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Benjamin Woolley has been warching
the work of a new breed of image-
maker.

Sg”i;atching
a living

There's more to television than
broadcasting. This is clear from the
forthcoming Channel 4 serics Video
(Monday 11pm-12.05am Channel 4).
There's a sub-culture fast developing,
pushed on by the domestic video
market. A number of pcople who
would not normally get access to tele-
vision production, and certainly not
broadcast television, arc using the
latest miracles of modem video tech-
nology to get their own views and
visions on screen. Thanks to the
cheapness of vidco cameras and the
now widcspread availability of video
recorders, the broadcasting industry is
losing its monopoly of image-making.
Pcople have grabbed the chance to
do their own thing.

Being able to ‘do your own thing’
has the sound of the Sixties for good
reason. [t was then that film-makers
exploited cheap and portable 16mm
and cven 8mm cinc<cameras to ex-
plorc new ways of creating images.
Since, it was argued, the film indus-
try's idca of experimental cinema was
paying Alan Bates to take his clothes
off, why not bypass the ‘usual chan-
ncls’ and produce risky work unmedi-
ated by cigar-smoking cincma produc-
crs? The same applics to video, ex-
cept there’s strong cvidence that
vidco is helping to create a far more
powerful and popular medium for in-
dcpendent image-making.

Channcl 4's serics, and a ‘concur-
rent scason of showings and talks at
London’s ICA Cinematheque and
Café Gallery, approprately entitled
Channel S, will reveal the extent of
the growing body of vidco work
emerging from the independent scc-
tor. The work to be shown displays
complctcly new and distinct forms of
tclevision, ranging from ‘ant’, a sort
of dynamic painting, to ‘scratch’
vidco.

Scratch video is rightly arousing the
most interest. [t establishes a radical
new approach to television itsell. It
abandons the idca that TV images arc
mcre representations of what's “real’.
It starts to disassemble the images
themsclves by indulging in orgics of
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An assortment of images taken from Channel 4's *Video®

editing. The results can be gripping.
The most provocative and invigorat-
ing work comes from groups of video
makers like the Duvet Brothers and
Gorilla Tapes, both of whom are
prominent in the second of the three
Channel 4 programmes. Gorilla
Tapes® four-parter Death Valley Days
(of which two parts feature in the
serics) includes a deft re—diting job
on Reagan speeches, which tums him
into a savage critic of his own poli-
cics. Peter Savage's Tory Srories re-
duces a Thatcher interview (including
the pre-interview nice-and-cosy chat

with the interviewer—always very re- |

vealing) into a scries of vapid Thatch-
crisms.

In a sense, scratch video is the epi-
tome of what professional broadcas-
ters would call irresponsible televi-
sion. It knows nothing of the normal
cthic of balanced and accurate report-
ing. It is almost innocently carcless
with its matenal, and this is its value.
However, it's clearly a wecakness as
well; if only because it can hardly
avoid biting the hand that fceds it.
Most of the matenal for scratch video
has to come from broadcasting com-
panics, particularly news and current
affairs producers. Since scratch is
essentially a critical response to tradi-
tional broadcasting practices, it is al-
ways running the risk of upsctting its
major supplicr. On top of that,
broadcasting a vidco that contains the
work of a number of different copy-
night holders creates a huge adminis-
trative problem. Onc reluctant contni-
butor could foul up the whole show.
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The first and third of the Video
programmes deal with the more ex-
perimental ‘art” work that forms a
major part of the corpus of indepen-
dent video. The first programme in-
cludes a uscful introduction to the ’
video world, supplied by journalists
Scan Cubitt and Andy Lipman. As
Cubitt points out at the beginning,
anyone who records the programme
is breaking the law, the result of one
of those strange legalities that beset
the private recording and reproduc-
tion of copyrighted work. Interesting
to speculate that the great law-
breaking public stretches beyond
trade unionists and awvil servants to
embrace virtually all video users and,
darc onc suggest, a Cabinet Minister
or two.

Art vidco is mostly concerned with
shaking up traditional images created
by broadcast tclevision. Nearly all of
them involve subjecting ‘normal® im-
ages 1o all soas of clectronic and
photographic distortions. and mixing
them with music. They represent the
way music vidcos could have de-
veloped before they became pop
promos and thus the preserve of
cnervating consumenism. The ant of
indcpendent vidco-makers pushes
well beyond the limits of mainstream
fashion makers like Godley and
Creme. Some of it gencrates quite
stunning images, notably in /OD by
Jeremy Welsh and Tilt by George
Barber. However, video-makers can
somctimes be rather indulgently arty:
sitting soberly in froat of a screen full
of people waving candles in front of
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another screen to the sound of varia-
tions on airport bing-bong noiscs
(Steve Hawley's The Extent of 3
Bells) can be dilficult. But then, it at
least gencrates a reaction.

Onec of the central themes of the

serics is viewer response. To illustrate
this, the sccond programme fcatures
an interview with the viewer; a clever
idea, but naturally impracticable, ex-
cept as a means of showing how casy
it is for an interviewer to put words
into the mouth of the interviewee.
Television is, of course, onc way and
can’t be any other way. The idea of
viewer participation is more an ¢x-
pression of the desire among indepen-
dent video makers to make television
watching more active; they want to
change it from a sort of cultural in-
travenous drip into somecthing we
have to decide about; accept, reject,
applaud, condemn. This it has suc-
cceded in doing by giving committed
groups access to the screen, not just
artists but organisations like local au-
thoritics. The GLC Police Committee
Support Unit has funded videos on
policing London that show how tcle-
vision can participate in, rather than
just passively ‘report’, politics.




