
Richard Landry, One, Two, Three, Four, video still (1970).  
Photo: Courtesy Tracy Adler, Gallery Director, Hunter College.
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VIDEO BEGINNINGS

Deborah Garwood

The Early Show: Video from 1969–1979, an exhibition curated by 
Constance De Jong. The Bertha and Karl Leubsdorf Art Gallery, Hunter 
College of the City University of New York, March 16–May 6, 2006.

The Leubsdorf Art Gallery at 
Hunter College provided an aca-
demic setting for The Early Show, 

a well-considered historical examination 
of video’s emergence in the late 1960s 
as an art form in New York’s SoHo 
district. Constance De Jong, curator of 
the exhibition and a prominent video 
artist herself, has revisited the spirit of 
interdisciplinary experimentation that 
characterized this moment. Accordingly, 
the group of 24 artists De Jong selected 
included performers and visual artists, 
several of whom are now recognized as 
pioneers who were working in the field 
of video. 

From the beginnings of video as an art 
form, artists such as Joan Jonas, Trisha 
Brown, Keith Sonnier, Vito Acconci, 
and several others were adept at finding 
a perfect fit between what they already 
did well (dance, sculpture, performance) 
and the special properties of video. 
Carolee Schneemann annexed video as 
yet another vehicle for her multifaceted 
explorations of gender and sexuality in 
the public sphere. Beryl Korot, Mary 

Lucier, and Peter Campus were just 
discovering the medium they would 
develop into video installation. Dara 
Birnbaum, Nancy Holt, Ron Clark, 
Dan Graham, and Keith Sonnier were 
intrigued by the medium itself, and 
developed video projects that explored a 
wide range of theoretical issues. Richard 
Landry, a musician who helped found 
the Philip Glass Ensemble, worked 
briefly but memorably in video. The 
Early Show thus offered a variety of tapes 
that reflected the era’s eclecticism and its 
frequent exuberance. 

As presented within the gallery, the vid-
eos could be viewed in three ways: as a 
medley of three-minute clips projected in 
a darkened room with seats for viewers; 
continuously, on either of two television 
monitors fitted with individual head-
phones; and selectively, via interactive 
access on a computer. Vintage ephemera 
of the period, including many flyers and 
newsprint broadsides, were displayed in 
viewing cases and directly on the gallery 
walls. 
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Installation shot of The Early Show. Photo: Courtesy  
Tracy Adler, Gallery Director, Hunter College.
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An exhibition catalogue that accompa-
nies the show, entitled The Early Show: 
Video from 1969–1979, contains recent 
interviews with many of the artists. De 
Jong and Carlotta Schoolman, an inde-
pendent video producer, commented on 
behalf of artists who were not available 
or who are deceased, such as Hannah 
Wilke and Gordon Matta-Clark. Tony 
Oursler mentions that, having grown up 
watching black and white television, he 
was struck by being able to create what 
he was actually seeing—in real time—on 
his own television monitor: “I was a TV 
generation kid . . . the idea that you 
could plug into that equipment and 
put on your own stuff was amazing.” It 
is this artist-producer model that seems 
particularly resonant today, different as 
the technological landscape has become. 
Single-channel video’s instantaneity 
had an air of stealth or magic about 
it. Here was the portal to a previously 
inaccessible, one-way realm where artists 
could become the active agents. Those 
who felt a sense of shared power and 
intrigue with the medium were often 
inspired to create improvisations dealing 
with emotional intimacy or alienation 
(Acconci, Wegman for example). Art-
ists such as Rosler, Birnbaum, Sonnier, 
Serra, and Graham were more analytical 
about video’s link to mass culture and 
the military-industrial complex’s scien-
tific and political spectrum. Birnbaum 
notes, “It was my generation . . . which 
had grown up with TV . . . we would 
have to confront the idea that video is a 
media-based technology with a history 
that comes very strongly with it.”

The catalogue also features individual 
commentaries by Schoolman; Lori Zip-
pay, Director of Electronic Arts Inter-
mix; and Liza Bear, who co-founded 
the short-lived but influential journal 

Avalanche. Schoolman relates that she 
got into producing by inviting artists to 
improvise with equipment she owned. 
Where they lacked technical skill, she 
supplied help or made suggestions. In 
Zippay’s view video was perceived as 
unsuitable for commercial galleries in 
New York, whereas by the 1970s, it was 
being avidly exhibited and collected in 
Europe and Japan. 

 “The Early Show Timeline,” a feature of 
the catalogue, offers a series of bulletin-
like clips along the page margins tracing 
the path of a genre that zigzagged its way 
into the realm of fine art. Guarding on 
one hand its outsider status, it strived 
on the other to set up a system for its 
own maintenance and survival. The 
first timeline entry, dated 1964, notes 
that Marshall McLuhan’s Understand-
ing Media: The Extensions of Man was a 
book many artists of the day regarded as 
influential. De Jong goes on to highlight 
landmark video exhibitions, the found-
ing of video collectives and foundations, 
and junctures at which existing film pro-
grams began to incorporate video. The 
timeline ends in 1979, the year that P.S. 
1 inaugurated its video program.

Maverick distribution methods helped 
to shape the language and meaning 
of early video. Artists’ videos could 
only be publicly screened where cable 
television was available. The downtown 
scene convened at Max’s Kansas City to 
socialize and hear live music, and after 
this legendary nightclub was wired for 
cable, it became a perfect place to watch 
experimental videos by artists who were 
already performers or who became per-
formers through their use of the video 
medium. Aside from cable TV—itself 
a hot-wired technology dating from 
the 1940s—tapes circulated outside of 
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the gallery system. Non-profit organiza-
tions were set up to create networks for 
video’s ongoing viability as an art form. 
Among them, Electronic Arts Intermix 
became a multi-purpose facility not 
only for video editing but also for col-
lecting and distributing artists’ videos. 
The Kitchen was founded in 1971 as 
a video and performance venue. One 
very early organization that helped 
introduce artists to video, Experiments 
in Art and Technology (E.A.T.), was 
founded in 1966 with the purpose of 
forming a bridge between U.S. artists, 
engineers, and new materials. Some of 
those “materials” included electronics 
and computers. As interest in working 
with video grew during the mid-1960s, 
artists shared or rented equipment. 

In her own curatorial essay, De Jong is 
passionate about performance. In video 
of this period, the artist often recorded 
live while watching herself or himself 
in a television monitor. De Jong partly 
attributes the practice of long continuous 
takes with a stationary camera, which is 
typical of many performance/improvisa-
tions in early videos, to the equipment’s 
physical limitations. Sony portapaks and 
other early brands of portable camera-
recorder devices had originally been 
designed for on-site news reporting and 
were very heavy. In fact, prior to video, 
long takes with a stationary camera 
were a staple of underground film in 
New York, which maintained a presence 
through Jonas Mekas’s Cinemathèque. 
(The Cinemathèque relocated several 
times before finding a home in the 
first artist’s co-op in SoHo in the late 
1960s. It then reformed as Anthology 
Film Archives in 1970, and began to 
collect videos in 1974.) De Jong’s more 
convincing point is that the stationary 
camera technique, with single-chan-

nel video, had the advantage of live 
feedback. It inspired artists, Joan Jonas 
prominently among them, to experi-
ence solo performance as an extension 
of their work. The early works isolated 
performance within the video circuit; 
the monitor was mirror-like, engaging 
both intimacy and objectivity. One did 
not have to be a “filmmaker” to experi-
ment with video. 

In Jonas’s Vertical Roll, a term for a 
bygone television display disfunction, 
the video begins as the visual snap of 
a black band rolling down the screen 
is punctuated by high-timbre, banging 
beats. At the same time, the frame of 
vision is split in half horizontally, which 
prevents coherent perception of what’s 
going on. Gradually the performer’s face 
comes into partial view. She is not right 
side up but horizontal, tapping a spoon 
on a mirror/the screen: Now! Now! Now! 
it urges, while the line keeps the image 
divided and moving. At last the spoon’s 
sound quits, but the divided, rolling 
image continues to a softer beat. Jonas’s 
face reappears: she applies mascara, 
another repetitive, rolling action. Later 
in the tape, she wears a dance costume 
that reveals her youthful torso from 
neck to hips. Or so we surmise, as she 
slowly turns in place before the camera, 
split in half by the vertical roll. Jonas’s 
treatment of this “mindless” medium 
beckons the libido as it interrupts the 
persistence of vision.

Viewer and performer coexist in par-
allel, non-communicating worlds in 
Vito Acconci’s Theme Song (filmed in 
Florence). Acconci, an accomplished 
poet and performer, attempts to seduce 
the viewer as if she or he were his shy 
playmate in the game of love circa 1968. 
His face is close up and personal as 
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Top: Peter Campus, Four-Sided Tape, video still (1976); Bottom: Vito Acconci on cover of 
Avalanche magazine, fall 1972 (right) and performance issue of Avalanche,  

May/June 1972 (left). Photos: Courtesy Tracy Adler, Gallery Director, Hunter College.
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Top: Carolee Schneemann, Up To and Including Her Limits, video still (1973);  
Bottom: Joan Jonas, Left Side Right Side, video still (1972).  

Photos: Courtesy Tracy Adler, Gallery Director, Hunter College.
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he lies on the floor facing the camera, 
supporting his head on one upraised 
forearm while his disproportionately 
small body recedes in perspective. 
Acconci’s improvised monologue invites 
the viewer to come into his space—that 
is, the monitor. At the same time he 
admits that he knows he can’t even be 
sure anyone is watching and listening to 
him. He talks to the viewer; he hums 
and sings to music playing on a cassette 
tape recorder just outside of the frame. 
Literary and performative, Acconci treats 
the impersonal camera as a person in real 
time, yet recognizes the future-oriented 
experience of viewers who will watch the 
tape. His deliberately disturbing shifts 
in positionality are compounded by the 
seductive ploys. This is a witty piece, in 
its own way.

There is pure joy for both the performer 
and spectator in Richard Landry’s video 
entitled One Two Three Four. Landry, a 
musician hailing from Cecilia, Louisi-
ana, met Keith Sonnier when he came 
to New York and soon found himself 
swept into the network of downtown 
artists experimenting with technology 
and hybrid art forms. Landry found a 
perfect collaborator in Schoolman. One 
Two Three Four takes a comparatively 
simple approach to the video medium: 
what could be more basic than clapping 
hands? Yet, with the addition of a strobe, 
a sunny brilliance glows behind multiple 
pairs of hands caught in stop-action. 
They create a fluttering sight before a 
light-drenched infinity, as if they were 
birds or angels. 

The Early Show offered a fascinating 
view into the collective mind of video. 
Video was neither brand new to artists 
nor well accepted by the art world dur-
ing the decade 1969–1979. Instead, it 

represented an alternative and experi-
mental medium with no predefined 
parameters. Initially, single channel 
video’s gray and grainy appearance had 
the bland yet “electronic” aspect of black 
and white television. Its very neutrality, 
lack of affect, and instantaneousness 
were notably unlike film, and made it 
the perfect media counterpart to notions 
of randomness and indeterminacy that 
John Cage and Merce Cunningham had 
begun to explore as compositional meth-
ods during the 1950s. By the time color 
and computerization were introduced 
in the 1970s, artists working in video 
began to incorporate then-contemporary 
references to television, theatre, cinema, 
special effects, and emerging satellite 
technology into video’s stylistic vocabu-
lary. From today’s perspective, early 
video’s fusion of performance, collabora-
tion, and technology was conceptually 
prescient even though artists’s videotapes 
of this period, including a few that are in 
color (such as Schneemann’s Up To and 
Including Her Limits, 1973), seem light 
years away from today’s digital video.

The intimacy that artists developed 
toward the technology of single-channel 
video has proven to be one of video’s 
most enduring traits as an art form. 
Generations of artists who have come 
along since these early experiments suc-
cumbed to video’s chameleon charm: it 
can allude to film, theatre, or television 
while retaining the intimacy of one-to-
one conversation. However, electronic 
media’s early ties to the military-
 industrial complex have expanded to 
include corporate and commercial forces. 
Artists are now responding to a cultural 
environment dominated by digital media 
that streams video, film, photography, 
sound, and text. Combined with satel-
lite communication technologies, it’s a 
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medium engineered by the commercial-
industrial entertainment sector, with ties 
not only to the military but to video 
surveillance methods that have been in 
place since the medium’s inception. The 
Early Show reminds us of a time when 
artists found a live feedback machine 

that could play catch with the ephemeral 
creative process. In doing so, artist-per-
formers initiated the viewer into a sense 
of his or her own complicity with the 
screen—a process as full of revelations 
as surprises.
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