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The discussion tonight is intended to hinge specifically

around video'distribution, and I have been asked to say
something about the position of London Video Arts, but first

I weuld like to make some brief observations on British art
ékposure in general since the situation in any country puts a
perspective on the problems, triumphs and failures of each

of its contituent activities. Also it will be useful to
remember that I am first ép72¢remoet an artist, and as you
will see it has largely been out of ﬁépessity that I have

found myself, together with a number o% others, in the position

of promoter, distributor and even exhibition organiser as well.
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In recent years 1t is guite clear that the economlc climate

in Brltaln is seriously gffecting private, andﬁpubllc patronage.

This is especially notlceable in a country where in any case
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public support for the theatre and music has/always gzessty
o&%§§§g§¥anterest in the visual arts. And a third factor
should also be acknowledged (related to its exposure abroad),
and one which I shall dwell on for a moment. Thaéfis geography,
and a surprising lack of communication. I am referring to the
rather obviousAthat Britain is a set of islands, and whilst it

g
is the case that we are part of Europe, that -3 of

.
water between us and the rest prqiquﬁmgmsignificant problem
in personal communication, at least in the art world. On the
other side of the Channel, artists, promoters and exhibition

organisers move overland around-fhe Epropean Continent with
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comparative ease. With the development of a network of autoroutes,
bahns and stradas the cultural life is, despite language
differences, becoming rapidly accessible. It is, for instance
possible to be at an opening in Belgium, Holland or Northern
Germany w1th1n two or three hours,out of Paris and vice versag

(I wao going L ask)
A8 quite cheaplyul&whether_or.notdmy colleagues -from—-there

-agree this-is—providing-a context-for a single Eurcpean ..identity'’

—in—terms—-of-artistie—activity-and interchange-ms
vorete’ 3
tﬁayacgf—&nswer. But it is fairly evident that Britain has too

small a part in what might be termed the European artistic
community (and it is certainly not for lack of quality or
quantity of work, there is and always has been a very intelligent
and productive art scene). Of course the physical element is

ndt much of an argument for this state of affairs, it is I
believe_mbre_that artists and their supporters feel somewhat
psychologically distanced (in both directions) by that narrow
strip of water. It is an historical barrier which is hard to

shake off.

North America and

WWWM
By comparison, 5 ; = 4'
vice versa has a real problem in physical distance, though this
has proved only minimal in the wesﬁﬁzast flow. Aside from greater
financial back-up in terms of direct promotional aid, American
artists (certainly in the States) have the added advantage of a
substantial amount of indirect dommunication crossing the
Atlantic. The production of a multitude of magazines, Jjournals
and other publications in North America (and also on the
European Continent to a lesser degree) provides :eady and regular
reference to activities outside of Britain. Inside Britain

such coverage is limited,{ especially since Zityoe- the virtual

collapse of our only international product Studio Internationai)
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to a small internally ori§ntated circulation of one or two
informative journals, w&®, in any case show little interest

A

in such 'alternative'! media as video.

I am not intending to paint a dismal picture of art life in
Britain,which as I have already said is extremely active, but

to illuminate on a comparatively difficult context in which
video artists work. A context in which an artist choosing such
a medium not only encounters the inevitable problems that others
must elsewhere, but where all activity noticeably functions

in a somewhatg isolated situation coupled with considerable

financial restriction.

However, there_%g_a degree of optimism there which equals that
observed anywhere else. In fact, as I have implied, the nature
of the situation islone which demands possibly greater self-
propulsion by the artists themselves than most other places,
certainly in video. As there are not, and never have been,.sﬁg
private galleries or institutions to speak of that have shown
more than a token interest in video, and as public galleries
tend on the whole to wait for the qualitative speculation of
the private sector to realise, the incentivéiaas come aimest
entirely from the practitioners to promote as well as to

——

execute the worke.

Britain now has nearly a ten year history of artists' video
production. Throughout that time there has been a number of
significant shows held there. Almost witheut exception each
one was either initiated, if not totally organised; by an
arsist. Tape distribution until recently was handled directly,

with all the problems that entails for the artist concerned.




Access to foriegn.works was impossible other than catching

them briefly at a show.

- P
+%%X?’ﬁiere has been, over the years, various atteqys in Europe 1

to initiate systems for greater a009551b111ty to tapes and

also distribution. It is, of course, very necessary as
st it B

among other things allery exhibition is by no-means a

satisfactory method of exposure. Where it has always been

possible to view paintings and other objects in an exhibition
context(because it is traditionally accepted as the right
context)and because the time devoted to each piece is entirely
in the control of the viewei) video, certainly videotape, is
out of context psychologgggllx+ due to the traditional
expectations 1mposed on it by dominant TV - demanding
comparatively 1n1t1mate viewing, and practically, due to

the difficulties of successfully exhibiting this time-based
medium (especially in largé group shows) where each piece

necessarily demands a time control on the viewer.

Attempts in Belgium in early 76 by two assistant directors
of a cultural centre to remedy the lack of international

distribution in Europe by organising a European link failed

through a sudden and mysterious change in their personal
ciréumstances, though approaches to galleries, institutions "
and artists had been encouraging. Similarly discussions

between artists and represeﬁtatives of various organisations

e
held at a symposium such as thishén Holland in early 77

13

proved equally positive but little developed beyond it. B
And this has been the pattern in Europe since the advent of

Promigrirs % sz
artists' video. Pockets oiZact1v1ty regularly r sﬁﬁ?ﬁtg fall. ]
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Numerous conferences and symposia have been held, informal
meetings and discussions have taken place, and invariably

the problems of distribution have arisen. Yet little has
deo .
been resolvedfZg¢ ?7%fw¢qa04beg o gpﬂcwv</

At this point it is worth considering the model of the

film co-operatives. They emerged earlier in a situation not -

unlike the one we now have in European video. Many galleries

and other institutions were slow to recognise that independent

film-making formed a significant part of the artistic

endeavour. Equally film distributors, private and public,

failed to accept that the work was more than an amateurish

and passing phase (one has heard similar murmers in art

circles about video, as though it were a 'movement' rather

than a means), But due to a great deal of incentive from

the film-makers themselves, co-ops in London, New York and

elsewhere established not only an international network

for distribution and shows, but inaugurated an international

platform for critical and theoretical discourse. Since then

their sceptics have (certainly in Britain) adjusted their

views, discuss, even acclaim the work, and now provide

substantial support and funding. The co-ops are still not

without their problems of course, and I am not implying

that everything about their procedural conduct should apply

to video. However, the basic principle is not one to be

ignored, piry

- y 2"

Jecral /%&—-ﬂ

This_has of course already been taken up by community-video

L w0 wike B S

peop q& though it would seem their needs are somewhat

different. Their work.ih;ﬁsﬁally_infegrated into a cycle of




events and recordings are not often considered as the
ultimate goal. They are part of a'process' of collective
involvement where tapes may rarely have significance

outside their place of origin and are comparatively:r 1

self-sufficient from the need for seperate viewing and
distribution (this appears to be the case in Britain, though
it may be a point of contention here).

!
Having set the scene in Britain! and hinted at the European
situation as I see it, I must now say something specific
about London Video Arts which grew in that context.
Modelled lé%ely on the co-op format, it was born out of
discussion between myself and six or seven other British
video artists, who formed as a steering committee in late 1976.
The purpose was to establish a non-profit orgaﬁisation to
promote, show and distribute independently made artists'
video. More particularly, the idea was to set up a workshop
to facilitate tape production and experimentation with
installations and performances; to provide a regular venue
for showing these works and works produced elsewhere, including
abroad; to create a tape library and distribution system which
would include international as well as home products; and,
perhaps most important in the long term, to stimulate

dialogue on current practical and theoretical issues.

Needless to say, lack of funding was and still is our
stumbling block. The history of our attempts is already,

after less than three years, extremely lengthy and too tedious
. to relate in detail. Suffice it to say that public funding
bodies have been the only recourse, and they have been slow

(or arguably cautious in what is often considered as the classic
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British manner). Despite the example of the success of the

film co-operatives, it seems video has to go through the same
struggle for an equivalent length of time to attain sufficient
credibility. This is surprising when evidence of the status of
much of the work has been established for some time (unlike the
co-ops when they first began); when models for ﬁromotion and
distribution have been established elsewhere, as they hav;\ore:
here; and when most of our approaches are made to the very same
bodies who now amply support independent film. Maybe one of the
reasons for this is Just that their interest is still primarily

with film.

However, London Video Arts persisted in the recognition that
the initial all-out plan had to be phased over a much longer
period than wewiesw anticipated. Applications to finance the whole
project were rejected and so we concentrated our efforts first
on establishing an - international tape library and on producing
a catalogue. Following this we were offered a space in a public
funded gallery to commence promotional shows one evening a

| . S . e : :
week starting last Oetober. Having by this time received just
enough fingnce for catalogue printing and the allocation of
one playback system from the Arts Council we were, after two
years, in business. In the last three months we have set up
an administrative office, and distribution has\begun in ;?nest.
Through all this time administration, collation of catalogue

material and layout, organisation of shows, and so on, has been

i -
performed by the artisg‘steering—cvmmittéé_Iﬁ_fHe1r spare time.

Whilst this situation could continue indefinitely, the signs
are that it will most likely impreve. Through the realisation

of our efforts so far; response to the intitgtion'to have works




included in the library by artists; response by prospective
tape hirers; and responseizg a_ 1arge audlence attendlng the
promotional shows, the—funding bodies—are currently holdlng,
fqr the first time, serious discussions on substantial budgets

before them for administrative aid, equipment and etc.

Artist-run organisations have their obvious pitfalls. An overtly
partisan attitude can often go against the diplomatic strategies
necessary in developing the empathy of their patrons and peers
alike. Artists, by nature of their vocation, are often well
equipped to illuminate on their personal objectives and needs,

but for them to sustain a common collective endeavour with the
minimum compromise can be quite an internal battle. It would

be misleading to suggest London Video Arts does not encounter these
difficulties, which from time to time it does, and they are as

real as those it finds outside.

Through all this LVA has, I would maintain, sown the seed—of_-a.
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unique procedure for art video exposure in Europe. It has

begun to develop a library of works which is, by and large,

purposely non-selective. To quote our first catalogue: 'This

catalogue represents a large cross section of artists' work

in videotape, video performance and video installations from the
UK and abroad. As such it is the first of its kind in Europe.
Anyone working experimentally and anyone documenting artworks

in the medium is eligible for inclusion in the library'. However
communications being what they are, there are bound tec be
limitations, and we go on to state: 'The catalogue does not
pretend to fully represent the diverse range of artists' video.
The artists in it are those who were known to be working with

video by the members of the present committee at the time of
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compilation and ine&itably there have been omissions'. I would add
to that there were omissions by people who we . abproaéhed" but
felt they could not take part for personal reasons, or most often
because they were limited by specific contracts with other
organisations or galleries. This last point is perhaps in itself

a subject for discussion., LVA was not set up as another

competitive dealer in the art market. It is non-profit and is
prepared tgigs direct agent for artiststgg mediator for other
organisations alike. It is simply out to create a better means of
accessibility. Selection is made at the hiring or purchasing stage
by the customer. The protective, -isedetstt, and often elitist
attitude adopted by many distributers at present precludes any true
appraisal of the state of the art as an internatiohal activity.
Whilst, for obvious reasbns, it will be virtually impossible

to make much change in the private sector, I believe that public
and publicly funded interests could do much to improve and extend

accessibility and interchange. A network based on such a liason

is something we could certainly discuss here.

Finally, and briefly, LVA's catalogue is offered to anyone interested
in hiring or purchasing tapes, shoﬁiﬁg instéllatiqns_or staging
performances. On tapes our main éource'of feedback is coming from
colleges and universities, where not only lecturers use them in
class, but where more and more playback facilities are appearing

in libraries. The market for home systems is also taking a firm

hold in Britain, and one can conceive of that as a possible outlet

in the not too distant future. Exhibition organisers are using

the catalogue as a.useful textﬁoek to the activity as well as a

{ﬁz;:j listing since it includes lengthy statements by each artist. . -

mmﬁmwxéopyrlght remalns ,with the artist and?monltoiiidifﬁffljéroadcast
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outlets are minimal in 3Britain. W§ have only three air

channels and about the same on cable. The BBC control two

of the first. The competitive element between them and the third
which is commercial is staked on fighting for the highest
audience ratings, this, coupled with the belief that technical
excellence is at a premium(above all else)and dominated by over-
cautious and powerful unions, leaves little room for the risky
business of entering.into 'experimental' broadcésts. Occasionally
a renegade producer has shown video art, but it is soon
forgotten as a freakish phenomenon. And the cable statioms,
which are based in country towns, are very mucé(community
projects struggling to survive on heavy subsidies. The concept
of TV as art as not occurred to them, despite numerous.efforts.

But we are working on iteecess



