MASSACHUSETTS
INSTITUTE OF
TECHNOLOG

MONDAY NIGHT SCREENING

February 14, 1983

Internationally recognized video artists
WOODY and STEINA VASULKA will screen two
works-in-progress, South-Western Landscapes
and The Commission.

Camera Eye: The Vasulkas

| Artists whe expfore the camera msteadof the world. ;

Robert A_ Haller
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ost. peop[e approuch wdco like

and: Woody Vasulka took this. traditional
stance when they began tapingarts perfor-
mances in New York loftsand clubsin the
_mid-sixties. But soon theicframe of refer-
| ence changed. They beeame: more: inter

. lens'and: constructed images, playing: with:
. pixels (the smallest unit of a video image),
altering raster lines (the 525 lines: that
formr the-image onthe screen),: making

3 : pictures: i rom- mmda mtead of oumdc thc- ‘f ]

rca.mcr&. ; o

thmugh it They bcmmc.almust msepata-

¢ blefromsthe tools of.their work; intertwin- |
¢ ingartand technology, humanm visior and.
‘. machine vision. .
films: Cameras—fim- or video— |
are windows om: the-world. Steina: |,

“Ordinarily Lhe camera view-is: 2ssoci~ |

- Using computers.and electronic symhe-
sizers; often. without cameras, the

signal is. much more: malleable—and con--

uullable——than ‘most of 'us ‘think. In the. |/
new realms: oFVa;ulka- video; we can seex.
- @ televisionr “‘snew’” randomly: falling:
. across. the: screem,. and then suddenly. be-
- corning “ordered!’” so that in the centerof . |
the: screeny 2. dise- of; different: snow-ap--.

i ated’ with-a human point of view, paying |- 3y
attention ' tos the Human: conditions. |

| around,” Steina Vasulka: explains. Tall, | e
| dark-haired, in~her early forties;  Steima. |
 dresses: casually: in. bfue: jéansy and: warm:- |

sweaters from: her-pative: Iceland: She:i

,prbjeét]‘. “she: continues in lier peculiar’
 brand.of tectinospeak; “the camera: con-

fomntu:amcchamzuﬁdmmmakmgof '

. Steina and' her husband’ %o&ylcma

fmm, of. television'. totally unlike what:
/“television® usually means. The- Vasulkas |

'see with their. equipment instead: of |

" The Vasutkas with their mackiness -

: rf‘mmdhezcdgwaﬁhc screen; folding over

i

4 tml.ercst“ i technology-
:| junkyard;. where. we .could find: great:

tom t.hcmselvcs, amr fummng‘bafﬂmg; com

ﬁgu.ratmns:

ey recogqmb!e unagcrmnlded mmc tn~

pugmphxcal surface that.soor turms i intaa;

Cterrais dlﬁémnr»fm(bnn bom of) 'thu

initiak:images ¥ -

© The Vasulkas’™ i tmagesyz s f’asmahug

fbecam the transformations. we. witness.
« are. mathematical, rigorous,. our-owm—im

 that they are made: by machines made: by

. people—yet also: not- our owm—because
; ; these electronic: images cannot be made
: without. machines.. Woody Vasulka often
i speaks of* “a dialogue betweer the'toal and -
the image;” a phrase: that conspicuously
-fails: to: emphasize: or evenr acknnwledgc
thr.: human: presence. . - )

. Woedy-and Steina dmgn and. comtnlct'
the:reqmpm:nt with the.intention'of learn--
mg. from it during and" after the-program-
ming ‘process.’ Their tools: are nat- that,
_extraordinary, although' they are: custom-
built=a Rutt/Etra scan processor, a dual
‘colorizer, a programmer; 2 multikeyer,. a
variableclock; and'a switcher (the last four
L'mada by technician' George Brown:in the:

; early: seventies). With these instruments,
 the Vasulkas. have become electronic. pio-

: neers. charting the digital and. analogue

' spaceof the microcircuit, the time duration

i of “instant’ information exchanges; the
| implications. of infinite extrapolations. .
b e ey K7 ; E
| Vasulkas_have: extended - the: expressive |
| range. of the medium.. Bydmotmg the '
" camera-and-leng combinatior to 'z second- ||:
i ary-roles thcy make: organization. more:
unportanﬂhmabsenamm .Thetelevision:
“ested in-how- the-camera worked' than in: |
whaL was in front of it. They covered: the: |

e Vasulkas’ adventures. in videoland
© are paralleled. by the cross-cultural,.
“multidisciplinary . histories. of “their

_personal lives.. Born and raised in Reykja-
vﬂc, Iceland, -Steina. studied violin;: har-
 mony;. and. music: theory in her youth In
1 1957 she traveled to: Denmark; she. spent
.the next: year in Germany, moving to
Czechoslovakia i 1959 to contimue her
. study. of ‘music. In: Prague she met and:
| married Woody; they returned toIceiand |
! together; and: Steina: joined. the Icelandic
: Symphony- Orchestra. Steina’s video work
iben@ﬁts frem: the: abstract, mathematical
 grounding of her career-in.classical music.
i Woodyambomumﬂm Czechoslova-
=Iua, i 1937, In 1945 he: developed: an
“Europe- was. a.

‘dumps.of war, equipment,” he-recalls. His
. junkyard: scavenging: continued through
' the:fifties, and he legitinmatized: this.obses-
. siomby-earning a degree in industrial engi-
-neering. Growing o bushy: goatee, Woody:
. typecast himself for the work he did.in the:
“Hifties: as- jazz critic;: poet,, and: photogm-
“pher: before: turning to: filmmaking: in:
. ISGIx - When: he: moved: to, Iceland' with

1 name: (Timateus: Petursson). and cmzm-
| ship.
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In 1971, Woody andSteina opened New\'urk's L
Kltl:hen al_; arts exhibition: spaca for vidammkers. i
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" . In 1965, Waody-and Steina- moved to |
“the United. States and. quickly took up

- residence: in New York’s-alternative tele-

vision: scene. Video impressed Woody. as

“am energy system”—a systemr he and
.Steima soon'set out to explore on an elece

The industrial engineer and. the violinist:

_back and.the flexibility of the half-inch
tape on the Sony. portapak: In 1971,

_Woody and Steina founded the Kitchen,
"an electronic. arts exhibition space that
would soon become a Mecca for experi-
‘mental videomakers. The Vasulkas’ early

_documentary work evolved into more ad- |

| venturous. projects; they made scores of
* tapes in the early seventies exploring the
manipulation. of the video signal.
In 1973 the Vasulkas moved again—to
Buffalo this time. That year they made

" Golden Voyage, a work that illuminates |-
some of their creative interests. The tape -
is: based partly on° a- work from: another |

medium, René Magritte's painting

- *Golden Legend.™ The Belgian surrealist.
had long fascinated Steina and Woody., |

“Magritte’s work anticipated the possibili-
ties of .many electronmic-imaging con-

weightless loaves of bread drifting |

- through -the space: beyond' the: window |
frame recall Magritte’s locomotive-emerg-

ing from @ fireplace, downpour of bowler--
hatted: gentlemen, and’ bm.ﬂder screnely |

. floating above the ocean.
. tronic rather than & photographic basis: | -

Golden Voyage begins as an. humagcto :

. Magritte, but it rapidly becomes much
'became video artists, fascinated by feeds |

more. The framing window vanishes, the -

- screen space expands with sudden depth, '
and the loaves cease to be just bread, now |
*suggesting images: of the: human body. |
. The . background: and’ foreground alse ;
. ‘change, moving the loaves aver the ocean, |
-drifting them over rock-strewn plains, and '

along an electronically colorized coast: At |

times the screen “pans”™ and “'tracks for- .
ward”" witlr a flexibility noticed only after -
the fact. False’ perspective, contradictory:
tllumination, improbable juxtaposition,

and poetic harmonies punctuate Golden .
Voyage and other Vasulka tapes (just as '’
they do Magmr.e:s pamtmgs)

Buffalo, where Woody taught at.i

n
ISU_NY’S Center for Media Study and | |

invested years of his time building a °
“Digital Image Articulator’™ (with techni- .

cepts,” Steinz says. Goldem Voyage's ———

| cianr Jeffrey Schier); Steina piunged anew' B
1| imto her. “Machine Vision™ project, a se-- &
oI ries: of ‘tapes and instaliations that broke

ground. conceptually and aesthetically: -

'} - From: 1975 to 1977, she.produced five
“ tapes- whose mechanical aspect lay not.in.

image formation but in-alternation of pho-

| tographed: views (somewhat like a surveil-

lance camera system}. In some. of these .

tapes; and then more spectacularly: in hier

installation series “Allvision,” two or more:

[ cameras simultaneously regard each other
and the external world. Displayed:on side:
by-side monitors. (ixx the: instailation} or

:rapidly alternating (om the.generated

. tapes), these worlkts. provide an encyclope-
+ dic perspective, a kind of ommiscience that
slips in and out of our grasp. '
" Marshall McLuhan's maxims about the
impact of media on perception are reaf
Hirmed by the experience of watching the
Vasulkas™ video work. One comes. away
from- it with an enhanced recognition of
how much we do not see, and how much
effort must be expended to-gain a. widex
vision: % i
In 1978, shortly before they left Buffaio
for Santa Fe, where they continue to work,
the Vasulkas assembled a remarkable se-
ries of programs for broadcast.” Initially
shown on WNED in Buffalo, the six half-
hour. programs. (funded by the National
Endowment for the Arts and the Corpora- i
tion for Public Broadcasting) survey ter
_years of the Vasulkas’ work. Excerpts

from many of their tapes are included
with explanations of how they were made.
Today, thirty years after the beginning
aof the massive growth of network televi-
sion, and after more than a decade of §
widespread experimentation by video art-
+ists, all network and most individual video
construction is- based on the aesthetic of
film. But there is no necessary relation
between the two—in practice, films con-
vert into videotapes with difficulty and
transferring video to films causes-everr
greater problems. Had video been in-
vented fifty years carlier, or film fifty
years later, the two media would surely
have evolved differently. - -
.- The potential of video technology f'or
‘personal expression: and discovery—in |
. broadcast and: in.the. art ‘gallery—is a
[ great, largely unexplored'terraimr across
. which -the” Vasulkas are traveling. That
. they are discovering exciting new imagery
1 should be no more surprising than the very
recent discovery (in the early sixties) of
t.he: “hidden’” side: of the: moon. We knew

" thatside of the moon was there, but didn’t

.- knaw- what it-looked: like. The Vasulkas
| kmow that mmnrhmg they don’t.know is
_wmnng for them in the: circuits.of their
_comy:uters.and behind the screens of their
| video:monitors. They have. acccptcd theur

] !m;ssmnmﬁxﬂ:t. -

i Rabert A. Haller is the executive: dn'ectm- of
} Anthology Film Archives.
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