CALIFORNIA VIDEO

"California Video" at the J.P. Getty Museum - March 15 through June 8, 2008
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After more than thirty years of uncertain steps between broadcast television, museums and galleries as the Cinderella of the arts, the art of moving images that are not film has become accepted language in the art world. A comprehensive, international picture of the whole experience is still missing, but a geographical history of California artists from the pioneers to the artists who create today single channel videos as well as video-installations or video-projections, gives eyes and ears to CALIFORNIA VIDEO, an exhibition organized by Glenn Phillips for the Getty Research Institute, in collaboration with the Getty Museum.

            For the West Coast, it is the very first major survey: a picture of the origins of video art in San Francisco, Los Angeles, Long Beach, San Diego from the early seventies and following developments to our days. "Video is still going on, says Glenn Phillips, and we often find in contemporary art work seeds from the seventies." New and old materials will be displayed in 15 installations and 50 single-channel videos: 58 artists. Some famous, but most of them still waiting for an overdue recognition. Conceptual art along with experimental narratives, pictorial abstractions, social and political documentaries rarely, or never, exhibited before. This choice is applied also to the work of the well known such as Tony Oursler, Paul McCarthy, Bill Viola, Bruce Nauman, Mike Kelly, Eleanor Antin, John Baldessari, Jennifer Steinkamp, Suzanne Lacy, Allan Kaprow, Diana Thater, William Wegman, Meg Cranston, Nancy Buchanan, Martha Rosler, Chris Burden, Jim Campbell, T.R. Uthco and Ant Farm; their pieces might be not familiar or never seen in public.

A laborious preparation is already taking place in a special pavilion at the Getty Center: the early pieces are presented in old monitors; the original installation of The Eternal Frame (1875-76) by the Bay Area collectives T.R. Uthco and Ant Farm, displaying the artists re-enacting John Kennedy's assassination and the puzzled, emotional responses from the passersby, will be fully reconstructed. As at the Long Beach Museum of Art in 1976, an antique television will be placed in a constructed 1960 living room, filled with dozen of JFK memorabilia. We will see Chartres Bleu by Paul Kos (1983-86), 27 monitors replicating the 27 stained-glass window's from Chartres Cathedral; Jim Campbell's Home Movies (2006), Hilja Keading's nine-channels installation Backdrop (2002), and, among others, performance works by Cynthia Maughan and Wolfgang Stoerchle, early punk music videos by Joe Rees and Target Video, and Arthur Ginsberg's The Continuing Story of Carel and Ferd (1070-75).

For people who don't have any idea about video art and it's evolution, CALIFORNIA VIDEO should offer a friendly, enjoyable environment attracting the viewers with pieces that do not require hard explanations; but also people who already know might be surprised, and realize how important it is to look back again, putting their eyes and ears on the stream of waves that have built our contemporary audio-visual shore. This, at least, the curator's dream.

Rosanna Albertini

The following is a selection of artists' quotes from the catalogue California Video: Artists and Histories, edited by Glenn Phillips. The book is based on two-hour video interviews with each of the 58 artists, which speak about the origins and developments of video art in California through their own experiences.

 

Eleanor Antin                        I was trying to use the monitor as a mirror, and I didn't realize that video doesn't reverse the way a mirror does. I thought it would be a straightforward documentation, but what happened in the monitor became this ferocious character. …

The woman artist's movement absolutely changed the art world. There were some men who grew up with us that I'd put into that group, too. Like Vito Acconci and Chris Burden and Paul McCarthy -which is kind of funny because Vito and Chris like to come on macho, but that's part of the bad-boy image that they played. Not Paul, of course, he was a feminist from the beginnin

 

Mike Kelly                        I saw an article in Time or Newsweek when I was a teenager on the work of Nam June Paik, specifically the televisions with magnetic distortions. The first art video that I saw was either Media Burn [1975] by Ant Farms, where the Cadillac drives through a wall of burning television sets, or one of the reels by William Wegman.

 

Suzanne Lacy                        It was an open conversation, like, "Richard, why did you dress up like a woman?" And Richard [Newton] would say, "hell, I have a right to do that, don't I?" There would be a lot of conversation, and then we'd all go off and have beers or something. Chris Burden, Barbara Smith, Nancy Buchanan, and Susan Mogul were some of the artists that emerged in Los Angeles around the same time that artists like Ulrike Rosenbach, Marta Minujin, Nil Yalter, Katerina Severding, and Valie Export emerged in other parts of the world.
