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A sidastlidnum dratugum hefur myndbandid eda videdlistin Gdlast
vidurkenningu sem listraznn midill til jafns vid adrar listgreinar. Einn
helsti frumkvédull videdlistarinnar er islenska listakonan Steina
Vasulka sem bisett hefur verid | Bandarikjunum undanfarna aratugi.
Steina Vasulka hefur 4saml eiginmanni sinum, Woody Vasulka, rutt
brautina & heimsvisu med persdnulegum efnistokum og leiftrandi
skdpunargledi. Pad er okkur sonn anaegja ad kynna list pessarar
merku listakonu sem ad okkar mati hefur ekki nad athygli landa sinna
sam skyldi.

In recent decades video has earned acceplance as a medium on equal
terms with other branches of the arts. One of the leading pioneers of
video art is Icefandic-born Steina Vasulka who has been resident in
the United States for a number of decades. Together with her hus-
band Woody Vasulka, she has blazed an international trail for video
instaffations with her personal handiing of her material and brilliant
creative force. It is a genuine delight to have the opportunily fo present
the work of this remarkable artist who has yel lo achleve the atten-
tion she deserves in the country of her birth.
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Formadur menningarmalanefndar Reykjavikur/Chair, Cultural Commit-
tee of the City of Reykjavik
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Gene Youngblood

Ténlist a fjdlskjam
Videdinnsetningar Steinu Vasulka

Fyrir Steinu Vasulka, sem hdf listferil sinn sem fidluleikari, eru hinar
fitlbreyttu rasir mynda og hljéda | margskjaa myndbandalist likt og
fidiréddud ténlist, par sem hver rds likist rédd | séngsveit. Steina var
brautrydjandi i pessu listformi fyrir aldarfjérdungi, og allt fra upphafi
hefur hun nélgast petta verkeini eins og tonskald. Pvi er hagt ad
hugsa sér innsetningarnar & pessari syningu sem kvartetta og trio,
bar sem Steina nytir sér sjonraenar hlidstaedur hljomfalls, téns, dferdar
og hljémbleaes. Sképunaradferdir hennar byggjast medal annars & ad
mynda med tékuvélina & hvolfi, med tveimur vélum, eda med velina a
hreyfingu sem er stjornad af tolvu eda med fjarstyringu. Hun hasgir a
upptikunni, breytir stefnu myndopsins, snyr myndinni vid, speglar
hana, baadi | raun og med rafeindataekni (speglun ur kiptu eda flotu
ylirbordi, baadi | kyrrstédu og & hreyfingu). Hverri ras myndar og hljods
er atlad hlutverk | samhaefdu heildarverki par sem samhljomur og
andstaedur byggjast a lengd, hléum, ténfalli, endurtekningum og
radskipan.

PYROGLYPHS

Steina 6lst upp i 6snortinni nattaru islands, umkringd peirri hrikalegu
fegurd nattdrunnar sem heimspekingar kalla hid upphafna.
Mordurljésin dénsudu um himininn yfir seskuheimili hennar; Gt um
gluggann gat hin sé&d gjésandi eldfiéll, og hin gat gengid upp ad
brennandi hraunelfum. Verkid Pyroglyphs (Eldrinir) byggir a peim
sdlraznu ahrifum sem petta atakamikla landslag hatdi a Steinu i aasku.
Myndbandid var tekid upp & verkstzdi jdrnsmidsins Toms Joyces |
Santa Fe, en med honum deilir hin .skilningi & yfimatturlegum krafti
eldsins sem midils til umbreytinga®. Par myndadi hdn vinnuferli
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malmsmidsins (notkun eldsins, hémrun, skéfun, logsudu, pressun,
kazlingu), fyrirbrigdi eldsins (loga, neista, reyk, sprengingar, gloandi
médlma) og ymsa tilblina atburdi — tré brotid | skrufstykki, brennandi
békahlada, svidinn pappir og timbur, bradnandi plast, logsudueld sem
beint er ad vatni.

Steina komst ad pvi ad pessi myndskeid voru lik og olik a
sambzerilegan hatt, en hljodin urdu oft of svipud eda of strid, i st6dugri
samkeppni um athyglina. Pess vegna var pad hljodid sem var radandi
um uppbyggingu pessa priskjaa .trios". Abeins fdein af pessum
atridum eru samstillt, vegna pess hve hijodid fra peim er yfirgnaafandi;
oft er ad minnsta kosti ein pogul mynd i gangi til ad skapa havaerari
myndunum eins konar bakgrunnsfyllingu. Steina vann hljédid med
stafraanni hljédbléndun (par sem ad visu var ekki haegt ad mynda
téna dr tilviljunarkenndum havadanum, en skiladi pé ahugaverdum
hljgdum), med tdnjafnara sem faerdi hljodin attund haarra eda leagra,
og med bergmalsrasum. Hljédunum og hljomfallinu er skilad i allergro
con brio, pianoforte eda planissimo; pad er t.d. mikill dslattur ( gangi,
eda likt og prumandi flugeldar, en sidan dettur allt i dinalogn og pad
eina sem vid heyrum er snarkid i eldinum eda témlegur blastur
logsudutakisins.

Pyroglyphs er stérfengleg fhugun um eldinn. Steina hefur skapad
tignarlegt landslag, uppliémad af litférottri gléd heitra malma og med
hvidum af neistaflugi. Medal dularfyllstu atridanna er logsuda undir
vatni, synd haegt afturdbak, reykur sem likist mjolk, logandi heit hvit
form sem minna & geislavirkar samsatur, bradnandi plast sem
umbreytast | logandi leggdng, eldstedid sem hleypir upp djéfulmekki
eldflugna. Arar vitis ginna og tela: Steina etur ad okkur seldandi
addrattarafli floktandi loganna; vid gripum andann a lofti pegar geisli
logsudutazkisins kviknar og hjartslatturinn raadst af kraftinum i
eldstazdinu.

TOKYO FOUR

Rasirnar fjérar i Tokyo Four(Ferund fra Tékyo) voru bunar fil ur sextiu
klukkustundum af efni sem Steina tok upp i Tokyo fra november 1987
til mai 1988, par sem hin naut starfsstyrks fra Vinattustofnun
Bandarikjanna og Japans. Tokyo Four er sjdtta fjdlskjda verkefni
hennar a ferlinum, og er skipulagt i fimm myndrédum: Shinto-prestar
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snyrta zen-gardinn sinn af mikilli natni a gamlarskvold; eftirlitsmenn
jarnbrautanna fylgjast med mannprénginni 4 haannatima; stulkur
stjdrna lyftum | teekniveeddum verslunarmidstédum og skapa peim
ylirbordslegan en po adladandi bla um leid og paer minna farbega a
ad passa regnhlifarnar og gleyma ekki bérnunum sinum; matarpaettir
par sem byrjad er ad mynda med hvikulli gleidhornslinsu i storversiun;
og loks tilfinningaprungin og mikilfengleg ballettsyning med
fagnadarlatum i lokin. Stundum pjonar einn skjarinn hlutverki
forstingvarans i pessum kvartett og hinir eru bakraddir pangad til naesti
skjar tekur forystuna. | einni samsetningunni byrjar Steina 4 ad taka
saman langa ras mynda sem eins konar laglinu, pad sem hin kallar
«ground track®, undirstddurds eda grunntdn. Han gerir prjd afrit af
pbessu og setur nyjar myndir i hverja rds sem undirleik. Stundum
myndar hin grunntdninn i hreyfingu aftur a bak, sem brytur upp
framvinduna (hina linulegu atburdaras | tima), svo reynt sé ad halda
sér nokkurnveginn vid tonlistarlegan hugtakaheim hennar, og petta
audveldar henni ad koma inn édrum myndum. Stundum vinnur hun i
dllum fjdrum rasunum samtimis og notar kerfi timasetninga til ad
samstilla paar. Paer eru ekki alitaf klipptar & sama hatt 4 sama tima,
en likt og tonverk halda peer afram samhlida og leidast til somu
nidurstddu. Myndefninu er sniid a hlid eda a hvolf, og synt mishratt
adur en pad stillist saman i hrada. Pessar adlerdir eru serstaklega
ahritarikar i lokaskeidinu pegar dansmeerin er ad hneigja sig. Gull og
silfur-valsinn eftir Franz Lehar, sem dansararmnir nota | syningu sinni,
veeri eingéngu veaminn ef ekki keemu til endurtekningamar i hinni
myndreenu motun Steinu, sem gera efnid baedi framandi og aleitid.

VOCALIZATIONS

Allt fra 1970 hefur Steina notad hljédritanir fra tonleikum til ad
samreama eda ummynda myndbandaefni. Oft er hljédid fra hennar
eigin fidlu; [ verkinu Vocalizations (Raddanir) var rodd tilraunasongv-
arans Joan La Barbara hljgdritud a margmidlunargjérmingi med Steinu
arid 1986. Med song sinum bjd stngkonan til myndbands-lykil-munstur
& monitora a svidinu. Myndbands-lykill (,video key") er figura, form
eda munstur sem skiptir skjamyndinni i pad sem er innan og pad sem
er utan formsins; heegt er ad setja dlikar myndir inn i pessi tvé rymi
med rafeindataskni. | Vocalizations eru tvenns konar lykilmunstur: fimm
laréttar linur sem minna 4 nétnastreng annarsvegar, hinsvegar
skammee oregluleg form og munstur sem birtast og hverfa med



sveiflunum | rédd séngvarans. Bldleita elfurin innan ndtnastrengsins
er raunar hraunstraumur & Islandi; fyrir utan (i Jbakgrunninum®) er
landslag Nyju-Mexikd, séd ur pyrlu og Ur bifreid a ferd,

Prii myndbandstaeki voru notud vid gjdrninginn — tvd til ad spila
myndirnar ad ofan og pad pridja til ad taka upp afraksturinn pegar
peim var blandad saman. Bylgjuform ur rédd Joan La Barbara voru
afmyndud med rafeindataekni og notud sem lykilmunstur til ad brjota
upp landslagid. Olik munstur voru bdin til eftir pvi hvort hin séng
med hreinum téni eda gaf fra sér hvell, has eda hrjuf hljod. Eftir
gjorninginn haegdi Steina verulega a myndbandinu og breytti raoddinni
par med | eitthvad sem i senn er mannlegt og 6mannlegt. Nidurstadan
er glest, myndraen Gpera par sem stokkvandi og floktandi form
streyma og skjotast eftir linum af aferdarfégrum litum — ymist eins
og fuglar eda eldslogar, laufbléd eda hundrud manasigda.

PTOLEMY

Petta verk var samid 1987, og er hluti af starri heild sem Steina er
ennad vinna ad og kallar Machine Vision (Vélsyn), pbar sem hin kannar
siénarhorn og hreyfingar myndavélar sem madurinn getur hvorki
framkvaamt né stjornad. Petta verk ber nafn Ptdlomeaosar, hins kunna
griska stjornufraadings, sem uppi var 4 2. 6ld og taldi jor8ina
midpunktinn | fidtum og disklaga alheimi. Steina hefur gaman af pvi
hversu rangt Ptélemeos hafdi tyrir sér, og lstur hér sem vinnustofa
hennar i Santa Fe sé midpunktur [ margpeettum, varanlegum,
margtéludum og fjolroddudum alheimi sem er faerdur fra midju med
stérfenglegum og oft stérskemmtilegum haetti. Verkinu er skipt | sex
sifellt floknari hluta sem kalla meetti hreyfingar med tilbrigdum.
Fyrirmynd uppbyggingarinnar er eins konar kedjusdngur sem leysist
upp — samsvarandi raddir, hringir og endurtekningar sem flytjast til i
tima og rimi og eltast 4, en nd aldrei alveg saman eins og almennilegur
kedjusongur & ad gera. Pessi rugladi alheimur Steinu er allt | senn,
samfelldur og dsamfelldur i tima, samhverfur og dsamhverfur,
midleagur og dreifdur.

Fyrsti hlutinn er einfaldastur: haag mynd af sjéndeildarhringnum sem
hverfist | hring umhverfis vinnustofu Steinunnar, fyrst i eina att, sidan
{ afrar & 68rum skjdm. Pvi neest tekur myndavélin ad sniast 4
dyptaréxlinum medan hringtakan heldur afram; fyrst eingdngu & einum



skja en sidan koll af kolli par til myndirmar snuast a peim dllum samhlida
myndatdkunni, en i dlikar attir likt og paer séu ad rekast hver a adra,
Skjdirnir eru stilltir pannig saman ad vélin sem snyst synir sama efni
og Gnnur sem er | jafnvaegl.

| samanburdi vid petta er annar hlutinn eins og risaskammiur af drvandi
lyfjum. Steina sveiflar og kippir myndavélinni umhverfis vinnustofuna
i skemmtilega villiri Akefd, likt og gluggagaegir med ofsoknarbrialadi.
Takuvélin er tengd vid hijodgerfil bannig ad hreyfingarnar skapa hljod;
listakonan og vélin verda ad hljédfaeri, og myndaldku-dans hennar
verdur ad tonlistargjorningi.

| pridja hlutanum er sjénopinu snuid nidur a vid og tokuvélin pytur yfir
mél, gras og mold | gar@inum hja Steinu, slagandi dfram med stuttum
kippum, eins og fra sjénarhorni einhverrar rafeindastyrorar skepnu
ad fylgja eftir bl6dslod. Pessum villtu hlaupum lykur | eldhdsinu hja
Steinu. Rykki-ahrifin voru bdin til med télvuforriti sem frystir
hreyfinguna & nokkurra ramma bili; par sem myndavélin er & mikilli
hreyfingu eru samfléttudu svidin i hverjum myndramma ekki pau sému,
og berjast hvert vid annad med skjalfandi, sundurslitnum myndum
begar hreyfingin er fryst; petta er endurtekid med stuttu millibili og
afraksturinn er (ad minnsta kosti hér) aferdarfalleg rakott moda, likt
og feldur. Slitnar Or timalegu samhengi rykkjast skjamyndirnar baedi
4 milli skerma og innan hverrar fyrir sig.

i figra hiuta er premur spegilkilum komid fyrir med mismunandi heaetti
4 plbtuspilara; snuningur peirra er sidan festur & mynd med tveimur
tékuvélum hlid vid hlid & fiarstyrum palli sem haegt er ad snua fil
beggja hlida pannig ad vélarnar taka upp samhlida vidmyndir fram
og til baka. Hvor vél tekur upp a sérstakt myndband. Fjarlzegdin milli
vélanna, sem snia samsida ad kilunum, var relknud nakveemlega ut
svo ad pegar myndbéndin voru spilud aftur & néleega skjai virdast
kalurmar faarast fré einum skja til hins naesia. Steina bjo til prju tilbrigdi
vid pessa uppsetningu. | fyrstu tveimur var kdlunum radad & pverbita
sem var festur vid endann & armi pl&tuspilarans. Sjonarhorn
upptokuvélanna er ymist gleitt eda pa naarmynd pegar kolurnar hverla
ur myndsvidi annarrar og inn | myndsvid hinnar. Stundum ser vélin
afeins herbergid og sidan faerist kila inn { rammann. | fyrstu eru
vélarnar kyrrar en sidan fara paer ad snuast fram og til baka, |
eltingarleik vid kdlurnar. | prigja tilbrigdinu eru kilumar settar & midjan
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plotuspilarann pannig ad paer ytri sndast um ba sem er i midjunni likt
og planetur um sol. Skjairnir fjorir byria med pvi ad kilurnar hreyfast
i somu att, sidan verdur hreyfingin i 6fuga att a einum peirra, og sidan
koll af kolli pannig ad dr verdur kerfi andsteedra snuninga. Ein vél
lekur petta upp i naermynd og med gleidhorni; myndin Gr vélinni
endurkastast ur spegilkulunum og endurskapar pannig gamalt
augnablik or kvikmyndaségunni pegar spegilmynd kvikmyndavélar-
innar bra fyrir i kibisku kvikmyndinni Ballet mécanique sem Fernand
Léger gerdi 1924, Tokuvél Steinu er svo naerri ad yiri kdlurnar strjidkast
vid linsuna, og til verdur hljéd sem hin haegir & og breylir ad ténhaed,
Falin klipping myndanna breytir snuningsstefnu kulnanna og fjdlda
beirra, fidlda tékuvéla, linsustillingunum og jatnvel bvi hveort paer
hreyfast edur ei.

Fimmti hlutinn hefst & pvi ad rétthyrndur spegill vaggar rolega fram
og aftur, en sidan fer allt til fjandans; tékuvélin, sem er fast vid
fiarstyrdan pall, tekur ad hreyfast til beggja hlida og fram og aftur um
rymid | astum en reglulegum rykkjum. Enn & ny er tokuvélin tengd
vid hljodgerfil pannig ad stjérn Steinu a vélinni verdur ad
tonlistargjorningi. Sama myndbandid er spilad & ollum fjorum skjam,
en myndinni er hnikad til { tima um tvaar sekindur (80 ramma) fré
einum skja til hins naesta pannig ad myndirnar virdast elta hver adra
likt og spilastokkur & ofsalegri hreyfingu, en vegna stédugra breytinga
a sjonsvidinu leitar vélin allan timann med mikium asingi en
arangurslitid ad skerpu med sjaltvirka fokusnum,

Vidlangsefni sjotta pattar Plolemeosar er myndaveél i hotdi vélmennis,
sem eiginmadur Steinu, myndbandalistamadurinn Woody Vasulka,
hefur hannad. Petta stdra fyricbzeri er knuid afram af télvustyrori
génguvel sem er haagt ad beina ad hvada punkti sem er & yfirbordi
kulu og getur audveldlega fylgt eftir skipunum eins og: halla um tuttugu
gradur — stodva — hreyta til vinstri i fjdrdung sekundu — stédva —
snua i halfhring — stédva — snua til baka i halfa sekindu, og svo
framvegis. Steina notadi forritid fjorum sinnum og bjo til fjégur
myndbénd fra sjdnarhomi vélmennisins; hin ték einnig mynd af hverri
umferd med annarri tokuvél og fékk pannig figgur myndbénd i vidbot
af velmenninu ad fara i gegnum forritid. Hugmyndin var ad nota {il
skiptis myndir af vélmenninu og myndir sem pad tekur — visindaleg
utfaersla & sjalfhverlum peetti | meistaraverki konstriktivistans Dziga
Vertovs fra 1929, Madur med kvikmyndavél, par sem Vertov skipti &

12



milli mynda af félogum sinum, kinokunum svokdlludu, ad taka myndir
af akvednum atridum og myndum peirra af pessum somu atridum.
Steina gekk pd einu skrefi lengra: hin breytti litilega upphaflegri
stillingu myndavélarinnar i vélmenninu fyrir hverja umferd, pannig ad
pratt fyrir sému hreyfingar og adur sér pad orlitid breytt myndsvid.
Hin breytir lika stédu og myndhomni hinnar veélarinnar [ hvert skipti,
og siummadi ymist ad eda fra myndefninu. Pannig voru atta
myndatokur samheafdar i tima med télvuforritinu, en eru samt olikar
ad myndefni. Skjairnir fjorir halda pvi afram med bjagad samraemi,
likt og kedjuséng og jass sé blandad saman, taktfast og ur takti |
senn. Osamraemi ylfrandi, havaerrar gonguvélarinnar er i rokréttu
samhengi vid dhugnanlegt misraamid | myndefninu, sem byggist a
titandi rokvisi | hringsdli vélmennisins. | fyrstu syna skjairnir fjorir
gleidhornsmynd af vélmenninu, sidan ferist einn | beina syn, annar
faerist ad neermynd, en sa pridji simmar ad pvi. Einn skjarinn skiptir
yiir | sjgnarhorn vélmennisins, sidan hinir koll af kolli par til allir syna
med umsndandi hradri mynd upptiku vélmennisins af gélfinu og loftinu
i vinnustofu Steinu, midpunkisins i peim alheimi sem han hefur buid
til ur sinni dendanlegu skdpunarledi.

Gene Youngblood er préfessor i hreyfilist vid Santa Fe-hdskdlann | Nyju
Maxikd. Hann er heimspekkiur frezdimadur og kennismidur 4 svidi rafeindalista,
og héfundur bokarinnar Expanded Cinema (1970), fyrstu bokarinnar um
myndbandid sem listform.
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Gene Youngblood

Multiscreen Music
The Video Installations of Steina Vasulka

For Steina Vasulka, who began her life in art as a violinist, the differ-
ent channels of image and sound in multiscreen video are equivalent
to musical polyphony, each functioning like a voice in a musical en-
semble. This is an artform she pioneered a quarter of a century ago,
and from the beginning she approached it as would a composer. Think
of the installations in this exhibition as quartets and a trio In which
Steina plays on the visual equivalents of timbre, texture, rhythm, and
tone. Her compositional strategies include recording scenes with her
camera upside down, or with two cameras, or with camera move-
ment controlled by computer or by manual remote-control devices.
She slows down the images, reverses their direction, flips them left-
right, mirrors them electronically and physically (with mirrored sur-
faces both spherical and flal, static and in motion). Each channel of
image and sound is edited to integrate with the others in an audio-
visual point/counterpoint organized around duration, interval, rhythm,
repetition, and series.

PYROGLYPHS

Steina grew up in primordial lceland surrounded by that terrible beauty
which philosophers call the Sublime. The Aurora Borealis haunted
the heavens above her family home. From her window she could see
erupting volcanoes, and she could walk up to rivers of flowing lava.
Pyroglyphs draws on the psychic imprint of that fevered landscape in
Steina's youth. The video was recorded at the shop of Santa Fe
metalsmith Tom Joyce, with whom she shares “an alchemical under-
standing of fire, as a medium of transmutation.” There she recorded
the activities of blacksmithing (manipulating fire, hammering, filing,
welding, compressing, cooling), the phenomenology of fire (flames,
sparks, smoke, combustions, glowing metals), and various improvised
scenes — a vise crushing a timber, a stack of books burning, paper and
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wood being scorched, plastic melting, a blewtorch held under water.
Steina found that the images were similar or dissimilar in compatible
ways but the sounds were often too similar or oo strident, competing
for attention. So sound determined the structure of this three-screen
*trio.” Only a few of the scenes are visually synchronized because
the sounds of each are so dominant; there is often at least one quiet
scene that provides background “filler” for the louder images. Steina
processed the sounds through a digital harmonizer (which couldn't
turn the random noises into harmonics, bul produced interesting
sounds anyway); a pitch shifter that moves sounds to the octave im-
mediately above or below; and echo circuits. The sounds and rhythms
are rendered allegro con brie, pianoforie, ar pianissimeo: there’s a lot
of percussive hammering, say, or thunderous rocket-like roaring, then
all is quiet and we hear only crackling flame or the hollow whisper of
the blowtorch.

Pyroglyphs is a speclacular maditation on fire. Steina has created a
Sublime landscape illumined by the many-hued glow of fevered met-
als and showers of sparkling scintilla. Among the more mystical im-
ages are a blowtorch held underwater, played backward in slow mo-
tion; smoke that looks like milk; white-hot forms like nuclear isotopes;
plastic melting into the image of a flaming vagina; the forge halluci-
nating a swarm of hellish fireflies. There is a devilish seduction here:
Steina makes us feel the hypnotic pull of lambent flames even as our
breath is caught by the preemptive ignition of the torch, our hearts
quickened by the violence of the forge.

TOKYO FOUR

The tour channels of Tokyo Fourwere culled from sixty hours of video
Steina shot in Tokyo between November 1987 and May 1988 on a
fellowship from the US/Japan Friendship Commission. The sixth
multiscreen compaosition in her career, Tokyo Fouris organized around
five categories of imagery: Shinto priests meticulously grooming their
Zen garden on New Year's Eve; frain conductors monitoring rush hour
crowds; elevator girls bringing a superfluous but charming High Touch
to the high tech world of the shopping malls as they remind passen-
gers to watch their umbrellas and not forget their children; a segment
about food, beginning with the vertiginous fisheye lens in a super-
market; and an emotionally charged meta-choreography of a dance
troupe’s performance and curtain call. Sometimes one screen is the
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melody in this quartet and the others are accompaniment, then an-
other screen takes the lead. In one compositional strategy Steina
begins by assembling a long single channel segment which repre-
sents the "melody” or what she calls the “ground track.” She makes
three copies of it and inserts new images into each channel as ac-
companiment. Sometimes she records the ground track in reverse
motion, which, in her musical terminclogy, “breaks the line” (the lin-
ear progression) and makes it easier to start inserting other images.
She often works on all four channels simultansously, using timecode
to bring them forward synchronously. They don't always have the same
edit at the same point, but, like a musical canon, they progress simul-
taneously toward a unified conclusion. The scenes are flipped, re-
versed, and played at slightly different speeds before converging at
the same speed. These strategies are especially effective in the final
movement when the female dancer is bowing. Franz Lehar's Gold
and Silver Walltz, which the dancers used in their performance, would
be merely sentimental without the repetitions of Steina's visual ma-
trix, which makes the spectacle both exotic and poignant.

VOCALIZATIONS

Since 1970 Steina has used sounds from live musical performances
to modulate or deform video imagery in real time. Often the sound is
her violin; in the case of Vocallzations it was the voice of experimen-
tal vocalist Joan La Barbara in a live multimedia performance with
Steina in 1986. By singing, La Barbara created video “key" patterns
on monitors on the stage. A video key is a figure, shape, or pattern
that divides the screen into that which is inside and that which is
outside of the shape; different images can be inserted electronically
into the two areas. In Vocalizations there are two kinds of key pat-
terns: five horizontal lines suggesting a musical staff, and fleeting
irregular shapes and patterns that come and go with the fluctuations
of La Barbara's voice. The bluish stream inside the staff is actually a
lava flow in lceland; outside (in the “background”) is the New Mexico
landscape seen from a helicopter and a moving car.

Three videotape machines were used in the performance — two play-
ing the scene described above and a third to record the resulls of
combining them. In real time, the waveforms of La Barbara's voice
were electronically deformed and used as key patterns for breaking
up the landscape. Different patterns were generated depending on
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whether she sang harmonically or made sharp, raspy. or guttural
sounds. After the performance, Steina slowed the tape considerably
and transformed La Barbara's voice into something at once human
and nonhuman. The result is a lush and painterly opera in which leap-
ing, fluttering shapes — now birdlike, now like flames, now like leaves
or a hundred crescent moons — dart and sweep across bands of
textured color.

PTOLEMY

Composed in 1987, Ptolemy belongs to the ongoing project Steina
calls Machine Vision, in which she explores camera viewpoints and
movements that are beyond human capacity and control. The piece
is named after the second century Greek astronomer who believed
Earth was the center of a flat disc-shaped universe. Amused by how
wrong Ptolemy was, Steina treats her Santa Fe studio as the center
of a polychronic, polytopic, and polyphonic universe that is spectacu-
larly and often hilariously decentered. Ptolemy is organized into six
sections of increasing complexity that | shall call movements with
variations. The structural paradigm is a kind of musical canon that
falls apart —identical voices, cycles, and repetitions, shifted in time
and space, that chase each other but never quite converge as a true
canon should. Steina's dizzy universe is at once synchronous and
asynchronous, symmetrical and asymmetrical, centered and
decentered.

The first movement is the simplest: a slow 360-degree pan around
Steina’s studio, first in one direction, then in different directions on
different screens. Then the camera begins rotating on the depth axis
as the pan continues, first on one screen then another until all are
rotating as they pan, but in different directions, as if they are rolling
into each other. The screens are synchronized so that the rotating
camera sees the same scene as the non-rotating camera. In con-
trast, the second movement is like a canon on amphetamines. Steina
is swinging and jerking the hand-held camera around her studio with
a humorous manic urgency, like a paranoid voyeur. The camera is
connected to a sound synthesizer so that its movements generate
sounds: the artist and her camera become a musical instrument, and
her camera-dance a musical performance.

In the third movement the camera rushes nose-down across gravel,
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grass, and dirt in Steina’s yard, lurching forward in staccato spuris,
as if it were the subjective point of view of some cybernetic beast
tracking blood spores. This manic run ends inside Steina’s kitchen.
The stuttering effect was produced by a computer program that freezes
the motion every few frames; because the camera was moving rap-
idly the interlaced “fields” that comprise each video frame are not
identical and they beat against each other in a jittering visual stac-
cato when the frame is frozen; when this is repeated every few frames,
the result (in this case) is a streaky textural blur, like a kind of fur.
Displaced in time, the chasing screens stutter both between and within
themselves,

In the fourth movement three mirrorized spheres are positioned in
various ways on a turntable; their rotations are recorded by two video
cameras mounted side by side on a remote-controlled platform that
can be made to turn right and left, panning the cameras back and
forth in parallel. Each camera records on a separate video recorder.
The distance between the cameras, which sea parallel views of the
spheres, was precisely calculated so that when the two tapes wera
played back on adjacent monitors, the spheres would appear to move
from one monitor to the next. Steina composed three variations with
this arrangement. In the first two, the three spheres are aligned on a
crossbar at the end of the turntable arm. The views of the two cam-
eras alternate between wide angle and closeup as the spheres move
out of the view of one camera and into the view of the other. Some-
times a camera sees only the room and then a sphere moves into the
frame. At first the cameras are static, then they begin panning back
and forth, chasing the spheres. In the third variation, the spheres are
centered on the turntable so that the two outer spheres circle around
the middle one like planets around the sun. The four screens begin
with the spheres moving in the same direction, then one moves in the
opposite direction, then another and another, producing a matrix of
counter-rotations. A single camera records this in closeup and wide-
angle; its own image is reflected in the mirrored spheres, reproduc-
ing an early moment of cinematic reflexivity in Fernand Leger's 1929
cubist film Ballet Mechanique. Steina’s camera is so close that the
outer spheres graze its lens, making a sound that she has slowed
down and altered in pitch. Invisible edits change the direction of the
rotating spheres, the number of spheres, the number of cameras,
their lens setlings, and whether they move or not,



The fifth movement begins with a rectangular mirror tilting serenely
forward and back, then all hell breaks loose: the camera, mounted on
a remote-controlled platform, begins panning and tilting around the
space in frenzied geometric bursts. Again the camera is connected to
a sound synthesizer so that Steina’s control of it becomes a musical
performance. The same tape plays on all four screens but each is
shifted in time from the others by two seconds (60 frames) so that the
images chase each other like a hyperkinetic deck of cards while the
camera's automatic focus, confused by the constantly changing depth
of field, pumps hysterically in and out.

The subject of Ptolemy's sixth movement is a robot camera head
designed and built by Steina’s husband, the video artist Woody
Vasulka. This deliberately massive device is driven by a computer-
controlled stepper motor that can target any point on a spherical sur-
face, smoothly executing commands like “tilt up 20 degrees, stop,
pan left one-fourth of a second, stop, rotate 180 degrees, stop, re-
verse direction one-half second.” and so on. Steina ran the program
four times, making four videctapes from the robot's point of view; she
also recorded each run with an external camera, generating four more
tapes of the machine going through its moves. The idea was to alter-
nate between views of the robot and views taken by it — a cybernetic
translation of the reflexive scene in Dziga Vertov's Constructivist mas-
terpiece Man With A Movie Camera (1928), in which Vertov alter-
nated between an external view of his “Kinoks" filming a scene and
their camera-view of that scene. But Steina went one step further:
she altered slightly the starting angle or position of the robot camera
for each run, so that it executes the same moves but sees slightly
different views. She also changed the angle and position of the ex-
ternal camera each time, and occasionally zoomed in and out, Thus
the eight views are synchronized in time by the computer program
but visually they are not the same. The four screens move forward
with a kind of skewed synchronicity, like a musical canon and jazz
combined, rhythmic yet arhythmic. The dissonance of the whining,
screaming motor is matched by an uncanny visual dissonance set
against the tick-tock logic of the swiveling robot. At first the four
screens display a wide angle view of the robot, then one screen is a
medium view, another a closeup, another zooms. One screen switches
to what the robot sees, then another and another until all four display
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swirling, vertiginous robot-eye-views of the floor and ceiling of Steina's
studio, the epicenter of her endlessly creative universe.

Gena Youngblood is Professor of Moving Image Ars at the College of Santa Fe in New
Mexico. He is an internationally known thearist in the electronic arts, and is the author of
Expanded Cinema (1870), tha first book about video as an arl form.,
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Steinunn Vasulka 1. 1940/b. 1940

Nam | tonfradi og fidlulelk/Studied music and the violin

Helstu einkasyningar sidustu dr/Main solo exhibitions:
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1973
1974

1875

1976
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1982

1984

1985

1988
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1982

1893
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Allvision No. 2, The Kitchen, New York
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The West, C.B. Rein Gallery, Santa Fe
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1994

Tokyo Four, Atlantic Center for the Arls, Smyma Beach, Florida
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Pyroglyphs, Arizona State University Computer Commons Gallery, Tempa
Geomania, S1. Luke Hospital, Amsterdam
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Steina Vasulka: Four Video Installations, Center for Contemporary Art,
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Steina and Woody Vasulka: Machine Media, San Francisco Museum
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Eldruinir, Kjarvalsstadir, Listasafn Reykjavikur, Reykjavik
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1993

1994

American Landscape: The Electronic Grove, Museum of Art, Camegle
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Tokyo Film & Video Festival, Tokyo

Whitney Biennial, Whitney Museum of American Art, New York

Ars Elecironica, Linz, Auslria

Eigenwall der Apparate-Well: Pioneers of Electronic Art, Ars
Electronica, Linz, Austria

Manifestation for Unstable Media IV, Hertogenbosch, Holland
Architectural Space, The Gallery at the Rep, Santa Fe

Borealis IV, Listasaln Islands, Reykjavik

T'art Festival, Enchede, Holland

Arf and Reality, Riksutstallninger, Stockhaolm
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