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(L-R)JOAN JONAS: Still from | Want To Live In The Country; HERMINE FREED: Still from New Reel;
CHRISTA MAIWALD: Still from Aging; 1977, color videotapes, from the Everson Video Revue.

PERSONAL AND CULTURAL NARRATIVES ;

Berkeley / Mary Stofflet |

Watching videotapes- on two monitors and an
Advent screen at the University Art Museum is-not.a
bad way to spend a Sunday afternoon. Recent
programs inthe UAM's ongoing series have included
works by Martha Rosler, Joel Glassman, Tom
Marioni, and occasional personal appearances by the
arti$ts. In my experience, the tapes fall Into several
categories —those that are instantly forgettable,
those that seem pleasant (or entertaining) but
meaningless, and those that could yield more of their
secrets upon a second or third viewing. This last
category is afamiliar standard by which to appreciate
painting or sculpture, and to a certain exlem it can
work for nonstatic art as well. Since, in' a group
showing, a second or third viewing is often impos-
sible, the anticipation of a future encounter lends
additional mystique to the work.
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Five artists — Christa Maiwald, Joan Jonas,
Hermine Freed, Paul and Marlene Kos — were
represented in the narrative/performance segment
of the recently shown, three-part Everson Video
_Revue by tapes that could be classified convenient-
ly into the above categories. Maiwald's three brief
tapes contain an abundance gf thought-provoking
material, but play around with themes of fame, aging
and racial prejudice as though they were fillers rather
than the main dish. | mi inning of Aging,
but the split screen, y: face and back-
ground music, **Don’t st g about tomorrow,
yesterday's gone,’’ make bination of obvious
potential. In Group Shot, the group continuously
changes in size and persona of personnel as various
members say, ‘'l can't take this shit,"’ and leave.
They fight with each other and find fault with the
photographer during the photography session that
documents their rise to fame. The tape is disjointed
and unnecessarily abrasive, and reflects another idea
with possibilities which are not appealingly realized.

Maiwald's Arab/Angel is the worst of the three,
because it attempts the most dliﬂcuu subject and
leaves in a lot of rough edges where some carefully
distributed subtlety could have resulted in a knockout
piece. ASanta-like figure in full KKK regalia advises
a small girl to give up her ‘'dirty’" (black) doll and
substitute Naughty Bunny, who is ‘‘better and
white''( *‘Just be a-good little girl and practice with
your, gun. Just squeeze the trigger.”’ He shows
her to shoot Maria, the black doll. The tape
seems a pointless jab at something we are familiar
with — subliminal suggestion and institutionalized
racism at the pre-school level.

But Maiwald's rough edges seem hopeful when

juxtaposed with New Reel, Hermine Freed's slick
view of the twentieth century, made by combining
images from newsreels and such popular cultural
Jlandmarks as thé appearance of Ingrid Bergman at
Rick's Club in Casablanca ora gathering of the
/Mickey Mouse Club anywheve "Freed slips in some
provocative questions which temporarily outweigh
the importance of the rapidly shown screen images.
Amid the Beatles, the death of Roosevelt, Judy

. Garland as Dorothy, the rise of Hitler, the Hinden-

burg and a kitchen scene with Ralph and Alice
Kramden, the tape asks, ‘‘If history is memories,
whose memories is it made of?’" and "If an
archaeologist were to view this tape in 1000 years, do
you think he would be able to separate fact from
fiction?'' Random humor comes from the t_lseolasplit
screen, the Lene Ranger with LBJ, for example, or
nostalgic recognition, as' with Superman and the
well-known words, ‘‘truth, justice and the American
way.'' As Time Goes By is an occasional theme song,

- and the truest comment in the work seems to be that

we have been subjected to so much visual information
that LBJ seems like a figure from another century, not
another decade. He seems to have existed at least a
lifetime ago in the normal range of the human
memory bank.

| Want fo Live in the Country (And Other
Romances) by Joan Jonas is a tape that cannot be
fully comprehended, at least by me, in a single
viewing. (Subsequent viewings could determine
whether or not this is a compliment.) Two types of
action are presaited: long views of rural living with
narrative descriptions of associated minutiae, such as

a lost dog and a waving neighbor, and red-framed,
multiple interior images that give an illusion of depth
as they recede from the gaze of a woman seated on the
left. The placement of these visual elements is very
important, as the red frame gives the action on the
divided screen the appearance of a moving painting.
Autobiographical narration holds the elements of
dreams and memories together; a horrifying forest
fire is relived, and @bove the noisy hum of insects a
voice says, **The windows of the house are small so
that when you sit, all you see is sky."" A continuing, if
interrupted, relationship with rustic life is recounted,
in which various intrusions alter the enjoyment of the
country peace; the door is chopped down, windows
arebroken, the dog kills thecat, a hunter arrives. The
aftertaste is a bit nebulous, but the images linger in
my mind, asking for further attention.

Paul and Marlene Kos, in Siren, have achieved
video haiku. Four short segments have a syllabic
rhythm*built up from an opening nature scene,
laughter and an unalterable intrusion into the bucolic
vista. The first, in which static gray rocks fall away to
reveal a woman's face, is more obvious than the
fourth, and the segments build up their own standard
of reality.

Ax, also by the Kos team, was the last of the
Everson narrative/ performance tapes, and.the one |
looked forward to the most for its references to the
infamous and compellingly chilling Donner Party
cannibal tale. The ax, not the Donners, proves to be
the real star, producing sparks as it chips the letters
AX into the pavement beneath it. The credits, which
include artists Irv Tepper and Jose Maria Bustos as
participants, refer ta the Donner event: In the winter
of 1846-47, forty-two members of the Donner Party
starved to death and éxperienced delirium preceding
starvatjon. Images of endléss snow are then inter-
spersed with a chic patio dinner party. A woman says
soundlessly, ‘‘I'm so cold,” and, seen as a distant
figure, flounders in the snow. Labored breathing is
heard; she becomes weak and ineffective as she
struggles up atree-studded hill. The phrase **Donner
dinner’’ comes to mind as a white tablecloth and wine
appear. The conversation turns to capped teeth,
mustaches and vineyards, combined with images of
mannerly eating gestures, casual furniture and aff
expensive cowboy boot. The background breathing
slows, and the spark-yielding ax returns in the final
frame. | was lulled more toward boredom than toward
the illusion of delirium. Somewhere there must be a
balance between significant content and judicious
editing. 1I'll keep looking.
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