BECK-VASULKA, Side 1, from #90

Woody: But I think you have succeeded. In a way it is exactly what yo
were describing, that you have made the instrument anenymous and the
work obvious. But hte question is now was that better . . . I mean
whs that more valid or less valid? When you look at it now, would
you pay some attention to the system as well?
Beck: I suppose at first the . . . to me all along somehow it's been
implicit in the results that this was a use of technology that was
alternative. You have to think back to ¥8%& the mid 1960s and remember
the mood and air in this country. Technology was a two-faced demon.
It had %Korrible side which had been manifesting itself in the Vietnam
War in napalm and blowing to smithereens people who lacked the technology
but had the will to ultimately resist it. While on the other hand
you had thg compensating factor of the space probes and going to the

or
moon which,/whatever you q;ght want to say about it I think in some
wag was reflecting a more positive and growth~oriented point of view
than the destruction of the war even though a lot of people felt that that
money Should be going to benefit them. But a culture is faced at many
points with the decision to save itself now or invest some part of itself
in an unknown futurei Out of that era was born, at least in some degree,
the birth of my synthééizer and my inclinations towards electronic art
in gﬁgefal. Which was mainly to say, as a counter-statement to the
destruction, éhe destructafe facet of technology, that here was a facet
of technology being used to express mankind's more subtle and artistic
and unknown qualities. In that sense, it was hopefully in my point of
view, making a self-contained statement about what you could do with

4\

in television specificallxé,you have

)

technology in a positive way. Likewise



BECK, VASULKA, Side 1, from #200
[

s
Woody: H?l you/ére sa?ing is that indeed it was not your intention at
all to pythif; the tool or making it, in a way, a totally separate
entity ffqugﬂé process of making, but in fact{ it was a search for
a perfection which ?ou didn't feel the analog tools as you experienced
them would have. It would have a stable beauty on there own, they were
too unique . . B
Steve: If you spend the expensé, you can make these analog tools
sophisticated, but while I've had this basic system for the synthesizer
¥t ;;rtainly was not my idea to make it a myth. I mean that's something
that happens to you from the external. I mean Stradivarius is known
for his making of his violins, not as a violinist. Moog is knowﬁ for
his synthesize;j not as a musician, though he ¥x himself began as a
musician and was using this synthesizers until he saw other people
using them in even different ways, which made him feel like he wasn't
using them well enough, ;g>ﬁe stopped using them himself. So I suppose,
there was an element of vanity in it too, because to make the dedication
of producing the instruﬁ%ents would have required elimination of amy
new composition or making of new video, as far as I'm concerned. In fact,
this is what I've B@en doing the last year, we haven't seen any new
Steﬁen Beck tapes cdqing out. They're in the works, but %xx it's a veyy
slow process when you:te building and designing hardware for prodaction.
Woody: Because not accidently . . .
Beck: Re A few people did approach me about building instrucments, and

when it came time to quoting a price, you know, the price was too

high, so that was another reason noﬁg of them really got built. But now
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ten years have passed in my time frame at least since that point and

now I am interested in propagating the ax hardware. I have been imvolved
skxhx in some projects: the integrated circuit project most significnatly
and now in the design of some products of our own, so I can see from

my own standpoint that some Stg}gg Beck instruments would become

available in the next year or two. And I had visualized myself approximately
:n ten yearx interval where this might happen. And now I've got a single

chip computer and it makds sense to build an instrument that has

intelligence and presents itself as playable to a would-be instrumentalist.

-

All T can say is a painter do%bag’call a lot of attentioﬁ\to their
brushes nor does a musician call #i a lot of attention to their instrument.
I1f I may makgéhose metaphors I guesf I felt the same way about my video
work in the early phases of it. Although in the tape "Methods," for -
example, which I majfe in 1972, while I didn't get into technical

details, I did describe more of the visual graphics design of the
synthesizer which is soggthing that came early on in its inception, and
this was perception of these four categories of image elemmnts, the
primary category being color and then the form, textﬁfe, motion
categoriés, out of which there are further subrategoriesxyxhuxxxha.

But that is the basic architecture tha}rl‘ve always built my synthesizers
on. It was not coéceived as a distortion type of instrument or something
where you took xnnéinxx an image and modified it, although it ax has
those capabilities aﬁa I later recognized the value of those. Its main
design was to generate images truly electronically, specifically for

a television, color television type of display as opposed to computer
graphics, computer film . . . and to operaté in real time so that when

you did something to the instrqﬁﬁent you xxy saw the effect of that
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this incredible technical infrastructure of the networks and the relay
systems and color and yet you had, in some respects, drivel gomng through
it, and it was like having this tremendous capability of potential which
was unrealized. So there was another case where using the same technology
with a different attitute and a new direction was discovered. So, to

some extent, those were issues that called more attention to the technolog-
ical aspect of my work or electronic art in general would have emphasized

even more SoO.
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happening at that moment or shortly thereaffer. And so I think in

that way more than any other way it was a different type of instrument

xhxx than the other video synthesizers which there really weren't

that many of at that point in time, And created the sort of idea

of an instrument that 1&@%}57” was a pure synthesizer in the sense

of putting together electronic currents and resulting in an image

started

as opposed to a modifying type of synthesizer where you ster+ out

with some cameras and then distorted or processed those images in some

way.

Woody: Does it have anythiné to do with your language of "direct"
[ Y

and im "indirect?" Because you coined a name which became in my mind,

SR

I mean my curriculum, I capitalized on it and I divided schools of

synthesis into direct and indirect. I just wonder what was the origin

of this thought.

Beck: Well actually, in all honesty, the term, the idea of calling it

the direct video synthesizer geew out of one of these pow-waws things

that occured around the National Center at one point and it was a term

suggé;ted by Brice Howard. So I don't claim to have coined that term

myself. I was simply c4lling it the Beck Video Synthesizer.

Boody: Wﬁdﬁ did he' mean by direct? What was indirect?

. W o
Beck: Well)I don't know what indirect meant, I never asked him that,

) w of
and interms of what he mea#t by'hirect I suppose that i;ﬁés simply that
you W\were directly producing this image. It's not really the best

term in some ways, although it A&} served its use, and as you point out

it is used to describe these terms. Rut-it-deesnls-impiy-indrieet——-

synthesizer—-which-dsnot—reatiy-the-case———-
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But it does imply an indirect synthesizer which is not really the case.
I think the directness is directly xmak related to the mind,_g the

person whié is operating it.
not
Woody: Interesting, because if you would/have told me that I could

have perpetuated this concept in which, you know, in which I usually
juxtapose, like Nam June Paik as indirect synthesizer.

Beck: Well I think it's good because you need thiése linguistic
handles on these things . . .

Woody: Some, not many.

Beck: . . . and it's just like my categories. You can't shoot them

full of holes at the next level down and its purpose is limited in terms
the
of conteptualizing/structure. So I think it's valid and the term has

hung on. And,yet)as with most linguﬁstic handles if you start inquiring
\©
too cadsely they all break down. So I think it has, it describes in

a sense the process which is a very direct one. Direct from the . . .

very
it's/personal--it doesn't neceasarily have to be that way--1 suppose
- a

in some way his idea of the term came as much from xhm technical
aspect as maybe the way hegf observed me playing my instrument which

was a very direct thing, you-know—one-direet-thing;-you-see-—— a one-
{

to-one direct thing, see.

-

Woody:Your interpreﬁgtion of direct is‘ again, fascinating, because

people usually make a distinction between machine as being distant
A Y

)

and human beings being close. Iqéther people’s mjinds the directness
would mean that you should directly, personally the camera is in
your way is the direct expression without external without, kind of,

ot

human sport.
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Beck:Right, right, exactly, it's direft from my conscious image scr@en
into, yeah that's an intersting insight .

Woody: But anyway, if you don't mind,I'd like to go to some hard econmmics
how you could evenctually build this and séme dates, just a few If

you could provide that.

Beck: Waht do you mean?

Woody: I mean who supported you to build a system like that.

Beck: Oh, well, the economic history of my work was kind of interesting
because I hawe collécted electronic parts since I was seven years old.
I used to go around and find old televisionse sets and tear them up
fog‘%e components. So I've throughout most of my liKe carried around
with me on this earth several cartons of components and materials that
find there way into projects. So that in 1968 I had these cartons of
equipment with me in py apartment at Urbana,Illinoii’and I was

doing oscilloscppe filmshéhrough the electronic music studio an

the Uniy/ersity there,and the idea foy{£e video synthesizer, the video

)
generator was born. The first year that I was working I was primarily
working xhwith the materials that I purchased myself or had saved over
the years, recyc;ed materials.akxhaughx¥x Although I woul}&ork

on a very limited bd@get and be able to buy an op amp, one Op amp

a week or something like that and I managed to put together the first
little synthesizer. Amxxx And then with the help of Ron Namath, who
was a film professor at the Universityx then, and Zenith televisiown

company where I had werked-es-a-summer a summer job, they donated

a color television set to me through the University of Illinois. Andk

when I got that pé@ce I was able to put my box together and have the
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first crude video synthesizer running.

Woody: Isf%ere a;; documentation on it? A description of it?

Beck: Well'I have a few things because . . . actually I have my
original notebooks, and I have all that stuff. At that point again

I wasn't running out xm yelling "Eureka" or anything and everyone
wasn't jumping up and down. The recognition of what it was grew sdowly
even thfough I felt strongly this was a tremendo%%y exciting thing.
You have the potential of taking television screens that existed

in every home in the country and turning into these beautiful,
fantastic phenomena. For about a year there I designed most of the
original synthesizer circuits and built a few more little additioms
to this box and with my Zenith color X TV set with the help of
friends who helped carry it down from the apartment, gave a few
appearances, performances with musicians on the campus.

Woody: What year was that?

Beck: That was 1969, 1970.

Woody: You mean live performances?

Becck: Yeah, did quite alfew with Sal Martarano who was an electronic
composer there who was one of the first people who really . .

like you were saying garlier, you know, look at what I was doing and
;E;e dt a validity andisupport. And he asked me to bring it to his
gigs and I was very flattered because I was just a student. I knew

it was exciting and this just verified it. In fact we did a tour

afx from Champaign to the School of the Art Institute of Chicago up
to Madison \Wisconsin in late 1969 with all this stuff. He had an elec-

)
tronic music set-up that maybe you've seen (Woody indistincat
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(Beck con't) 30 or 40 speakers and the touch board. X¥mak This was an

early form ofé%at, both of our instruments have evolved considerably.

We were hanging out and in those days at the University of Illinois

electronic art was a very popular thing. But they weren't supporting

me. I mean I was getting moaal support and,yoa#now, they might give

me, you know someone might give me a box of old transistors or some-

thing so it was a kind of scrounge-it existance.

Woody: But there wasn't any kind of buget or grant?

Beck: None whatsoever. It was strictly out-of-pocket and geng;;sity

and donations.‘ét fact, I had applied to the computer dppartment to

get some support but an undergraduate just doesn't get support like

that. Either I didn't makgéy case very strong . . . So I said I don't

need their money,I1'll just do it on my own and come up with something

that was much simpler.

Woody: Tell me, was it instrumental in getting you started or wuuld

you anyway . . . would you ever consider that as institutional support?

Beck:I wouldn't say that in the Univsersity I got inétitutional support

although I did . . . the break or opportunity I had at the Universijy

of Illinois was that I was given a job in the electronicx music

studio xxxxx almosé,the second week I was there. I fdund out about

it and w’bﬂ{over . :?1 ?ﬁad been building amplifiers for fii}nds who had

rock bands and I uas iﬁterested §7Electronic music and so for the three

years I was there I wlways had ; job there. In fact the last year it

actually paid my whole way through school, through college. And since
o

I was there I had access to the studio and the pegple and, again, the

support you got and being zkmmxx able to bring a board in and test it
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onfheir oscilloscope. So I suppose asxix mn a way there was some sup-
port there,but there wasn't an7thing formal, it was just, you know,
if I went in and did my eight hourse or four hours and could hang
around for another two hours using their oscilloscope to test my
board, then that was fine. And although towards the end of my stay
there they did finally get ineterested inwhat I was doing and I
appeared at a few new music concerts at the Cranard (?) Center
I wasn't really . . . £ it was only two weeks before I was leaving
for San Francisco some people started to ask me if I would stay, and
started to talk about offering me support. But it was too late,the
wheels were in motion.
Woody: You just came to San Francisco!
Beck: Not exactly. ealized the need for support so I started writing
letters, I wrote about fqﬂtty letters in about a month's time to
anyone I could think of whg_might support what I was doing. Companies,
the public television, I tried to interest Zenith in supporting this.
I was fooling around then fmxEmx with converting music into video and
I said this would be an eéz;llent unit to include in one of those big
consoles they make with a stereo TV. The whole thing. It would
be little cheap addition and here's a new feature. But this was before
tv games and their co;pept of television was limited to something you

watch a program on. And besides, I later realized they were a veyy

conservative company

END OF SIDE 1
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Woody: Now, #X® you ever conceive certain transitionms, do you
ever verbalize them for yourself? Do you fix them in your mind in
some score or do you just pragmatically test 4t and then you don't
attach any labels to it? Do you have any method which . .
Beck: Well, the synthesizer is labelled it just doesn;t have
labels in ;gglish on it. It's labelled by virtue of the way it's
laid out and its modular structure which follows from this
color, form,texture, motion idea that I mentioned earlier and the
further divisions of that model which are treated in the "Methods"
tape, points, lines, planes, surfaces, it's a very formal definition
of the unit. And the modules themselves follow that distincton with
color moduleﬁ'ﬁnd the key module to the whole proceﬁs whirgh of my
synthesizing is what I call"Voltage to Position €onverter which
converts volaaées into geometries. An example of which woild be
a wipe generator. But I had other methods of introducing more mERHiRR
modulations into my pattern generators and coming up with . . .
Woody: Let me analyseqthis interesting terﬁ, Yoltage to position.
That means every cogsidered image is a result of voltage conversion,
especially in digitéi application. That way you have coined or
prioneered this interesting term which you told me when I was .
Beck: Yeah, I remember when you came out and we went over things.
Woody: When you describe it you are actually describing a control fonction

as well, so it's not only to identify the principle but you are like

a wipe which is a typical variable.



BECK-VASULKA, P. 10

Beck: Right
Vasulka: You would say that volatge to position . . . which you
have to specify or change.
Beck: Yeah. Well you're gé@ht. First of allllet me say that the
synthesizing process is very sculptural in the sense that you are
blending these currents, these electronic currents. And I remember
very distinctly two different experiences that lead to the design of
this synthesizer. One was a perceptual . . . well they were both
perceptual but one was xmmmxhx somewhat more mundane thagn the other.
The one that lead to th{is distinction of the categories waxxax occurred
during a certain phase of experimentation while I was experimenting
with visual phenomena and altering visual phenomena through
electronic and chemical means and observing, as it were, on he
my own retina the structure of‘ﬁhat I saw in terms of if you saw
elementals
a brick wall or trees or a sky.ami Andfo reduce that to fundamenteis,
the obviously smaller swiféhrwould be some idealized particle of
color which when aggregated according to other hierarchical laws would
result in specific shapes orﬁ forms as we would call them with certain
properties such as angularityx or curvature.mx Or certain other
aggregations of these particles of color would form what we might
describe as texture w§ere)xkn even though ymwx if you looked at that
texture very closely)ygu would see that it was composed of forms in
itself. And,then‘of course,the element of having specified thiés for
one moment\to specify it for other moments. And hence, the element
of dynamics or motion. Now, these are purely formal issues but in the

design of an instrument, fmxm from the engineering standpoint, it was

necessary to create the language from a visual perception standpoint
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in terms of these modules.

Woody: Would you associate that, in fact, as a statement of the

craft itself, Because you have described elements. Now what would

be the craft of video?

Beck: Well I guess to me the craft would be the putting together of

those elements just like in leathegéraft you have, say)to take a
.o~n example, your raw cowhide and you have rivets and you have a

certain set of little hammers and chisels and . . . but the craft

comes in assembling those into a fin}shed piece of clothin%,or

purse , or whaébavékou. L{fa painting, if you were a real diehard
(2

/
painter you go out and dig up the rock and you grind the pigment
and you take your brushes and you have all these elements~material
elements are formal elements'which in and of themselves'are nothing

until synergistically combined they result in a painting or a tape

or what have you.

Woody: Do you have any 6binion on what synthesis meansy to you

because sometimes this system is called "synthesizer." What is

your interpretation?

in a

Beck: Well I've always, taken/terms of that word/very speecificaily

straight line distinction.If gou take the word in terms of what

it means by virtue pf what its source is it derives from, I believe,

the Greek word "synaesthesis" which means ''to put together," or
l"to put xkmgx things together so as to form a whale." In other

words, you have the basic kernal of that word is the prefix "syn-"

which is also in the word synergism and it implied to me that your

thook these formal elements which were really manifested as electronic

current, vibrations and combined them with electronic means into something
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]that produced a defined image on a color screen. Now that's the other
issue . . . that was the other of those two insights that I mentioned
which was to realize that you'rﬁlonceptualizing these things as a
surface phenomendon on a screen or a plane and yet a televisionimage
is time, it's electronic vibration occuring in time.amdxxhex And the
key was for me to make the taansition between an image that yéu woudd
see on the surface and what that Image would be in terms of the
electronic pulsations in time on a television screen. The simplest
case being: im;;ine a little dot on a screen somewhere, how do you
get it there? On an oscilloscope that's done in a certain way. On a

in an
television picture it's done/entirely different way which is the main
difference between video as a g%re and computer images as a genre WMNEXE.
When I would explain what I was doing to a computer image person, they

) just wouldn'é . . . the thought hadn't occured to them that there were
mhexxx other ways of making an image besides moving a point of light
wherever you wanted it to'é;. In the case of television, the point of
light was moving and you had to do other things about deciding where
it was and turning iﬁ on or off in order to get a certain image to
appear. And that was the‘key to the Voltage to Position Conversion
process as I call it'genericallyy which can be used to do anything
from a wipe to a mandéla if you have the right kind of circuitry.
Woody: Actually, what y;u have associated with the principle of synthes-

is with the term @%xmx Voltage to Position Converter. Is that a good

assessment that I'm making?
- L(Sz

Conversion is a par"f the process of synthesis. The synthesis all told

O
$’Sk~ls putting all currents together: the ones that mean the positionéPL

% Beck: I would say it's the other way around. Voltage to Position
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and the ones that mean the textures and how they're moving and

what colors they are and they'rechanging and how they'rquming and
going and all those factors. And in a sense the synthesizer and the
(synthesis or synthesist)

sYRxmieix are inseparable although you can turn a video synthesizer
or a music smnthesizer on and get things out of it. But those are
pretty much like getting alpha waves or something out =z of a human
organism, they're really unqualified. And I guess you have to say
the concept of a music synthesizer ax 2:2 been established and it

was there and the logical extension was a visual synthesizer.

Heedy+-Newy-I~reeatld

SIDE 3, # 095

Woody: But since you have coined a language of images anyway in your
methods I guess you could extend that into groups of languages specified
digitally or binary. You dqqft have time or scale or interest that
would . . .?

Beck: Yeah, if someone wants to give me a big grant“and“have a stéff

of software writers we could get to work right away putting the high
level language together, but .

Woody: But that was a‘one-man operation you used to run, you were

just an individual whozagcided to makex a definition of this tool and
the methods. Do you think now it is beyond the single-man's possikility
of dealing with digital stuff?

Beck: I think it really just depends on the haste that you're in

and the style that you . . . what makes your work enjoyable and

the kind of funding you have available to work with. If I had a large

amount of finding I would want to share some of that and hire people
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who were competant to work on some of these problems. One the other

hand I don't, so I just confront it in the limited way that I have.

I suppose I could go out searching but I'm not inclined to do that.
Besides, there are places 1like NASA andIvan Southerland and big companies
where that's all they do. But I tend to think these days in a much
smaller scale of cost so that these things can become accessible and

usable by a larger base of people.

snort BREAK (({ Q&S LEUANT DALY (.B

Woody: I'm just thinking if it's necessary, because I see someone
develops new languages it could be from two sources. One is the
element,af synthesis of element. The other is to look at it as I=3ix
a larger hierarchical structure. That's what industries are hoping for,
that they will eventually derive to a manageable software. But I
think that people like you and me, we have to sweat out the elememts.
Beck: Well, one of the problems right now in this country is due to
the tax structure. Most‘large industries all except the biggest giants
cantt afford extended research and except for places like IBM and Bell
Labs and giants, your manufacturing company can't afford the research
in these areas which is’whylthe opportunity foi?independent developer
‘or designer is progably more right now than it's been in other times.
Because the . . . aslyou know from working through the creative process,
the development of théikernal idea is a very undefined process although

the implementation of it into a final resultant product xx or something

of use at large is a more defined operation.
Woody: It's so banal. ‘63”‘—\ NG DA RINT SR ey D
C\(t\a~k¢ai§t

a&>
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Beck: Yeah. So, it does take in a sense certain independent inventors

working on these problems. Now I've only been working with software for
abaut two or three years now and I've developed one high level

language for max my games work. And I've had the economic viability

to do that and smxE one can see how one would approach it for a visual
language like what you're describing. One knows of languages like that,
like GRASS, Tom DeFanti's . . . But even his GRASS is confined to the
limited structure of images that his system, which is again basiéall&

a point plotter . . . there is no element of color involved, for

example. And I don't look for the universal langugge evolving for

two or three centuries although right k now we hvae dozens if not hundreds
of & dialects and we have some standardized languages like FORTRAN which
have been around for twenty or thirty years now, & and which are

backed up by the economic necessity of using them more than anything.

But now they've become kwim# kind of standard languages. But you see, when
1 was working with the visual processor you'd find to some exteant you
erroneously enmesh the lingusstics of a visual language structure into the
current lingusstic notations of a programming structure and impose

certain limitations. Which is why I was looking for what the so called

$

visual, uh, the VLU--the Visual Logic Unit--that performs your basic visaal

operations as microiﬁggructidns rather than constructing them out of

larger computer instruetions which are basically the evolution of machines
oriented to processing numbers. And only now we're starting to see single
chip microprocessors get away from those applications. In fact, they're just
special chips now for crunching numbers and the tasks of informatdéon
control processing that used numbers only indirectly could perhaps be

circumvented with higher speed operationx if you had more basic opeamationms.
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So, if you think of your basic visual operations, just for example,
translation® and rotation andscaling functions, these are the kind of
functions I designed into the Video KEAM¥EX Weaving video logic unit,
which in itself is controlled by (HEX?)(#181) is sophisticated enough
that it requires control by another microprocessor, if xhax¥® not
several.

Woody: You call it Video Logic Unit?

Beck: Right, V.L.U. So the video weaving tapes xm you've seen were made
with the raw early VLU with pretty much a namual sequence controller.
And now what I'm coming up with is the implementation of intelligence
on the control end of %x that. You know, like the time it takes you
to repatch certain connections with the board analog-type synthesizer
can be reduced to a frame in a digital system. On the other hand, as

I mentioned to you on the phone, this class of imagety which I call

¥
f"mosaic" imagery, which covers all images made by mosaic pixel type
b

; approach, whether they're plotted, painted, scanned, whatever, filmed,

iis a look which will be pervading society more and more. Like these
Teletext systems, you may have seen photographs of, with digital maps
of the world. And, like o; your checks from the bank, everyone's
been looking for yea;s at digitally mncoded magnetic numbers that
happen to bear a physié@l resemblance to the actual digits. I think
that the digital look is.definitely here to stay. It's just, how many

#206 bits have you got.
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and were not interested in vhat 1 had. So, after Zenith came
dovn. They weren't interested in it, reallv, and I didn't

get too nmuch other rerly other than I got a letter from . . .

A )

I did get a reply from Public Television, from David Stewart.
He signed the letter and it was just a short letter suggesting

that 1 éontact the National Center for Experiments In Television.

-

. Coe . . 1
And,ironically, Weruxse between the time I had m%;led my

’ . - >
letter and recieved his answer someone had called a magazine

article to my attention that had some information on the

Nati;nal Ceter for ﬁxneriments In f;ievision; And they also;

: Ce ’ "
1 bqué}e this was in verv early 1970, ran the Heimskringla
broadcast, whi&h was . . . we brought that color set that I had
over to the art building and about a hundred grt students were
in watchiﬁg it. And then afterwards, we hooked q? the svnthesizer,
and it was kind of a near follow-up to the program. That was
o?g of the';émes that I did mak; a live appearance in Urbana.
I d1d a 1ive shov. In fact, I didn’lt do~v1$eécap; then, I had
no videotape. I didnat think of it as videotape. I tbought'of
it as a éerforming i;strument; Perhaps, again, that was why

:

I wasn't interested in documenting the design of the instrument.
~‘ .. -~

I wanted to play it. And hanging around with all the musicians,

that was a natural mode to be in with it, alttourh I did make

use of tane and film early on. I used audio tape to record

computer oprograms that generate” Auiim tone seruences which

fed into my system for the audioc generated video. And I actually

wrote.a paper on that subject for one of my classes.

N28
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'Woody:;Do y&u still hae it?. ' , . .

Beqk: Yeah, I hawe covpies ;f itf 1 could perhaps even givé
you a gppy.t )
(short breﬁk)
So, I did take some time to make an early record of a little
bit of what I did. And then with a filmmakéf gamea Teddy _
Timreck, who's now goné on to New York, ﬁé/did some‘early fiim
work of my"?V séreeﬁ,‘whiéh we usedAih a rock opera production
that I was involved in. | ’
(short break, discuﬁsing Timreck) R
Yell, he was hanginé around aﬁd'we Qefc in§olved in'thisithing
_called t®ex ""Rock Opera," whichAvas‘a production bv a renégade.
group of artists and technologists oﬁ the campus under the
direéﬁion of a guy.namedeob Fisher.. He waé later fired from
the Univexsity, one of the best people they had, they fired
him becﬂése'he was top“r;dical.

Woody: Restless. .
Beck: Yaa. And we projected during thd& intermedia extravaganzag
on a larze screen, films of my video images which were super-

imposed with other images. That was right at the beginning of

" "

1872 é?at we d;d this Rock Opera. Ve were xe preparing for it

in late‘69'figur£&§ we'd bring in the cdecade with this thing.

tnd it was a sold oﬁt'show at the Cranard Center for six

nifﬁFS aﬁd it was juﬁhvild. It was really well done. There were

very good people involved. Good musicians and good artists'.'.~

I also had déveloped a 16 Z@annel ssund sweeper, which I plaved
- .

on the stage. I was playing audio that night and was able to move

053
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saﬁhd around éﬁd bring it in an?éut, It was really incredible,
I regember it very élearly, making‘;ffécts of sound éppeariné'
to come from mile?éehih& you, then roll over and off to the
§ides. you can really mbvegit—éfound. It was lofs.of fun;,‘ -
j . So we had‘thié £film foétaée'then,:ajgig canjof-it- I_doi}

know where it is now. I asked Ted and he doesn't know where -

it is. It's all lost. I came out to San Francisco during one of

my spring vacations having heard abopt the Centér éﬁd wrote
them and made ané-pointment to come by and see them. And IA
brc;ughﬁ :his film and sl:mwed it to them and 'ca;ké_a with them.
And that's where i.ﬁeﬁ Brice Howard. Then I wént back'without'
really thinking anvthing othér;than it ﬁas a pretty interesting
place. Sho%tly thereaftgr I received'a ﬁzter\which informed

me that they had two National Endowment for the Arts Aritst-

in-Reisdence Fellowships to award to two artists of thfff-choice,
and they were offefing Qéhéne of them. Rexemzxharxbasisx That's

w hat brought me to San Francisco.then, after that initial

visit, the offering:of‘that Artisé% Fellowship, which bas#cally
provided the initial budgetAfor materials in the synthesizer add
fsr ne to live'oﬁ.ﬁhileAI was working on it. _

"oody: So that ;ettigd you down for this particular proiect?

R2eck: Pretty much so. 'So I carme out here and spent the hExr better
sart of a vesr and a half éo two vears building that svnthesizer,
and also firishing mv degree at Berkeley in'Electrical Engineeriﬁg.
And I spent a lot of, vou know,'fq/}ty-e%ghﬁ hour davs, building

In fact, . L
this thirg. £% lot of work went into it./Shortly after I artived

79
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I was able to take the old equipment I had and and sort of

whip it up and start doing stuff there and start reeordingd -
) ) )

on videotape, which was to me a thrill because I hadn} really

conceived of it as a compositional medium. But now that
}f{began to maﬁeian eppeeraece. %= By late'71 this instrumed£

was basically comelete ae it is now, although a few things

have been added in the meantime and the digital video has all-

come ogétream later i on. But I didn't want~to spend the whole

And

rest of my life building~an instrument /There are meny tapes

made with this instrumentjin the process of it being built,

test tapes basicelly.'I éﬁess most -of those tapes are now

in gzxas with David Dowe at‘the archive where they moved all

the National Center tapes. I guess vou have some in Buffalo

too. )

“loodv: Yeah.

(short break while the?ndiscuss taves)

Beck: AltHouOh I must mention that right before I left to come'

out to fan Francisco I did my first ¥ TV show with the synthesizer

in Champaign, which is a little tavn of adeut'lOQ,OOG in the

middle of Illinois, and it broadcasts#y to the cbrnfields, and

-the universities in;the state there. And thev brought re EHX

on with tﬁe synthsi;er for one of their late night talk shows.

Since it wasdk set up to videotape, we simply “OLnted the seuido

camera at my IV set, which picked up thex reds and the greens

but missed most of the blie. And .they broadcase part of a com-

position I had been performing called "Prextapia (so?" So

that was the first time I actually appeared on the atr with it.
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tloody: I recall these two compesitions of yours, XRmmx "Point
L

of inflection"” and''Conception.” I sort of cdetected that there ‘
= . . R .
was a generation gap of control modes between these two.

Beck: Ves.

Woodv: What happenéd to produce such a2 difference in control?
o W
Beck. Point of Inflection was made in December l°70 with

L e

jone generator module built and tested on the svnteh81zet. Ané

more than agything, i{ was in AN EXEEEEXERE 2 soirit of

.excitemeﬁt of things to éome‘was this tape ﬁade. The title

h;s a two-sided interpretation. A Point of imflection, mathematically
speaking, is a certain point in a curve, and.in the case of the

[\{ "
1gterv of Point of Inflection, which is all based ‘on chevron

N
", diamond forms, vou have four foints of inflection around the
perimeter of this form. It also expresses in some way a feeling
that this was a point of inflection or a turning point in
the evo;ption of my own work and life as a whole. This4was

the first solid approach to videotane that I had made with the

tool. Now, "Conception” was made in early 1972 it was recorced.

. .

Approximately a vear had elapsed between them. Not only was more
]

of the synthesizef comﬁleted, but as that occured, mv thinking
was able to expangiput of the technical areas of building

the circuits into the conceptualizing and composition areas.
I1'd had at that point a ful?éear of working with videotape.

I had conceptudlized editing in videotape. Since'Boint of.

Conception" (sic)-was recorded on two-inch standard, it allowed

certain freedom of work that in 1570 you couldn't really edit 265
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with a helical machine.
as a sérieS»of tableaus
next scene was Created

step. "Point bf,Infleét

real-time Drocess which

you could synthesize r¢

265

And in fact "Conception® vas created

-~

in a ‘sense. A Scene ‘was created and the .

and they Wergﬁaid'dowhAStep after .

ion" was 5 continuoyg movement of
> I la¢er learned, particglarly in the.
rk, that gou éouldELQMZEﬁ;eXQIZ;SOIQI

. R, 5 o phany ) - i

Py

corded onto vldeotagé;ﬂbec&aée that whol

section wag a whole pea

digital image. How woul
Is it still video?
Beck: It'sg still video,

using 2 scanned raster

S e i

cock of color that never got seen by

d~you characterize the Ytian Weaving?

for me
because the critéria/for video frrime 4
——— , -

T BT o ek ., N -

displav, 1n other words, the poiat of

—

travel of the electron
is Predetermined into a

defines video as oppose

) it
or light Source, whatever tRar may be,

fixed Pattern. And to me, that's what

d to Cathode ray tube of anotper sort (302)

e .

S

—~y

B S
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where you can move the beam anywhere. So, yes, digital video
is still video providing it works into the scanned raster
fornat Around the early-mid 1970s, digital technmlogy '
became less expansive by several orders of magnitude and a
number of people hag?'establsshed sophisticated ‘digital video
.set—ups; Iarge multi—million dollar computer systems. And in °
fact oeople had been working with digital imagety, which
1 think predates digital wvideo by some number oﬁéears. Namely
people had been working wth filmx, most 51gnif1cant1v the Whitneys
and Vanderbeek although more SO the people at Bell Labs than
the artists, because I think the interesting work was in the -
creation of:ahe aigorithms and processes and to what extent
the artists served to facalize it they were certainly important.
But these works all inuolved fiim; wss"not a real-time process,. |
did not involve colore—color ;as alnays printed on in an opticel
printer, as you know--because ‘they were working with oscillos~
copes ba91cally, moving points of 1ight to expose ! the fllm An
excellent process, to be surey. The two complement each other in
a very nice way. ILf you can afford to spend 15 or 27 minutes
nak1n~ a frame,,that frame'&,better be awfullv °ood But 1et s
look at the other‘issue, What can you do, litérrally in 30 or
L9 microseconds to"create a new image on the frame..ﬁy’own interests
in digital video.raaliy developed when the idea of the.video |
eaving came together which I startedbworking with in 1973
shen I became intersted through historical research on the

origins of an art form that I seem to be working wxxk in. One

branch of thad&esearch led me into ‘the design imagery and dream (340)
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imaoerv of the eichteenth-and nineteenth centuries. And in America

- - . -

particularly, vou find that the only ENR peonle carrying and

guustaining this image were women who veee quilting and weaving,
- v RO

usually as a collect;ve process. And I thought this was fascin-
ating because at that éoint-in ﬁiﬁe tﬁe issue of’why wefé there
no faﬁous women artists vaé Just sﬁrfacing and in researching
the antecedants'éf'vhat I felt were m§ own image styles I
thought this was aifascin;ting fact. Plus the fact ;hét a -
television pictgre'; . . I was lookiﬁg.for"somé Qay to combine
a television image w{th aﬁ ancient imgge. I don't know why,‘

I was just looking. And~this-was i, becag#b the process of
scanning semefhg\seems’::Lgﬁi' SO fundamentallv groﬁranned into

our genetic structure and our neurolo al ) d,

it occuring all over. We find it in reading, in any language

-,wheqqdr you go left to right or up and down_or a:ound in

circles. And you find it 'in weaviﬁg v%%e a single thread

can be structured into a two-dimensional surface through a proces
of scanning basicélly.—~So, this affirméd to me that scanning

and its appearance in t?levision Qas a quite reéent evoiutidn

of fhis whole‘proceﬁs. Somehow the idea'of‘a video being linked
up with weaving was a connection. Aside from the fact xx that I
nmentioned earlier, intthiﬁking of how I would produce an
instrument that would be used by ne0ﬂ1e would it have a concep-
tual basis that was fundamental enough so tﬁagﬁﬂe would not have

o struggle with, at least, that part of tHe orocess. An4 since

weaving was such an ancient process and one that is graspable

‘by people all aver the world regardless of their degree of (381)
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XER tEChn°1°81ceL-prqficieney:in electronics, thaszt‘was the -

perfect comnectior. = . Lo BRI

(short break) - -~ .;_,4;:'

* : - ~

So anyway, this was the thought._I thought thie‘would be a

great concept to put the rwo together.'Katy.ectually gave me- -
a little loom for a present and I spent about a week or two A
trying .to set the damn thing up and I didnhp knowehov tor
do it. I got the watp set up and managed ta&eave hbout six incheei
of cloth;aﬁd it looked terrible, it was all benched up, and I

ail thiiﬁs .. . Wbat waslintersting to me wasbtbe_design

element and not the pfacticality, eithougb I have tremendous

respect for the woven artifict.:It keéps vou-warm; unlike video

’

weav1ng. And I actmally thou°ht my tool could work the other-
way to be of use to people who wanted to weave, to desivn the
patterns. And so. 1 proceeded to design thi whole set—up
modeled on a loom which I call the Video "eaver. While so- far
there have been only two videotanes that Ikye made with the
Video Weaver patterm generator which are quite anc;ent by now
tke my owvn work with &evelopiég the tool haé.beeh moving
along quite rapidf?.bAnd ﬁow, as I mentioned earlier, this
will be one of the 5pructs_we will be offering for sale in the
next vear. ' J
“loody: Conceptually speaking, is_it also in harmony with
internal funct&ens live the horizontal clock and the vertical
_cloek. You must have aiso’thought about it as a relationship
to timej to directions...u - | . .

-

427
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Beck+ Well, thatfs'whatAthe_Eime with weaving is, again. *
In weaving fou’haveiharps;‘ﬁhlch are threads runﬁing—rertieally;'

and you have wefts (sp’), whlch are threads runn* ing horizontally.

The perfect metauhor for horlzontal and vertlcal clocLs

respect1Ve1y. In fact. ‘my v1deo 3eaver rea_ly, since it can
' 7 7
2l so animate in a sense, will show you the process of

sequentially building up a woven pattern as you weave it out.

And then the perwutatlons on 1t, if you were to in the AN

N

weaving vernacular, Shlft certaln cycles of passingx certain s

h arnesses over and under the shuttle, I mean passing the shuttle .
over and under certain ‘harnesses. And'iqéact, in my whole scheme,
those terms are used and they make perfect sense.

Yoody: Actually, vou could depict them as binary interactions

if you'wished; 2this is a paraphrase, check with woody)

Beck: Exactly.‘Apd'the only 1imit is, how ﬁany do you haye

to work with. Well, with the American TV set you.have about
540 weft threads, maybe 500 weft threads, and anywhere up to
302 warp threads if you have a really high fidellty system., .

The other thing that I1'd sav that I think is most sggnificant'

about my digital video xExx system is that it ix took a
H : .

fresh approach from trying to use a mass memorv to image

-q

the screen, unllPe the video dazzler or video frame stores

which requie several bits of memory for each pciition on the
s creen. I saw it to develop the pure visual processing archit-
ecture and I still am developing it and the parts that have

been seen so far. in the Video Weaver are really very limited

uee)
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compared to some of the latest asPects I' ve'been coming up w1th.

s

But I spent about two years 51mplifying that architecture

to the point w@re I got it down to usinginérreally ‘two types
: me
of circuits 5o that the actual clrcuit costs/only ‘about $25

- in integrated circuits. Th fact that it only required 256 bits

~

of memory to produce these very high resolution images was

L

rather puzzling to most people since tine ‘has gone by and the
‘1aoe£:have been seen and people like yourself have been working
with it. You beginAto discover the ways that this type of4thing can

be done. But on the basis of that I was actually able to license -
xh some of the architecture to a semi-conductor corporation and
worked to d_evelop it into a so- called video game system. Program—
mable video 1maging chips, wnich stlll:'from that company

at laast, haven't hit the marbet but things like them have come
out from several other companies from peopée who were ‘
working on our project. So you can't avoid the ideas being ::
disseminated no matter where you are. Those ‘ideas were imple-
nented in otber chips. ‘

Woody: It's imst interstiné that you @b&pen to enter, again,

the chips are sucb‘a secret area because of the industrial
competition so that }ou disafpear in this mysterious

tool. It's an interesting kind of (livlihood or knighthood)

.aut that brings me to al!different question because vou have -
bgen involved in this large,popular, cultural contribuiton.

Do you assume any responsibility . . . (tape ends)
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’ Beck. responsibility it would certainly be during the period - '<;1?*

of time at the Cﬁgter, literallv thousands of people came ‘h . Vn»;il>

thuough during ‘the four eyars I was there and looked at what . ,fln e

I was doino and went off and developed it and we published B

some information and disseminated a lot of tapes.‘Bnt in°

—

the larger sense of the home-video field I suppose to some

extent we areists who were vorking with video synthesizers‘

. -
- -

Aprefigured that in a way but wEx certannly none of us had the : fff}

business inclinations that ‘some of the other paople did '
whO‘were worLing in those areas to take it in ‘the area of

video games and make it a multi-million dollar phenomenon
that W&

., with imoact on the ouhlic .at large But I don} know ti/were

in any position to make the judgments on that really: I really .

don't think about it too much. I' m mainly interested in making

ot he next videotape which is why I'm selling equipment you know., |
My real interest now is in publishing on the Betamax and the
home video formats leading up to videodisc. But the idea of

.making an 1nstrument or having one made has become more and more

real for me in the last couple of years wﬁth these integrated

v
cnfcuits and other things like that ’I ve had some orders
placed to buy instruments although they aren't formally on sale,

SO ?@onsider that it's there and if the mechanics of doing it °

all work out we should have something.

Wwoody: Diad you ever regret that you couldn't score your

analog performaces and do you foresee any development of com~

positional codes or are you in faot already doing it’ (026)
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Beck: Alnost every major tape compositlon I've done has ahd

a score and while I havenlt evolved any unifor notation for

ixx scoring, Iiviéxperimented and explored with many dlfferent -
. forms. For example; the iiluninated musie pieoe tpyt EAve:
performed a lot had a fairly developed score because 1t needed

) Just -
a qulck way to patch up and/a point of ‘reference asyymmxwermz

iexngzxzx since we were doxng it so often. Even VConception
had its own score. Frequen;tly the score would reeemble more
of a storyboard than. anything. And I've personally found that

t he storyboard type of approach where kz the score consists of

sketches of the imagery that I'm seeking to achieve nore than
any kind of technical 1list of commands is the kind of form
that I've worked with most effectively. Although of course in
d_oind some of the video weaviné things ivéigital video, your
score assumes the proportions of a poogram and in that. -case
you've got a very detailed task in front of you. As detailed
as char?briting an orchestral score. So I donat see 1t‘as an 1nsur-
mountable problem. I‘know that music ... . the noﬁational forms
of music that we currently use wxx can be traced'back in an
identifieble form to something like the fourteenth or fifteenth
. centuries so that' shad five to six hundred years xxgixfornal
development as a paper notation and who knows what before that
we don;t know about. So that the visual compesition for somethiné
like elettronic instrumetits is so much newer that I think we're
just in a phase of expetimenting and exploring. And also

perhaps the problem that you're not only:dealing with time

(052)
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but you're dealiﬁg with a' two dimensional durface, in fact
three dimensional whereaé the music fot'an instrument is pretty
nuch a one dimension iﬁ time and so the form is a little less
complex although it convéys an enormous amount ofi~information.
Butlyou know, if you re going to read music effectively youkxs -
ERIRZXEN have to learnlztalﬁdn for example, because all standard'-'
notation in music is written in Italizn.

Woody: Sounds 1ike,“a commanded languagé" 2227

ﬁeck: Yeah. I suppose the ultimate would be some kind‘of

light pen or menﬁ system vhre'you could d?aw,out‘of it andr
compose but . . . I don't kno&,'i find each néw cqﬁpositioﬁ
demanés new precedeﬁts that are so new that I doqf even have
the time tb understand how to coﬁpose with them. In a case like
"Cycles" for,exaﬁple, whre we published.a little bit of that
socre, that was agﬁxample of a kind of'séhematic score.

Woody: Whre was it published’

Beck: We nublished it in the Video Art book

Woody: Have you realeased any other notes?

Beck: Yo, not really.A'l(if¥elevant statement here) But.this
passage here is more like a schematic of one cvcle in the total
work. And Vhile é;ch ideagram or symbolic diagram here may

or may not resemble ;hat you'e actually seeing on the screen. Like
vou don't really sée a cone on the screen, Bu?&ou see én opening
circle which this conveys. And you see at a éertain point a kind
of electronic wave dip down and then it breaks into little balls.
So it goes in and out of adhering. |

n78
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Woody: So it's swymbolic then, becage the time scale is not

identified. co «"-_.’_ R

Beck: Mo, right, no tempo 1s‘showh #lthough it is drawg 6§ 

‘stgag paper. That was m§ only-concession to formalities.*InKéhathef
level, this ié a score. A*circﬁit\pattern éan'pass for the "
score. Like I reéenﬁlv read-é descriﬁtio; of a Q@Q}e beiné'per-
formed at Yills Colleg-. And the descriptioniof the intent ﬁf

the artistx or the musicians was this gfiece generating

tones developed by 1nterrupting a 6800 microprocessor with some -
other input. In that case the’ score'was the circuit diagram,

which I guess to_musicians is a very exciting idea, although

afeef working on schematiés for some‘ZS years I guess I don't
€ind.it a particula%ly exciting idea myself. Nonetheless, it is

an examnple of that score.
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oody: In a way you are an inventor at this moment since’

vou have 1nvo1ved your mind in- 1nvent1ng these particular

possibilltles? R o
Beck: Yeah, I've beén inventiqg’a 16: of thiggs. Some ﬁave to
do with video and atlotrof the others don't. And I've been

inventing a lot of eléctronic games.

Woody vou‘mean conceptuall’ ; ; .,. ' 'f

BeckY Yo. Both conceptually and bringing them into manufacturlng.
”oody‘ Az I see. Actually producing

Beck: Well having them produced by toy companies which has been

the main source of income. . o how Iﬁve been able to develop the

-

Video Weaver, fo?éxample.
Woody: You mean 'you are facing the danger of becoming Qery rich?
Beck: Not yet, butIeVentually I could face that danger. It's .

a real threat. (laughter)

Woody: I was talking to Lee Felsenstein hxxxixgx

Beck: Yeah at Processor. pe s rich‘ c ’iﬂ% : ) ..

Woody: But, I figured out he runs a basement operat1on, you mav

l

know about ic.

Beck: Processor?

-

'Woody: Ho. His littlé:house there, People's Communication Networﬁ,

and he's still at it. ﬁﬂd I was amazed that the thought of tHe
definitely
sixties vas so strong and people 1ike he, who's facing/the

possibility of becoaelng a M11110na1re soon, he Peeps his
norgbl position by inventing, in a way, a communications system.

And he's at it. I saw it. It goes slowly because . . . whatever"

<

o

-~

-
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e hut it's going.anfwav. So 1 think there's anuinteresting

L.

-

geperation of technologists - ;:;
Beck: Well, an inventor who becomes rich doesn't stop inventing.
The fact that you become rich because you 've inventéd somethlng

of value is a-corollary of your inventinveness. And the only reaeon
you need money is not fer the sake of having it. You need

computers and parts and z:z&: like to hire peonle to put - ‘,~
boards together. - T n.,‘, S - )
Woody: It's a reeource. S

Beck: Yeah, it s a resource. If anything, 1 guess the late
sixzties nxxxxxkixﬂ with a kind of anti—money attitude may
have set thinos back a while, beqﬁgpe if the money had been
available, perhans these processes would ‘have been further

accelerated. R
Woody: But as you know,'the so called avant-garde art has been
deadlocked in this mora istic stand against the official
culture; There's’virtually no penetration of popular'culture_
and avant-gxrde. -

Beck: Yeah, the avant-garde art museums have become the home

" of the underdog rejecteed'person who can't find any other way
to plug into the culture.and.so'the nuSeums sortx of take

them 1n.more out of eymoathy than anvtb ‘ T don't really have
any in:er'et itythat any nmorely at all. I think the ex::itement of
doing something like a Processor Technology a corputer company,
bringing computers into the home:or computers into people's lives
thfrogh electronic games or whatever_. . . When you can design
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something and see that 100,000 or 200,000 or whatever people

have it, that's making a connection. )
Voody: You think that for vou it's the sarme procéss? It's

affecting or influencing people which has full creative satisfactioh
for vou? | : -

Beck: Yeah.

Woody: It's not su;pending your creativity? ~ | -
Beck: Not at all. The fact that I‘haven't mxdmxxfimit finished
a videotape in two yvears doesn't bother me, becﬂée I've

been creating other things; I think the 1nterstiﬁg part to me
laas to evolve to the point wheee I saw the desirability of - |
hiving one's creativeness proﬁagate that far. If it wasn't

moving that fast in video that there were other chanmels

whfe it could be implemented. (371)



