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Introduction

American Landscape Video: The Electronic Groveis an
exhibition of seven video installation works by major artists
who use video as their medium and America’s natural
landscape as a central aspect of their subject. Although these
works exemplify an emphatically contemparary medium,
they also cantinue a major tradition of American art in
addressing themes that arise from nature.

Video as anart form has always had strong connections
withworkin other media. The use of technology and an
interestin audience interaction link video to conceptual art
activities such as performance, sarthworks, and other
installation werk. Video ant's relationship to the more
traditional forms of painting and sculpture becomes
especially evident in this exhibition because the works share
common themes, specific motifs, and artistic approaches with
landscape paintings from the previous century,

In 19th-century landscapes, nature was a rich scurce of
metaphorfor artists, America's sense of identity was
intimately linked with its wilderness, and this had a profound
eftect on American cultural and artistic life. Nature was
portrayed as an idealized vessel that contained moral lessons
and inspiration for the ohserver, and the landscape paintings
became a metaphor for Romantic notions of God and Nature
joined in a transcendent spirituality,

The video ortists represented in this exhibition are now a
century removed from the age of Thomas Cole, Albert
Bierstadt and Frederic Church, artists who epitomized the
American landscape school of painfing. One hundred years
of cultural history and medermist arthave intervenad, and the
arfists in this exhibition are engaged with issues, both
personal and cultural, of our present era. Nevertheless, these
video artists use the natural landscape and its impact on the
individual as o frame of thematic reference. In this sense,
these works of videc art provide mare than iscloted
contemporary perspectives presented with modern
technology; they con be seen as an integral part of an
ongoing American landscape tradition,

Mvers

The Allure of the Concentric | 1985) evokes a mood of
introspection and contemplation and recalls the quiet groves
ond calm lake surfaces of many contemplative 1 9th-century
American londscape paintings. With its mysteriously floating
trees and the magical gleam of its architectural elements, this
installation is like a recollection or a reverie which floats in and
outofcansciousness. The images of landscape and wildlife
anthe four monitars have an almost haiku-like spareness,
again suggesting fragments of memory, At the physical and
conceptual center of this work is the dark pool--a reflecting
pool in both senses of the term. ts smocth surface is disturbed
fram time to time by the expanding ripples from a drop of
waterwhich interrupts momentarily the mirror-like reflection.
The fragmentary images and reflections closely approximate
memory, inviting a closer examination of self in the almost
dream-like landscape.

Myers’ video installations of the late 19705 often
invelved fumiture- like objects and video images which she
abstracted into geometric forms. These abstract forms were
like architectural schemas and linguistic sign systems
suggesting human ritual and interaction. In The Allure of the
Concenlric, the slements have become much less abstract,
much more individualized and representational in their
associative functions. At the same time, Myers has
constructed a landscape which recalls the smoller, delicately
rendered | Pth-century American landscape paintings in
which the contemplation of the painting also stimulated an
examination of self.
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Gillette

Arcinsas |1 978) is named alter the seashore wilderness
region north of Corpus Christi, Texas, where the images and
sounds were recorded, The installation uses six monitors
facing inte the gallery, aranged alone and in pairs at the four
cordingl points of the compass. Fach of the six tapes hasits
awn dishinct character, semetimes concentrating on a
detailed aspect of nature, sometimes delineating the broader
configurations of the region. All of the tapes, however, share
areflective tempo, like a contemplative piece of music.
Tegether, and placed as they are in the gallery, the imagss
gradually reveal a carefully archestrated representation of
that landscape space.

VW hen Gillette turned from abstract painting to video in
the late 194603, he was especially interested in taxonormy and
ecology. Gilette saw ecology as a metaphor of human
psychelogical survival, and faxonomy provided him with o
wiy of classifying objects and ideas by esthetic mther than
scientific associalion. These concepts were evident in early
video works, such as Tetragramaion (1972} and Quidditas
(1974}, s well as Aransos. At first encounter it might seem
that Aransas is conceived as systemns of organization withoul
discernible personal inflection. This video wark, however, is o
highly personal meditation, inveking nature s the basis for
reflection on man's place in the world. In this sense Aransas
lies directly in the tradition of American landscape ar.

Vasulka

The West [ 1983) offers an electronic landscape of the
American Southwest: the colors of the two channels of
material have been manipulated into an orchestration of
video hues which play both harmeny and counterpoint to the
rich coloms of the New Mexican meuntains, desert, and
architectural remnants. The overlapping movement of the
images echoes the circular conliguration of the monitors
which surround the viewer. Many of the images have been
recorded with o motor-driven camera looking directly into a
spherical mirrer, creating, in the center of the rectangular
image, a circular area of optically transformed space. From
time to time lorge radic-telescope dishes, icons of madern
lechnelogy standing in the ancient desert, cross the image in
cancerl with the circular forms af the spherical mirror, The
resulting video landscape is both primeval and tuturistic.

Barnin lceland, Steina maved to New York in 196510
pursue her musical career, However, in the early 1970s she
and her husband Woody, a Czechoslovakion writer,
engineer, and filmmaker, became increasingly interested in
video, then justemerging as anart form. Inthe late 19705
Steinn began a series of fapes and installations which she
termed " maching vision.'" In Allvision (exhibited ot The
Cornegie Museum of Artin 1982) and reloted works she
celebrated the elegance ond spatial complexities of the
video medium through a variety of devices that rotated
cameras in front of mirrars, monitors, and other cameras. The
West clearly evolves from these earlier " machine vision”
works. However, the earlier works referred mere directly to
the electronic medium itsell, while The West has the
landscape of the Southwest as its primary frame of reference.
In the tradition of Albert Bierstadt, Thomas Moran, and other
| @ih-century landscape painfers of the Americon Vest,
Steina has captured the exhilarating grandeur and boundless
vistas of Western space.




Viola

Roam for St. John of the Cross (1983) combines in asingle
wiark two very different states ot mind, one turbulent and one
atpeace, The title refers to a 18th century Spanish mystic and
poetwho was imprisoned and tertured during the Inquisition.
St. John wrote profoundly spiritual paems aboul scaring cver
confining walls and mountains during mements of scstatic
communicn with God. Inthe installation, the roaring wind
and gyrating images of mountains in the dark room evoke not
only the anguish of 5t. John's imprisonmant, but alse the
wildness in his own heart that refused to be subjugated. The
cellinwhich 51, lohn was held for nine months has been
recreated to scole and cantains homely furnishings cnd o
peaceful view of o mountain on a small monitor, suggesting
the serenily which the soint found within himself. The rhythmic
whisperof his ecstatic paems read in Spanish reminds the
viewer that only his body, not his soul, was impriscned.

Since graduating with a painting degree in 1976, Viola
has travelled frequently to fereign countries, interested in
gathering images and undemstanding other cultures. Many of
his single-channel 1apes, made in the last decade, reflect
these interests. Some of these have been landscape works,
like: the painterly Chatt el-Djerid (A Partrait in Light and Heat)
{1979], with its mysteriously flickering forms abstracted by the
heat of the Moreccan desert, Whils Viola's single-channel
tapes have a meditative intensity, his installation works have o
more physical, indeed confrontational, presence which this
format makes possible. At the heart of both, however, lies a
concern with heightened awareness and openness toward
inner experiences. In Room for St. John ofthe Cross, landscape
is o primary vehicle for those experiences. In | 9ih-cenlury
Remantic landscope paintings, nations of the sublime, o
spirituality to be experienced in nature, could be expressed
by the natural world in either its quiet ond meditative orwild
and chaotic aspects. Viola has combined these wo aspects
of nalure lo lead the viewer to a deeper layer of awareness.

More than any otherwork in this exhibition, The Terrible
Uncertainty of the Thing Described [ 1987) recalls the
19th-century notion of the apocalyplic sublime, the concept
that nature in its terrifying power and destructive polential
holds spiritual truths, Hall adds a medern dimension to this
concept by drawing analogies between awesome powers in
nature and comparable forces which man produces. The six
monitors and the projected videc image in the installation
depictforest fires, tornadoes, and starms at sea infercul with
industrial flames and errant sparks from high-voltoge
commercial insulators. Within the gallery itself, an amincus
steeltence enclases an actual, awesome demonstration of a
physical force: from time to time, o Tesla coil fires an
earsplitting electrical discharge at two oversized, stainless
steel high-backed chairs, The overwhelming forces of nature
thus invade the viewer's space in the gallery, making the
terrifying phencmenon an individual experience.,

Doug Hall came 16 video from a background in
anthropology as well as the studio arts. During the early
19705, he was especially active as o perlormance artist,
combining flamboyant theatricality with the appearance of
everyday life. Inthe 1980s Hall turned increasingly fo the
making of objects and video installations concermed with
personas of polifical power and authority. This was clearly
the case in three installations from 1984 The Tyrant’s Last
Dream, Machinery lor the Re-education of o Delinguent
Diciotor, and The Victims Regret |exhibited al The Carnegie
tuseum of Artin 1986). Hall's concern with images of power
{as well as with the interaction of theatricality and
documentation) is readily apparent in The Terrible Uncerlainty
ofthe Thing Described. Hall's representation of the terrifying
aspects of noture evokes the opocalyptic sublime of the large
and dramatic 'grand opera’ landscape paintings by
| @th-century artists like Frederic Church and Albert Bierstad,
However, Hall has transtermed that 19th-century tradition 1o
reflect 20th-century apprehensions and ironies.



Symposium Catalogue

The catalogue published on the occasion of this exhibition,
made possible by a generous grant from the Luce Fund for
Saturday, May 21 Scholarshipin American Arl, a program of The Henry Luce
10:00 AM 3. 30-PM Foundation, Inc., will illustrate the works as installed in this
] exhibition. This publication, to be available in June, 1988,
Museum of Art Theater contains essays by \William D, Judsan, Barbara Nowvak,
Members: 510 Covid AL Ross, and John G, Hanhardt, as well as
bibliegraphic and biographical material on the ortists,

Video londscape: The Flectranic Grove

Nonmembers: 515

How to Order

Fill out the form below and include your check or money order
made payoble to “The Camegie Museum of Art Shop.' You

"The Pastaral and Pragress: 19th-Century Netions of
Landscape and Technalogy '

Lea Marx, MIT may alsa charge your order to MasterCard, Visa or American
Express. Send your order to The Carnegie Museum Shops,
“Artand Technology: Relationships Between Ar and ) 4400 Forbes Ave., Pittsburgh, PA 1521 3; orcall
Technology in the 20th Century”’ 412.622-3320.
Jack Burnham, University of Mearyland Discoiinits
“Fields of Visian: Revived Interestin Landscape Artin America ' Wholesale discounts of 40% are available when 10 or more
since 1960 copies are ardered.

Shelley Rice, New York University

The talks will be followed by a panel discussion with artists |
Mary Lucier and Doug Hall and Museum of Art Curalor of |
Film and Video William . Judsor. |
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