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Video Prophets Who Foretold

Today’s Innovations-

By MICHAEL RUSH

history of art is sometimes said &0 be a
series of reactlons, one generation of artists
staking its claim to originality by trying to
undo what angther generation has done. Cer-

tainly the 20th century has undergone important sea
changes resulting from artists’ rebellions. Cublsm,
Dada, Abstract Expressionism and Minimalism sach
emerged accompanied by some sirong words from
artists ebout their predecessors,

© It can also be said, hawever, that what looks hew to
one generation has probably already been explored by a
previois ohé. Art alsp proceeds thanks o somie conven-
ient memory lapses. As the artist and critic Brian
O'Doherty wrote in 1986: “Visual art does not progress
by having a good memory. And New York is the locus of
some radical forgetting.” §

“Into the Light: The Prajected Image in American
Art 1885-77" opening on Thursday and continuing
through Jan. 27 at the Whitney Museum, is bound to
shake up a few memories in an older generation of
artists and wake up the younger ones who weren't
around to see the radical transformations taking place
at the tme. Organized by Chrissie Iles, the Whitney's
film and video curator, “Into the Light" fearures 19
works {mosat of them ‘“instaliations,”™ a word not even
fully in use then) by artists like Bruce Nauman, Andy
Warbof, Dan Graham, Robert Morris, Vite Acconci,
Gary Rill, Kelth Sonnier and Yoko Ono.

In each case the artist used some form of media
{film, video, slides, sound) to create work hardly ever
sten in 2 museum or gallery before and, in several
cases, not seen since. Given the current dominance of
video installations in most international contemporary-
art exhibltions, these early projected works should be 2
revelation to many viewers. They 'created a new lan-
guage of art-making,” Ms. [les saig,

The Whitnéy's upper floors will flicker and vibraie
with the images and sounds of artists for whom media
became ancther mode of expression for their {deas. “I
wasno't interested in video per se,”” said Willlam Anas-
tasi, who i= represented by a 1968 piece, “Free Will " ']
used whatever was at my dispesal — photography,
vides, drawing, scuipture — fo express what I was
interested in."
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Thigs sentiment, shacred by many artists of the
tiad, remains popular today. Mr. Anastasi was con-
erned with the gallery space itself, especially with its
¢ mumkiane parts: the corners and the wall plugs.
‘FFree Will,'" with its monitor placed on the floor, is a -
ijve-feed video recording of a conier in a gallery. In

mmion with his conceptualist contemporaries, includ-
ipg Sof LeWitt and Mel Bochner, Mr, Anassasi stripped
: alt the aesthetic {llusions associatsd With painting,
instend to offer a “pasan to the heteand now."
This conceptual approach 10 art-making is much in
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A back-to-the-future exhibition
difars 60’s and 70’s multimedia
nstallations,’ a word that was
ysed only rarely at the time.

dence in “Into the Light.” Ms. Ong, & participant in
uxus performances, was also interested in demystify-
g the art object. Her ''Sky TV,” 1886, remounted at the
ithey, features a live-feed video recording of the sky.
Cppenheim’s “Echo,’” 1873, i3 a dual-screen
ectiont of the artist’s hand slapping the walls of a
ery. The sound of the hand’s lmpact reverberates
t the space. Viewers are made aware that
v are not just looking at srt but doing it in a
phriicalar place at a particular time.
This heightened awareness. of the present owes
Continued on Page 39
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wich te the influence of performance on the
rt of this period. Among the 19 artists in
Inte the Light” a majority, including Rob-
it Whitman, Mr. Nauman, Peter Campus,
fary Lucier, Mr. Acconci and especially
aan Jonas and the choreographer Simone
ortl, made expressly performance-based
rt. 7
Early on in this cross-fertilization of disci-
lines, technology, tao, played an impartant
ile. The influence of Robert Rauschenherg
nd his friends the composer John Cage, the
1oreographer Merce Cunningham and the
1gineer Billy Kitiver cannot be overémphiy-

Zed. Thelr 1966 “‘Nine Eveninga: Theater
nd Engineering,’” a wildly ambitious mini-
sstival of performances-cum-film, slides,
ifrared cameras, wired tennis rackets and
e like, held in New York's vast 69th Regl-
ient Acmory, celebrated a mew era of
iixed-media art. The canvas, it seaemed for
while, had become irrelevant,

The media elements of Ms. Jonas's 1876
Mirage,” originaily a performance with
1m, video and drawing, will be reformulat-
d at the Whitney. Though she will not
ppear in the work, as she sometimes does,
1s. Jonas’'s presence will be unmistakabie.
ler poetic, nonnarrative presentations,
omplete with cones, masks, chalk draw-
128, taped images and sounds, have the
fgnature feel of the artist’s close connec-
ion to the eaarth and mythelogy. “I attempt
> represent stetes of mind and certain
ransformations,” she said. Poetry and pa-
has are also abundant in Beryl Korot's 1974
nultisereen video installation, "Dachan '

Ms. Fortl, who along with Anna Halprin,
‘risha Brown, Steve Paxton, Yvenne Rainer
nd others was a highly influeatial dancer-
horeographer, experitiented with halo-
rams in thé 1970's. Thiz mysterious and
erie technology, in which photographed ob-
sets and people take on an intimate three-
limensionality, has never attained the popu-
arity of video, but for an artist like Ms.
‘ortl it provided a way e capture the depth
mad fullness of her dance movements. In
‘Striding Crawling,” from 1977, Ms. Forti is
een doing just that, but she iooks tike a
thost moving in spaceless tme. The origlaal

holegram, complete with a plexl%&ass cylin-
der, lighted from below by a canfiie, will be
in¢lnded in the exhibition.

The artists gathered here by Ms. Hes
were nat interested merely in e§periment-
ing with new techaolagics (or updating old
technologies liks photogeaphy). | Far them
the stakes were higher. The tdrhnologies
gave them the opporiunity to altgr viewers’
perceptions in ways not dreamed of by
Vermeer or Yan Eyck {whose e¥periments
in perspective Ms. Tles discusjes in her
catulog essay). Mr. Nauman, wigh his car-
ceriong preoccupation with pedgreption, is
represented heére by a 1970 film ipstallation,
“Spinning Spheves,” in which a fteel ball &
seen turning vigorously on 4 glass ptate in a
white’ room. The images reflected on the
ball are intended to destabilize thc viewer's
perspective as it becomes impossibie to
detect where the real walls of thd space are.

The trickster Michael Snow has been toy-
ing with viewers’ perceptions fof almost 40
years Iln films and performinces ltke
“Wavelength” and “Right Reader” from
the 1960°s. At the Whitney, 'Tyo Sides to
Every Stary,” 1874, features &)suspendexd

The spirit of Duchamp
hovers over a show:

everything and anything

can be turned into art}

aluminum screen on each side of which
images ‘of & woman engaging|in various
geswures, filroed from front ang back, are
projected. Viewers must kegp maoving
around the screen to keep up with what's
happening, a rather dlzzying tadk. Anthony
McCall and Paul Sharits also gfapple with
sculptural and perceptual elemdnts of cine-
ma in their instaliations.

This incorporation of the viewer into the
work of art, at least as co-consgiratar, has
heen central o the practice of gitists since
Marcel Duchamp (1887-1868) hjd viewers
spinning parts of his sculptures §n “Bicycle
Wheel™ (1813), and “Ratary Glass Plates™
(1820). His presence, including fhis experi-
mentation in film, “Anemic Cingma’ (1925-
26}, hovers above a great deai of the work in
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“Inta the Light.” For Duchamp, ideas, ma-
terials, jokes, objects, technologies, words,
drawing and whatever else were all fodder
for a work of art.

Duchamp and his Dada calleagues were
thought w be responding to a world gone
haywire in the aftermath of World War 1.
Even though the forma! tameness and visu-
al rigidity of Minimalism and Conceptual-
ism, the dominant movements In the United
States in the 1860's and 70°s, seem far re-
moved from the tumultueus times in which
they developed, many histortans befjeve
that these, tog, were born af prafound politi-
cal disillustonment. In the face df the war In
Vietnam, old ways of making art seemed
not to make sense. Mr. Acconed, represented
at the Whitney by a film, slide and audio
installation, “Other Voices for a Second
Sight” (1§74), felt at that time like an ugly
American constantly invading Eurcpe with
his work. “I imposed my language on them;
[ didn't speak their language,” he said of his
frequent exhibitions in Europe, “It wasn't
‘88 unymore, so vou had to find the revolu-
tion."" :

And he did. As history would have it, he
and his contemporarles started a revolution
in art even as streets worldwide teemed
with protesters amid war and rumors of
war.

It can happen again. a

Michael Rush, director of the Palm Beach [nslitute uf
Contemporary Art, is the author of “New Madia in Lafe
20th-Century Art” and the forthcoming “Viden Art,'
both fram Thames and Hudson.
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