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Art

Out of Thin Air

Artists Confront And Subvert Corporate-Controlled Public Airwaves

by Martin L. Johnson

Broadcast | At the Contemporary Museum through Nov. 18

[image: image1.wmf]In 1932, the playwright Bertolt Brecht wrote an essay on radio in which he suggested that this new mass medium should know "how to receive as well as to transmit, how to let the listener speak as well as hear, how to bring him into a relationship instead of isolating him." Although Brecht's utopian hopes for radio were foisted onto television and the internet in subsequent decades, the last 75 years have been dystopic, with the potential of each new medium quickly crushed by a combination of government and commercial forces. But Broadcast, a small, smartly organized exhibit at the Contemporary Museum and curated by its executive director, Irene Hofmann, features work that takes on the broadcast model, which has been dominant in this period, through a series of works that are playful without losing any of their critical bite.

Most of the exhibition's work would be described elsewhere as video art, which dates back to the late 1960s and includes work by artists such as Nam June Paik, who is represented here by a short piece from 1966 that deforms a debate between President Lyndon Johnson and New York Mayor John Lindsay. But the focus on broadcasting allows for alternative media, such as the pioneering 1972 Republican Party convention coverage by the video collective TVTV, to enter the conversation, as well as more recent work that bridges the gap between artistic and political practice.

The most successful pieces take on the subject of broadcasting directly. In his 1977 work "The Last Ten Minutes," Antoni Muntadas shows the last 10 minutes of television on a typical day in the United States, West Germany, and the Soviet Union. Apart from the initial shock of seeing television actually end--late-night movies and paid programming ensure that television never turns itself off now--the content, particularly that in the United States, of the piece emphasizes the nationalism of broadcast television. On this particular day, religious programming is followed by the playing of the national anthem, sponsored by the Mormons, no less. In a further twist, Muntadas inserts crowd shots of the three countries that are more similar than different, suggesting the distance between people's everyday lives and the television they watch.

While Muntadas and other artists make use of television footage produced by broadcast television--Dara Birnbaum's 1994 "Hostage" reinterprets footage of the 1997 political kidnapping of German industrialist Hanns-Martin Schleyer by a radical left-wing group--other pieces attempt to seize control of the media directly. In 1980's "The Amarillo News Tapes," Doug Hall, Chip Lord, and Jody Procter document their experience as "artists-in-residence" at an Amarillo, Texas, TV station and its Anchorman-like Pro News Team. Although the piece parodies the news--using the intonation of local newscasters to describe everyday events--it takes on real power when it tells the story of a natural disaster with a realism never attempted by television news. Rather than turn a five-minute interview with a survivor of a tornado into a five-second news bite, the piece runs it as recorded, showing that the structure and language of TV news prevents it from realizing the potential of the medium.

Chris Burden takes a different approach to local television in his work, buying airtime on TV stations to show his self-publicizing advertisements of such items as his 1976 tax return. Because it was illegal for individuals to buy airtime, he has to represent himself as a business, itself an interesting commentary on who has access to the medium.

There's a curious gap between the pieces described above, all addressing material from the 1960s and '70s, and the more recent work, all made in the second half of the '90s and later. Given the rampant deregulation of media industries in the United States and elsewhere in this period, it's curious that no work is represented from the 1980s or early '90s, and the pessimistic quality of the latter work feels like a direct result of the media consolidation that took place in that period.

Where seizing or critiquing the media on its own terms appears possible in the early pieces, works by the Angel Nevarez and Valerie Tevere, who create works as the group neuroTransmitter, struggle to find much faith in working within the mainstream. In "Frequency Allocations (in 3 parts)," the group films the monolithic buildings in midtown New York that house the major media conglomerates while a scroll lists all of the companies owned by the likes of Time Warner. The only alternative, the piece argues, is low-power microradio stations and other community media.

Although there are still playful pieces in this latter period--Christian Jankowski's "Telemistica" (1999) has him calling in to psychic shows in Venice, Italy, asking about the success of his upcoming exhibit at the Biennale held there--absent is the sense of humor and optimism that dominates the earlier pieces. The most successful piece of the latter period is Gregory Green's 1995-2007 "WCBS Radio Caroline, The Voice of the New Free State of Caroline," which simply reproduces a low-power radio station that permits visitors to take control of the boards and broadcast what they like.

The ubiquity of web cams, microphones, and keyboards have, in effect, realized Brecht's vision in recent years, and "narrowcasting," which targets small groups rather than large ones, has supplanted broadcasting as the dominant model for today's media. But the older pieces in the exhibit remind you of the power that once was attributed to broadcasting, and the exhilaration artists felt when they were first able to seize the reins of production. It is unfortunate that now that we have a surplus of two-way communication, albeit one that is continually watched and censored, artists respond by producing work that dwells on the structure of media ownership without considering its capacity for endless forms and contents.
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