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THE WITHERING AWAY OF
THE STATE OF THE ART

A FEW YEARS AGO, Jonas Mekas closed a review of a show

of videotapes with an aphorism to the effect that film is an art
but video is a god. I coupled the remark, somehow, with another, of
Ezra Pound’s; that he understood religion to be “just one more un-
successful attempt to popularize art.” Recently, though, I have
sensed a determination on the part of video artists to get down to the
work of inventing their art, and corroborating their faith in good
works.

A large part of that work of invention is, I take it, to understand
what video is. It is a long standing habit of artists (in the life of the
race it might be our most valuable habit) to postulate a present that
is more privileged than the past. Video art, which is by now virtually
alone in having no past that’s shady enough to worry about, joins In
that relentless search for self-definition which has brought film art to
its present threshold of intensity and ambition ... and which, in-
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deed, I understand to be the most notable trait of the whole text of
modernism, throughout the arts, and in the sciences as well.

Moreover, it is doubly important that we try to say what video is
at present, because we posit for it a privileged future. Since the birth
of video art from the Jovian backside (I dare not say brow) of that
Other Thing called television, I for one have felt, more and more, a
pressing need for precise definition of what film art is, since [ extend
to film, as well, the hope of a privileged future.

But we know that what an art is, or what it is to be, is to be seen
rather than said. [ turn, then, to the mournful Aristotelian venture of
trying to say, of film and video art, not what they are, but what they
severally are not, and how and what they are like.

First of all, then, what delights and miseries do film and video
share? Both the film frame and the complementary paired fields of
video are, of course, meta phorical descendants of the Newtonian in-
finitesimal, so that both are doomed, as from a kind of Original Sin,
to the irony of mapping relativistic perceptions upon an atavistic
fiction of classical mechanics long since repudiated, along with the
simian paradoxes of Zeno that prefigure the calculus, by the sci-
ences. Still more comically, film and video share similarly athletic
paleontologies: that of film yielding racehorses, and that of video,
wrestlers. But within the compressed moment that constitutes their
mutual Historical Period, we may say that film and video art have in
common:

1. A need. It belongs to the artists who make the art, this need,
and it is the raw need to make images, illusions apparently moving,
within what both film and video understand to be a highly plastic
temporality. Together they have virtually replaced painting as a
technology of illusionism, throwing into high relief the painter’s tac-
tile needs to mark surfaces and make objects. (It cannot be entirely
accidental that Amerian painters seized, for good and all, upon the
material of their art at a moment that coincides precisely with the
‘blossoming’ of network television. Willem de Kooning’s Women
and the ‘bad’ telecast quality of the period intersect upon a single
Iconic terrain ... with the painter come to castigate the image, and
purge it; and the anonymous video engineer, living, so to speak, in a
different time, to indulge the wistful Occidental longing for a quick-
and-easy universal surrogate for experience.)

2. A thermodynamic level, The procedures of most of the arts
amount to heat engines; film and video first entrain energy higher up
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American corn-flats and the Soviet steppes; it is accommodating to
the human body only when that body is lying in state. Eisenstein
once proposed that the frame be condensed into a ‘dynamic’ square,
which is as close to a circle as a rectangle can get, but his arguments
failed to prosper.

In any event, cinema inherits its rectangle from Renaissance easel
paintings, which tend to behave like the windows in post-and-lintel
architecture ... provided, of course, that one experiences architec-
tural space from the fixed vantage point of paraplegia.

The video frame is not a rectangle. It is a degenerate ameoboid
shape passing for a rectangle to accomodate the cheap programming
of late night movies. The first video image 1 ever saw, on a little
cathode ray tube at the top of a four-foot mastaba, was circular. At
least I think I believe that's what I remember I saw.

Things find their true shapes most readily as they look at them-
selves. Film, looking at itself, as the total machine that is cinema
rephotographs and reprojects its own image, simply reiterates to
unmodified infinity its radiant rectangle, asserting with perfect re-
dundancy its edge, or perimeter, which has become, for us inhabit-
ants of film culture, an icon of the boundary between the known and
the unknown, the seen and the unseen, what is present and possible
to consciousness and what is absolutely elsewhere and ... unimagin-
able.

But let video contemplate itself, and it produces, under endless
guises, not identical avatars of its two-dimensional ‘container,” but
rather exquisitely specific variations upon its own most typical con-
tent. | mean that in the mandala of feedback, graphically diagram-
med illusion of alternating thrust and withdrawal, most often spiral-
ing ambiguously like a Duchamp pun, video confirms, finally, a
generic eroticism. That eroticism belongs to the photographic
cinema as well, through the virtually tactile and kinesthetic illusion
of surface and space afforded by an image whose structure seems as
fine as that of ‘nature’; video, encoding the universe on 525 lines pre-
cisely, like George Washington’s face reduced to a dot-and-dash
semaphore on the dollar bill, resorts to other tactics.

And as the feedback mandala confirms the covert circularity, the
centripetal nature, of the video image, it offers also an obscure sug-
gestion. If the spiral implies a copulative interaction between the
image and the seeing mind, it also may become, when love is gone






