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Galleries used to be white. M aybe they still are
but it’s harder to tell now that they ’ ve all turned
off their lights. The reason for this shadow cast
a c ross the contempora ry art wo rld is video.
Pa r t i c u l a rly the video pro j e c t i o n . I t ’s difficult to
b e l i eve these days that this dominating pre s e n c e
made its debut in the wo rld of art not so long ago
and that it did so ve ry sheepishly indeed. S h ove d
in the corner of the gallery, video art was initially
seen as nothing more than a modish, re l a t ive ly
inconsequential pre s e n c e . Th e n , it would seem,
video art learned to accommodate itself more
f u l ly to the logistics of the gallery. Videos on mon-
i t o rs in the notoriously ch a p e l - l i ke confines of the
white cube we re always going to find it difficult to
compete with the visual punch of painting and
s c u l p t u re . H owever with the increased ava i l ab i l i-
ty of the video projector and cheaper portab l e
c a m e ra s ,m e m b e rs of that new pro f e s s i o n ,t h e
video artist, we re able to project a larg e - s c a l e
image onto the gallery wa l l . For the artwo rl d ,
video art arrived in a big way when it demonstra t-
ed it could hold a wa l l , fill a space. Bill Viola fil l s
as mu ch space as anyo n e . I n s o far as video art has
amassed its own set of delusions, h oweve r, he is
both hero and culprit. Combining as he does the
spectacular sight of multiple and elephantine
video projection with empty displays of humanist
h e av y - b re a t h i n g ,Vi o l a ’s art takes itself ve ry seri-
o u s ly indeed. And it is more than a coincidence
that serious video art looks nothing like telev i s i o n .

Big Guns and Big Ideas
The big guns of contempora ry video art inva r i ab ly
s h a re Vi o l a ’s sense of scale, even if they  re c o i l
f rom his cosmic ambitions. G a ry Hill, B r u c e
N a u m a n , and To ny Oursler dramatise the pre s e n c e
of video in their own distinctive way s . O u rs l e r ’s
p recise installations are a dive rsion of sorts, b u t
t h ey are no less bombastic than the more typical
wa l l - s i zed pro j e c t i o n s .

The new guns are matching the estab l i s h e d
video artists ya rd for ya rd and hour for hour, w i t h
m a s s ive and lengthy wo rks produced by Steve
M c Q u e e n , Gillian We a r i n g , Douglas Gord o n ,S a m
Tay l o r- Wood and Jaki Irv i n e . If it’s not size that
m a t t e rs then no-one has told video artists, ye t .
Just like in the Salon of the eighteenth- and nine-
t e e n t h - c e n t u r i e s ,s i ze is a marker of value and
ambition in contempora ry video art. Th e re we re
times in the 1990s when the long night of video
p ro j e c t i o n ’s reign seemed in danger of never end-
i n g .

It is incre a s i n g ly hard to shake the notion that
video projection will come to be seen as a defin-
ing embarra s s m e n t — l i ke shoulder pads and big
hair in the '80s—not just for being there , but fo r
being e v e r y wh e re. Of course many in the artwo rl d
would find this statement both pre p o s t e rous and
s c a n d a l o u s . After all, video is at present the gre a t
white hope of the artwo rl d ,h e av i ly invested with
d reams of cultural liberation and accessibility
t h rough the power of a new media tech n o l og y. I f
eve ry b o dy has a video re c o rd e r, a camcorder and a
DVD these day s , the argument goes, then video
art uses a ‘language’ that eve ryone unders t a n d s .
Video art’s populism is bog u s . I n d e e d , while the
p hysical presence of video art in galleries is
meant to testify to art’s inclusive n e s s , the manner
of this inclusion—the forms of add ress and fo r m s
of attention of video art—reinstates art’s own va l-
u e s , not those associated with popular video pro-
d u c t i o n ,t e l ev i s i o n , cinema and home video.

Vi d e o, as a tech n o l og y, was no virgin when it
got invo l ved with art. Video had alre a dy had a
series of liaisons with image production that hard-

ly even qualified for commercial and industrial
u s e s ,n ever mind Culture with a capital ‘ C ’ . In this
sense video as art was always a potentially vo l a t i l e
c o m b i n a t i o n . Video is a contaminated are a ,
w h i ch , if you enter without adequate pro t e c t i o n ,
will infect you with all manner of fatal diseases.
C u l t u ra l ly, video is a carrier, and what it carries is
the irksome and vulgar spirit of mass culture and
popular pleasure s . Artists who fear this sort of
contamination need to take pre c a u t i o n s . L i ke a
politician who’s crossed the house, v i d e o ’s position
has to be continu a l ly questioned, its honesty cro s s -
ex a m i n e d . Ominous soundings of ra m p a n t ,c ra s s ,
c o m m e rcial telev i s i o n , big-budget Holly wo o d
b l o ck b u s t e rs; all that could and would devo u r,
ch ew up and spit out art.

When an artist does take popular culture as
raw material in video, the host culture often cooks
it up for cultivated tastes, as a narcissistic display
for the cultura l ly astute. Think of the monu m e n-
tality of Douglas Gord o n ’s '24 hour Psych o ' . M a s s
c u l t u re is retailed in the gallery on the condition
that it lose its capacity to entertain (pace, d i a-
l og u e ,s o u n d t ra ck ,n a r ra t ive , all have to go), a con-
ve rsion that is made all the easier by the fact that
H i t ch c o ck has been tra n s formed into a cult auteur
by the Nouvelle Va g u e. You could say the same fo r
S t eve McQueen’s badly retold Buster Keaton joke .
S u ch examples of the collision of art and mass cul-
t u re in contempora ry video make explicit what is
implied in almost all video art.

Video Purified of Te l ev i s i o n
The fact that there is so mu ch video art aro u n d
does not disqualify these observations about its
l ow and threatening status within art. What hap-
pens is not that art, or artists, exclude video fro m
the gallery and the seminar ro o m . R a t h e r, video is
managed (that is, the fundamental contra d i c t i o n
is smoothed over); it is recoded by including it in
ways that inoculate art from its dangers . To put it
b l u n t ly, the fear that video art might just become
t e l evision or film is almost enough in itself to
g u a rantee that video art will tend to be boring to
wa t ch . Vi d e o ’s cultural threat is not fixed into it as
a form or a medium but stems from the forms of
attention that it harbours , that it seems alway s
a l re a dy to be contaminated by. This is why the
c u l t u ral adve rsaries of TV and the movies make
their presence felt in video art by using ex t re m e
s l ow motion, u n d ramatic events and failed joke s .

Video art, it seems, wants to be boring. Th e
p roximity of video tech n o l ogy to telev i s i o n ,a n d
the culture industry genera l ly, brings video art
into contact with ex a c t ly that which the adve r-
saries of popular culture oppose. If such an adve r-
s a ry we re also a video artist, then she or he wo u l d
want video art to be boring. B o r i n g ,h e re ,m e a n s
not entertaining or not taking pleasure in popular
p l e a s u re s . It is not so mu ch that video art is bor-
i n g , but that it promotes prestigious pleasure s ,
that which Bourdieu describes as ‘ p l e a s u re puri-
fied of pleasure ’ . It produces video purified of
t e l ev i s i o n .

In this way video art, t h e re fo re , must sacri-
fice—or annihilate—the pleasures associated with
TV and the mov i e s . M a t t h ew Higgs has re c e n t ly
made the same point about art in genera l ,c o m-
menting that:

t h e re was more pleasure to be had—both int e l l e ct u a l l y
and visce rally—in any randomly selected five minutes
f rom Wes Anderson’s re ce nt film Ru s h m o re than in
a l m o s t the ent i re … Liverpool Biennale.1

Higgs’ point, put in Bourd i e u ’s terms, is that art
is purified of culture . Video purified of telev i s i o n
is just one more example of this general cultura l

t e n d e n cy, and ye t , it is the sharpest ex a m p l e
because the two ex t remes are brought in such
p roximity with video art. What is at stake ,h e re ,i s
the division of culture couched in terms of the
p re s e rvation of one side of that div i s i o n . To speak
of video art as boring, t h e re fo re , is intended to
antagonise an antagonistic situation. As an insult,
calling video art boring is intended to support the
further integration of art and the rest of culture ,
to re g a rd video and television as existing in the
same wo rl d . We do not re g a rd popular pleasure s
as ‘ m o re’ pleasurable than the pleasures of art, l i t-
e ra t u re ,t h e o ry, the theatre and so on but this fa c t
cannot be used to condone existing cultural div i-
s i o n s . As such , we are not even opposed to video
art that happens to be boring so long as this is not
an effect—a symptom, we might say—of the fear
and loathing that art has for telev i s i o n ,c i n e m a
and popular culture . If cultural division is going
to be challenged and ove rcome then we mu s t
m a ke efforts to think some crude thoughts in
o rder to protect our intelligence from the sophisti-
cated consensus that perpetuates cultural div i s i o n
by defending art against its adve rs a r i e s . We don’t
a lways actually find video art boring, but we are
p o l i t i c a l ly obliged to emphasise it when we do.

If we leave the matter there , though (as a ques-
tion of rival and competing—and hiera rch i c a l —
t a s t e s ) , then we misunderstand something crucial
to the cultural tendency of video art to be boring.
It is not that video art fails to be interesting and is
boring by defa u l t , but that video art active ly s e e k s
to be boring. The ch o i c e , we think, has something
to do with power and pre s t i g e . It is, in short, a
question of pedigre e . In order for video to
become art it must pick up some pedigre e . And it
d o e s .

B a ck in 1972, when May ’68 was recent enough
to taste sour and Te r rorism was ch i c , Peter Wo l l e n
w rote an article in defence of Godard that began
with a list of seven sins and seven virtues of fil m -
m a k i n g . Fiction is bad, while reality is good; plea-
s u re is bad, u n - p l e a s u re is good; identific a t i o n
b a d ,e s t rangement good; tra n s p a re n cy bad, fo re-
grounding good; closure bad, a p e r t u re good (he
means meaning should be left open to the viewe r,
not m a n a g e d by the fil m - m a ker); single-diegesis
b a d , multiple diegesis good (not one storyline but
s eve ral incompatible ones—he’s not after a com-
p l ex tex t u re of narra t ive , but wants one narra t ive
to disturb and subvert another); and fin a l ly: narra-
t ive tra n s i t ivity bad, n a r ra t ive intra n s i t ivity good
(instead of a chain of events he wants fra g m e n t s
and breaks and discontinu i t y ) .

Wollen attacks popular pleasures head-on in
favour of a more robust culture . This pre f e r re d
c u l t u re is a counter- c u l t u re , for sure , but ra t h e r
than mere ly being the opposite of popular com-
m e rcial culture—the antidote to the seductive
p roducts of the culture industry—it must have
something more to recommend it. What make s
Wo l l e n ’s unappealing criteria attra c t ive or defensi-
ble is that they guarantee a special form of subjec-
t iv i t y, one which is active ,c o n t e m p l a t ive ,c r i t i c a l ,
i n t e l l i g e n t ,a l e r t ,v i g i l a n t . It is the subjectivity of
what we have called the ‘good student’. Wo l l e n ’s
p re s c r i p t ive list is a vivid insight not only into the
values and categories of experimental fil m ,b u t
also into the ways in which pleasures are con-
c e ived as rival and competing. It is not so mu ch
that experimental film denies pleasure and main-
s t ream cinema supplies it in ab u n d a n c e , but that
t h ey promote adve rs a ry forms of pleasure . If we
said nothing more about these rival pleasures we
would perhaps re g a rd them as equal and a matter
of taste or opinion. What we must add ,h oweve r, i s
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that these rival and competing pleasures are sub-
jected to hiera rch i e s . It is through the pre s t i g e
a c c o rded to certain forms of pleasure that ex p e r i-
mental film—and later, video art—gains, or fin d s ,
its pedigre e . Wo l l e n ’s pre s c r i p t ive list is as good
an example as we ’ re like ly to see of how ‘ p l e a s u re
p u r i fied of pleasure’ actually sees itself not as self-
c o n t ra d i c t o ry but as intelligent, s e n s i t ive and wo r-
t hy. It feels like the Enlightenment dream of the
marriage of aesthetics and truth come to life. It is
not surp r i s i n g ,t h e re fo re , that it casts a spell
a c ross film and video art well beyond its short,
p o l i t i c a l ly ch a rged hey d ay. In the terms laid out
by Wo l l e n , it is not mere ly possible for ex p e r i m e n-
tal film and video art to fail to be entertaining, i t
becomes one of its central duties. A n d , we may
a dd , one of its principal pleasure s . It may eve n
become an exquisite gesture for the video artist to
resist vulgar pleasures so mu ch that he or she
could shoot a movie of a large group of people
posing as if for a snap but holding their position
for an hour or more . S u ch wo rks are at war with
popular pleasure s , of cours e , but they are also con-
s c i e n t i o u s ly anach ro n i s t i c ,c o n fining themselves to
the filmic grammar of the ve ry earliest fli ck s . I n
the early ye a rs of the cinema films we re shot with
s t a t i o n a ry camera s , without editing, and without
s o u n d . R e c o rded sound wa s n ’t ava i l ab l e ,c a m e ra s
we re too cumbersome and heavy to move ab o u t
and editing hadn’t been thought of. After the
i nvention of editing, film-making had not only sur-
passed the miracle of pointing a camera at a mov-
ing subject, but constructed these images in
n a r ra t ive s . This is why the Soviet pioneers said
that ‘editing is eve ry t h i n g ’ . N owa d ays the edit
i s n ’t eve ry t h i n g . In fa c t , the edit usually counts
less than ch a ra c t e r, d i a l og u e , special effects, m i s e -
e n - s c e n e and the soundtra ck . Video art, f rom its
i n c e p t i o n ,h a rked back to the era befo re editing,
in the filmic Stone Age when a stationary camera
was placed in front of an event and re c o rded it in
real time without interruption. Why ?

N ew Kids and Old Co d ge r s
Th e re is a growing consensus that the re a s o n
video art is slow and looped and at pains to dis-
tance itself from the movies is essentially due to
the nature of the gallery. Video art apes painting,
it is said, by filling the wa l l ,s l owing its action to a
m i n i mu m ,p referring contemplative or meditative
s u b j e c t s , and doing without narra t ive ,d i a l og u e
and ch a ra c t e r. H oweve r, it is too easy to blame the
p re p o n d e rance in video art of the filmic Stone
Age and the loop on the desire for film to be seen
in institutions designed primarily for paintings.
The resemblance is not triv i a l , but these feature s
of video art would not have emerged if they we re
m e re ly a function of the gallery. For one thing, a s
we have said, art demands pedigre e . For another,
we would expect the emerg e n c e ,d eve l o p m e n t ,
maintenance and monitoring of a cultural form to

be mu l t i p ly and contestedly determined, n o t
m e re ly the product of one, isolated fa c t o r. Th e
idea that video art looks like it does because of
the way that galleries are , or because of some pre-
sumed envy of painting, c o nve n i e n t ly dampens
c o n s i d e ration of the contestation that inev i t ab ly
t a kes place in the institution. To be sure , we need
to explain why video art is so well placed to re c o n-
fig u re the hiera rchical relations between art and
popular culture and yet re c o n firms them more
than perhaps any other art. In fa c t ,t h e re is a
comic iro ny at wo rk when video artists emu l a t e
modernist painting and look anach ronistic while
p a i n t e rs get funky and leave the old painting
b e h i n d . Te ch n i c a l ly, video is the new kid on the
b l o ck , yet cultura l ly it comes over as the old
codger in care .

I t ’s no coincidence that a large proportion of
m o n ographs on video are also on Pe r formance art.
In many respects Pe r formance art is, in the offic i a l
h i s t o ry, c redited with giving birth to video and
then guiding it along the path to cultural legitima-
cy. Tracing video art’s genetic history back to
Pe r formance gives us another pers p e c t ive on
video art’s cog n i t ive style. In particular, what we
h ave identified as video art’s resistance to enter-
tainment and popular pleasures has its corre l a t i o n
in Pe r formance art of the '60s and '70s. These are
deep and complex issues but they show them-
s e l ves in the most trivial and insignificant details.
C o n s i d e r, for ex a m p l e , the simple fact that
Pe r formance artists, without exception until
re c e n t ly, a lways looked so glum. Keeping a
s t raight face was as dear to Pe r formance artists as
keeping a smile on your face is to the chorus line.
One of the reasons why performance artists in the
'60s and '70s looked so glum all the time wa s
because they took culture seriously. Looking glum
is good for business if your business is elevated or
critical culture . H i s t o r i c a l ly, glumness goes deep.
Pe r formance artists, on the whole, went along with
the modernist maxim that ‘art is concerned with
the h o w and not with the wh at’ . S o, just as
ab s t raction had been against re a l i s m ,
Pe r formance sets itself against theatre .
Pe r formance came to be all act and no acting; re a l
events in real time; hence, so mu ch glum
e n d u ra n c e , for the artist and audience alike .
S i m i l a rly, video art set itself against TV and the
m ov i e s .

Thirty ye a rs ago, when video art was in its
i n fa n cy, it was often tied up inex t r i c ab ly with
Pe r fo r m a n c e , functioning as documentation and
as audience. It was the dramatic drop in video
c a m e ra prices for domestic use which allowe d
artists to utilise their potential. Up until this
point it had stayed pretty mu ch within education-
al campuses, small businesses and projects in the
c o m mu n i t y. Later on, video came into itself ini-
t i a l ly in the form of performance specific a l ly

designed to be re c o rded on video. Wh a t ’s more ,
the equipment for making videos was pra c t i c a l ly
as heavy and cumbersome as early movie camera s .
Rosler and Nauman didn’t have the option to use
a palm-held digicam or to edit their fo o t a g e
o f fli n e . This is one of the reasons why even the
best examples of early video art have the tech n i-
cal capacity of the ve ry first cinema: Martha
Rosler performs her ‘Semiotics of the Kitch e n ’
s t raight to camera; Bruce Nauman walks aro u n d
his studio; Vito Acconci lies on his back sere n a d-
ing the viewer; Gilbert and George stand in fro n t
of the camera and bend over a lot to a pop song.
Fa s t - fo r wa rding thirty ye a rs , the persistence of the
look of early video art by contempora ry artists
finds its necessity not in the tech n o l ogy of the day
(a lot of it is made digitally and burned onto CD
or DVD) but in the uncritical assimilation of '60s
and '70s critical art and the cult of Conceptualism.
So mu ch new video art re cycles the fo r mula just
as text art and what’s left of ‘idea art’ do.

M a ny cinemagoers would be surprised to learn
that video art’s lack of filmic sophistication has
been done on purp o s e . Th e re is, it seems, a n
i nverted economy in operation when artists,
instead of entertainers , get hold of a camera . Th a t
means any camera , whether it be a videocam, d i g i-
cam or 16mm cine. D evotees of ‘ film as art’ or the
n ew romanticism of the video-projected mira c l e
would prefer us to discriminate between the mate-
riality of one medium and the reality of the other,
or between the re a dy to hand production of video
and the obsessive intricacies of film pro d u c t i o n ,o r
b e t ween the chemical and the digital. If you wa ke
up now and smell the coffee you will notice that
the sensitive souls who celeb rate video and fil m
‘as art’ talk almost ex c l u s ive ly about fo r m . Th e re
is no richer source today of the residue of that old
modernist pre f e rence for discussion of the ‘ h ow ’
over engagement with the ‘ w h a t ’ . Wh i ch is why
most video and film art seems so boring: it has lit-
tle or no re g a rd for what it is of, or how it might
begin to engage, e n t h ra l l , absorb or entertain the
v i ewe r. S t r i c t ly speaking, t h e n , video and film art
is boring only to those who either have n ’t been ini-
tiated into these specialist forms of attention or
h ave no interest in them. A g a i n ,t h o u g h , it mu s t
be said that these rival and competing forms of
attention do not stand shoulder to shoulder; they
a re arranged hiera rch i c a l ly according to the con-
stellation of cultural div i s i o n s .

The elevation of video that we are trying to
describe will be seen as a strange story to those
who imagine its democratic credentials are guar-
anteed either by its technical accessibility or its
distance from the smear of elitism. What is
s t ranger still, h oweve r, is how the assumption that
video is always alre a dy placed outside of the histo-
ry of art pro p e r, turns into an alibi for pro d u c i n g
wo rk that makes little sense outside of the modes
of attention of that tra d i t i o n . Sometimes the re l a-
tionship between video art and elevated forms of
attention are made ex p l i c i t ,s u ch as in Douglas
G o rd o n ’s statement that his favourite artist is
Barnett New m a n . Other times the relationship is
m o re insidious, s u ch as when Steve McQueen
b a cks up his argument that he is against the ‘ p o p-
corn mentality’ by describing his desired film as
being elusive and ro m a n t i c , " l i ke a wet piece of
soap—it slips out of your gra s p. "2

The Cold Bath and the Hothouse
Despite its tech n o l ogical nove l t y, h oweve r, this is
not a conceptually new situation for art. Th o m a s
C row identifies a similar bre a ch of artistic pro t o-
col in 18th century Fra n c e . Th e re was “an ab i d i n g
p roblem for those in authority over Fre n ch art
because of a fundamental contradiction at the
heart of academic doctrine: a unive rsalizing con-
ception of artistic value had to be mapped onto a
d iv i s ive social hiera rchy.”3 In other wo rd s ,t h e
expansion of art’s public does not necessarily
mean the extension of art’s pre - e s t ablished tastes,
modes of attention and so fo r t h , but may, on the
c o n t ra ry, be the source of a particular kind of ch a l-
lenge or crisis. The arrival of video art in the art
wo rld re n ewed these questions of art’s authority
and its relation to another broadening of the cul-
t u ral env i ronment in a ve ry intense way. Vi d e o
was not as manageable as a new ly arrived public
was for the Fre n ch academy because its thre a t
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1987
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would be made manifest not through the pre s e n c e
of an ex c l u d e d , philistine public but through the
a c t ivities of artists themselve s . It wa s , in this
s e n s e ,m o re insidious, m o re cunning, m o re decep-
t ive . It brought questions of cultural division into
the ve ry practices—the thoughts and activ i t i e s — o f
a r t i s t s . (One of the dangers for video artists,
c l e a rly, is that they open themselves up to the
ch a rge that they are themselves philistine.) A s
s u ch , the problem of mapping artistic value onto a
d iv i s ive s o c i a l h i e ra rchy has to be construed as the
mapping of certain artistic values onto a div i s ive
c u l t u ra l h i e ra rchy. Video threatens the fundamen-
tal contradiction of cultural division from the
i n s i d e . But not for long.

Video art’s refusal of filmic sophistication can
be tra c e d , we have suggested, to the glum earnest-
ness of Pe r formance art, the political and cultura l
d e s i res embedded in Wo l l e n ’s litany of instruc-
t i o n s ,b a ck to the cog n i t ive style of modernism’s
fo re grounding of form and tech n i q u e . A good case
can be made for going back further, to what
M i chael Fried called “the beginnings of the pre-
h i s t o ry of modern painting”,4 articulated in the
writing of Didero t . In his early treatises on the
t h e a t re ,D i d e rot urged playwrights to turn away
f rom surprising turns of plot, reve rsals and reve l a-
t i o n s , and instead seek, in Fr i e d ’s wo rd s ,“ v i s u a l ly
s a t i s f y i n g ,e s s e n t i a l ly silent, s e e m i n g ly accidental
groupings of fig u res ... ex p re s s ive movement or
stillness as opposed to mere pro l i f e ration of inci-
d e n t ” .5 (Notice how that statement could just as
well be a description of so mu ch contempora ry
video art.) Fried spots a fundamental para d ox in
this aesthetic which he argues is unavo i d able in
art of the highest ambition. The para d ox is: Art is
made to be seen but the best art pretends (to
itself or to us) that the viewer does not ex i s t . I n
painting this means e n t h ra l l i n g the viewer without
a d d re s s i n g him or her at all.

In this conception, p i c t u res of individuals and
groups absorbed in their own activities and dis-
t ractions succeed where theatrical images employ-
ing all the painterly py ro t e chnics of the day fa i l .
For Didero t ,C h a rd i n ’s pictures of a boy care f u l ly
constructing a house of card s , or nervo u s ly blow-
ing a bubble through a pipe, a re always going to
be superior to the Rococo bombast of Bouch e r ’s
spectacular scenes of erotic promise and cos-
tumed masquera d e . Th e re is, without doubt, a
tangible sense that "the cold bath of purity
replaces the heady hothouse languor"6 w h i ch we
d o n ’t want to undere s t i m a t e , but at the same time
we don’t want to reduce these aesthetic rivals to a
choice between moderation and indulgence. It is
e s s e n t i a l ly a question of competing pleasure s ,n o t
of the competition between pleasure and un-plea-
s u re . D i d e rot makes the point that drama is,
despite eve ry t h i n g ,m o re pleasurable than theatre
because of its capacity to enthral and absorb the
v i ewe r. A b ove all, a c c o rding to Didero t ,d rama has
the capacity to hold us, to fix us to the spot. A n d
it does this due to its own inherent dramatic con-
t e n t , not through the tricks of theatrical tech-
n i q u e .

D i d e rot does not propose that theatrical tech-
niques have no affect, o n ly that their accomplish-
ments are shallow. His schema is an ex p l i c i t
a rgument for a hiera rchy of forms of cultura l
a dd ress and their corresponding forms of atten-
tion by the audience or beholder. At one time
D i d e rot would have been criticised for setting up
a regime of taste, but taste needn’t come into it.
Accusations of anti-intellectualism or populism
fo l l ow the same contours . This is where the philis-
tine live s . The safe option, of cours e , is to signal
with eve ry fib re of your art and your pers o n a l i t y
that you are culture d , well re a d ,a l e r t , not easily
tempted by shallow pleasure s ,e t c ,e t c . This is the
art of the good student and there is plenty of it
a round re c e iving pra i s e ,p ayment and pre s t i g e . I t
not only leaves cultural and social division in
place; it lives off that div i s i o n ,p ro fiting from it,
and depending on it for her or his distinction.
Th e re is, t h e re fo re , a kind of impera t ive to do the
opposite of the safe option in order to ch a l l e n g e
or ove rcome the hiera rchies and splits of cultura l
d iv i s i o n . But the risk of being re g a rded as a
philistine is real and has economic as well as
other costs. Who in their right mind, t h e n , wo u l d

be mongrel enough to smirk , to laugh out loud, t o
join in, to get right in there amongst the cultura l
blood and guts?

Video Purified of Art
Th e re has been a discernible shift of tone in the
last few ye a rs ,w h i ch has endeavo u red to escape
the comforts of ironic distance or a secure ,t h e o ry -
bound critical armature . In video there have been
s eve ral notable examples of artists wo rking in the
medium who have avoided the portentousness and
righteousness of ab s t e n t i o n . Bruce Nauman’s
wo rk has a good a claim as any on this shift of
t o n e . He is an unlike ly candidate, rooted so
d e e p ly as he is in the established history of video
as art. Nauman is a great favourite and inspira-
tion of the new generation of artists including
those who use video in line with the tradition of
video art. In fa c t , he had supplied some pro m i-
nent video artists with their conceptual daily
b re a d . N eve r t h e l e s s ,t h e re remains a palpab l e
sense of the mongrel in Nauman’s wo rk . N a u m a n
might be one of the most important artists
a ro u n d , so it might come as a surp r i s e ,t h e n , to dis-
c over that there are strong traces of the philistine
in Nauman’s wo rk . His reputation should not pre-
vent us from noticing that his wo rk does not tra d e
on the distinction of art from popular culture and
eve ry d ay life.

The reputation of a certain bra n ch of young art
fo l l owing the yBa splash was that it had inve r t e d
the values of cultural responsibility and artistic
q u a l i t y. I n d e e d , we can rev ive Peter Wo l l e n ’s list
of the seven sins of cinema and the seven virtues
of Godard to animate the confli c t . The inve rs i o n
would go like this: pleasure is good, u n - p l e a s u re is
bad; identification good, e s t rangement bad; tra n s-
p a re n cy good, fo re grounding bad; closure good,
a p e r t u re bad; single-diegesis good, multiple diege-
sis bad; and narra t ive tra n s i t ivity good, n a r ra t ive
i n t ra n s i t ivity bad. In the case of Nauman, t h o u g h ,
we find neither the adherence to the rules of criti-
cal decorum nor their ab a n d o n m e n t . R a t h e r,
N a u m a n ’s wo rk seems to scoff at the div i s i o n s . I n
place of the opposition between sins and virtues,
Nauman delive rs the goods: fiction good, re a l i t y
good; identification good, e s t rangement good;
t ra n s p a re n cy good, fo re grounding good; and so on
and so fo r t h . Or better still: re a l i t y / fiction opposi-
tion bad; identific a t i o n / e s t rangement opposition
bad; etc etc.

N a u m a n ’s wo rk ,f rom his use of neon signs to
his videos of clowns or simple eve ry d ay acts like
walking in a straight line, has always cut acro s s
the established boundary separating art from pop-
ular culture and eve ry d ay life. This fact needs to
be underlined if Nauman’s re c u r rent challenges to
the bord e rs of art are to be re c ognised rather than
s u p p ressed in the judgment of his wo rk .
N a u m a n ’s early wo rk does show all the signs of
what has become video art’s hallmark s , it is true,
but Nauman never allowed these pedigree fea-
t u res to crowd out more unorthodox ,m o n grel ele-
m e n t s . Using minimalist-inspired systems and
reducing the role of the camera to a minimu m ,
Nauman would typically act out performances fo r
the camera that conform to the strictures of video
art but that pointed elsew h e re . His ‘ Fo u n t a i n ’ , fo r
i n s t a n c e , is uninfle c t e d ,s t ra i g h t - faced and dry, b u t
it is neither tedious nor glum. Spurting wa t e r
f rom his mouth, it is as if the artist is using the
decorum of video production as a point of comic
d e p a r t u re . N a u m a n , in fa c t ,n ever confines him-
self to the territory of art and is, in this sense, in a
constant state of mu t i ny with the concept and
boundaries of art. Rather than feeling at home in
a r t ’s isolation, with ‘ p l e a s u re purified of pleasure ’
and so on, Nauman constantly infects art with its
o t h e rs (popular cultural fo r m s , eve ry d ay activ i t i e s ,
non-art idioms). Art infected by non-art is by the
same token art not confined to art. It is art liber-
ated from art’s limitations, o r, in the case of the
video art, video purified of art.

In another seminal early video wo rk ,N a u m a n
re c o rded himself walking along a line on the flo o r.
Not a particularly enthralling or amusing pro p o s i-
t i o n , of cours e , and there fo re the sort of unspec-
tacular plan that gives the video in-crow d
g o o s e - b u m p s . In other hands, this piece wo u l d
h ave remained dull and pre d i c t ab l e , but Nauman
s t re t ches the tolerance of the instruction to incor-

p o rate movements that are far more bodily than
the original idea suggests. He swings his arse to
and fro in a camp ex a g g e ration of the body ’s nat-
u ral gait, thrusting himself one way then the other
with the drama of a catwalk superstar or the
bathos of a drunk walking the line. Either way,
this is a walk that more than goes through the
m o t i o n s . It is, p e r h a p s , an embodied ve rsion of a
Sol LeWitt wall drawing in which lines are coord i-
nated with the assumption that accidents will hap-
pen; only, in Nauman, the deviations from the
norm are ve ry comic indeed.

M o re recent wo rk brings out the themes
implied by Nauman’s invo l vement in the tension
b e t ween seriousness and the comic. A series of
videos depicting clowns makes comedy the con-
tent as well as the form of the wo rk . In one, t h e
c l own has one wo rd to say, and he says it over and
ove r. A g a i n , this sort of repetition is rife in video
a r t , but with Nauman it does not add up to the
demolition of ch a racter and identification; the
result is not the deconstruction of filmic vo c ab u-
l a ry but the development of affect through the
slimmest of means. The wo rd is "no" and the
video undulates with the various inflections of the
wo rd and its contex t s . We snigger as the clow n
seems to be chastising a ch i l d , wagging his fin g e r
and say i n g ," n o, n o, n o, n o, n o " . Th e n , the powe r
relations are reve rsed and the clown seems to be
pleading for his life and almost in tears while beg-
ging an off-camera assailant, " n o, n o, n o o o o h ! " .
Your relationship to the video mutates over time,
p a r t ly through the effect of the internal loop, b u t
m o s t ly through the personality of the ch a ra c t e r.

Some of Nauman’s early videos we re all act and
no acting (and he plucked comic effect out of that
ve ry situation), but his later wo rks turn on the act-
ing because they hold our attention through the
p l ay of identification and estra n g e m e n t . A good
example of this is the video in which a clow n
walks through a door. In typical clownish slap-
s t i ck , pushing the door open has the effect of tip-
ping a bucket onto the clow n ’s head. Cut to the
p a r t i a l ly open door and enter the clown who push-
es open the door so that a bucket falls once again.
The clown never learns. O r, m ay b e , what we are
seeing here is a clown learning how to perfo r m
the joke . It is a fact of life for a clown that the
j o ke that we see once, or once in a while, is his
d a i ly ro u t i n e . Our entertainment is his wo rk a d ay
t e d i u m .

If the video initially makes us laugh, it goes on
(and on) to take that laughter away from us. Th i s
is because we become familiar with the joke and
turn our attention, i n s t e a d , to the clown himself.
That is to say, we become estranged from the com-
e dy and attached to the comic, and our identific a-
tion with the clown may even cause our
e s t rangement from the clow n i n g . As such ,t h i s
m a kes McQueen’s badly retold Buster Keaton gag
seem superficial in its effect and simplistic in its
u n d e rstanding of how to ach i eve it. N a u m a n ’s
c l own isn’t glum it is dra i n e d . Repetition is mar-
ried to variation in typical post-minimalist fa s h i o n
but with the twist that each can be treated as
d i e g e t i c a l ly or psych o l og i c a l ly signific a n t . At its
most banal: professional clowns must repeat these
actions in order to earn a liv i n g . M o re pro fo u n d ly,
t h o u g h , perhaps the clow n ’s stubborn return to the
i n ev i t able indignity stops being funny because it
is too close to the pathological patterns we live out
despite our best knowledge of their harm. I t ’s not
just the clown that never learns.
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