly metaphorical video installation/perfor­
mance Balkan Baroque won the Golden Lion for Best Artist at the Venice 
Biennale in 1997. At this installation, several video images ran simultaneously 
in a large room: the central looped image of the artist reading a poem about rats 
and dancing a boisterous tango solo contrasted with flanking barely-moving 
silent portraits of her mother and father. During the perfonnance Abramovic 
sits in the midst of a pile of large bones, gnawing at them. Born in Belgrade, 
Yugoslavia, Abramovic evokes the quiet, plodding continuation of domestic 
life within a history that is penneated by suffocation and sporadically inter­
rupted by bursts of violent action and attempts at personal release. 

Matthew Barney has been celebrated for his fantastical decadent 
images of androgynous bodies. Barney's images always place himself in the 
starring role and incorporate characters from mythology, models accompanied 
by bizarre displays of altered anatomies on runways, and abundant quantities 
of lubricating goo and testosterone-all against the backdrop of dizzying, 
exotic, often underwater, locations. The image alone is of importance to Barney. 
There is no emotion or story to relate. Since the early '90's, Barney has been 
working on his Cremaster series of videos made exclusively for Barbara 
Gladstone Gallery. The climax of the series is the film Cremaster 5, which 
resembles a full-blown Hollywood flick. It does not really depict a mournful, 
romantic fairy tale, but rather shows what Barney and a big film crew can do 
with a lot of cash. 

The Video Market and the Creation of History 
Steve McQueen is consciously preoccupied with video art's current identity 
crisis. McQueen's work straddles the styles of documentary films and confes­
sional videos. The exhibition materials for Documenta X describes Steve 
McQueen's work as being "at the intersection of two spaces and two move­
ments of the gallery and film. The viewer is also invited to an exercise of mental 
mobility, a transfonnation of the self through experience."27 If McQueen's 
work actually achieves this, it is because it puts us in a familiar space by calling 
upon some of our best developed habitudes of looking at TV or movies. 
McQueen's work is conceived specifically for exhibition galleries and spans 
the distance from floor to ceiling. His work highlights video's tendency to blur 
discipline boundaries. The gallery space becomes a movie-house, and the 
movie-house is turns into a museum. 

In the 1990s, galleries have become a new venue for selling film in a 
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digital package. Canada's entry to the 1997 Venice Biennale was a film. Rodney 
Graham's Vexation Island was the first film to represent a country at the Biennale. 
Inclusion at the Biennale registers the film as fine art, and consequently in this 
arena the fIlm was not marketed to a broad audience; Instead it was sold in an 
edition of six laser disks at $65,000 each. The inclusion of Viola's work at the 
same Biennale has had a profound effect on his prices. Barbara London points 
to Viola as an example of the surge of video prices iIi the late 1990s. The 
success of his Bienna1e appearance, among other things, caused the price of 
his installations to soar to around $185,000. Viola's spectacular success has 
legitimized the genre of video. 

Artists have come up with an array of approaches to the question of 
video's status as an object. The way video is presented in the art market as an 
. object, affects its value as a commodity, as well as its spot in art history. In 
conjunction with his fIlm Cremaster 5, Matthew Barney's sculptural objects 
featured in the film were exhibited and sold by Barbara Gladstone gallery. 
Collectors could also buy the fIlm on limited edition laser disk for several 
thousand dollars. At the other end ofthe marketing spectrum Rodney Graham 
compiled essays in a paperback titled Island Thoughts that 303 Gallery sold for 
$20 when Vexation Island was on view there. In each case, a more tangible, 
traditional object is being attached to the reproduceable video. 

Museums also must confront the ambiguous object status of video. 
At the Museum of Modern Art the galleries are neatly partitioned by 
disciplines such as "Painting and Sculpture" arranged chronologically with 
separate viewing rooms off to the side for video. Film and Video curator 
Barbara London envisions the integration of video throughout the permant 
collection galleries by "putting an early Nam June next to an early 
Rauschenberg; Dan Graham with other Minimalists."28 This would provide 
an art historical context for video art. Though as mentioned earlier, art 
history is actually only one of many roots of video. So this gesture would 
also change the look ofthe Museum of Modern Art, arguably the most 
important institution for the display of modern and contemporary art. 
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Trends in Computer and Technological Art 
by Kristen Brown and Nina Salvatore 

Introduction 
Humankind continues to increase its control ofthe material environment through 
the unceasing development of new instruments. These innovations have en­
abled people to change the qualityoflife forever. For the artist, the computer 
has allowed for new means to construct images as well as create devices that 
engage the viewer in increasingly imaginative ways. These new forms of art 
have become an alternative, rather than a replacement. They have expanded 
the scope of expression and will continue to do so as new technologies are 
added to the vocabulary of the artist. Methods and medimlls have shifted 
radically. 

As technologies and art evolve there seems to be two principal cat­
egories: the interactive and the visual. Stewart Kranz states, in Science & 
Technology in the Arts, that "in the decade of the sixties, a remarkable reorien­
tation in the function, the means, and to a large extent, the goals of the artist 
became quite apparent. In a phrase, the emphasis shifted from the end to the 
means."1 Kranz discusses the involvement of the spectator with the new art. 
This partnership is "devoted to the ideal that pleasure, whimsy, insight, and 
even disgust were ends in themselves."2 The other affiliation between tech­
nology and art has been one of a pure science-art relationship. These works 
include images that have been produced with the aid of a computer, and prima­
rily employ the computer as a design tool. According to Frank Popper inArt of 
the Electronic Age, "For these artists, science no longer acts as an authority 
but as a creative catalyst."3 As the computer and technological art in the 1990s 
continue to intertwine, certain trends within these categories are distinct. 

Computers and technology disassociate us from one another. While 
machines clearly give human independence, there is also a disruption of inter­
dependence. Our desire to search for our identity is inspired by the computer 
program and the technology surrounding it. Michael Heim writes, in The Meta­
physics of Virtual Reality, "Being a 'body' constitutes the principle behind our 
separateness from one another and behind our personal presence ... The sec­
ond or stand-in body reveals only as much of ourselves as we mentally wish to 
reveal."4 This trend surrounding the body and self and electronic identity will 
be called The Self Through Electronic Media. 

In Cyberspace there seems to be a large number ofv,isual artists that 
use the computer as an electronic extension of art. This trend, which will be 
called Technology Simply as a Tool, ranges from cyber galleries to integrating 
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alternative tools into a new aesthetic. The artists that use .the computer as a 
design tool incorporate the technology in a variety of methods. Sometimes 
these artists use the computer as an autonomous creator by becoming "a 
creator or perhaps a simulator of memory, of reasoning and of the brain itself,"5 
according to Donald Michie and Rory Johnson. 

"The rapid technologization of our lives, alters the relationships among 
people and nations, and between people and nature in both the ecological and 
the biological senses,"6 says Frank Popper. In 1991 the' Ars Electronica' exhi­
bition "Out of Control" referred to this theme. Technoculture extends into 
every aspect of our lives. There is a trend to express this Technology and Its 
Impact on Our Lives by showing its social implications and the repercussions 
on everyday life. What are the moral and social consequences of the power of 
technology? 

The trend to use Technology As A Tool For Interaction can be a part 
of the previous trends as well. The boundaries between the trends are as 
unclear as the boundaries in the styles and movements throughout art history. 
"Interactivity, however, is a big part of the Web art equation, often blurring the 
line between audience and author, artist and viewer," says Joseph Squier.7 
With interactivity, an expansion of communication possibilities develops be­
tween the art, the participant and the machine. 

What is the significance of these trends and are they a part of the 
inescapability of spectacle that is a phenomena of the art of the 1990s? Is it 
possible to become visible without spectacularizing what you do? Exploring 
the trends and a few artists may help to answer these questions. Whatever the 
conclusion, however, there is no denying that the shift in how the world can be 
viewed through art has been changed and will continue to change as new 
technologies unfold. 

The Self Through Electronic Media 
Stating our identity in cyberspace is a world of representation. It frees the artist 
to allow the viewer to apperceive only what the artist reveals. There are no 
restrictions on our physical identity. Michael Heim reminds us that: "At the 
computer interface, the spirit migrates from the body to a world of total repre­
sentation."8 Through imagery and text, Joseph Squier takes the audience on a 
journey into his Life With Father. He says of Web art: "It's rawer, it's faster, it's 
about multiple layers of things happening simultaneously. It's an amalgam of 
still images, text, sound and moving images. It's a world in flux."9 Squier re­
flects in his manifesto for The Place that it requires new constructions of 
bodily reality. "Never fail to recognize the difference between self and other"l0 
reminds us that the cyberspace personality can be a separate 'other' or not. 

Linda Dement uses cyberspace to redefine bodily space. Dement 
says: "Lesbians have stepped from the shadowy comer of ignominious de-
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fect-the notion of a body terribly inverted, off-course, or sadly gone awry­
to present a new body, one wonderfully attuned to a critical reassessment of 
fixed gender roles and stable subjectivity."11 In a review of Cyberflesh Girl 
Monster, Holly Willis and Mikki Halpin say that Dement's work offers a sense 
of this body. "Dement violates the sanctity of the body's borders, merging and 
reconstructing bodies, defiling and disorganizing boundaries."12 They go on 
to describe the piece as "autobiographical but in a depersonalized way." It is a 
shared experience about someone's 'self'. By clicking, the viewer can travel 
through experiences that engage the participant in an investigation into 
Dement's narcissism. 

Orlan takes the investigation of self out of cyberspace and uses tech­
nology and performance to create a "psychological self portrait. "13 She changes 
her identity by choosing characteristics of other prominent figures of Euro­
pean femininity, and surgically alters her appearance and documents it on 
video. While only under a local anesthetic she reads philosophical literature, 
such as Guy Dubord's Society of the Spectacle. Is this the ultimate spectacular 
product of fake gratification or is this a statement about our society and the 
need for spectacle to engage the viewer? In either case, it is another way to 
present narcissism with the use of technology. 

The investigation of Eros can go beyond subjective fantasy, how­
ever. Michael Heim states: "Eros motivates humans to see more and know more 
deeply .... The erotic drive, however, as Plato saw it, needs education to attain 
its fulfillment." Cyberspace can provide the cybemaut with ideas and informa­
tion. The cyberspace experience can liberate us from 'the Cave' by giving the 
participant experience that is beyond the corporeal. "Bodily sex appears to be 
no more than an exchange of signal blips on the genetic corporeal network."14 
Laurie Anderson's Puppet Motel makes a reference to Plato and the story of 
the Cave. The cyberspace entity is the master of intelligence, and possesses a 
new electronic life, fueled by the desire for knowledge. Immersing oneself in 
cyberspace, whether artist or participant, is a distinctive factor of much of the 
technological art of the 90's. Possibly it is "the wish to leave one's outward 
frame behind and let the soul soar into the immaterial realms of the Other, 
fantasy and desire,"15 .says Erkki Huhtamo. "Losing oneself in a simulated 
world." Huhtamo writes that this may be a product of our dreams, beliefs, 
desires and fears. Laurie Anderson takes the viewer into the simulated world of 
fantasy. The fantasy is not the truth, however, and is a world of pure represen­
tation. This could perhaps mean the artist and the participant are spectacle in 
the interaction in Puppet Motel. The immersive experience is a vivid example 
of 'self' in cyberspace. 

Significantly, computer art and technology in the 1990s involves both 
the user and the artist in an investigation of self, often through spectacular 
narcissism, and frequently through fantasy. Technology has few boundaries, 
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and as new science is discovered the investigation will continue. 

Technology Simply AsA Tool 
For many artists the computer is simply a design tool. It can be used in per­
sonal fabrication or it can utilize the "capabilities analogous to human intellec­
tual processes and may even be considered as a creative entity in its own 
right."'6 The computer can also be employed as a vehicle that enables artists 
and other users to transcend logistics. Communities of artists can form span­
ning great distances. Viewers can experience work they may not otherwise 
have been able to explore. "Now, point-and-click interfaces to the World Wide 
Web have made the Internet's vast global tapestry of resources available to 
anybody who can use Windows or Macintosh."'7 Travel anywhere is pos­
sible with a mouse and a computer. 

"To some people the idea of the computer as an autonomous partner 
seems like an affront to human creativity. Yet the idea of not using a computer 
in the creative process will soon seem like an anachronism," says Holtzman. 18 

The computer enables the artist to animate, create three dimensional imagery, 
manipulate photographs, paint, and explore amathematical equation to create 
fractals, to name a few options. John Lasseter, the creator of Toy Story, uses 
"avars" (articulated variables) and the computer, to create characters with life­
like movements and expressions. A program, developed by Pixar Animation 
Studios, allows animators to construct three dimensional figures from scanned 
drawings. With the use of the avars the animator can move certain parts ofthe 
virtual models. "Every creature, every toy, accessory and every landscape in 
Toy Story exists solely in a virtual space. Absolutely everything."'9 

In the same way that Leonardo da Vinci changed mediums, artists 
today are using new mediums. The new mediums allow for a new approach to 
making art. When Joseph Squier defined Web art, he began by saying what it 
wasn't. "Working on the Web isn't like painting, which is more about texture. 
Nor is it like photography, which concentrates on detailed accurate, precise 
images. It is, in other words, a whole new kind of art-and one that artists are 
just beginning to understand, experiment with and embrace."2o Most of Web 
art uses more than one media. It often includes photos as well as text, sound, 
and moving images. Squier adds: "The first thing I had to do when I started 
working on the Web was 'shed' my baggage as a photographer." He had to 
approach the Web as though it was a new medium with different characteris­
tics. 

Many pieces that incorporate sound and movement use special soft­
ware; Shockwave is one example. This is usually available to download at the 
sites that require it. Bodies INCorporated by Victoria Vesna is one such site 
that allows the viewer to design their own cyber body. At the site, there is a 
choice of texture, gender, history, and preference of death if the participant 
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chooses to relinquish cyber life. Quicktime is another software program that 
enables the netuser to experience animation, and is also available for down­
loading. Artists like Troy Innocent use a net work (Pegasus Networks) to 
access their artwork. Innocent explores the language of iconic configuration 
and synthetic abstraction characteristic to the computer. 

Even with photography, the computer has varied manifestations. Digi­
tal photography poses the question: what is real? Manipulated photography 
can make illusion explicit. Will we ever know what is real? Anthony Aziz and 
Sammy Cucher are photographers who use the computer to manipulate the 
traditional portrait, "depriving it of both its objective content and any personal 
character."21 The art of photo logy uses "modem technology to denounce the 
preprogrammed reign of all pervasive computer control over the social body." 
Ray MacDonald is a photographer who uses the sculpture of David Mordini 
for his digital photography. He says: "Photography has been unleashed by 
computers ... They have transformed tools that were limiting into an ever chang­
ing Art medium." Digital cameras are enabling artists to bypass the darkroom 
altogether and work directly on the computer creating voluminous types of 
images. 

The computer also can be programmed to create its own art. In this 
case the machine becomes a simulator of the human brain. Systems such as 
geometry or mathematics can be used to actualize formulas that produce 'art.' 
Rene Ertzinger is an example of an artist using fractals to create art. Ertzinger 
has encountered thousands of different base formulas that have resulted in a 
large collection of work. Optical research, met~orological data, and multitudes 
of other scientific abstracts are used. The range is vast and continues to be 
revolutionary. 

The netuser may also use the computer as a tool to travel. Using links 
to pass from one location to another, cyberspace has no walls. Every artist may 
have a gallery space of their own by setting up a Web site, or share a space 
with a community of artists. Art pn the Net (art.net) is one virtual space where 
artists join together. In the statement of Purpose for Art on the Net, the Mani-

. festo states that "some think of the site as a gallery, meeting place, or studio." 
It is an international site and the members are from around the world. A netuser 
can visit real galleries that have virtual space on the internet, as well. Dia 
Center for the Arts, based in New York City, has a space which posts informa­
tion about exhibitions, lectures, press releases, and much more. They also 
initiated a Web project that polled 3000 Web visitors about their aesthetic 
preference in painting. The best part is that with a printer anything on the Web 
can be downloaded, printed and owned. Perhaps the computer is the most 
versatile tool an artist can possess. 

Technology and Its Impact on onr ~ives 
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The immersion in technology that characterizes 'technological art' is both 
embraced and criticized. In 1991 a call for proposals was made by the Banff 
Centre for the Arts for projects that could be characterized by the technical 
parameters of real-time, three-dimensional works, with interactive graphics and 
sound. One of the points of the project was to generate a discourse-for the 
first time in a public forum-that could deal with the issues around virtual 
reality. The concern with the dematerialization of experience is but one ofthe 
impacts that technology, specifically Virtual Reality (VR), seems to have on our 
lives,22 Other issues that are raised by and addressed in pieces that employ 
technology as a primary component are the impact of technology on world 
politics, the 'place' of old, debunked technologies, and the nature of communi­
cation. 

In her piece, World II, VR (1993) Jenny Holzerimmerses the viewerin . 
a VR piece that depicts an aftennath of a war with villagers describing their 
experiences with disembodied voices.23 She says of her work, "I think I am 
trying to make life seem real enough that one is moved to do something about 
the more atrocious things. By going really far afield into a completely fake 
world, maybe there's a chance to make things resonant somehow, or in this 
case, truly terrifying. To make it as bad as what is happening."24 This piece 
illustrates the paradox in many technology-oriented works. Holzer's goal is to 
stimulate the viewer to action by offering a dematerialized experience of a real 
situation: the war in Bosnia. Holzer hopes to make a circle complete: she 
begins with the psychological suffering of war victims, then introduces tech­
nology to allow the viewer on the other side to the world to experience this 
suffering 'face to face', and in tum hopes that the viewer will be moved to act 
or at least to be psychologically affected by this experience. The dematerializa­
tion of experience as a tool to heighten awareness of our human physicality 
and psychology is a contemporary paradox introduced by the new technology 
of Virtual Reality. Certainly this alters our sense of self and the world around us 
in a way never before encountered. Does the viewer respond to the new reality 
as they do to traditional fonns of art or reality itself? Is a new subjectivity and 
psychological space being created? 

Technology not only raises issues of subjectivity, but also has the 
great tendency to influence interactions on a global scale. This issue is ad­
dressed in Ingo Gunther's 1m Bereich der West-Wind-Welt (In the Realm of the 
West- Wind- World), a Video Installation created in 1991.2s The project consists 
of two blank flags on metal staffs, never touching, onto which images are 
projected. American fighter jets and outer space images blend with the Ameri­
can flag on one flag, and on the other the Hammer and Sickle, symbolizing 
Soviet Communism, appears in sequence with the face of Mikhail Gorbachev 
and images of Soviet propaganda. The flags' blankness and changing images 
suggest the fundamental inter-changeability of political programs and ideo-
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logical values. Further, the over-laying, flickering images of Soviet propa­
ganda and Western media strongly suggest how the media has played a crucial 
role in the development in easing of Soviet-American tensions.26 Indeed, it is 
the global reach and international quality of the media that leads to Gunther's 
conclusion that perhaps political programs and ideological values are inter­
changeable. It is technology itself that allows for this kind of 'world corre­
spondence' and thus a blurring ofboundries between political paradigms. 

In this discussion of technology and international communication, 
the question arises about the nature of the World Wide Web, as to whether it 
is truly a mechanism of 'world-wide' communication. This issue is addressed 
in Antonio Muntedas' piece 011 Translation: The Internet Project (1997), 
which is a Web Site27 created for 'exhibition' in conjunction with Documenta X. 
The visitor to the Site can scroll across the image of a spiral and different 
languages will appear. As the user clicks on each language a phrase appears. 
The phrase, which has been translated into at least twenty languages states, 
"a certain means of research could raise the standard of international activity 
through the medium of communication. The particular problem which I have in 
mind is the inaccessibility to a rapid system of mutual education." Another 
'hot-spot' below the spiral, is access to another repeatedly translated phrase, 
"communication systems provide the possibility of developing better under­
standing between people: in which language?" Muntadas is interested in the 
issue of communication on a global scale. If the problem of an English-lan­
guage dominated Internet can be solved then a 'rapid system of mutual educa­
tion' is possible. Muntadas's interest is in communication systems and the 
decentralization of power,28 to enhance the Internet's primalY property as a 
vast information resource by solving the problem of language translation no 
doubt would further impact our lives in broader ways than has already oc­
curred. 

A critical manifestation of technology used in art is that dematerial­
ization on several levels occurs. We have already discussed the dematerializa­
tion of experience in the context of Holzers work, World 11, but what about 
language itself? Muntadas considers communication over the internet and 
what kind of impact the Internet could have if an 'international' translation 
existed, but the work of Regina Frank looks more closely at the fundamental 
nature oflanguage in the Internet setting. She calls her traveling long duration 
performance installation, Hermes Mistress (1994-6), "an ironic flirtation with 
the messenger of the Gods, Hermes."29 Hermes we can easily imagine is 
(dis)embodied by the Internet itself. The Gods are anyone who is on-line. She 
selected sentences off of the Internet each morning and then re-materialized 
them as embroidery. She states that the work "documents a first investigation 
into the global exchange of information in virtual space .. .is an attempt to bridge 
high tech with traditional techniques of craft." She has "ideas about clothing 
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· as empty vessels for inner developments, as carriers of thoughts or data, or 
clothing as time documents ... ideas about the dress as an ad-dress, as a con­
tainer for information or shelter to protect from information."30 Frank provides 
a striking contrast between the disembodied information we are dealing with 
everyday via the Internet by selecting the methodical and very tactile craft of 
sewing to 'reembody' that information. The "flow of data and information, and 
layers and layers of text and information" of the Web juxtaposed to this very 
present, real-time activity of sewing makes it again obvious-for those of us 
who forget-how much of our daily activities are in some way dematerialized. 
Frank eloquently shows us just how profound the impacts are of our interac­
tions on the Web, and how historically different this 'reality' is. 

While we grapple with the impact of new technologies, already artists 
are scavenging 'old' technologies for their own purposes. Perry Hoberman's 
VR piece, Bar Code Hotel (1994), a project conducted at Banff Centre for the 
Arts in Banff, Canada, resurrects bar codes to a new life. Up to eight people at 
once could walk into the Hotel, pick any object that they want to 'be' -which 
was manifested as a virtual object on a surrounding screen-and scan .bar 
codes with one's personal 'wand'. A 'scan' directed one's object to behave in 
certain ways such as changing it's metabolism, speed, or causing it to commit 
suicide. A crucial element of this work was that more than one person at a time 
could be 'in' the piece, so that different objects could interact with each other; 
indeed, the behavior of other objects would affect the behavior of one's own 
object-beyond what one had 'instructed' it to do. "Most of the virtual reality 
I have seen requires an endless wait on an interminable line, only to briefly 
enter a rudimentary world in which one is a solitary inhabitant with nothing to 
d "31 o. 

The impact of this work is many-fold. First, technology of bar code 
which was introduced in the early 70s is already considered old. "I am drawn 
to debased, hybrid technologies. Away from the distracting sheen of the state 
of the art, one can begin to investigate altematives."32 Because bar code is so 
familiar, it is integmted in to the work; because it does not have the 'sheen' of 
newer technologies it is not the bar code but the VR element that throws this 
work into the category of 'spectacle', along with most computer mediated 
work. Further characteristic of technology-oriented art, Hoberman encour­
ages interaction between participants by way of their virtual objects. "I had 
something else in mind ... something more social...more casual...and more dis­
ruptive. "33 This type of substitute for real-time, real person-to-person interac­
tion which is also prevalent in commercially oriented technology is creating 
another kind ofimpact on everyday life. Does this 'substitute' further alienate 
people from one another? Does it satisfy the human need for intemction with 
community? 
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Technology as Tool for Interaction 
Some artists are involved on a participatory or critical level with the issues of 
how technology impacts on our lives, and others focus how technology can 
be a tool for interaction. The nature of interactions range from between artist 
and viewer, viewers with each other, viewer with self, technology and nature, 
to the relationship between self and nature. 

The works of Char Davies and Sheldon Brown respectively examine 
how technology can make us more aware of ourselves as physical beings 
within a physical world, and the direct interaction between nature and technol­
ogy. Davies' Virtual Reality piece, Osmose (1996) at the Contemporary Mu­
seum of Art in Montreal, Canada, sets up a navigational interface based on 
breathing and balance. The participant is fitted with a harness, designed to 
capture motion and breathing-versus the usual power glove-and a head 
piece. The participant's movements and breathing trigger changes in images 
taken from the ocean and forest. She states, "The body rather than the head 
becomes the ground of all experience. Breath disturbs the boundries of inside 
and outside the body, and in the sense of meditation, brings us closer to the 
connectedness of all things and reaffirms the physical world and the interior 
space of self. "34 Virtual Reality is the medium that negotiates our awareness. 
"Osmose is trying to create an environment of being still and just..being­
allowing things to come to you-rather than always doing,getting, conquer­
ing and moving forward. "35 It appears antithetical that one of the most ad­
vanced technologies should be required to heighten our awareness of self and 
nature. The question arises: is it necessary? Is this use of technology an 
answer to one of the most basic existential pursuits: to know the self and one's 
place in the world? 

Sheldon Brown illustrates a relationship between nature and tech­
nology in Video Windchimes (1994), a public art work in San Francisco and San 
Diego, California. Video projectors hang suspended above a concrete walk­
way, and, as the wind moves the projectors, it triggers a change in signal. The 
effect is that as images are projected on the ground, they constantly change as 
the wind shifts the above-suspended projectors. Here is a simple interaction 
between technology and nature which suggests the fragility of the instru­
ments of technology, both the physical pieces and immaterial signals, when 
exposed to the elements. Not only does technology affect our interactions 
with self, each other, and natural processes in life, such as in the case of 
genetic engineering, but as Brown insists, there is a more subtle and oft ig­
nored influence of Nature on technology itself. 

While Char Davies' Osmose asks technology to be a mediator of self 
awareness, and Sheldon Brown suggests an interaction between nature and 
technology beyond the self, KrzysztofWodiczko 's Alien StajJ( 1993) and The 
Mouthpiece (1995), use technology to bring people who are face to face back 
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in communication with each other. Both works are portable video tools that are 
custom designed, created with the intention of helping immigrants to tell their 
stories. Alien Staffis a large walking stick with a miniature video screen inset 
on the top. The 'xenoscope' or video screen, has talking head footage of the 
person who carries the piece around with them telling their tales as an immi­
grant. The 'xenolog' , or staff, is a hollow cylinder containing personal papers 
or objects from the user's life. The user walks with his or her device in his or her 
adopted city and engages people in conversation, and thus the staff acts as a 
vehicle to induce dialogue between people-a variation of the 'conversation 
piece.' The Mouthpiece functions in a similar way, as the immigrant wears a 
liquid crystal monitor over his or her mouth, which shows footage of the 
wearer's mouth telling his or her story. Wodiczko calls these works a "vehicle 
for initiating dialogue between people who otherwise might never converse as 
equals, if at a11."36 The problem to be resolved is the isolation and rejection of 
immigrants due to prejudices and language barriers, which Wodiczko himself 
has suffered as a Polish immigrant. "For the first time these people become 
confident; they speak, they construct some sort of artifice for their story ... .then 
there is the performance. To see that one could approach anyone, it means 
they are worth something. It's a healthy kind ofnarcissism."37 The artist's 
confidence in the use of technology as a device to help overcome prejudices, 
isolation, and foster communication is evident. Will it have any greater impact 
than other attempts to ease this kind of tension in our society? Will the general 
public who encounters users of Alien Staff and Thf! Mouthpiece be able to 
look past the technology to the greater issue or, indeed, will the use of video in 
this context be the engaging element? Will the viewer be forever changed in 
some way, his or her awareness heightened having seen past difference to the 
other that is so similar to self? 

Another technique of giving voice to the repressed is Antonio 
Muntadas' on-line project The File Room. 38 Begun in 1994, the work in an 
interactive archive that lists episodes of censorship from ancient Greece to the 
present. As one of the first art works on the World Wide Web, it debuted with 
450 entries, and has over 200 visitors at the site everyday. The work brings up 
the issues of viewer-as-artist, as visitors to the site are asked to document new 
cases of censorship, and thus become an integral part of the work. Muntadas' 
"utopian" intention is a restoration of all images and texts that have been 
censored.39 He says, "the project is ... a la Joseph Beuys, a 'social sculpture' 
that gains its meaning through a group effort of individuals, organizations and 
institutions. If the File Room remains passive then it is not working."40 Clearly 
Muntadas is exploiting the Internet as a vast information resource, to explore 
his interest in communication systems and the decentralization of powerY 
The site allows interaction between users, and for repressed individuals to at 
last express themselves. Only a medium such as the Internet can make this 
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kind of work possible, and to have the far reaching impact that it does. 
Jenny Holzer's web site titled Please Change Beliefs (1995),42 is an­

other forum for public expression and interaction. Like her graffiti-altered 
posters in SoHo in the late 70s, Holzer has created a site where the user can 
alter existing phrases and submit them to the site. What results is a list of the 
original and altered phrases that the user can browse through. Everyone can 
express his or her thoughts, and all thoughts are available to everyone to read. 
The users are protected by their anonymity and yet part of a community of 
Web users. This kind of work especially promises to dismantle, at least in part, 
hierarchies of power long embedded in the art world's gallery and museum 
system. No one monitors the site, there is no curator, and it exists for everyone 
and no one. The work is characteristic of many interactive web sites in that it 
offers a unique kind of interaction between people all over the world. Once 
again technology steps in as mediator of communication. 

The questions raised by the technological in art are many-fold. Does 
the spectacle of technology disassociate us from one another? Does the 
'sheen' of the new computer-mediated medium cancel any sincere quest by 
artists for answers to the most basic of existential questions? And, at a prac­
tical level, how does one navigate the vastness of the Internet without guid­
ance? How does one choose one web site over another, without the guiding 
hand of the 'the establishment' that normally stamps approval on this expres­
sionist or that post-modem movement? 

The critical nature of technology, which, by its newness, is spectacle, 
is that it does raise questions. The pursuit of new technology is our society'S 
reaction to the search for truth and the higher self. However, ironically, it is the 
most basic issues of human existence that are typically dealt with in these 
works, those of alienation, loneliness, community, interaction and communica­
tion. Perhaps technology itself is of little importance but it is the very fact of 
'something new' that causes society and the individual to be self-analytical. 
We suggest that technology will not be 'the answer,' nor is it, by its spectacu­
lar nature, 'the problem.' It is but one catalyst among many to act as a mirror to 
society-yet another medium by which artists express themselves be it pro­
foundly or profanely. As with all mediums, the works will remain if the sincerity 
of the artist stands the test of time. It remains the responsibility of the artist to 
be honest, and for the viewer to make his or her own judgment-for that is the 
only judgment to live by. 
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