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arooxat BRITISH VIDEO ART

In North America, Germany
and Holland,video art has
achieved artistic recognition.
But the British video art scene
remains in obscurity. In this
article, Graham Wade examines
British video art and looks
specifically at a recent
exhibition in Coventry.

HAT is British video art? The
W(lucstion itself poses several diffi-

culties which must be clarified
before any sort of answer can even be
attempted. In the first place the world
of art, and particularly the world of
avant-garde art forms, is in many senses
separate from most ordinary people’s
lives.

Secondly, the existence of British
video art cannot simply be cut off and
isolated from developments in other
countries. The fact that it is a relatively
recent movement means that its identity
is still in the early stages of forming. So
its different strands are difficult to
define, On top of this, and in common
with many new intellectual movements,
its spokespeople tend to use overcompli-
cated and dense language in describing
what they are about. Artists tend to be
worse than most in this respect.

Because it is still in the process of
establishing itself, video art, and espec-
ially the British variety, suffers from an
inferiority complex which often leads it
to defend the patently indefensible, It is
not stretching the truth to say that
there are virtually as many definitions
of video art as there are video artists. So
with this formidable list of reservations
in mind, we can get down to business.

The first person to be credited
with the title video artist is generally
considered to be the American-
Japanese Nam June Paik, who under-
took some work involving TV in Ger-
many during the late 1950s., He was
also the person to take delivery of the
first Sony half-inch portapak to be
shipped to New York, for public sale,
in 1965. It is the coming of cheap
portable video equipment that marks
the real birth of video art the world
over—indeed it heralded the beginnings
of all kinds of alternative media pract-
ice, like community and political video,
which are other intriguing fields still
sorting themselves out.

Because this country is less sym-
pathetic to artists than most other west-
ern industrial-capitalist nations, the pro-
gress of British video art has been slower
and more difficult than in, for example,

.
&
T
o

23



hh

involved 4 tap'
t hand corner |
flowed from
g-_w:th water-: |
space’ was the |
asllit is called,
M‘I" 1! The Londfm
part ofa programme

e .
e
R —
.

fter gormal TV, pro- i

; ns mcludmg
!l dord and 'playback configurations; im-
.’!'--'medlate wsual ‘and audio regene;atlon,

aﬂe

'su.»gesmi; 25
i 1(;0 nuou;ﬂa' he M

enn
't ¢ ‘Tate Gallery in
soma installation

- k&f"by; half-a- dd' n British video
: artists, | including ﬁ Hall. Because
.th'l'lﬁ thitation of t Tate Show was
én
-:;mmma

ldw k
‘its impact was
| n‘&ﬁ held a video
Hishow .sif
1 But tht is video art? Aé I've already
suggebted the area is a minefield. At the

| 'simplest: ficvel it is merely the use of
video technology by artists. "But the

‘away downstai
L The Tate has
ce.

| strlcter critics would say this is too loose.

'David Hall, 'for instance, would not only
exclude the'community people, he would
exclude many artists who use video as

If[ an adjunct to their work.

.|/l His first point is that vtdeo artists
' need to integrate the essential properties
! of video technology into their activity.

I'lIn  other words just to use a camera to
| raco_rd an event is not enough. In specific

“The manipulation of re-

i ahdmtortwh' frame 1nstab1hty-often
! urpdsefully induced by misaligning
if | vettical land honzontal frame locks; ran-
“ gam‘éisual noise; camera ‘beam ,‘target’,
Ifocus, vidicon tube; and so on.’

Sut+ ii!jull’e igoeson toa consideration of what

ally appears on the monitor, Again,
tis I have sald before, the opaque lan-
ilégé.qﬁf the | artist/theoretician  inter-

: l E&*hé a.'n ,m I cah do is reproduce what

angib tW of i ithe |lobject. presentation

stem is an Jrrémdahle presence which
in| itsplf contributes from the outset to
theé dissolttion of the, m:lhge > What that

Ihe tﬂan ‘has| Writtan. “*The 'dominant

1l rdB{mdéas g the medium’s ability
xm;‘ge feedback. This ‘has
h’n [Itimés almost to the

| %o’éﬁ u&iﬁ

boredom by video artists.

"1.,‘ -i"'l'hirdw he identifies work based on
":H ‘What he, terms 'the tnangular feedback

L":.,

ﬁ% which /! § Hard |
00, includ-| "cynical in the fade of

éh‘ﬂkl’{: én’f be 'sure. - :
d¢ tegory| of mieo art David

HT

fid

411}
NG

3

ﬁ%!

‘180 fnetuln ll‘

ments which often seem fo ambu
nothing more than gibberish; lhave not: |
bothered to quote at length how bad
this can sometimes be—but, believe me,
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the other hand it would be easy to write
off video artists as a bunch of charlatans
who con the state for money to practice,
their irrelevant and meaningless hoaxes.

I believe some video artists are
meagrely talented, but that is true of
any group of people. Essentially they
must be judged on their work-—not in
bare terms of success or failure ~but on
whether it 1<piays integrity in its
search of new areas of experience. This
year, during ‘May, the most recent™
British- video ‘art show took place in
Coventry. It serves as a useful reference
point for a consideration of the contem-
porary scene. 15

Video Art 78 at Coventry: A Review
This show was the first to feature video
art in the Midlands. It got off the ground
when Steven Partridge, who teaches
video at Lanchester Polytechnic’s art
department, approached the local muni-
cipal art gallery to find out if they were
interested. They were, and the Arts
Council came up with £4,500 to finance
the exhibition.

To begin the process of selecting work
for the show, Partridge wrote to a num-
ber of people around the world who he
had previously come across in the field
of video art, They nominated people
who they thought could possibly be
shown and then a selection panel was
assembled to make the final choices. This
was effectively made up of Partridge,
David Hall, an Arts Council representat-
ive and a Tate Gallery member.

From a hundred names for the tape
section, they eventually chose 27. For
the installations section—Steven Part-
ridge found it impossible to describe
what an installation is-there were
around 25 candidates, who were nar-
rowed down to seven. For performances
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ordinary broadcast television.
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