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short cuts

Robert Wilson/Video 50, at the Kitchen,
New York, December 1982; Ishmael Reed/
Personal Problems, at the Kitchen,
November 1982; Image Process I/Mimi Mar-
ton, Matt Schianger, Connie Coleman
and Alan Powell, Memill Aldighieri and
Joe Trpician, Central Control, Sarah
Hombacher, Julie Harmison, Maureen Nappi
and Mark Lindquist, at the Kitchen, De-
cember 1982

ANN-SARGENT WOOSTER

OBERT WILSON is known primarily

as a man of the theater. His specta-
cles, which have been called a theater of
images, demonstrate the conspicuous con-
sumption of time in their molasses-in~Janu-
ary slowness. The characters are generally
arranged in tableaux vivants. Action often in-
volves nothing more than providing star-
tiing disturbances of the stiliness of the tableau.
The figures, like characters from Dickens,
are distinguished by odd, telling gestures
and twitches.

Wilson's use of language in the theater has
often been pre-verbal, or relied on the kind of
hatf-understood repetitions of words found in
opera. Underlying it all were the surrealist
principles of surprise and disassociation.
Video, however, has come to be animportant
sub-genre for him. How does aman adapt an
extreme theatrical vision to the special needs
of television? Wilson has continued to pur-
sue the themes thal obsessed him in theater,
treating them in a more intimate and ab-
breviated form. Extreme slowness has been
replaced by a more pizzicato tempo.

Wilson's earliest video project was part of
a multi-media performance, Spaceman, pre-
sented at the Kitchen in 1976. Short tapes
were displayed on banks of monitors assem-
bled inside a plastic envelope or aquarium
the size of a srail room. The tapes combined
short stories with wordless tableaux suggest-
ing an astronaut in a spaceship. His next pro-
ject was Video 50, a series of 100 30-second
spots, or entre actes, originally designed for
French (INA) and Geman (ZDF) television as
an occasional substitute for commercials.
(The spots were eventuwily also shown on
Swiss and Belgian television.) This was fol-
lowed in 1982 by the 30-minute prologue to
Deafman’s Glance [see Afterimage, De-
cember, 1982], a wordless tale of domestic
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murder, produced by Lois Bianchi, funded by
the Program Fund for the Corporation of
Pubkic Television, and shown on American
PBS stations. Europe has been a consistent
supporter of Wilson's artistic endeavors; he
is cumently finishing Stations—13 episodes
totaling 57 minutes—for INA and ZDF. Each
episode is based on one of the following—
fire, earth, air, metal—and leatures a smait
boy and his parents. In each the boy has an
experience: the viewer must decide if itis real
or not.

Video 50 is the most radical of Wilson's ex-
periments with broadcast TV because it chal-
lenges the very fabric of the medium. The lit-
e surprises or everyday magic of each
episode, and the act of presenting them in
the context of regular programming, are ade-
liberate manifestation of surrealist shock,
disassociation, and magic. Wilson takes an
essentially elite form and situates it within a
popular medium—what would be in
anothers hands a form of épater le
bourgeoisie, or a deliberate art strategy.
Placing "art” in a mass medium—newspa-
pers, magazines, television—was a deliber-
ate play by artists in the late '60s and earty
70s. Aimed at a broadcast audience, Wil-
son’s spots serve a different, gentler pur-
pose—almost populist, like a music hall re-
view or the eniertainment quotien of regular
commercials. in America they are shown in
museums and galleries as a continuous
cycle. As a cycle, rather than isolated “spots,”
certain episodes appear repealedly with
slight alterations. Taken together, these
changes begin to read like piot development,
and the collage of semi-related parts starts to
seem fike a story you can't quite get a handle
on.
Intended for a multi-lingual audience, the
playlets rely on pantomime to speak a univer-
sal language. Music by Alan Uoyd under-
scores the action like piano accompaniment
for silent movies. At other points, grunts and
creaks which know no country add sound
texture to non-verbal events. Individual
episodes are striking mini-movies whose ef-
fect depends on shattering the viewer's ex-
pectations—a.g., a door creaks shut under
its own steam; a disembodied hand/arm
darts out after the lock catches. Many rely on
the difference between photographs and re-
ality to create an shadow-box effect, like
Joseph Comaell's work transformed into thea-
ter. Photographs or magazine illustrations
are collaged with live characters, and the
scene is activated by noises or small move-
ments on the part of the live performer. In
three distinct episodes, a parrot on a perch
appears against a blue sky, then against a
red desert, and finally, very large against a
city skyline. In the first two instances, the ac-
tion consists of small movemnents of the bird's
eyes and feet. In the last, the impact of the
scene relies on a typical surrealist scale
change. The pamot is transformed from
household pet fo the monster that ate the

worid. In another episode, a man and woman
are arranged in a tableau from puip detective
fiction (he is the robber and she is the victim).
They appear to be cut-outs, arranged like a
pop-up book against a city that falls away at
their fest. A revolving close-up of the figures
reveals that they are living “dolls.” She winks,
breaking the Hiusion that what we are looking
atis camera animation of a period illustration.
Wilson himself appears several times in a
dark business suit, pefilously balancing and
almost falling from a ledgeinfrontofa
watertall. When the scene loses some cf its

~mBrror, as the viewer realizes the waterfall is
merely a photograph, Wilson's elegant clum-
siness remains eye-catching.

Several scenes change their meaning
Lucinda Child's lavishly painted eyes staring
at what appears, through a dellberate am-
biguity of space, to be lucite jeweiry boxes.
Subsequent spots reveal that she is watch-
ing bread toast in a toaster. The last time we
see this activity, smoke coils out of the toast-
er. The bumt toast pops up, and Childs says
“Damn.” The art here relies on making a com-
mon domestic activity seem extraordinary
and an elegant woman seem ordinary. A
similar spot features a circle of windows fac-
ing a wood. White curtains are driven in-
wards by a storm. This scene appears sev-
eral times as a kind of poetic glyph for loneli-

Top: frame from Vided:50, by Robert Wilson. Bottom: staff and crew of Persona/ Problems (1962), by
Ishimael Reed.
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ness, the sorl In which Edward Hopper
spaclalired, In tho room’s final appearance,
an eldorly woman entars and stares cul the
window bafore closing it againal the storm,
Har presence allers the universality of the
scens, rooling it in the specific loneliness of
old age.

Some of Wilson's minl-lableaux are spec-
tacular, others are lass adventurous, Seen in
one siiting, the spols lose thelr shock value.
in thelr orlglnnl setilng, with the lapse of ime
and memory b these little

hat, Nashy colots and soliar forms of othar

yoars,

Mimi Maston has lound 8 maoving way lo
pay homage to hor doad fnther In Pappa
Tapa | Sho stresses tholr kinship through the
use of veriical and horizontal rolls, whare one
slal of lhe venetlan-blind effect is the arllst
and the other her lather. This h three

The oulstanding quallty of an‘logue Image
processing Is it abtlity lo produce voluplu-
ous, llooded vells of color, Mall

tansion and magnetism Ihrough the use of a

usag this In Apsu and Tiamint to pe &

single Incldent irom an Arcadian craation
myth, the first embrace of the primordial
coupvs that brought the world into being.

times: first they exchange heads (their pro-
files match), then they exchange lest, and il-
nu!ly they are shown lylng in beds In opposite

magic bullels shooting into the living room
mus! have been-a iruly apacial

lons, mirror Images of each other,
Othar pictures, basically atills, “lesh oul”

Today, we have two kinds ol soap opaeras,
There ara ctassic soaps of the '50s, the mod-
ern-day equivalent of a comedy of manners,
where characlers perform agsinst the back-
drop o an underatood set of rules, as fetevi-
slon critic Michasl Arlen has polnted oul,
There are also glossy night-ime soaps, like
Dallas, where everyone |s baslcally amoral,
Soap opera "manners™ may not exaclly re-
flect the values of thelr audience, but they ara
Internally consisient {lhe night-ime soaps
are an excepllon), and characters develop
againal the framework of those "manners.”
Ishmael Reed's sell-styled black soap opara,
Personal Problems (directed by Bill Gunn,
produced by Waller Cotton) lullllls none of
thase conventions, Reed sats out to make a
blsck world wilhoul while face or while
faces; he that In earlier

at black soap opera the principle characters
ware played by middle-class whites. Yal his
soap opera |s sevarely flawed. Not only does
he fall \o davelop a convincing black milley,
but his characters are mostly cardboard fig-
ures, The character ol Johnnla Mae Brown,
pleyed by Verta Mae Grosvenor, Is the only
excapilon, A Harlem Hospltal nurse, she Is
shown belng compassionate at work and a
grouch al home, escaping Into ultra-feminity
with her lover (walking in high heels on a
rocky path with the ald of his hand), leliing
down her hair with her gir Irlends, and wrlting
poslry. Unlike soap opsera characlers, who
gare palnfully normal, Johnnle Mae is unusual in
every respecl. She is a poel, an only chiid

(even If she was a latch key child without, .,

Campbell soup for lunch}), and has n6 chll-

dren of her own.

Reed says he decided to make lhis work
because aeveryone has personal problems.
Johnnle Mae's problems Include her aHalr
with a musictan, her discomforl with her tam-
{ly, the problems produced whan her brother
and elsler-In-law move In with Johnnle and
her husband, and a famlly crisls provoked by
the death of falther Brown. None of the olher

achleve the mulll

of Johnnle Mae—not her husband, Charles
Brown (played by Waller Cotion), his father
(playad by Jim Wright), or the supporting
casl, So far Read has made two one-hour
eplsodes. An Initial Inlerview with Johnnls,
an Interview with her lover, a scena In the
hospltal, and a family fight in the second
eplsode, really sparkls, bul most of the other
changes ara lacklusire.

Reed straddies two distinclly different
genres—video anl and broadcast television.
He amploys the disconnected piot that is a
leature of avant-garde work In a genre where
a semblance ol loglcat progression Is Impor-
1ant In experimenling with narratlve of the
avant-garde and the clarity of broadcas! tele-
vislon, Somellmes, howaever, the sound has
the poly quality that i
Robert Afiman’s movies or Hill Street Biuss.
An outstanding example la 8 scene In a wine

* bar where sireet noises blend and drown out
| the overlapping volces of the three women,
who speak over each other lo creale a
naturalistic Tower of Babel, Reed also Inter-
rupls the narrative loInterview the characters

bour thelr flves, an Innovallon In the soap
b %pem format which works exiremely well.
Siill, f Reed conlinues this project he will
have to pay more attention lo character de-
velopment as well as plol, and acquire a
more urgent sense of the Imporlance of
pace,

This Is the lourth year Shalom Gorewitz
has curated a colleclion of Image-processed
work, and | am reviewing here the first pari of
a two-part show. With the excepllon,
perhaps, of Mark Lindquist’s siate-of-the-art
compuler graphics In The Subway, there are
no real surprises. Artists continua lo color
{pun Intended) their synthasized collage
stories and essays. |f one generalizalion can
be made, il Is the preference for austeraly
¢ red geomelric lorms and grids aver the

Marlen's A crying sound, llike a
child ealiing for its father, accompanles tha
oponing soction,

ger'a god and g who could be
sveryman and cvarywomun falling In love,
seem like everyday paople from an old
movis, A woman appeare and disappears in
a llower-lika clustor and then Is shown ina

brace (this npponr
savoral times In slightly dilferant forma).
Givan the limitations o his matorial,
S g gos 1o g o gonss of

Top: frama from Shank, by the Lubles. Middie: Irama from Out of Dream, by Central Control. Botiom:
Irame trom Saturday Night, by Connie Coteman and Alan Powel,

two-parl mada up of sep

and p g emb: Al one point the
Is used to g y

the content of the 8

the kiss begins In grisaille and bacomes en-
flamed with hot orange.

Skank, by tha Lubles (Henry Linhart and
Josh Freed), s a charming, relatively chasle
plece of beafcake. A male dancer dances in
stroba flickera. All thal is seen s a torso. The
body In blonchod with light until at imes only
the nipples ramain. The way light strikes the
body ncis as a caress, Increasing the sense
of Inlimacy an oxitamn close-up of the figure
aulomatically glvos,

Connle Coleman and Alan Powell's Satur-
day Nightis like Dagas's keyhote studies of a
woman unaware—like a cat licking hersell,
as Degas sald. Very little aclually happens, A
womun Is shown performing small grooming

b g her hair and primping In
tront of a mirror, Greal efforls are made to
suggesl thal somelhing Is happening, There
are sirobe flickers, shilis In voltage, and a re-
volving camera lhat circles the figure, grab-
bing a1 varlous points of view like Cubisl mul-
liple perspeclive. The camera positions and
the ediling give the impression the woman is
under surveiliance; al timas lhe Intimacy of
the camera soems Inlrualvo

‘"di‘gh!nd ma Joa Tuip\cloﬂ translotm an ord."

nary bonuty parlos through ftilm antmation,
colorizing, and a storyline aboul visitors lrom
ouler spaca In a brain recharging center filled
with mara (han a litle of tha horror mental
haspHals olier, The success ol Ihis science
Hction fantasy Is the transformation of the or-
dlnary denizens of a beauly parlor, lhrough
g and scralch ani info un-
usual viclims. A man (whal Is a bearded man
doing in an emporium ol lemale beauty?)
says, "Wili you remove my lacial lealures?”
Gray-haired ladies smile happily at the cam-
era while carloon drawlings of rays attack
them from blow dryers and brushes. Al good
sclencs lictlon and horror tilms, even a com-
edy like this one, depend on transforming lhe
familiar. In Ihis Aldighiari and Triplclan show
amaster hand.
ﬂ', extmordinary. ilusions ol Out of
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Contro! and starring Jim Sarponl, dislinguish
Il trom the song-plus-Image video disc formal
i resembles. The lapes opens wilh a close-
up ol a brilllanlly colored lace, like a
Japanese mask. The lace changes and then
disintegrates In & psychedslic maelsirom of
shitting, gtowing lorms. As the camera closes
in, the face dacomposes aven turther, lke
aggs scrambloed In a pan, unlll il bacomes &
swirling, throbbing pinwheel. In its linal ap-
pearance, the lace i3 replaced by a wholly
abslract pallern,

Though /O Disorders Meaning appears fo
have more narralive contenl than
Hombachers enrhar work your reaction to

's

) 'vlew ol the world will depend on ynul lond

does of nolse. (I Imm - M‘m highni |
achool ~ escapnes  mesmerized by
Hornbacher's work at the “Video Music”
show al the Downlown Whilnay. Their
teacher had to drag them, elill rocking, lrom
thelr seats.) It bagins with a quote from
Susan Sonlag: "ExIstence I8 no more than
the atalnment of realily In a siate of fux~
Elnaloln thon apponrs with a palr or rolating

los. Ho g ly recedes
behlnd Iayars ef othor mafedial bul his eyes
remaln, fikas tha Cheshire Cat's smile, The
Mona Lisa follows in a slmilar role, radlaling
her prasencs from a cluttered shelf jusl 1o be
replaced by tightrope walkers and other
balancing acts. Then what looks like foolage
from Star Trek and olher sclence liction
movles appears In varlous tormats on ablack
and white, diagonally pinstriped screen
(oflen broken Into quadranis), kequenily
jolned by a picture of Saturn. These flashing
Images are accompanled by high-pitched
whirting sounds of escalaling requency and '
volume, The result Is the kind of adrenaline
rush thal video games gonerala. Tho ac-
celeraling tempo leads you lo expect a clima-
lc moment, but Hornbacher takes a long
lime lo say goodbye, The inillal sections pro-
vide a richly layered world, which seems tb
say something about flux and change. Yel ~
Horbacher's end game |s nol as sirong as
her opening moves, and the taps seams fo
irall oft Inlo outer apace.




