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Chapter 11

Photography and  
Time-Based Media

 Learning Objectives

 11.1 Describe the origins of photography and the formal principles that most inform it.

 11.2 Describe how color and digital technologies have transformed photographic practice.

 11.3 Outline the basic principles of film editing, including montage, as well as the 
technological developments that advanced the medium.

 11.4 Outline some of the ways that video art has exploited the immediacy of the medium 
while at the same time critiquing popular culture.

 11.5 Discuss some of the technological innovations that have advanced time-based art into 
the digital age.

In 2010, photographer Catherine Opie was asked to 
propose a permanent installation for a long corridor of 
the Cleveland Clinic’s Hillcrest Hospital in Mayfield 
Heights, Ohio, not far from where the artist grew up, in 
Sandusky, Ohio, on the shores of Lake Erie. Opie, who is 
famous, among other things, for her ongoing studies of 
the horizon line, wanted to capture the inherent beauty 
of the lake shore in northern Ohio—the special qualities 
of its light—as well as provide a space for patients, visi-
tors, doctors, and other hospital employees to find in her 
work an uplifting, perhaps even transcendent experience 
during what might well be a difficult time of their lives. 
(Opie talks about the work as it was being installed in 
the art21 Exclusive video “Catherine Opie: Cleveland 
Clinic.”)

To make the piece, Opie traveled six times to Ohio 
over the course of 12 months, photographing along the 
Lake Erie shoreline from Cleveland to Port Clinton, 
across Sandusky Bay. The finished work, titled Some-
where in the Middle (a reference both to “Middle America” 
and to the horizon line that divides the photographs in 

half), consists of 22 photographs, beginning and ending 
with images of the Cleveland shoreline, the city rising 
behind it, but the central 17 document the four seasons 
as they are reflected on the lake itself. “In spring I came 
in,” she recalls, speaking of four photographs of which 
Untitled #13 (Spring) (Fig. 11-1) is the second, “the ice 
was just starting to melt, and by the fifth day the ice had 
completely melted. So in those four images you have the 
sequence of the lake going back to water.” At first glance, 
the water seems to reflect clouds in the sky above, un-
til one recognizes that the billowy white forms are ac-
tually ice breaking up on the lake. But like stills from a 
film, these four photographs capture progress across 
five days, and the sequence as a whole, a year’s pass-
ing. Opie’s sequence, in fact, illustrates one of the fun-
damental characteristics of her medium. Photography is 
addressed to time. It captures time, holding the moment 
in its grasp in perpetuity.

Photography began, in about 1838, with still images, 
but the still image almost immediately generated the 
thought that it might be possible to capture the object in 
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Fig. 11-1 Catherine Opie, Untitled #13 (Spring), from Somewhere in the Middle, suite of 22 photographs 
installed at the Cleveland Clinic’s Hillcrest Hospital, 2011. Inkjet print, 50 × 371⁄2 in.
© Catherine Opie.
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240 Part 3 The Fine Arts Media

motion as well. Such a dream seemed even more possi-
ble when photographs of a horse trotting were published 
by Eadweard Muybridge in La Nature in 1878 (Fig. 11-2). 
Muybridge had used a trip-wire device in an experiment 
commissioned by California governor Leland Stanford 
to settle a bet about whether there were moments in the 
stride of a trotting or galloping horse when it was en-
tirely free of the ground.

Work such as Muybridge’s soon inspired Thomas 
 Edison and W. K. Laurie Dickson to invent, between 1888 
and 1892, the Kinetoscope, the first continuous-film motion- 
picture viewing machine, itself made possible by George 
Eastman’s introduction of celluloid film that came on a roll, 
produced expressly for his new camera, the  Kodak. Dick-
son devised a sprocket wheel that would advance the reg-
ularly perforated roll of film, and Edison decided on a 35 
mm width for the strip of film (eventually the industry stan-
dard). But Edison’s films were only viewable on the Kineto-
scope through a peephole, one person at a time.

The first projected motion pictures available to a large 
audience had their public debut on December 28, 1895, 
in Paris, when August and Louis Lumière showed ten 
films, projected by their Cinématographe, the first motion- 
picture apparatus, that lasted for about 20  minutes. Among 
the most popular of their early films was  L’Arroseur Arrosé 
(Waterer and Watered) (Fig. 11-3), in which a boy steps on 
a gardener’s hose, stopping the flow of water. When the  
gardener looks at the nozzle, the boy steps off the hose, and 
the gardener douses himself. A brief chase ensues, with both 
boy and gardener leaving the frame of the stationary camera 
for a full two seconds. Audiences howled with delight.

To the silent moving image, sound was soon 
added. To the “talkie” was added color. And film  
developed in its audience a taste for “live” action, a 
taste satisfied by live television transmission, video 
images that allow us to view anything happening in 
the world as it happens. Thus, not unlike the history of 
painting, the history of time-based media is a history 
of increasing immediacy and verisimilitude, or sem-
blance to the truth. In this chapter, we will survey that 
history, starting with still photography, moving to film 
and, finally, to video. Our focus will be on these media 
in relation to art.

Fig. 11-2 Eadweard Muybridge, Annie G., Cantering, Saddled, December 1887. Collotype 
print, sheet 19 × 24⅛ in., image 7¼ × 16¼ in. Philadelphia Museum of Art.
1962-135-280. © 2015. Photo Philadelphia Museum of Art/Art Resource/Scala, Florence.

Fig. 11-3 Poster for the Cinématographe, with the Lumière 
Brothers film L’Arroseur Arrosé (Waterer and Watered) on 
screen, 1895. British Film Institute.
Mary Evans/Iberfoto.
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The Early History and 
Formal Foundations of 
Photography
How did photography develop and what formal concerns 
most define it?

Photography (from the Greek phos, “light,” and gra-
phos, “writing,” literally “writing with light”) is, like 
collage, at least potentially an inclusive rather than 
an exclusive medium. You can photograph anything 
you can see. As one historian of American photogra-
phy has put it: “The world is essentially a storehouse 
of visual information. Creation is the process of assem-
blage. The photograph is a process of instant assem-
blage, instant collage.” Walker Evans’s photograph 
Roadside Stand near Birmingham,  Alabama (Fig. 11-4) is 
an example of just such “ instant collage.” Evans’s mis-
sion as a photographer was to capture every aspect of 
American visual reality, and his work has been called 
a “photographic equivalent to the Sears, Roebuck cat-
alog of the day.” But the urge to make such instant 
visual assemblages—to capture a moment in time—is 
as old as the desire to represent the world accurately. 
We will begin our discussion of photography by con-
sidering the development of the technology itself, and 
then we will consider the fundamental aesthetic prob-
lem photography faces—the tension between form and 
content, the tension between the way a photograph  
is formally organized as a composition and what it 
 expresses or means.

Early History
Camera is the Latin word for “room.” And, in fact,  
by the sixteenth century, a darkened room, called a 
camera obscura, was routinely used by artists to copy 
nature accurately. The scientific principle employed  
is essentially the same as that used by the camera  
today. A small hole on the side of a light-tight room 
admits a ray of light that projects a scene, upside 
down, directly across from the hole onto a semi- 
transparent white scrim. The camera obscura  depicted 
here (Fig.  11-5)  was an invention of necessity, 
 designed to allow for the observation of an eclipse 
of the sun without looking directly at its potentially 
blinding light.

Fig. 11-4 Walker Evans, Roadside Stand near Birmingham, 
Alabama, 1936. Library of Congress.

Fig. 11-5 The first published illustration of a camera obscura observing a solar eclipse, 
published in 1544 by Dutch cartographer and mathematician Gemma Frisius. Woodcut.
Bridgeman Images.
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242 Part 3 The Fine Arts Media

But working with the camera obscura was a te-
dious proposition, even after small portable dark boxes 
came into use. The major drawback was that while it 
could capture the image, it could not independently 
preserve it. Artists had to trace its projections onto pa-
per or canvas. In 1839, that problem was solved simul-
taneously in England and France, and the public was 
introduced to a new way of representing the world.

In England, William Henry Fox Talbot presented 
a process for fixing negative images on paper coated 
with light-sensitive chemicals, a process that he  
called  photogenic drawing (Fig. 11-6). In France, a differ-
ent process, which yielded a positive image on a polished 
metal plate, was named the daguerreotype  (Fig. 11-7),  
after one of its two inventors, Louis-Jacques-Mandé 
Daguerre (Nicéphore Niépce had died in 1833, leaving 
Daguerre to perfect the process and garner the laurels). 
Public reaction was wildly enthusiastic, and the French 
and English press faithfully reported every develop-
ment in the greatest detail.

When he saw his first daguerreotype, the French 
painter Paul Delaroche is reported to have exclaimed, 
“From now on, painting is dead!” Delaroche may have 
overreacted, but he nevertheless understood the poten-
tial of the new medium of photography to usurp paint-
ing’s historical role of representing the world. In fact, 

Fig. 11-6 William Henry Fox Talbot, Mimosoidea Suchas, 
Acacia, ca. 1841. Photogenic drawing. National Media Museum, 
Bradford, UK.
1937-366/14. National Media Museum/Science & Society Picture Library.

Fig. 11-7 Louis-Jacques-Mandé Daguerre, Le Boulevard du Temple, 1839. Daguerreotype. Bavarian National 
Museum, Munich.
© Corbis.
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 photographic portraiture quickly became a successful 
 industry. As early as 1841, a daguerreotype portrait could 
be had in Paris for 15 francs (approximately $225 today). 
That same year in London, Richard Beard opened the first 
British portrait studio, bringing a true sense of showman-
ship to the process. One of his first customers, the novel-
ist Maria Edgeworth, described having her portrait done 
at Beard’s in a breathless letter dated May 25, 1841:

It is a wonderful mysterious operation. You are taken 
from one room into another upstairs and down and 
you see various people whispering and hear them 
in neighboring passages and rooms unseen and the 
whole apparatus and stool on a high platform under a 
glass dome casting a snapdragon blue light making all 
look like spectres and the men in black gliding about.

In the face of such a “miracle,” the art of portrait 
painting underwent a rapid decline. Of the 1,278 paint-
ings exhibited at the Royal Academy in London in 1830, 
more than 300 were miniatures, the most popular form 
of the portrait; in 1870, only 33 miniatures were exhib-
ited. In 1849 alone, 100,000 daguerreotype portraits were 
sold in Paris. Not only had photography replaced paint-
ing as the preferred medium for portraiture, it had de-
mocratized the genre as well, making portraits available 
not only to the wealthy, but also to the middle class, and 
even, with some sacrifice, to the working class.

The daguerreotype itself had some real disadvan-
tages as a medium, however. In the first place, it required 
considerable time to prepare, expose, and develop the 
plate. Iodine was vaporized on a copper sheet to create 

light-sensitive silver iodide. The plate then had to be kept 
in total darkness until the camera lens was opened to ex-
pose it. At the time Daguerre first made the process public 
in 1839, imprinting an image on the plate took from 8 to 
10 minutes in bright summer light. His own view of the 
Boulevard du Temple (see Fig. 11-7) was exposed for so 
long that none of the people in the street, going about their 
business, left any impression on the plate, save for one 
solitary figure at the lower left, who is having his shoes 
shined. By 1841, the discovery of so-called chemical “ac-
celerators” had made it possible to expose the plate for 
only one minute, but a sitter could not move in that time 
for fear of blurring the image. The plate was finally de-
veloped by suspending it face down in heated mercury, 
which deposited a white film over the exposed areas. The 
unexposed silver iodide was dissolved with salt. The plate 
then had to be rinsed and dried with the utmost care.

An even greater drawback of the daguerreotype was 
that it could not be reproduced. Using paper instead of a 
metal plate, Talbot’s photogenic process made multiple 
prints a possibility. Talbot quickly learned that he could 
reverse the negative image of the photogenic drawings 
by placing sheets of sensitized paper over them and ex-
posing both again to sunlight. Talbot also discovered that 
sensitized paper, exposed for even a few seconds, held a 
latent image that could be brought out and developed by 
dipping the paper in gallic acid. This calotype process is 
the basis of modern photography.

In 1843, Talbot made a picture, which he called The 
Open Door (Fig. 11-8), that convinced him that the calo-
type could not only document the world as we know it, 

Fig. 11-8 William Henry Fox Talbot, The Open Door, 1843. Calotype. National Museum of 
Photography, London.
Digital image courtesy of Getty's Open Content Program.
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but also become a work of art in its own right. When he 
published the image in his book The Pencil of Nature, the 
first book of photographs ever produced, he captioned 
it as follows: “A painter ’s eye will often be arrested 
where ordinary people see nothing remarkable. A casual 
gleam of sunshine, or a shadow thrown across his path, a 
time-withered oak, or a moss-covered stone may awaken 
a train of thoughts and feelings, and picturesque imag-
inings.” For Talbot, at least, painters and photographers 
saw the world as one.

In 1850, the English sculptor Frederick Archer intro-
duced a new wet-plate collodion photographic process 
that was almost universally adopted within five years. 
In a darkened room, he poured liquid collodion—made 
of pyroxyline dissolved in alcohol or ether—over a glass 
plate bathed in a solution of silver ni-
trate. The plate had to be prepared, 
exposed, and developed all within 15 
minutes and while still wet. The pro-
cess was cumbersome, but the expo-
sure time was short and the rewards 
were quickly  realized.

On her forty-ninth birthday, in 
1864, Julia Margaret Cameron, the 
wife of a high-placed British civil ser-
vant and friend to many of the most 
famous people of her day, was given 
a camera and collodion-processing 
equipment by her daughter and son-
in-law. “It may amuse you, Mother, 
to photograph,” the accompanying 
note said. Cameron set up a studio 
in a chicken coop at her home on the 
Isle of Wight, and over the course of 
the next ten years convinced almost 
everyone she knew to pose for her, 
among them the greatest men of Brit-
ish art, literature, and science. She 
often blurred their features slightly, 
believing this technique drew atten-
tion away from mere physical ap-
pearance and revealed more of her 
sitter’s inner character. Commenting 
on her photographs of famous men 
like Thomas Carlyle (Fig. 11-9), she 
wrote, “When I have had such men 
before my camera, my whole soul has 
endeavored to do its duty towards 
them in recording faithfully the great-
ness of the inner man as well as the 
features of the outer man. The photo-
graph thus taken has been almost the 
embodiment of a prayer.”

More than anything else, the ability of the portrait 
photographer to expose, as it were, the “soul” of the 
sitter led the French government to give photography 
the legal status of art as early as 1862. But from the be-
ginning, photography served a documentary function 
as well—it recorded and preserved important events. 
Photographs of war, which initially startled audiences, 
were first published during the Crimean War, fought 
between Russia and an alliance of European countries 
and the declining Ottoman Empire in 1854–56. At the 
outbreak of the American Civil War, in 1861, Mathew 
Brady spent the entirety of his considerable fortune 
to outfit a band of photographers to document the 
war. When Brady insisted that he owned the copy-
right for every photograph taken by anyone in his 

Fig. 11-9 Julia Margaret Cameron, Portrait of Thomas Carlyle, 1863.  
Albumen print, 147⁄16 × 103⁄16 in. The J. Paul Getty Museum.
Digital image courtesy of Getty's Open Content Program.
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 employ, whether it was made on the job or not, several 
of his best photographers quit, among them Timothy 
 O’Sullivan and Alexander  Gardner. A Harvest of Death, 
Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, July 1863 (Fig. 11-10) was pub-
lished after the war in 1866 in Gardner’s  Photographic 
Sketchbook of the War, probably the first book-length 
photo- essay. It is a condemnation of the horrors of war, 
with the Battle of Gettysburg at its center. O’Sullivan’s 
matter-of-fact photograph is accompanied by the fol-
lowing caption:

The rebels represented in the photograph are 
without shoes. These were always removed from 
the feet of the dead on account of the pressing need 
of the survivors. The pockets turned inside out also 
show that appropriation did not cease with the 
coverings of the feet. Around is scattered the litter 

of the battlefield, accoutrements, ammunitions, 
rags, cups and canteens, crackers, haversacks, and 
letters that may tell the name of the owner, although 
the majority will surely be buried unknown by 
strangers, and in a strange land.

In O’Sullivan’s photograph, both foreground and 
background are intentionally blurred to draw attention 
to the central corpses. Such focus was made possible 
by the introduction of albumen paper, which retained 
a high degree of sharpness on its glossy surface. “Such 
a picture,” Gardner wrote, “conveys a useful moral: It 
shows the blank horror and reality of war, in opposition 
to the pageantry. Here are the dreadful details! Let them 
aid in preventing such another calamity falling upon 
the nation.” One of the first great photojournalists, 
O’Sullivan is reported to have photographed calmly 

Fig. 11-10 Timothy O’Sullivan (negative) and Alexander Gardner (print), A Harvest of Death, Gettysburg,  
Pennsylvania, July 1863, from Gardner’s Photographic Sketchbook of the War, 1866. Albumen silver print  
(also available as a stereocard), 61⁄4 × 713⁄16 in. Library of Congress, Washington, D.C.
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during the most horrendous bombardments, twice hav-
ing his camera hit by shell fragments.

Form and Content
It might be said that every photograph is an abstrac-
tion, a simplification of reality that substitutes two- 
dimensional for three-dimensional space, an instant of 
perception for the seamless continuity of time, and, in 
black-and-white work at least, the gray scale for color. By 
emphasizing formal elements over representational con-
cerns, the  artist further underscores this abstract side of 
the medium (see, for instance, the photographs by Paul 
Strand, Figs. 4-25 and 4-26). One of the greatest sources 

of photography’s hold on the popular imagination lies 
in this ability to aestheticize the everyday—to reveal as 
beautiful that which we normally take for granted. When 
he shot his groundbreaking photograph The Steerage 
(Fig. 11-11) in 1907, American photographer Alfred Stieg-
litz was transfixed not by the literal figures and objects in 
his viewfinder, but by the spatial relations. “There were 
men, women, and children,” he wrote,

on the lower level of the steerage [the lower class 
deck of a steamship]. . . . The scene fascinated me: A 
round straw hat; the funnel leaning left, the stairway 
leaning right; the white drawbridge, its railings 
made of chain; white suspenders crossed on the 

Fig. 11-11 Alfred Stieglitz, The Steerage, 1907. Photogravure, 125⁄8 × 103⁄16 in.  
Museum of Modern Art, New York.
Provenance unknown, 526.1986. © 2015. Digital image, Museum of Modern Art, New York/Scala, Florence.  
© 2015 Georgia O'Keeffe Museum/Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York.
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back of a man below; circular iron machinery; a mast 
that cut into the sky, completing a triangle. I stood 
spellbound for a while. I saw shapes related to one 
another—a picture of shapes, and underlying it, a 
new vision that held me.

It is no coincidence, given this point of view, that 
Stieglitz was the first to reproduce the photographs of 
Paul Strand—Abstraction, Porch Shadows in particular (see 
Fig. 4-25)—in his photography magazine Camera Work, 
which he published from 1903 to 1916. And the geomet-
ric beauty of Stieglitz’s work deeply influenced Charles 
Sheeler, who was hired by Henry Ford to photograph 
the new Ford factory at River Rouge in the late 1920s 
(Fig. 11-12). Sheeler’s precise task was to aestheticize 
Ford’s plant. His photographs, which were immediately 
recognized for their artistic merit and subsequently ex-
hibited around the world, were designed to celebrate in-
dustry. They revealed, in the smokestacks, conveyors, and 
iron latticework of the factory, a grandeur and proportion 
not unlike that of the great Gothic cathedrals of Europe.

Even when the intention is simply to bring the facts 
to light, as is often true in photojournalism, the power 
of the photograph frequently comes from the aesthetic 
charge of the work lent to it by its formal composition. 
In the 1930s, in the wake of the Great Depression, the 

 Federal government’s Farm Security Administration 
(FSA) initiated a photographic project employing some 
15 photographers to document the plight of America’s 
famers. During its eight-year existence, the Farm Secu-
rity Administration created over 77,000 black-and-white 
documentary photographs. Of them all, the most well 
known today are those by Walker Evans, which were first 
published in Let Us Now Praise Famous Men, a book pro-
duced in 1941 with writer James Agee. The book’s title is 
ironic, for its subjects are the least famous, the poorest of 
the poor: sharecroppers, the men, women, and children 
of Depression-ridden central Alabama in the summer 
of 1936 when Agee and Evans lived among them. But 
again, it is the simple life and inherent nobility of these 
poor people that form Evans and Agee’s theme. Their al-
most stoic heroism is captured in the rich textures and 
clean lines of Evans’s photograph of a sharecropper’s 
humble dwelling (Fig. 11-13). The photo is a revelation of 
stark beauty in the middle of sheer poverty.

Fig. 11-12 Charles Sheeler, Criss-Crossed Conveyors—Ford 
Plant, 1927. Gelatin silver print, 10 × 8 in. Museum of Fine Arts, 
Boston.
© Lane Collection. Courtesy Museum of Fine Arts, Boston.

Fig. 11-13 Walker Evans, Alabama Tenant Farmer’s Kitchen 
(Washstand with View into Dining Area of Burroughs’ Home, 
Hale County, Alabama), 1936. 35 mm photograph.
Courtesy of Library of Congress. Image copyright Walker Evans Archive, 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.

M11_SAYR1809_08_SE_C11.indd   247 8/21/15   1:03 PM



248 Part 3 The Fine Arts Media

Evans’s work depends for much of its power not 
only on the elegance of its formal composition but on 
our own certainty that the image is authentic and un-
mediated. Vietnamese-born but American-educated 
An-My Lê’s work contests the boundaries of the actual. 
Her 2003 series of photographs 29 Palms (Fig. 11-14) 
 depicts the training maneuvers of personnel preparing 
for  deployment to  Afghanistan and Iraq at the 29 Palms, 
California, Marine Air Ground Task Force Training 
 Command. She is as interested in the landscape that she 
photographs, in this case the Mojave Desert near Joshua 
Tree National Park, as she is in the actual events, which 
are themselves staged reenactments. Her work describes, 
in fact, the relationship of war—even “fake” war—with 
the landscape itself. She explains:

I’m fascinated by the military structure, by strategy, 
the idea of a battle, the gear. But at the same time, 
how do you resolve the impact of it? What it is 
meant to do is just horrible. But war can be beautiful. 
I think it’s the idea of the sublime—moments that are 

horrific but, at the same time, beautiful—moments of 
communion with the landscape and nature. And it’s 
that beauty that I wanted to embrace in my work. 
I think that’s why the work seems ambiguous. And 
it’s meant to be.

Her work, in other words, captures something of the 
feeling of Timothy O’Sullivan’s Harvest of Death (see 
Fig. 11-10). It turns out that O’Sullivan and his fellow pho-
tographers working for Mathew Brady often staged their 
photographs, not out of any sense of deceit but in order 
to heighten the dramatic effect of the image.  O’Sullivan 
may or may not have moved the bodies of the soldiers 
in his photograph to heighten its visual impact, but he 
did lower the camera angle and raise the horizon line 
to fill as much of the image as possible with the dead. It 
was not factual but emotional truth that was O’Sullivan’s 
 object. Likewise, if the “battle” in the Mojave Desert that 
Lê has photographed is staged, with the result that the  
images are akin to black-and-white film stills from, 
say, Francis Ford Coppola’s Apocalypse Now, the work  

Fig. 11-14 An-My Lê, 29 Palms: Night Operations III, 2003–04. Gelatin silver print, 26 × 371⁄2 in.
© An-My Lê, courtesy of Murray Guy, New York.
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nonetheless embodies something of the 
national psyche. It represents at some level 
who Lê believes the American people are.

The ambiguity of An-My Lê’s images 
is analogous, in fact, to the chief character-
istic of their formal  compositions. Talking 
about the ways in which he arrived at 
the photographic image, the great French 
photographer Henri Cartier-Bresson  
described the relationship between form 
and content in the following terms:

We must place ourselves and our 
camera in the right relationship with 
the subject, and it is in fitting the latter 
into the frame of the viewfinder that 
the problems of composition begin. 
This recognition, in real life, of a 
rhythm of surfaces, lines, and values is 
for me the essence of photography. . . .  
We compose almost at the moment 
of pressing the shutter. . . . Sometimes 
one remains motionless, waiting for 
something to happen; sometimes 
the situation is resolved and there is 
nothing to photograph. If something 
should happen, you remain alert, 
wait a bit, then shoot and go off 
with the sensation of having got 
something. Later you can amuse 
yourself by tracing out on the photo 
the geometrical pattern, or spatial 
relationships, realizing that, by 
releasing the shutter at that precise 
instant, you had instinctively selected 
an exact geometrical harmony, and that 
without this the photograph would 
have been lifeless.

Thus, in looking at this photograph (Fig. 11-15), 
we can imagine Cartier-Bresson walking down a street 
in Athens, Greece, one day in 1953, and coming across 
the second-story balcony with its references to the 
Classical past. Despite the doorways behind the bal-
cony, the second story appears to be a mere facade. 
Cartier- Bresson stops, studies the scene, waits, and 
then spies two women walking up the street in his di-
rection. They pass beneath the two female forms on the 
balcony above and, at precisely that instant, he releases 
the shutter.  Cartier-Bresson called this “the decisive mo-
ment.” Later, in the studio, the parallels and harmonies 
between street and balcony, antiquity and the present 
moment, youth and age, white marble and black dresses, 

stasis and change—all captured in this photograph— 
become  apparent to him, and he prints the image.

The Photographic Print and its 
Manipulation
For many photographers, the real art of photography 
takes place not behind the viewfinder but in the dark-
room (see The Creative Process, pp. 252–53, for an example 
of Jerry Uelsmann’s darkroom techniques). Among the 
masters of darkroom techniques was Ansel Adams who, 
with colleague Fred Archer, developed the Zone System 
in the late 1930s.

Fig. 11-15 Henri Cartier-Bresson, Athens, 1953.
Magnum Photos, Inc.
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Adams defined the Zone System 
as “a framework for understanding ex-
posures and development, and visual-
izing their effect in advance.” A zone 
represents the relation of the image’s (or 
a portion of the image’s) brightness to 
the value or tone that the photographer 
wishes it to appear in the final print. 
Thus each picture is broken up into 
zones ranging from black to white with 
nine shades of gray in between—a pho-
tographic gray scale (see Fig. 5-5).

Over the course of his career, Ad-
ams became adept at anticipating the 
zonal relationships that he desired in the 
final print, even as he was first exposing 
his negatives to light. As a result, just in 
setting his camera’s aperture—the size 
of the opening of the lens—he could go 
a long way toward establishing the lu-
minescence of the scene that he wanted. 

Fig. 11-16 Ansel Adams, Moonrise, Hernandez, New Mexico, 1941. Gelatin silver 
print, 181⁄2 × 23 in.
© Ansel Adams Publishing Rights Trust/Corbis.

Fig. 11-17 Gary Alvis, The Painted Hills, John Day Fossil Beds  
National Monument, Oregon, 2008. Six-stitch Cibachrome print,  
dimensions variable.
© Gary Alvis.
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“I began to think about how the print would appear and 
if it would transmit any of the feeling of the . . . shape be-
fore me in terms of its expressive-emotional quality,” he 
wrote in his autobiography. “I began to see in my mind’s 
eye the finished print I desired.” He called this a process 
of “visualization,” a process never fully completed until 
he was working in the darkroom. He often spent hours 
and hours in the darkroom creating the image that he 
felt represented his initial visualization. There, he em-
ployed the techniques of dodging and burning to attain 
the finish he desired. Dodging decreases the exposure of 
selected areas of the print that the photographer wishes 
to be lighter; burning increases the exposure to areas of 
the print that should be darker. To dodge an area of a 
print, he might hold a piece of cardboard over it. To burn 
an area, he might hold a thick piece of paper with a hole 
cut out of it over the area that he wished to darken.

In one of his most famous prints, Moonrise, Hernan-
dez, New Mexico (Fig. 11-16), large parts of the sky are 
burned, while the village, which was fast falling into 
darkness as the sun set on the afternoon that he took this 
photograph, is dodged to bring out more of its detail. If 
the sky was actually never this dark against the rising 
moon, and if the village was more in shadow, the stun-
ning contrast between light and dark, as if we stand in 
this photograph at the very cusp of day’s transition into 
night, captures the emotional feeling that Adams first vi-
sualized when he saw the scene, drove his car into the 
deep shoulder of the road, and hauled his equipment 

into place to take the photograph. It represents the es-
sence, he felt, of a changing world.

Color and Digital 
Photography
How have color and digital technologies transformed 
photographic practice?

Until the late 1960s, color was largely ignored by fine 
art photographers, who associated it with advertising. 
In fact, until the 1960s, color could only be processed 
in commercial labs and the images tended to discolor 
rapidly, and so most photographers worked with the 
technology they could control—black-and-white. But, 
in the 1970s, Kodak introduced new color technologies 
that allowed for far greater fidelity, control, luminosity, 
and durability.

In color photography, the formal tensions of 
black-and-white photography are not necessarily lost. 
Throughout his career, Gary Alvis has worked in both 
black-and-white and color. In The Painted Hills (Fig. 11-17),  
the cool blues of mountain and sky contrast dramatically 
with the warm ochers and oranges of the desert land-
scape. Alvis actually constructed this photograph by dig-
itally stitching together six different shots of the place, 
taken over the course of several years, visiting the site at 
the same time of year each time.

M11_SAYR1809_08_SE_C11.indd   251 8/21/15   1:03 PM



252 Part 3 The Fine Arts Media

The Creative Process

The Darkroom as Laboratory: Jerry Uelsmann’s Untitled

Jerry Uelsmann considers his camera “a license to explore.” 

In many ways, for him photography is not so much the act of 

capturing a “decisive moment” on film, but the activity that oc-

curs afterward, in the darkroom. The darkroom is a laboratory, 

where the real implications of what he has photographed can 

be explored. Uelsmann calls this process “post-visualization.”

Uelsmann begins by photographing both the natural 

world and the human figure. Sometimes, though not always, 

the two come together in the finished work. He examines his 

contact sheets, looking for material that interests him and that 

somehow, in his imagination, might fit together—a rock with 

a splattering of bird excrement (Fig. 11-18), a grove of trees 

(Fig. 11-19), hands about to touch each other (Fig. 11-20). 

He then covers over all the other information in the photo-

graph, framing the material of interest. Each image rests on its 

own enlarger, and moving from one enlarger to the next, he 

prints each part in sequence on the final print. The resulting 

image possesses something of the character of a Surrealist 

landscape (see Chapter 20). As Uelsmann explains:

I am involved with a kind of reality that transcends surface 

reality. More than physical reality, it is emotional, irrational, 

Figs. 11-18, 11-19, and 11-20 Jerry Uelsmann, Untitled.

© 1970 Jerry N. Uelsmann.

M11_SAYR1809_08_SE_C11.indd   252 8/21/15   1:03 PM



Chapter 11 Photography and Time-Based Media 253

intellectual, and psychological. It is because of the fact that 

these other forms of reality don’t exist as specific, tangible 

objects that I can honestly say that subject matter is only 

a minor consideration which proceeds after the fact and 

not before.

In other words, what drives Uelsmann first and foremost is 

the formal relations among the elements—the formal similarity 

 between, say, the shape of the hands and that of the rock—

the way in which the images seem to work together whatever 

their actual content.

One of the most powerful transformations generated in 

the post-visualization process is the effect of a wound on 

one of the two hands, and with it the suggestion of a healing 

touch or at least a helpful hand being offered by one hand 

to the other. In the first version of the print (Fig. 11-21), the 

stone containing the hands thus becomes an egglike symbol 

of nurturing, a sort of life force lying beneath the roots of na-

ture itself. But Uelsmann was by no means satisfied with the 

image, and he returned to his contact sheets. In a second 

version (Fig. 11-22), he placed the hands and stone in the 

foreground of a mountain landscape. Here, the lines of the 

hands formally echo the lines of the mountains beyond. The 

final print seems more mysterious than the earlier version. It 

is, as Uelsmann is fond of saying, “obviously symbolic, but 

not symbolically obvious.”

Fig. 11-21 Jerry Uelsmann, Untitled (first version).

© 1970 Jerry N. Uelsmann.

Fig. 11-22 Jerry Uelsmann, Untitled (second version).
© 1970 Jerry N. Uelsmann.
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People began to notice the work of Nan Goldin in 
the late 1970s, when she began to mount slideshows of 
her photographic portraits (and sometimes self-portraits) 
in the New York clubs that she frequented. Color slides 
were her primary medium because she could not afford 
to have prints made of her work, nor could she get access 
to a darkroom. As Goldin repeatedly showed the series, 
often to audiences composed of the lovers and friends 
featured in the slides themselves, she created an accom-
panying soundtrack that itself constantly evolved. But a 
few songs always remained the same, among them the 
opening song, The Ballad of Sexual Dependency, a Bertolt 
Brecht/Kurt Weill piece from The Threepenny Opera, Dean 
Martin’s Memories, at the end, Dionne Warwick’s Don’t 
Make Me Over, Petula Clark’s Downtown, and Yoko Ono’s 
She Fights Back. The opening song eventually gave her 
slideshow its name, and in 1986 a selection of the works 
was published under that title by Aperture. 

Goldin’s world was by no means glamorous. She and 
her friends frequented places like Tin Pan Alley, a Times 
Square basement bar in the era before Times Square, in 
those days the center of the city’s sex trade, was gen-
trified. In fact, Goldin is herself featured as a Tin Pan 
Alley bartender in Bette Gordon’s now infamous 1983 
indie film, Variety, about a young woman,  Christine, who 
takes a job selling tickets at a pornographic theater in 
the neighborhood. Tin Pan Alley is a prominent location 
in the film, and, indeed, some of Goldin’s photographs 
decorate the walls of Christine’s apartment, including 
Vivienne in the green dress (Fig. 11–23). Like the majority 
of her work in these years, Goldin shot the photograph 
indoors in an artificial light that tends to intensify the 
color. Here Goldin’s use of a flash bulb causes Vivienne 
to cast a shadow on the corner of the room behind her. 
The blues and greens of the wall, the dress, and the small 
portable radio on  the windowsill all contrast dramati-
cally with Vivienne’s red lipstick, the red plastic ban-
gle on her wrist, and the red–orange leaves in the vase. 
Above all, the interior light seems to set itself off from the 
darkness outside with an intensity that is at once warm-
ing and alarming.

We tend to forget today that color photography 
was once a new technology, introduced to the public at 
large in the 1950s and 1960s. The rise of color photog-
raphy in the 1960s coincided with the growing pop-
ularity of color television. On February 17, 1961, when 
NBC first aired all of its programs in color, only 1 per-
cent of American homes possessed color sets. By 1969, 
33 percent of  American homes had color TVs, and today 
they command 100 percent of the market. The advent 
of the Polaroid  camera and film, and inexpensive color 

 processing for Kodak film, both contributed to a growing 
cultural taste for color images. In fact, in the course of 
Goldin’s career, Kodak ceased to manufacture color slide 
film, which she initially used to create her work. Today, 
 Goldin, like almost all color photographers, has moved 
into the digital age. But in the proliferation of portraits 
that she made in the 1980s and 1990s, she anticipates the 
age of the selfie, Facebook, and Instagram.

Today, digital technologies have transformed the 
world of photography, not only rendering film obsolete 
but transforming photography into a highly manipulable 
medium. One of the most renowned masters of the digi-
tal medium is Andreas Gursky, whose Ocean II (Fig. 11-24) 
is one of six similarly large views of the world’s oceans. 
To the left is the Labrador/Newfoundland coast, Green-
land is at the center top, Iceland is at the top right, and, 
at the bottom right, are the northwest coast of Africa and 
the Cape Verde Islands. The works were inspired by the 
flight monitor on a jet one night when Gursky was fly-
ing from Dubai to Melbourne. Over the Indian Ocean he 
saw, on the monitor, the Horn of Africa to the far left, a 

Fig. 11-23 Nan Goldin, Vivienne in the green dress, NYC, 1980. 
© Nan Goldin.

Courtesy of Matthew Marks Gallery.
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tip of Australia to the far right—and in between, the vast 
blue expanse of the sea. To make these pictures, Gursky 
used high-definition satellite  photographs which he aug-
mented from various picture sources on the Internet. The 
satellite photos were restricted, however, to  exposures of 
sharply contoured land masses. Consequently, the tran-
sitional zones between land and  water—as well as the 
oceans themselves, which are cloudless—had to be gener-

ated digitally. That all these pieces nevertheless convey the 
feeling of real subaquatic depths is due solely to the pre-
cision of Gursky’s visual work. He even consulted shoal 
maps to get the right color nuances for the water surfaces.

The images are very disconcerting, something like an 
inside-out atlas where, instead of land masses edged by 
oceans, we see oceans edged by fingers of land. And the 
remarkable depth and density of Gursky’s blue contrasts 

Fig. 11-24 Andreas Gursky, Ocean II, 2010. Chromogenic print,  
11 ft. 21⁄4 in. × 8 ft. 21⁄8 in. × 21⁄2 in.
© 2015 Andreas Gursky/Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York/VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn.
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vividly with mapping’s standard robin’s-egg blues. The 
pictures are large enough that, in standing front of them, 
one feels surrounded by water. We do not float above 
the ocean, like human satellites, but instead float in it. 
We are immersed in it, swallowed up in its vast expanse. 
The immensity of the photographs somehow manages 
to convey the immensity of the oceans themselves, and 
their centrality to our life on the planet.

Eleanor Antin’s Constructing Helen (Fig. 11-25), 
which the artist discusses in the art21 Exclusive video 

“Eleanor Antin: Helen’s Odyssey,” is the final photo-
graph in her series Helen’s Odyssey. Here, we are wit-
ness to the history of Helen as the monumental creation 
of a patriarchal culture—from Homer to the nineteenth 
century—that Antin parodies from the vantage point of 
contemporary feminist thought. In spirit, this Helen—
an actual model transformed digitally into a gigantic 
sculpture—is a parody of late nineteenth-century aca-
demic paintings like Alexandre Cabanel’s Birth of Venus 
(Fig. 11-26), which, at the Salon of 1863, was purchased 

by no less an admirer than Napoleon III. 
The series Helen’s Odyssey is, in fact, de-
signed to revise our sense of Greek his-
tory by  focusing not on the heroes of the 
Homeric epic, but on Helen herself: “Her 
story comes down to us from European 
 literature’s founding epic,” Antin says. 
“But what do we know of her? After three 
thousand years of notoriety she remains 
strangely silent as the most beautiful and 
disastrous objectification of male anxiety 
and desire.” Antin calls her images “his-
torical takes,” by which she means both 
her own “take” on history and a cinematic 
“take,” the filming of a scene. Like a film-
maker, Antin is the director and producer 
of the digital scene before us.

Fig. 11-25 Eleanor Antin, Constructing Helen, from the series Helen’s Odyssey, 2007.  
Chromogenic print, 5 ft. 8 in. × 16 ft. 7 in.
Courtesy of the artist and Ronald Feldman Fine Arts, New York.

Fig. 11-26 Alexandre Cabanel, The Birth of Venus, 1863. Oil on canvas,  
4 ft. 4 in. × 7 ft. 6 in. Musée d’Orsay, Paris.
Inv. RF273. Photo © RMN-Grand Palais (musée d'Orsay)/Hervé Lewandowski.
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Film
What are the basic principles of film editing, including 
montage, and what technological developments have 
advanced the medium over the years?

As we noted at the beginning of the chapter, almost as soon 
as photography was invented, people sought to extend 
its capacities to capture motion. Eadweard  Muybridge 
captured the locomotion of animals and  human be-
ings (see Fig. 11-2) in sequences of rapidly exposed  
photos. It was, in fact, the formal revelations of film that 
first attracted artists to it. As forms and shapes repeated 
themselves in time across the motion- picture screen, the 
medium seemed to invite the exploration of rhythm and 
repetition as principles of  design. In his 1924 film Ballet 
Mécanique (Fig. 11-27), the Cubist painter Fernand Léger 
chose to study a number of different images— smiling 
lips, wine bottles, metal discs, working mechanisms, 
and pure shapes such as circles, squares, and triangles. 
By repeating the same image again and again at sepa-
rate points in the film, Léger was able to create a visual  
rhythm that, to his mind, embodied the beauty—the 
 ballet—of machines in the modern world.

Assembling a film, the process of editing, is a sort 
of linear collage, as Léger plainly shows. Although the 
movies may seem true to life, as if they were occurring in 
real time and space, this effect is only an illusion accom-
plished by means of editing. It is perhaps not coinciden-
tal that, as film began to come into its own in the second 
decade of the twentieth century, collage, constructed by 
cutting and pasting together a variety of fragments, was 
itself invented.

The first great master of editing was D. W. Griffith 
who, in The Birth of a Nation (Fig. 11-28), essentially in-
vented the standard vocabulary of filmmaking. Griffith 

Fig. 11-27 Fernand Léger, Ballet Mécanique, 1924.  
The Humanities Film Collection, Oregon State University.
© 2015 Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York/ADAGP, Paris.

Fig. 11-28 Battle scene from The Birth of a Nation, directed 
by D. W. Griffith, 1915.
Courtesy of the Library of Congress.
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sought to create visual variety in the film by alternating 
between and among a repertoire of shots, each one a 
continuous sequence of film frames. A full shot shows 
the actor from head to toe, a medium shot from the waist 
up, a close-up the head and shoulders, and an extreme 
close-up a portion of the face. The image of the battle 
scene reproduced here is a long shot, a shot that takes 
in a wide expanse and many characters at once. Griffith 
makes use of another of his techniques in this shot as 
well—the frame slowly opens in a widening circle as a 
scene begins or slowly blacks out in a shrinking circle to 
end a scene. This is called an iris shot.

Related to the long shot is the pan, a name given 
to the panoramic vista, in which the camera moves 
across the scene from one side to the other. Griffith also 
 invented the traveling or tracking shot, in which the 
 camera, mounted and moved on tracks, moves parallel 
to the action. In editing, Griffith combined these various 
shots in order to tell his story. Two of his more famous  
editing techniques are cross-cutting and flashbacks. The 
flashback, in which the editor cuts to narrative episodes 
that are supposed to have taken place before the start 
of the film, is now standard in film practice, but it was 
entirely new to film practice when Griffith first used it. 
Cross- cutting is an editing technique meant to create high 
drama. The editor moves back and forth between two 
separate events in ever-shorter sequences, the rhythm of 
shots increasing to a furious pace. Griffith borrowed these 
 techniques from fiction writing to tell a visual story in film.

A film about the Civil War and Reconstruction, The 
Birth of a Nation is unrepentant in its racism, culminating in a 
tightly edited cross-cut sequence 
in which a white woman tries to 
fend off the sexual advances of a 
black man as the Ku Klux Klan 
rides to her rescue, which led the 
NAACP (National Association 
for the Advancement of Colored 
People), newly formed in 1915 
when the film was released, to 
seek to have it banned. Riots 
broke out in Boston and Phil-
adelphia, while Denver, Pitts-
burgh, St. Louis, Minneapolis, 
and eight states denied it a re-
lease. But Griffith’s film remains 
one of the highest-grossing mov-
ies in film history, in no small 
part due to its inventive editing.

One of the other great in-
novators of film editing was 
the Russian filmmaker  Sergei 
Eisenstein. Eisenstein did his 
greatest work in  Bolshevik 

Russia after the 1917  Revolution, in a newly formed 
state whose leader, Vladimir Lenin, had said, “Of all the 
arts, for us the cinema is the most important.” In this 
atmosphere, Eisenstein created what he considered a 
revolutionary new use of the medium. Rather than con-
centrating on narrative sequencing, he sought to create 
a sense of shock that would ideally lead the audience 
to a new perception and knowledge. He called his tech-
nique montage—the sequencing of widely disparate 
images to create a fast-paced, multifaceted image. In the 
famous “Odessa Steps Sequence” of his 1925 film Battle-
ship  Potemkin, four frames of which are reproduced here  
(Fig. 11-29), Eisenstein used 155 separate shots in 4 min-
utes 20 seconds of film, which equates to an astonish-
ing average rate of 1.6 seconds per shot (the sequence is 
widely available on the Internet). The movie is based on 
the story of an unsuccessful uprising against the Russian 
monarchy in 1905, and the sequence depicts the moment 
when the crowd pours into the port city of Odessa’s har-
bor to welcome the liberated ship Potemkin. Behind them, 
at the top of the steps leading down to the pier, soldiers ap-
pear. In the scene, the soldiers fire on the crowd, a mother 
lifts her dead child to face the soldiers, women weep, and 
a baby carriage careens down the steps. For Eisenstein, the 
assemblage of all these shots makes for a single film “im-
age.” “The strength of montage resides in this,” he wrote, 
“that it involves the creative process—the emotions and 
mind of the spectator . . . assemble the image.”

The thrust of Eisenstein’s work is to emphasize  
action and emotion through enhanced time sequencing. 
Just the opposite effect is created by Douglas Gordon 

Fig. 11-29 Sergei Eisenstein, Battleship Potemkin, 1925. Four stills.
Goskino/Kobal Collection.
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in his 1993 24 Hour Psycho (Fig. 11-30). Gordon’s work 
is an extreme-slow-motion video projection of Alfred 
 Hitchcock’s 1960 classic film Psycho. As opposed to the 
standard 24 frames per second, Gordon projects the film 
at 2 frames per second, extending the playing time of the 
movie to a full 24 hours. Hitchcock’s original in fact uti-
lizes many of Eisenstein’s time sequencings to create a 
film of uncanny tension. But Gordon’s version so slows 
Hitchcock’s pace that each action is extended, sometimes 
excruciatingly so—as in the famous shower scene. To 
view either film is to understand the idea of duration in 
terms one might never before have experienced.

The Popular Cinema
However interesting Gordon’s 24 Hour Psycho 
might be on an intellectual level, and however 
much it might transform our experience of 
and appreciation for Hitchcock’s film, it is not 
the kind of movie that most audiences would 
appreciate. Audiences expect a narrative, or 
story, to unfold, characters with whom they 
can identify, and action that thrills their imag-
inations. In short, they want to be entertained. 
After World War I,  American movies dom-
inated the screens of the world like no other 
mass media in history, precisely because they 
entertained audiences so completely. And the 
name of the town where these entertainments 
were made became synonymous with the in-
dustry itself—Hollywood.

The major players in Hollywood were Fox 
and Paramount, the two largest film companies, 

followed by Universal and Metro-Gold-
wyn-Mayer (MGM). With the introduction 
of sound into the motion-picture busi-
ness in 1926, Warner Brothers came to the 
forefront as well. In addition, a few well-
known actors, notably Douglas Fairbanks, 
Mary Pickford, and Charlie Chaplin, main-
tained control over the financing and dis-
tribution of their own work by forming 
their own company, United Artists. Their 
ability to do so, despite the power of the 
other  major film companies, is testimony to 
the power of the star in Hollywood.

The greatest of these stars was Char-
lie Chaplin, who, in his famous role of The 
Tramp, managed to merge humor with a 
deeply sympathetic character who could 

pull the heartstrings of audiences everywhere. In The Gold 
Rush, an 80-minute film made in 1925, much of it filmed on 
location near Lake Tahoe in the Sierra Nevada mountains 
of California, he portrayed the abysmal conditions faced 
by miners working in the Klondike gold fields during the 
Alaska gold rush of 1898. One scene in this movie is par-
ticularly poignant—and astonishingly funny: Together with 
a fellow prospector, Big Jim, a starving Charlie cooks and 
eats, with relish and delight, his old leather shoe (Fig. 11-31).

The Gold Rush is a silent film, but a year after it was 
made, Warner Brothers and Fox were busy installing 
speakers and amplification systems in theaters as they 
perfected competing sound-on-film technologies. On 
 October 6, 1927, the first words of synchronous speech ut-
tered by a performer in a feature film were spoken by Al 
Jolson in The Jazz Singer: “Wait a minute! Wait a minute! 

Fig. 11-30 Douglas Gordon, 24 Hour Psycho, 1993.
Photo: Studio lost but found (Bert Rossi), Courtesy of Gagosian Gallery © 
Douglas Gordon. From Psycho, 1960, USA. Directed and produced by Alfred 
Hitchcock, Distributed by Paramount Pictures Universal City Stuidoes, Inc.

Fig. 11-31 Charlie Chaplin in The Gold Rush, 1925.  
United Artists.
Everett Collection.
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You ain’t heard nothing yet.” By 1930, the conversion to 
sound was complete.

For the next decade, the movie industry produced 
films in a wide variety of genres, or narrative types—
comedies, romantic dramas, war films, horror films, 
gangster films, and musicals. By 1939, Hollywood had 
reached a zenith. Some of the greatest films of all time 
date from that year, including the classic western Stage-
coach, starring John Wayne, Gone with the Wind,  starring 
Vivien Leigh and Clark Gable, and Mr. Smith Goes to 
Washington, starring Jimmy Stewart. But perhaps the 
greatest event of the year was the arrival of 24-year-old 
Orson Welles in Hollywood. Welles had made a name 
for himself in 1938 when his Halloween-night radio 
broadcast of H. G. Wells’s novel War of the Worlds con-
vinced many listeners that Martians had invaded New 
Jersey. Gathering the most talented people in Hollywood 
around him, he produced, directed, wrote, and starred in 
Citizen Kane, the story of a media baron modeled loosely 
on newspaper publisher William Randolph Hearst. 
Released in 1941 to rave reviews, the film used every 
known trick of the filmmaker’s trade, with high-angle 
and low-angle shots (Fig. 11-32), a wide variety of ed-
iting effects, including dissolves between scenes, and a 
narrative technique, fragmented and consisting of differ-
ent points of view, unique to film at the time. All com-
bined to make a work of remarkable total effect that still 

stands as one of the greatest achievements of American 
popular cinema.

The year 1939 also marked the emergence of color 
as a major force in the motion-picture business. The first 
successful full-length Technicolor film had been The Black 
Pirate, starring Douglas Fairbanks,  released in 1926, but 
color was considered an unnecessary  ornament, and 
audiences were indifferent to it.  However, when, in The 
Wizard of Oz, Dorothy arrives in a full-color Oz, having 
been carried off by a tornado from a black-and-white 
Kansas, the magical transformation of color become 
stunningly evident. And audiences were stunned by the 
release of Gone with the Wind, with its four hours of color 
production. Much of that film’s success can be attributed 
to art director William Cameron Menzies. Menzies had 
worked for years in Hollywood, and for such an ambi-
tious project, he realized he needed to start working far 
in advance of production. Two years before shooting be-
gan, he started creating storyboards—panels of rough 
sketches outlining the shot sequences—for each of the 
movie’s scenes. These storyboards helped to determine 
camera angles, locations, lighting, and even the editing 
sequence well in advance of actual shooting. His pan-
oramic overviews, for which the camera had to pull back 
above a huge railway platform full of wounded Con-
federate soldiers, required the building of a crane, and 
they became  famous as a technological achievement. For 
the film’s burning-of-Atlanta sequence (Figs. 11-33 and 
11-34), Menzies’s storyboard shows seven shots, begin-
ning and ending with a panoramic overview, with cuts 
to close-ups of both Rhett Butler and Scarlett O’Hara 
fully indicated.

Meanwhile, Walt Disney had begun to create 
 feature-length animated films in full color. The first 
was Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs, in 1937, which 
was  followed, in 1940, by both Pinocchio and  Fantasia. 
 Animation, which means “bringing to life,” was sug-
gested to filmmakers from the earliest days of the indus-
try when it became evident that film itself was a series 
of “stills” animated by their movement in sequence. 
Obviously, one could draw these stills as well as photo-
graph them. But in order for motion to appear seamless, 
and not jerky, literally thousands of drawings need to be 
executed for each film, up to 24 per second of film time.

In the years after World War II, the idea of film as 
a potential art form resurfaced, especially in  Europe. 
Fostered in large part by international film festivals, 
particularly in Venice and Cannes, this new “art cin-
ema” brought directors to the fore, seeing them as the 
 auteurs, or “authors,” of their works. Chief among 
these was the Italian director Federico Fellini, whose 
film about the decadent lifestyle of 1960s Rome, La Dolce 
Vita, earned him an international reputation. Close on 

Fig. 11-32 Orson Welles in Citizen Kane, 1941.
Kobal Collection. Citizen Kane © 1941 RKO Pictures, Inc. All rights reserved.
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his heels came the Swedish director Ingmar Bergman 
and the French “New Wave” directors Jean-Luc Godard 
and Alain  Resnais.

By the end of the 1960s, Hollywood had lost its 
hold on the film industry, and most films had become 
international productions. But, a decade later, it re-
gained control of the medium when, in 1977, George 
Lucas’s Star Wars swept onto the scene. In many ways 
an anthology of stunning special effects, the movie 
had made over $200 million even before its highly 

 successful  twentieth-anniversary rerelease in 1997, 
and it  inaugurated an era of “blockbuster” Hollywood 
 attractions, including E.T., Titanic, The Lord of the Rings 
trilogy, and series like the Harry Potter and Twilight films.

Video Art
How has video art exploited the immediacy of the medium, 
even as it has critiqued popular culture?

One of the primary difficulties faced by artists who wish 
to explore film as a medium is the sheer expense of using 
it. The more sophisticated a film is in terms of its camera 
work, lighting, sound equipment, editing techniques, and 
special effects, the more expensive it is to produce. With the 
introduction in 1965 of the relatively inexpensive handheld 
video camera, the Sony Portapak, artists were suddenly able 
to explore the implications of seeing in time. Video is not 
only cheaper than film but it is also more immediate—that 
is, what is seen on the recorder is simultaneously seen on 
the monitor. While video art tends to exploit this immedi-
acy, commercial television tends to hide it by attempting to 
make videotaped images look like film.

Korean-born Nam June Paik was one of the first 
people in New York to buy a Portapak. His video instal-
lations explore the limits and defining characteristics 
of the medium. By the mid-1960s, Paik’s “altered TVs” 

Fig. 11-33 William Cameron Menzies, Storyboard for the burning-of-Atlanta scene from Gone with  
the Wind, 1939.
MGM/Photofest.

Fig. 11-34 Burning-of-Atlanta scene from Gone with the 
Wind, 1939.
MGM/Photofest.
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 displayed images altered by magnets combined with 
video feedback and other technologies that produced 
shifted patterns of shape and color. Until his death in 
2006, he continued to produce large-scale video instal-
lations, including the 1995 work Megatron/Matrix, which 
consisted of 215 monitors programmed with both live 
video images from the Seoul Olympic Games and ani-
mated montages of nudes, rock concert clips, national 
flags, and other symbolic imagery. In 1985–86, he be-
gan to use the American flag as the basis for computer 
 sculpture, making three separate flag sculptures: Video 
Flag X (Chase Manhattan Bank collection), Video Flag Y 
(The Detroit Institute of Arts), and Video Flag Z (Los 
 Angeles County Museum of Art).

Today, Video Flag Z, a 6-foot-high grid of 84 white 
Quasar monitors that once flashed a pulsating mon-
tage of red, white, and blue images across its surface, 
is packed away in the Los Angeles County Museum’s 
warehouse. “We can’t find replacement parts anymore,” 
the museum’s curator explains. And this is a danger 
most electronic media face as they fall victim to the ev-
er-increasing rate of technological change. Jon Ippolito, 

the Guggenheim Museum’s associate curator of 
media arts, warns, “There’s a looming threat of 
mass extinction on the media-arts landscape.” 
One solution is for media artists to reengineer 
their works, which is precisely what Paik did 
for his Video Flag (Fig. 11-35) at the Hirshhorn 
Museum in Washington, D.C. The monitors in-
corporate a face that morphs through every U.S. 
president of the Information Age, from Harry S. 
Truman to Bill Clinton. Built a decade after the 
earlier flags, the Hirshhorn’s Video Flag incorpo-
rates what were then (1996) the latest advances 
in technology, such as laser disks, automatic 
switchers, 13-inch monitors (rather than the 10-
inch monitors used in previous versions), and 
other devices. But today, as the electronics in-
dustry has ceased  producing both video equip-
ment and videotape itself, it too is threatened by 
the obsolescence of its working parts.

From the outset, one of the principal attrac-
tions of video as a medium for artists was its 
immediacy, the fact that the image was trans-

mitted instantaneously in “real” time. Installations such 
as Bruce Nauman’s Live-Taped Video Corridor (Fig. 11-36) 
were designed precisely to underscore the sometimes 
startling effects of such immediacy. The piece consisted of 
two floor-to-ceiling panels forming a tunnel the length of 

Fig. 11-35 Nam June Paik, Video Flag, 1985–96. Seventy video monitors,  
4 laser-disk players, computer, timers, electrical devices, wood and metal 
housing on rubber wheels, 7 ft. 103⁄8 in. × 11 ft. 73⁄4 in. × 473⁄4 in. Hirshhorn 
Museum and Sculpture Garden, Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C.
Holenia Purchase Fund, in memory of Joseph H. Hirshhorn, 1996. Photo: Lee Stalsworth. 
© Estate of Nam June Paik.

Fig. 11-36 Bruce Nauman, Live-Taped Video Corridor, 
1970. Wallboard, video camera, two video monitors, videotape 
player, and videotape, dimensions variable. Solomon R. Guggenheim 
Museum, New York. Installation view: 1970 Annual Exhibition of 
Contemporary American Sculpture, Whitney Museum of American 
Art, New York, December 12, 1970–February 7, 1971.
Panza Collection, Gift, 92.4165.

M11_SAYR1809_08_SE_C11.indd   262 8/21/15   1:03 PM



Chapter 11 Photography and Time-Based Media 263

a room. At the far end were two video monitors stacked 
on top of one another. As viewers inched their way down 
the corridor one at a time, it gradually became clear that 
they were walking toward their own image, shot from 
a surveillance camera mounted on the ceiling. The ex-
perience was tantamount to suddenly finding oneself in 
some sinister surveillance operation, the possibility of 
which had become increasingly real by the early 1970s 
as closed-circuit television (CCTV) systems proliferated 
across the country—in 1969, police cameras had been 
installed in the New York City Municipal Building near 
City Hall, and other cities soon followed suit, their CCTV 
systems constantly monitored by officers.

On the other hand, such immediacy seemed, at least 
superficially, to guarantee that the video image was au-
thentic, that it recorded a “live” moment with a certain 
truth. The videotape of Chris Burden’s 1971  performance 
Shoot (Fig. 11-37) exploited this “truth  factor” as no  artist 
had before (and few have since). On November 19, 1971, 
Burden stood before a small audience of friends at F 
Space, an alternative gallery in Santa Ana, California, run 
by students in the MFA program at UC-Irvine. Burden 
had one of his fellow students, a trained sharpshooter, 
fire a rifle at him from about halfway across the gallery. 
Burden had intended that the shooter just graze the skin 
of his left arm, but the wound was more severe and Bur-
den had to receive emergency medical attention. Burden 
did not produce his video of the event until three years 

later (and the final video contains only 8 seconds of ac-
tual film—the remainder is composed of black-screen 
audio-recording with titles and still  photography), in no 
small part to affirm that the event, known only through 
photographs to that point in time, had indeed taken place.

Artists also saw video art as a way to challenge 
and critique popular culture, particularly television. 
In her video Technology/Transformation: Wonder Woman 
(Fig. 11-38), Dara Birnbaum pirated an episode of the 
Linda Carter TV series Wonder Woman, which ran for 
three seasons from 1976 to 1979, and by repeating short 

Fig. 11-37 Chris Burden, Shoot, 1974. Still. Videotape of a 1971 
performance, approx. 2 min. 15 sec.
Courtesy of Electronic Arts Intermix (EAI), New York. © Chris Burden.

Fig. 11-38 Dara Birnbaum, Technology/Transformation: Wonder Woman, 1978–79.  
Still. Video, approx. 5 min. 16 sec.
Courtesy of Electronic Arts Intermix (EAI), New York.
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sequences from the episode again and again—Wonder 
Woman running through the woods, her breasts  bouncing 
heavily, or the explosion that marks the moment when 
Wonder Woman is transformed from the “real” secretary, 
Diana Prince, into her superhero self—revealed just how 
sexist (and banal) the show’s  representation of women 
really was. The video concludes with two minutes of the 
Wonderland Disco Band’s 1978 “Wonder Woman Disco,” 
its lyrics scrolling by on a blue ground, the sexual im-
plications of the song’s  chorus—“Shake thy wonder 
maker”—fully exposed.

Perhaps no artist in the 1970s challenged the expec-
tations of art audiences more hilariously than William 
Wegman, whose series of short videos has also recently 
been reissued on DVD (William Wegman: Video Works 
1970–1999). In one, called Deodorant, the artist simply 
sprays an entire can of deodorant under one armpit 
while he extolls its virtues. The video, which is about 
the same length as a normal television commercial, is an 
exercise in consumerism run amok. In Rage and Depres-
sion (Fig. 11-39), Wegman sits smiling at the camera as he 
speaks the following monologue:

I had these terrible fits of rage and depression all the 
time. It just got worse and worse and worse. Finally 
my parents had me committed. They tried all kinds 
of therapy. Finally they settled on shock. The doctors 
brought me into this room in a straitjacket because I 
still had this terrible, terrible temper. I was just the 
meanest cuss you could imagine, and when they put 
this cold, metal electrode, or whatever it was, to my 
chest, I started to giggle and then when they shocked 
me, it froze on my face into this smile, and even 
though I’m still incredibly depressed—everyone 
thinks I’m happy. I don’t know what I’m going to do.

Wegman completely undermines the authority of visual 
experience here. What our eyes see is an illusion. He 
implies that we can never trust what we see, just as we 
should not trust television’s objectivity as a medium.

Gary Hill’s video installation Crux (Fig. 11-40), made 
in the mid-1980s, transforms the traditional imagery of 
the Crucifixion. The installation consists of five television 
monitors mounted on a wall in the shape of a cross. Hill 
shot the piece on a deserted island in the middle of the 
Hudson River in New York. Attached to his body were 
five video cameras, one on each shin facing his feet, one 
braced in front of his face and pointed directly back at 
him, and one on each arm aimed at his hands, which he 
extended out from his body. On his back he carried all 
the necessary recording equipment and power packs. 
The cameras recorded his bare-footed trek across the is-
land, through the woods and an abandoned armory to 
the river’s edge. The 26-minute journey captures all the 
agony and pain of Christ’s original ascent of Golgotha, 
as he carried his own cross to the top of the hill where 
he was crucified. But all we see of Hill’s walk are his 
two bruised and stumbling feet, his two hands groping 

Fig. 11-40 Gary Hill, Crux, 1983–87. Five-channel video 
installation (NTSC, color, sound), 5 video monitors, 5 speakers, 
1 synchronizer. Hamburger Bahnhof–Museum für Gegenwart, 
Nationalgalerie, Berlin.
Inv.  FNG 68/93. Photo: Jens Ziehe. © 2015. Photo Scala, Florence/bpk, 
Bildagentur für Kunst, Kultur und Geschichte, Berlin. © 2015 Gary Hill/ 
Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York.

Fig. 11-39 William Wegman, Rage and Depression, Reel 3, 
1972–73. Still. Video, approx. 1 min.
Courtesy of the artist.
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for balance, and his exhausted face. The body that con-
nects them is absent, a giant blank spot on the gallery 
wall. This absence not only suggests the disappearance 
of Christ’s body after the Resurrection, but it is also the 
“crux” of the title. A “crux” is a cross, but it is also a vi-
tal or decisive point (as in “the crux of the matter”), or 
something that torments by its puzzling nature. By elim-
inating his body, Hill has discovered a metaphor for the 
soul—that puzzling energy which is spiritually present 
but physically absent.

While archival video footage is becoming increas-
ingly available, the work of most contemporary artists 
working with time-based media (video art per se no lon-
ger exists—the medium has become entirely digital) is 
available for viewing only at museums and galleries. Art-
ists tend to produce their work in very limited editions, 
designed to maximize competition among  museum 
collectors for copies. There are some exceptions. Bill 
 Viola has released a number of his early works on DVD 
including Selected Works 1976–1981; Hatsu-Yume (First 
Dream) (1981), a visual foray into the nature of light and 

darkness as metaphors for life and death; I Do Not Know 
What It Is I Am Like (1986), an investigation of humanity’s 
relation to nature; and The Passing (1991), a meditation 
on the endless cycle of birth and death like Hatsu-Yume, 
but focused on Viola’s own family. (One of the video in-
stallations he created as the American representative to 
the Venice Biennale in 1995 is the subject of The Creative 
 Process on pp. 268–69.)

Viola’s short video The Ref lecting Pool (Fig. 11-41) 
demonstrates his technical prowess. It lasts for seven 
minutes. The camera is stationary, overlooking a pool 
that fills the foreground. Light filters through the forest 
behind the pool. Throughout the tape there is the sound 
of water gently streaming into the pool, and then, cover-
ing it during the opening shots, a drone that resembles 
the sound of a truck or plane passing by. Viola emerges 
from the forest wearing a shirt and trousers. He walks 
up to the edge of the pool, where he is reflected in the 
water. Then suddenly, with a grunt, he jumps out over 
the pool, but his body freezes in the fetal position in 
midair above the water. In the pool the light changes 

Fig. 11-41 Bill Viola, The Reflecting Pool, 1977–79. Four stills. Video, color, mono sound, 7 min.
Bill Viola Studio LLC. Photos: Kira Perov.
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and the water stills before it is then animated in three  
successive sequences by concentric circles of ripples as 
if a fish has risen to the surface or something (invisible) 
has dropped into it from the feet of the suspended figure 
above. A reflected figure walks along the pool from left 
to right and as he does so the frozen figure suspended 
above the pool gradually fades into the landscape. Two 
reflected figures, a woman and a man, move along the 
right edge of the pool and then across the far side un-
til they stop at the far left corner. The circles of water 
implode inward in backward motion. The water turns 
black, as if in the bottom half of the image it is night, re-
flecting the single figure again, now bathed in light. He 
moves off to the right. Then the pool returns to daylight, 
and suddenly Viola emerges from the water naked, his 
back to us. He climbs onto the edge of the pool and walks 
away, in small fragmented segments, into the forest.

The stationary camera is key to the work. It al-
lows Viola to work with three separate recordings 
of the space and recombine them within the (appar-
ently) coherent space of the frame by registering them 
much in the manner that a printmaker registers the 
different colors in pulling a single print. First is a se-
ries of recordings made by using very slow dissolves 
between each action (throwing things into the water 
to create the rippling effects, the reflection of himself 
walking around the edge of the pool). Some of these 
actions were recorded in real time, but others, like the  
changing light on the pool surface, are time-lapse, 
and still others, like the imploding circle of concen-
tric ripples, are in reverse motion. The second record-
ing consists of Viola walking out of the forest to the 
edge of the pool and then jumping into the air. This  

recording ends in a freeze-frame of about three or four 
minutes’ duration, during which it undergoes a slow 
fade so that the figure appears to dissolve into the 
background. The final recording consists simply of the 
empty scene in real time. It is this space that comprises 
the forest background into which the leaping figure dis-
appears. What Viola offers the viewer is a quasi-mys-
terious space of reflection, a reflecting pool removed 
from the fractious realities of modern life, into which 
the viewer might dive like Viola himself.

As it turns out, one of the seminal time-based 
works of the late twentieth century, Der Lauf der 
Dinge (The Way Things Go), is widely available on 
DVD. Created by Swiss artists Peter Fischli and Da-
vid Weiss, the film was first screened in 1987 at Doc-
umenta, the international art exhibition that takes 
place every five years in Kassel,  Germany. There it 
caused an immediate sensation, and since then it 
has been screened in museums around the world. It 
consists of a kinetic sculptural installation inside a  
100-foot-long warehouse that begins when a black  
plastic bag (full of who knows quite what), suspended 
from the ceiling, spins downward until it hits a tire on 
top of a slightly inclined orange-colored board and 
nudges it over a small strip of wood down the shal-
low slope. This initiates a series of physical and chemi-
cal, cause-and- effect chain reactions in which ordinary 
household objects slide, crash, spew liquids onto, and 
ignite one another in a linear 30-minute sequence 
of self- destructing interactions (Fig. 11-42). In part  
a  metaphor for the history of Western culture, in part a 
hilarious slapstick comedy of errors, for many viewers 
The Way Things Go captures the spirit of modern life.

Fig. 11-42 Peter Fischli and David Weiss, Der Lauf der Dinge (The Way Things Go), 1987. Stills. 16 mm 
color film, 30 min.
© Peter Fischli & David Weiss, Courtesy of Matthew Marks Gallery.
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The Computer and New 
Media
What sorts of effects has computer technology made 
possible in art?

If the image on a computer monitor is literally two- 
dimensional, the screen space occupied by the image 
is, increasingly, theatrical, interactive, and time-based. 
In his groundbreaking 1999 study of the global digital 
 network, E-topia, William J. Mitchell, dean of the School 
of Architecture and Planning at the Massachusetts Insti-
tute of Technology, put it this way:

In the early days of PCs, you just saw scrolling 
text through the rectangular aperture [of your 
personal computer], and the theatrical roots of the 
configuration were obscured. . . . [But] with the 
emergence of the PC, the growth of networks, and 
ongoing advances in display technology, countless 
millions of glowing glass rectangles scattered through 
the world have served to construct an increasingly 
intricate interweaving of cyberspace and architecture. 
. . . As static tesserae [pieces of glass or ceramic used 
to make mosaics] were to the Romans, active pixels 
are to us. Signs and labels are becoming dynamic, text 
is jumping off the page into three-dimensional space, 
murals are being set in motion, and the immaterial is 
blending seamlessly with the material.

The advances in technology are startling. To make The Re-
flecting Pool, Bill Viola used the new CMX 600 nonlinear 
editing system at the WNET Television Laboratory in New 
York, the first system to free video editors from working 
chronologically from the beginning of the tape to the end, 
giving them the ability to retrieve any segment of original 
video footage at any time and place it anywhere in the se-
quence. It was not until ten years later, in 1989, that Avid’s 
Media Composer system was launched, a digital nonlin-
ear editing program that provided editors with the ability 
to copy videotape footage in real time to digital hard disks. 
This invention allowed a video editor to use a computer to 
easily view shots, make cuts, and rearrange sequences faster 
than traditional tape-based methods. The cost was about 
$100,000. Today, comparable software costs less than $300. 
In 1990, when Steven Spielberg began discussions about 
transforming Michael Crichton’s novel Jurassic Park into a 
movie, CGI, computer-generated imaging, did not exist. 
Three years later, the movie made its stunning animated di-
nosaurs come to life. Today, software with far greater capa-
bilities is available for use on your laptop and, as we have 
seen, artists such as Isaac Julien have integrated CGI tech-
nology into their video works (see Fig. 4-31).

David Claerbout’s 2007 single-channel video instal-
lation Sections of a Happy Moment (Fig. 11-43) is a tour de 
force of computer-generated imagery. Nearly 26 min-
utes long, the video depicts a single moment in the life 
of a Chinese family, who are grouped in a circle in the 

Fig. 11-43 David Claerbout, Sections of a Happy Moment, 
2007. Stills. Single-channel video projection, 1920 × 1600 hd 
progressive, black-and-white, stereo audio, 25 min. 57 sec.
Courtesy of Galerie Micheline Szwajcer, Brussels and Sean Kelly, New York.
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The Creative Process

Revisioning a Painting as Video: Bill Viola’s The Greeting

When video artist Bill Viola first saw a reproduction of Jacopo 

da Pontormo’s 1528 painting The Visitation (Fig. 11-45), he 

knew that he had to do something with it. Asked to be the 

American representative at the 1995 Venice Biennale, perhaps 

the oldest and most prestigious international arts festival, he 

decided to see if he could create a piece based on Pontormo’s 

painting for the exhibition. He therefore converted the United 

States Pavilion into a series of five independent video installa-

tions, which he called, as a whole, Buried Secrets. By “buried 

secrets” he meant to refer to our emotions, which have for too 

long lain hidden within us. “Emotions,” he says, “are precisely 

the missing key that has thrown things out of balance, and the 

restoration to their right place as one of the higher orders of the 

mind of a human being cannot happen fast enough.”

What fascinated Viola about Pontormo’s paint-

ing was, first of all, the scene itself. Two women meet 

each other in the street. They embrace as two other 

women look on. An instantaneous knowledge and 

understanding seems to pass between their eyes. 

The visit, as told in the Bible by Luke (1:36–56), is of 

the Virgin Mary to Elizabeth. Mary has just been told 

by the Angel Gabriel: “You shall conceive and bear a 

son, and you shall give him the name Jesus,” the mo-

ment of the Annunciation. In Pontormo’s painting, the 

two women, one just pregnant with Jesus, the other 

six months pregnant, after a lifetime of barrenness, 

with the child who would grow to be John the Baptist, 

share each other’s joy. For Viola, looking at this work, 

it is their shared intimacy—that moment of contact in 

which the nature of their relationship is permanently 

changed—that most fascinated him: Here is the in-

stant when we leave the isolation of ourselves and 

enter into social relations with others. Viola decided 

that he wanted to recreate this encounter, to try to 

capture in media such as film or video—media that 

can depict the passing of time—the emotions buried 

in the moment of the greeting itself.

In order to recreate the work, Viola turned his at-

tention to other aspects of Pontormo’s composition. He 

was particularly interested in how the piece depicted 

space. There seemed to him to be a clear tension be-

tween the deep space of the street behind the women 

and the space occupied by the women themselves. He 

thus made a series of sketches of the hypothetical street be-

hind the women (Fig. 11-44); then, working with a set designer, 

recreated it. The steep, odd perspective of the buildings had 

to fit into a 20-foot-deep sound stage. He discovered that if 

he filled the foreground with four women, as in the Pontormo 

painting, much of the background would be lost. Furthermore, 

the fourth woman in the painting presented dramatic difficulties. 

Removed from the main group as she is, there was really little 

for her to do in a recreation of the scene involving live action.

A costume designer was hired; actors auditioned, were 

cast, and then rehearsed. On Monday, April 3, 1995, on a 

sound stage in Culver City, California, Viola shot The Greeting. 

He had earlier decided to shoot the piece on film, not video, 

Fig. 11-44 Bill Viola, Sketch for the set of The Greeting, 1995.
Bill Viola Studio LLC.
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because he wanted to capture every nuance of the moment. 

On an earlier project, he had used a special high-speed 35 mm 

camera that was capable of shooting an entire roll of film in 

about 45 seconds at a rate of 300 frames per second. The 

camera was exactly what he needed for this project. The fin-

ished film would run for more than ten minutes. The action it 

would record would last for 45 seconds.

“I never felt more like a painter,” Viola says of the piece. 

“It was like I was moving color around, but on film.” For ten 

slow-motion minutes, the camera never shifts its point of view. 

Two women stand talking on a street, and a third enters from 

the left to greet them. An embrace follows (Fig. 11-46).

Viola knew, as soon as he saw the unedited film, that he 

had what he wanted, but questions still remained. How large 

should he show the piece—on a table monitor, or larger than 

life-size, projected on a wall? He could not decide at first, but 

at the last minute he determined that he would project it. On 

the day of the Venice Biennale opening, he saw it in its com-

pleted state for the first time, and for the first time since film-

ing it, he saw it with the other key element in video—sound. It 

seemed complete as it never had before. Gusts of wind echo 

through the scene. Then the woman in red leans across to the 

other and whispers, “Can you help me? I need to talk with you 

right away.” Joy rises to their faces. Their emotions surface. 

The wind lifts their dresses, and they are transformed.

Fig. 11-45 Jacopo da Pontormo, The Visitation, 1528.  
Oil on canvas, 6 ft. 71⁄2 in. × 5 ft. 13⁄8 in. Pieve di S. Michele, 
Carmignano, Italy.
Canali Photobank, Milan, Italy. Fig. 11-46 Bill Viola, The Greeting, 1995. Video/sound 

installation for the exhibition Buried Secrets. United States 
Pavilion, Venice Biennale, 1995. Arizona State University Art 
Museum, Tempe.
Bill Viola Studio LLC. Performers: Angela Black, Suzanne Peters, Bonnie 
Snyder. Photo: Kira Perov.
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 courtyard of an urban housing 
complex, gazing up at a ball hang-
ing in midair. At first, it seems to 
be a slideshow of shots of the scene 
apparently taken simultaneously 
by myriad cameras positioned all 
around the courtyard at different 
heights and focal lengths, but it is 
nothing of the sort. Claerbout, in 
fact, used a multitude of cameras 
simultaneously to photograph the 
11 characters in the scene in front 
of a blue background, each time 
concentrating on one or two peo-
ple. In the process he generated 
more than 50,000 images, finally 
choosing 180 of them to insert dig-
itally into the background scenes, 
themselves shot from a number 
of different angles and digitally manipulated, of a social 
housing complex designed by the Belgian modernist ar-
chitect Renaat Braem and built in 1950–57 in the Kiel dis-
trict of Antwerp. The slideshow moves at a pace of about 
one every eight or nine seconds, and is accompanied by 
an altogether unremarkable solo piano soundtrack that 
underscores, as it were, the movement of the slides. The 
viewer is caught up in a paradoxical representation of 
time, which is simultaneously suspended, like the ball, 
and ongoing, in the continuous loop of the slideshow 
and score.

It is, finally, in the virtual space of the computer 
that Chinese artist Cao Fei worked on her online vir-
tual RMB City (Fig. 11-47), a sort of Beijing gone mad. 
Named for the Chinese unit of currency (RMB/Ren-
minbi), the city is an amalgamation of such historical 
and contemporary landmarks as the People’s Palace 

Hotel in Beijing, Rem Koolhaas’s CCTV building in Bei-
jing (see Fig. 14-44), and the “Bird’s Nest” stadium built 
for the 2008 Beijing Summer Olympics (see Fig. 1-3). 
Cao Fei herself inhabited it as her avatar, China Tracy, 
who, across a period of two years, invited the public 
and various artists to explore issues, ranging from art 
and architecture to literature, cinema, and politics, 
while functioning not as themselves but as their avatar 
personalities, the interaction between whom Cao de-
scribes in the art21 Exclusive video “Cao Fei:  Avatars.” 
Cao designed the space in her home studio in Guang-
zhou, China, and then had the online  virtual-world 
company Linden Lab, headquartered in San Francisco, 
create and host the interactive three-dimensional space 
of the city on its virtual world platform. Thus, RMB 
City was a digital art space in which the viewer’s avatar 
could  actively participate and interact with others.

Fig. 11-47 Cao Fei, RMB City, in Art in the Twenty-First Century, season 5 episode, 
“Fantasy,” 2009. Production still. Segment: Cao Fei.
© Art 21, Inc. 2009.
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The CriTiCal ProCess
Thinking about Photography and Time-Based Media

Jeff Wall’s A Sudden Gust of Wind (Fig. 11-48) is a large, 

backlit photographic image modeled on a nineteenth-century 

Japanese print by Hokusai, Sunshu Ejiri (Fig. 11-49), from the 

series Thirty-Six Views of Mount Fuji, which also includes The 

Great Wave off Kanagawa (see Fig. 7-21). Wall’s interest lies, at 

least in part, in the transformations contemporary culture has 

worked on traditional media. Thus his billboardlike photograph 

creates a scene radically different from the original. What sorts 

of transformations can you see? Consider, first of all, the con-

tent of Wall’s piece. What does it mean that businessmen in-

habit the scene rather than Japanese in traditional dress? How 

has the plain at Ejiri—considered one of the most beautiful lo-

cations in all of Japan—been translated by Wall? And though 

Hokusai indicates Mount Fuji with a simple line drawing, why 

has Wall eliminated the mountain altogether? (Remember that 

Fuji is, for the Japanese, a national symbol, and it is virtually 

held in spiritual reverence.)

But perhaps the greatest transformation of all is from 

the print to the photograph. Wall’s format, in fact, is meant 

to invoke cinema, and the scene is anything but the result 

of some chance photographic encounter. Wall employed 

professional actors, staged the scene carefully, and shot it 

over the course of nearly five months. The final image con-

sists of 50 separate pieces of film spliced together through 

digital technology to create a completely artificial but abso-

lutely realistic scene. For Wall, photography has become “the 

perfect synthetic technology,” as conducive to the creation of 

propaganda as art. What is cinematic about this piece? What 

does this say about the nature of film as a medium—not only 

photographic film but motion-picture film? Where does “truth” 

Fig. 11-48 Jeff Wall, A Sudden Gust of Wind (after Hokusai), 1993. Transparency in lightbox,  
7 ft. 63⁄16 in. × 12 ft. 47⁄16 in. Tate Gallery, London.
Courtesy of the artist.
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Thinking Back

11.1 Describe the origins of photography and the 
formal principles that most inform it.

In 1839, Englishman William Henry Fox Talbot presented a 

process for fixing negative images on paper coated with light- 

sensitive chemicals. This process, which Talbot called photogenic  

drawing, resulted in some of the first photographs. How does 

photogenic drawing differ from daguerreotype photography? 

What is the calotype process? What new process did Julia Mar-

garet Cameron use, and why did she sometimes blur the features 

of her subjects? What was the intended effect of photographing 

the American Civil War?

Why did photographers like Alfred Stieglitz and Paul Strand 

emphasize the formal elements of composition? How do An-My 

Lê’s photographs mediate between the factual and the beautiful? 

What is the “decisive moment”? For many photographers, the 

real art of photography takes place not behind the viewfinder but 

in the darkroom. What is the Zone System? What is a camera’s 

aperture? What is involved in the techniques of dodging and 

burning?

11.2 Describe how color and digital technologies 
have transformed photographic practice.

In color photography, the formal tensions of black-and-white 

photography are not necessarily lost. Gary Alvis relies on the 

contrast between warm and cool colors to achieve his  effects, 

and Nan Goldin on the sometimes jarring interaction of bright, 

complementary colors. Today, digital technologies have 

 transformed the world of photography, not only rendering film 

obsolete but transforming photography into a highly manipulable 

medium. How do both Andreas Gursky and Eleanor Antin use 

digital technologies to manipulate scale?

Fig. 11-49 Hokusai, Sunshu Ejiri, from the series Thirty-Six Views of Mount Fuji, ca. 1830–32. Polychrome woodblock 
print, ink and color on paper, 97⁄8 × 143⁄4 in. Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.
Henry L. Phillips Collection, Bequest of Henry L. Phillips, 1939, JP2953. © 2015. Image copyright Metropolitan Museum of Art/Art Resource/Scala, Florence.

lie? Can we—indeed, should we—trust what we see? If we 

can so easily create “believable” imagery, what are the pos-

sibilities for belief itself? And, perhaps most important of all, 

why must we, engaged in the critical process, consider not 

just the image itself, but also the way the image is made, the 

artistic process?
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11.3 Outline the basic principles of film editing, 
including montage, as well as the technological 
developments that advanced the medium.

Editing is the process of arranging the sequences of a film after 

it has been shot in its entirety. The first great master of editing 

was D. W. Griffith, who, in The Birth of a Nation, essentially  

invented the standard vocabulary of filmmaking. How does a full 

shot differ from a medium shot? What is a flashback? What is 

cross-cutting? Montage is the sequencing of widely disparate 

images. What, for its creator, Sergei Eisenstein, was its intended 

effect?

The history of popular cinema is a history of technological ad-

vances in the medium. To the silent film was added sound, to sound 

color. Why is 1939 such a pivotal year in the history of cinema?

11.4 Outline some of the ways that video art has 
exploited the immediacy of the medium while 
at the same time critiquing popular culture.

With the introduction in 1965 of the Sony Portapak, artists were 

suddenly free to explore the medium of video. If video was even-

tually threatened by rapid technological change, rendering the 

medium extinct surprisingly quickly as digital media supplanted 

it, when first introduced, it was attractive to artists for the sense 

of immediacy it embodied. How did Bruce Nauman’s  Live-Taped 

Video Corridor exploit the medium’s sense of immediacy? 

Video can be instrumental in documenting otherwise ephemeral 

 performances, such as Chris Burden’s Shoot. How was  

Burden’s video an important addition to the performance itself? 

Dara Birnbaum used the medium to critique popular television, 

and William  Wegman tested the medium’s visual authority. 

How do The Reflecting Pool and The Greeting reflect Bill Viola’s 

 technological prowess?

11.5 Discuss some of the technological innovations 
that have advanced time-based art into the 
digital age.

Today, video art per se no longer exists—the medium has 

become entirely digital, and the advances in technology are 

startling. Nonlinear editing systems and CGI technologies, once 

innovative and very expensive, are now affordable and available 

to almost anyone with a computer. How does David Claerbout’s 

Sections of a Happy Moment belie the seeming simplicity of its 

slideshow format? Describe the space that defines Cao Fei’s 

RMB City. 

M11_SAYR1809_08_SE_C11.indd   273 8/21/15   8:26 PM




