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Abstract 

 

Visitor Interaction With Video Art 

 

Sara Tess Neumann, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2012 

 

Supervisor:  Melinda M. Mayer 

 

The purpose of this study was to see how visitors to the Landmarks Video media 

station in the Art Building at The University of Texas at Austin described how they make 

meaning while watching video art and what learning models those visitors drew on in 

their responses. I conducted a qualitative case study using semi-structured interviews to 

see how visitors described their meaning making process. I used discourse analysis to 

compare the visitor’s responses to art and film theories to see where the responses and the 

existing theories overlapped. I applied the results of the discourse analysis to determine 

how visual literacy and media literacy could be used in museum education surrounding 

video art.  

Visitors drew on a variety of background experiences in their responses to the 

videos Sigalit Landau’s DeadSee (2005) and Dara Birnbaum’s 

Technology/Transformation: Wonder Woman (1978-1979) including past experiences 

with art and film as well as experiences with feminism, pop culture, and politics. Their 

responses also related to a variety of areas within art and film theory. While background 
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knowledge helped the participants begin to make meaning with the videos, it also blocked 

them when the video touched on something beyond their comfort level. 

I researched current uses of visual literacy, including uses in the museum, and 

current trends in media literacy. Due to the fact that the visitors’ reactions related to art 

and film theory, but they were finding themselves blocked in their meaning making, I 

conclude that a museum education program that uses current museum education practices 

in visual literacy, but incorporates techniques from media literacy, would be successful in 

helping visitors articulate their interpretations of a piece of video art and move past what 

is limiting them. 
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Chapter 1:  Introduction:  Is Video Art Supposed to be Bad? 

INTRODUCTION 

A few years ago, I was talking with my friend Colin about video art and he 

mentioned that when he was in college he had reviewed Matthew Barney’s Cremaster 

Cycle (1994-2002) for his college newspaper. He told me, “I don’t know why people 

don’t like video art. They just have to know that it’s supposed to be bad.” I was a little 

dumbfounded. “Supposed to be bad”? What did that mean? Supposed to be amateur? 

Supposed to be non-narrative? Supposed to not fit into the narrow expectations of 

Hollywood film and television? 

That conversation, which I was sure Colin had forgotten about, sparked an 

inspiration for this thesis. I had been searching for information on museum education 

programs around video art and could find none. After talking with my friend, I thought 

about my own experiences with video art. I first became interested in video art when I 

was an undergrad taking a class on Avant-Garde Film and Video. What made my 

experiences meaningful when I watched video art? I try to be patient with video art on 

display in galleries and be willing to sit and wait for the piece to create an impression. I 

try to not anticipate a narrative or story line, but rather see what the experience of the 

visuals and sounds create. I do not think this a unique approach to watching, but maybe 

other visitors’ experiences are different from this? Perhaps other visitors feel confused or 

disoriented by video art and so tend to avoid it. Maybe they bring preconceived notions 

of film, television, and other screen media that they are familiar with and are disoriented 

when the video art is not what they expected. It could be that they do not know how to 

approach a work of video in the context of paintings and sculptures in a museum. For my 

thesis, I realized that before creating museum programs specifically designed for video 
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art, it is important to understand how people are interpreting video art and how the 

meaning making process regarding video art relates to meaning making of other fine art 

in the museum as well as other screen media. 

The purpose of this study was to look at how visitors make meaning of video art 

and how their meaning-making process draws on different learning models, specifically 

media literacy and visual literacy. I looked at current practices in media literacy, museum 

education, and visual literacy, prevalent film and art theory discourses, and current issues 

regarding video art in the museum and the similarities and differences between video art, 

other screen media, and other art forms. I conducted interviews with students and/or 

visitors at the Landmarks Video media station in the Art Building at The University of 

Texas at Austin (see Appendix A). This provides a background for future research into 

creating different strategies for how to include video art in a variety of museum education 

programs. 

CENTRAL RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

How do visitors to the Landmarks Video media station describe how they make 

meaning while watching video art? What learning models are the visitors drawing from 

in their responses? 

PROBLEM STATEMENT 

Video art has been a significant movement in the contemporary art world since 

the 1960s (Hartney, n.d.). As the amount of video art being produced increases, museums 

are incorporating more video art into their gallery spaces, so there is a need to develop 

educational programs to accompany these works. Video art crosses the line between the 

fine arts, such as painting and sculpture, and screen media to include television, film, and 

the Internet, so there can be a confusion on both the part of the visitor and educator about 
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how to approach a piece of video. I set out to answer my central research questions in 

order to see how visitors’ experience with other screen media and with other fine arts 

influences their interaction and understanding of video art in order to explore how media 

literacy and visual literacy techniques can help when discussing video art. It is intended 

this study will provide a basis for future research into how to best incorporate video art 

into museum education programs. 

In the little writing (Heuman, 2011; Ledinek, 2011; Thomson, 2009) that I have 

found about video art and museum education, it seems the focus is solely on logistics: 

how long to spend watching, how to deal with the noise, when to ask questions. But not 

much has been written about how to approach video art as a different medium than the 

static paintings and sculptures found elsewhere throughout the museum. I examined 

current issues surrounding the display of video art in the museum as well as current 

museum education practices and visual literacy. I looked at literature about media literacy 

to see what efforts are being made in that field to help audiences look at media more 

critically. I investigated key art and film theories. All of the research helped to frame my 

analysis of the interviews that were conducted for this research study. 

Video art can be alienating for both visitors and museum educators. For this 

reason, I believe a dialogue between museum staff and visitors is needed in order to 

address the issues raised by this medium. A goal of my thesis is to contribute to this 

dialogue. 

SPECULATION ABOUT THIS INVESTIGATION 

I think that what is impeding meaning making with video art is that visitors expect 

video art to follow the rules of other screen media, especially regarding clear narrative 

and defined characters, and if the video art does not follow these expectations, they can 
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find the video art confusing or boring. I believe that media literacy provides useful tools 

in understanding how to approach screen media, including video art, and that those tools 

can be used to facilitate dialogue in galleries. I also think that some visitors associate 

video art with fine arts like painting and sculpture, but may find it difficult to apply the 

same learning models as they use with fine arts to video art.  

RESEARCH METHODS 

This was a qualitative, exploratory case study (Gillham, 2000; Baxter and Jack, 

2008) involving semi-structured interviews (Wilkinson and Birmingham, 2003) with 

visitors viewing video art at the Landmarks Video media station in the Art Building at 

The University of Texas at Austin. I prepared a list of questions for visitors about their 

experience with the video on display, and their expectations and interactions with video 

art and how other screen media affects that, but I also left the interview open-ended and 

responded to opportunities for deeper conversation even when that deviated from the set 

list of questions. I recorded the interviews with a digital recorder. I used discourse 

analysis for my data analysis, comparing the participants’ responses with discourses from 

art and film theory to see how the visitors’ responses related to prevalent art and film 

discourses. This allowed me to speculate on how media and visual literacy could be 

useful in museum education surrounding video art. Specifics regarding the methodology 

utilized in this study are set out and discussed in Chapter 4. 

DEFINITION OF TERMS 

Art Theory: A framework that provides an explanation of what art is, what it 

means, and why people value it. 

Film Theory: A generalized explanation of the nature and function(s) of cinema. 

Functions of film can include the following: to entertain or to inform, to capture reality or 
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to show how cinema can manipulate reality, or to create social change. Film theories are 

not necessarily about already existing movies, but about possibilities of films.1 

Media Literacy: Understanding how media communication is produced, included 

the technology and sources, what messages are produced, and the interpretation and 

impact of messages. 

Video Art: Art that uses the apparatus and processes of television and video. It 

may be displayed in galleries and museums, broadcast on television, distributed on tapes 

or discs. It can include live feeds and previously recorded images and can be incorporated 

into sculpture or performance pieces. 

Visual Literacy: Understanding how people perceive, interpret, and respond to 

visual images and how creators of visual images structure those images to convey 

messages. 

LIMITATIONS TO THE STUDY 

I interviewed sixteen visitors at the Landmarks Video media station in the Art 

Building at The University of Texas at Austin over the course of two months. I 

interviewed eight visitors about the video DeadSee (2005) by Sigalit Landau in February 

2012, and I interviewed a different group of eight visitors about the video 

Technology/Transformation: Wonder Woman (1978-79) by Dara Birnbaum in March 

2012. Participants were a convenience sample; first I looked for people already in the 

space, visitors to the media station and second, I invited friends, family, and classmates to 

participate. 

The limits of this study mean that this investigation only tells me what these 

sixteen people said about these two videos. A different group of sixteen participants 

                                                
1 Definition of film theory taken from class notes for Screen Theory (RTF 331K) at The University of 

Texas at Austin, taught by Prof. Janet Staiger in Fall 2011. 
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and/or different videos may have led to different responses. This study is too small to 

provide a generalized theory of meaning making regarding video art, but instead this 

study is meant as a starting point for thinking about meaning making regarding video art 

in the museum for potential future use in museum education. 

PROFESSIONAL MOTIVATIONS/BENEFITS TO THE FIELD OF ART EDUCATION 

As I stated before, there has been very little published about video art and 

museum education, yet video art is on display in many museums that possess a modern or 

contemporary collection. What I have read focuses on logistical concerns and gives 

blanket recommendations—i.e., ask questions beforehand, watch video for five minutes, 

go elsewhere to talk about it in a quiet spot—without discussing any of the unique 

qualities that video art has versus the qualities in other art like painting and sculpture or 

its relationship to other screen media. I believe it would be beneficial for museum 

educators and other art educators to have a starting point for approaching video art by 

knowing visitor expectations. I also think that involving media literacy in addition to 

visual literacy will be a way to approach a discussion and conversation about video art 

that is different from conversations about other types of art and addresses the unique 

attributes of video art, as well as its relationship to other screen media.  

This could prove beneficial for museum educators who do not know how to 

include video art in their programs and to visitors to help them develop an approach to 

looking at video art more critically. I also hope that through this study of the visitor’s 

relationship to video art that curators will be able to consider the visitor more in their 

design and installation of video art exhibits so that the visitor feels more comfortable 

viewing the work in order to better facilitate meaning making. 
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LOOKING AHEAD 

The following chapters are set up to answer my central research questions. 

Chapter 2 is a review of literature pertinent to my research. I discuss issues surrounding 

video art in the museum, video art’s relationship to other screen media and other fine arts, 

meaning making regarding fine art and screen media, visual literacy and media literacy 

and the possible benefits these literacies might have for video art, and learning styles. 

Chapter 3 looks at key art and film theory discourses, as well as feminist theory, in order 

to provide a lens through which visitors’ responses can be analyzed. Chapter 4 explains 

in depth my research methodology of qualitative case study using semi-structured 

interviews and how I used discourse analysis to compare participants’ responses to art 

and film theory. Chapter 5 introduces the participants and how they made meaning of the 

videos they saw. Chapter 6 compares the participants’ responses to discourses on art and 

film theory, as well as feminist theory. Chapter 7 looks at my findings of how visitors 

made meaning with video art, and how, based on the participants in this study, media and 

visual literacy techniques could be used in education pertinent to video art. 
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Chapter 2:  Literature Review 

Video art is a growing movement in contemporary art and as an increasing 

number of museums include it in their exhibitions, more museum education is needed in 

that area to help visitors be comfortable in their interaction and interpretation of video art. 

But what issues affect video art reception? What problems in exhibiting video art affect 

museum education? What benefits might visual literacy and media literacy possibly offer 

to help in museum education around video art? And how do different learning styles 

affect visitor interaction with video art? 

This chapter examines relevant researchers to these topics in order to determine 

what issues museum educators need to look towards regarding how visitors make 

meaning while watching video art for help in designing educational programs. 

VIDEO ART IN THE MUSEUM 

Visitor interaction with video art in the museum can be affected by a number of 

logistics, including placement of the video, display size, sound levels and interference, 

and proper timing of the beginning of the piece. This section of the chapter looks at what 

relevant researchers see as major issues surrounding display and reception of video art in 

a museum setting. I also examine how these issues may affect visitor response and 

educational programs. 

The display of video art in the museum space can affect the viewers’ relationship 

to it. In a roundtable discussion, Chrissie Iles (2003) describes the effect of the placement 

of the projected image, stating that an image that extends to the floor negates cinema. 

“You’re saying: ‘This is not meant for you to watch all the way through like a narrative 

film. This is part of the ‘going for a walk’ of museum and gallery viewing.’” (as cited in 

Turvey et al., 2003, p. 80). Iles continues by describing how the color of the gallery can 
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affect the viewers’ reactions: “Is the space painted white? If so, it refers to the gallery. Is 

it black? Well, then it’s more of an immersive space, like cinema” (p. 80). Iles is saying 

that the gallery or cinema effect of video presentation affects the visitor’s response, at 

least in time spent watching: viewing all the way through or pausing on a walk through 

the galleries. Those elements, especially comparing the video to either a narrative film or 

a regular artwork in the gallery, could possibly affect visitor meaning making. 

The length of a video piece in the gallery can affect the viewers’ interaction with 

it. In a roundtable discussion, Anthony McCall (2003) describes the “lazy” solution used 

by most galleries when installing video of continuously looping the video as not 

confronting “the question of the duration of a piece relative to its context” (as cited in 

Turvey et al., 2003, p. 89). McCall also describes how some artists design their videos to 

account for the fact they do not know when viewers will enter into a gallery screening. 

McCall (2003) looks at Stan Douglas’ video Journey Into Fear (2001) and writes: 

 

One of the other things that’s interesting about Journey Into Fear is that it has 

many different versions of the dialogue, and a computer switches between the 

different versions all the time. These are dubbed onto two or three different 

versions of the characters moving around a room. I think this structure is a very 

interesting response to the problem of creating film installations for a gallery 

space, where you have people coming and going, staying for you don’t know how 

long, and then maybe returning later. It is a way of creating, as it were, a unique 

moment for each viewer. (p. 89) 

In the case of Journey Into Fear, the usual problem of viewers not knowing where a 

video is situated in its running time is negated because the video is constantly changing 

and there is no need to start from the beginning. But what about videos that have a 

definite story line of beginning, middle, and end? How should viewers interact with those 

videos if they do not enter at the beginning? And how do artists intend for their work to 

be seen? 
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Artist Paul Sharits (1978) addressed the issue of duration and viewers by saying 

he wanted his work to be accessible to the general public and part of that was to make 

sure that there was not a definite duration of viewing for the audience, saying that the 

viewer “may enter and leave at any time; the film’s basic nature, like Nature, should be 

evident to the respondent at a glance so that the respondent is not coerced into spending 

time awaiting the so-called ‘unfolding of a plot’” (p. 80). While not all video artists 

follow Sharits’ rules, it might be useful for museums to make it clear to visitors through 

signage or gallery guides if a piece is meant to be dropped in and out of at the visitor’s 

leisure or if there is a definite beginning, middle, and end and thus provide start times, 

should the viewer wish to view the full video in sequence. 

David Antin (1985) also writes about how the running time of the video can affect 

viewers’ perceptions of it, as most viewers are used to the standards of television time. 

He quotes Les Levine as saying that the work is boring “if you demand that it be 

something else. If you demand that it be itself then it is not boring” (as cited in Antin, 

1985, p. 314). Video does not need to fit into preset television slots, so it can run for as 

long as is required for the artist’s task, but viewers who are used to television may find 

video that does not fit into those time frames disconcerting, or even boring. But with the 

rise of web shows that do not fit into preset time slots, is this view perhaps antiquated? 

Are viewers now used to watching different length videos? 

Michael Archer (1999) describes how the setup of the viewing space can dictate 

how long a visitor will stay looking at a piece and that a viewer may leave out of 

discomfort before a video is finished. Archer writes that most of the time a viewer is 

leaning against a wall and watching the video, which tends to make viewers not stay very 

long: “All that seems to happen is that you wait a couple of minutes until your feet start 

to ache from standing still, and then push off again” (p. 16). Archer continues by 
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discussing artists who got around this issue at the 1999 Venice Biennial, such as Luisa 

Lambri who included a bench with her work, or Doug Aitken’s Electric Earth (1999) that 

required the viewer to follow eight projections over four locations. Museums can take 

into account visitor comfort when creating spaces for viewing so as to not have the effect 

of the video lessened by an acute feeling of discomfort while watching. If visitors feel 

comfortable while watching the video, they may stay longer to develop an interpretation. 

Douglas Gordon’s video 24 Hour Psycho (1993) takes Alfred Hitchcock’s film 

Psycho (1960) and silently projects it at a reduced speed so that the film runs for twenty-

four hours, beginning to end. It faces a logistical challenge because its running time is 

twenty-four hours, so viewers cannot see the entire film. The artist recognized this, but 

hoped to have a lingering effect on the viewer. Douglas Gordon described to his brother 

David Gordon a possible situation in which a visitor would enter the gallery, watch a part 

of the film, recognize what it was, and then leave. David Gordon (1995) recalled his 

brother’s idea, writing: 

 

[Douglas Gordon] went on to imagine that this ‘someone’ might suddenly 

remember what they had seen earlier that day, later that night…perhaps very late 

at night, just as ‘someone’ is undressing to go to bed, they may turn their head to 

the pillow and start to think about what they had seen that day. He said he thought 

it would be interesting for that ‘someone’ to imagine what was happening in the 

gallery right then, at that moment in time when they have no access to the work. 

He said that the imagination of the person could be said to constitute the work in 

many ways. (p. 83) 

Kate Mondloch (2010) describes Gordon’s intentions regarding visitor choice and 

imagination: “Spectators are invited to engage Gordon’s work on their own timelines and 

for the duration of their choosing” (p. 45). With 24 Hour Psycho, viewers are not 

expected to view the work in its entirety, but rather have the idea and images of the piece 

linger after they have left the gallery. A seemingly ambitious goal, but as viewers often 
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discuss television shows and movies with friends, why couldn’t they also discuss the 

effects of a video piece? 

Display of a piece of video art can affect a person’s interaction with it, whether it 

be regarding the duration of a video, the effect of looping a video, or where in a gallery 

the video is displayed. While all these are logistical concerns for museum educators, 

there is more to be considered regarding how visitors make meaning while watching 

video art. Video art bears similarities to other fine arts as well as other screen media, and 

that relationship could provide insights into the viewers’ meaning making process. 

VIDEO ART’S RELATIONSHIP TO OTHER SCREEN MEDIA AND FINE ARTS 

While the display of video art can affect a viewer’s response, their response can 

also be affected by previous interactions with other screen media, such as film, television, 

computers, etc., as well as other fine arts. Video art crosses a line between screen media 

and fine arts. This section looks at what relevant researchers say about those 

relationships. 

What is video art’s relationship with other screen media? Some video art directly 

references film, television, or other screen media. Video artists’ use of Hollywood 

cinema in their work can affect the viewers’ responses by creating a connection to work 

they may be familiar with, but also by subverting the expectations of what happens in that 

work. In a roundtable discussion, art critic Hal Foster (2003) discussed artists looking to 

film history for their inspiration, and in doing so trying to create a new moment in the 

history of film:  

 

In this sense we’re not really talking about nostalgia, but the attempt to recover 

moments in film’s history when there were other possibilities, such as the 

animated moment; the moment before sound, which is the moment before, in the 

Debordian scheme of things, the birth of the society of the spectacle; or the auteur 

moment of Hitchcock. (as cited in Turvey et al., 2003, p. 88) 
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Video art that references existing cinema could benefit from media literacy to understand 

both the original source and how that original work is altered for the video that the artist 

makes. For example, in addition to works such as Douglas Gordon’s 24 Hour Psycho 

(1993) where only one film is referenced, Christian Marclay’s The Clock (2010) is a 

video piece that is twenty-four hours long and is composed of thousands of film clips 

related to time that correspond to the actual time of day. The clips may feature literal 

clocks or watches, they may show people stating the time, or they may relate in some 

other way to the passage of time. The piece explores the passage and influence of time. 

Roberta Smith (2011) writes of this video, “It conveys the oppressive weight of time and 

a cinematic version of life, encapsulated in an encyclopedic array of human interactions 

played out in snippets of emotion and plot – love affairs, crimes, hostage crises, death and 

destruction” (para. 14). The Clock presents film’s version of time and what happens in 

life on film at each moment of the day. 

Video can serve as a critique of film and film’s influence on history. In artist 

Pierre Huyghe’s video The Third Memory (1999), John Wojtowicz recreates his 

attempted, yet failed, bank robbery from 1972 that was made famous in the 1975 film 

Dog Day Afternoon. Wojtowicz tells the story of the original event, however, 

Wojtowicz’s retelling is clearly influenced by the film’s version of events. He introduces 

himself as “the real Sonny Wortzik,” the name of his character in the film version and 

refers to the events of the day of the robbery as “the real movie” (Ellegood, 2008, p. 123). 

Wojtowicz’s life has become intertwined with the movie version of his life; Anne 

Ellegood (2008) writes that “the movie is his life, and his life is the movie. The two are 

now inextricable. Is he a real person, or a character in a movie, or is it simply possible for 

him to be both?” (pp. 123-124). Huyghe uses video to look at how cinema’s retelling of 
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historic events can influence public memory of history, even those who were a part of the 

original event. 

Video art that appropriates film and television images can serve additional 

purposes than just as a reflection or critique of the original source. In Road Trip (2011), 

artist Jesse Hulcher has created a new trailer for the film Jurassic Park (1993) using the 

Jurassic Park template for film trailers in Apple’s iMovie 11.  Hulcher says his intention 

with this and other recent work on display is to explore “the ways in which our creativity 

is predetermined and restricted by the type of electronics that we buy or the brand of 

computer we prefer” (Simkin, 2011, para. 4). Hulcher has used the images from the film 

Jurassic Park to actually critique the iMovie software rather than the original film. 

While many video pieces reference film and other screen media, their presentation 

and focus is different so there is also a need to differentiate video art from other screen 

media. Douglas Davis (1972) writes that viewers have a problem with not looking at 

video art without the influence of film. He gives an example of a review by Jonas Mekas 

of a videotape festival; Davis writes that Mekas “is bored by the poor sound-video quality 

of documentaries taped on the streets by media groups and is unimpressed by 

synthesized, abstract television” (p. 66). Mekas did not recognize how the video pieces 

have media specificity such as the poor sound quality that is different from that of film 

and that artists may choose to utilize those aspects to their advantage. Davis (1972) also 

writes that film and painting, as well as film and video, are different art forms but have 

some overlapping characteristics. He quotes the Dada filmmaker Hans Richter: “There 

are certain problems and sensations which are peculiar to painting, and others which 

belong exclusively to the film. But there are also problems where both spheres overlap 

and even interpenetrate” (as cited in Davis, 1972, p. 68). It is important to recognize 
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when the issues of video and film and video and painting overlap and when viewers 

should note the differences.  

Interactive video can challenge viewers’ expectations of television programming 

or other professional screen media. Ira Schneider and Frank Gillette’s video Wipe Cycle 

(1969) broadcasted a camera view of the gallery, but on an eight second delay, allowing 

the viewer to see themselves on a delay within the broadcast image. David Antin (1985) 

writes that an interactive piece like Wipe Cycle works by having an unprepared audience 

that “has already been indoctrinated about the amount of preparedness (professionalism) 

the video camera deserved, regardless of the trivial nature of television professionalism” 

(p. 310). By putting the viewer on screen instead of a professional actor, Wipe Cycle turns 

the viewer into an actor and challenges the professional standards to which television is 

held. 

Educators should also take into account that visitors respond differently to video 

than they do sculpture and two-dimensional static artworks. In a roundtable discussion, 

Anthony McCall (2003) noted the difference in looking at the installation Spleen (2002) 

by Rosemarie Trockel, which consists of five freestanding walls, that on one side have 

aluminum plates and on the other video is projected. McCall (2003) states that the 

aluminum plates seem “gratuitous,” because “if you are in a position where both can be 

seen at the same time, then the moving image always wins, hands down” (as cited in 

Turvey et al., 2003, p. 76). So, a piece of video may catch the eye of a visitor more easily 

than a static artwork. McCall states that a viewer does not look at sculpture and video in 

the same way, because sculpture requires you to walk around it while video asks you to 

stand still and become absorbed in the piece. He writes that when watching a video, the 

visitor enters “the elsewhere of the moving image, and you leave your physical body 

behind, which remains rooted to the spot. To study sculpture—or to explore architectural 
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space—you must walk, measuring what you see with your eyes and your physical body” 

(McCall, as cited in Turvey et al., 2003, p. 76). When watching a piece of video, the 

visitor responds similarly to watching a film: by being still, but engaged in the action.  

Douglas Davis (1972) writes how video brings issues of real time into a gallery 

space occupied by static images. He states that “the painter and the sculptor must 

confront a mind watching in sequence, not now and then, as in a gallery or museum 

space. The videospace is both linear and moving onward toward a future” (p. 71). The 

viewer looks at a piece of video as a passage of time while a painting or sculpture is fixed 

in time. 

While noting the similarities and differences between video art and other fine art 

and video art and other screen media, it is important to understand how viewers make 

meaning of these other mediums in order to compare that to meaning making with video 

art. The next section looks at how viewers make meaning with fine art in the museum. 

HOW DO VISITORS MAKE MEANING OF OTHER FINE ART IN MUSEUMS? 

When visitors look at fine art in a museum they create a meaning for that piece 

which is unique to them and to their circumstances. Understanding how visitors make 

meaning is essential for museum educators to create programs that effectively engage 

visitors and help them express their interpretations. For my research I think it is important 

to understand meaning making in the museum, specifically related to static art like 

painting and sculpture, in order to see how it may relate to meaning making regarding 

video art. It is also important to see how other researchers have examined and concluded 

how meaning making happens in the museum. This section looks at what researchers 

have written about meaning making in the art museum. 
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Lois H. Silverman (1995) discusses how visitors make meaning by finding 

connections between the art and their own experiences. Visitors draw from three areas of 

experience: special knowledge, expectations and norms, and life events and situations. 

Special knowledge includes awareness of the general subject of the exhibition, familiarity 

with the specific subject covered, and “skills relevant to the museum experience, such as 

the ability to read or to recognize the formal properties of an artwork” (Silverman, 1995, 

p. 162). Expectations cover what is expected of the museum visit, including appropriate 

behavior. This idea of life events covers how visitors draw on their unique personal 

experiences including relationships and accomplishments.  

A visitor’s self-identity influences meaning making in both the visitor’s individual 

identity and her identity within certain groups. Silverman (1995) writes that a museum 

visit can fill a need for individuality and a need for community. She writes: 

 

Visitors can seek and find in museums opportunities and meanings involving rest, 

contemplation, restoration, and expression of self, drawing upon such strategies as 

reminiscence, reflection, and evaluation. Visitors can also seek and find 

opportunities and meanings involving relationships, roles, connections, and 

groups, drawing upon many of the same strategies, as well as sharing and 

storytelling. (p. 164) 

The meaning a visitor constructs through personal connections can serve as meaningful 

experience in itself or the basis for further learning. Silverman (1995) writes that 

museums need to incorporate human needs into their exhibitions in order to facilitate 

these personal connections as well as to serve the reasons visitors come to museums: 

“Visitors to museums may seek to fulfill the need to reminisce, to have a social 

experience, to express their individuality, to feel part of a community” (p. 167).  

Silverman (1995) concludes that how visitors make meaning creates two challenges for 

museums: “To fashion a better fit between human meaning-making and museum 

methods, and between human needs and the purpose of museums in society” (p. 169). It 
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is important to figure out how visitors make meaning of video art in order to best fit 

video art into the museum setting and museum programs. 

Terry Barrett (1994) writes about the importance of teaching interpretation of art 

in order to properly critique and judge an artwork, stating “a thorough interpretation of a 

work of art, which results in an understanding of that art, renders judgment much easier 

and perhaps superfluous” (p. 8). He states that there can be many different interpretations 

of an artwork, allowing for a variety of responses and that the emotional as well as 

intellectual responses are important. He also states that the artist’s interpretation of his or 

her own work is just one of many possible interpretations and “it is not necessarily more 

accurate or more acceptable just because it is the artist’s interpretation” (Barrett, 1994, p. 

11). Part of the importance of a student or visitor interpreting art is to make a meaningful 

connection to their own lives: “To interpret is to make meaningful connections between 

what we see and experience in a work of art to what else we have seen and experienced” 

(Barrett, 2002, p. 292).  

 Gaea Leinhardt, Karen Knutson, and Kevin Crowley (2003) looked at what 

influences visitor learning in a museum setting. They identified three themes surrounding 

influences on visitor learning. The first theme was learning and learning environments, 

focusing on “how specific design features in the museum context might support, guide, or 

even inhibit learning” (p. 24). The second theme was interpretation, explanation, and 

meaning; this looked at learning as construction of dialogue between “the curatorial 

premise, the supporting tools of signage and other symbol systems, and the visitors 

themselves” (p. 25). The third theme was identity, motivation, and interest and looked at 

the variety of expectations visitors bring with them to the museum and the different areas 

of background knowledge they may have that “shape both the nature of each visitor’s 
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engagement with particular exhibits and the extent and kind of subsequent learning” (p. 

25). 

 Leinhardt, Knutson, and Crowley (2003) consider learning in the museum to be a 

conversational elaboration with conversation focused on the central themes of an 

exhibition. They define conversational elaboration as meaning that “language becomes 

enriched by specific details of objects and themes from the museum and reflects the 

affective and personal connections to the museum in a way that goes beyond simple 

statements of like and dislike or identification” (p. 25). They say that conversational 

elaboration is influenced by three variables: identity, learning environment, and 

explanatory engagement. Identity includes expectations, motivations, and prior 

knowledge of visitors. Learning environment covers how the design features of an 

exhibition affect the visitors. Both identity and learning environment not only influence 

the conversational elaboration, but also the third variable: explanatory engagement, 

otherwise known as the dialogic process. 

 Leinhardt, Knutson, and Crowley’s (2003) study of conversations in different 

museum exhibitions found that certain behaviors contributed to the learning in the 

exhibition. In one observation of two friends going through an exhibition, they found that 

the visitors 

 

were motivated about visiting the museum and had planned ahead, had some 

modest amount of prior knowledge and experience, engaged deeply on several 

occasions with the environmental design features by reading the scrim panels, and 

talked in extended ways that analyzed and explained what they were seeing all. 

(p. 30) 

The researchers acknowledge that many go to museums for a variety of reasons and find 

museums to be places of wonderment and pleasure. But this does not mean that learning 

cannot take place: “People can learn something at museums if they choose to and if it is a 
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part of their personal and group identity to do so” (p. 30). The researchers state that 

conversation is not the only measure of learning in museums, but it is a way to capture 

and code a visitor’s learning process. Conversation among video art displayed in 

museums could be a way for researchers to learn more about visitors’ learning processes 

surrounding video art in the museum. 

Kurt A. Bruder and Ozum Ucok (2000) also looked at how visitors discuss their 

interpretations and thus learning process, by conducting a study to see how visitors 

verbalize their interpretations of paintings in a museum. They write that even when a 

visitor is looking at a painting alone, he is still having an internal conversation with 

himself to verbalize his interpretation and make sense of the artwork:  

 

The artwork is doubly implicated in the viewer’s sense-making activities, with 

respect to both its own aesthetic merits—as an evaluation of an object by the 

subject—and one’s own recursive efforts at self-definition—as a representation of 

oneself-as-object (adopting an evaluative position toward the artwork) to and by 

oneself-as-subject. (p. 339) 

The visitor, when making meaning of an artwork, is both evaluating the artwork’s 

aesthetic value as well as searching for a connection between himself and the artwork. 

 In their study, which consisted of listening to visitors’ interpreting paintings in a 

museum setting, Bruder and Ucok (2000) found three categories of discussion around the 

paintings: evaluation, attraction, and storytelling. Evaluation was broken down into four 

types: preference, judgment, desire to own, and disclaimers. Preferences are defined as 

expressing a simple like or dislike with little explanation of why. Judgment is more 

explicit than a simple like or dislike and consists of “appreciation or criticisms, ideas, 

assumptions, beliefs, and feelings” (p. 342). With resolved judgments the viewer gave 

determined evaluations with no need for further elaboration, including a comparison of 

the artist’s skill with that of the visitor. With reserved judgments the viewer left his 
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opinions open to further analysis. Bruder and Ucok (2000) found that a visitor’s ideas 

about a painting might change during her observation and “the more a person spends time 

with a painting, paying attention to it and trying to figure it out, the more she tends to see 

in it” (p. 342). Visitors would sometimes offer disclaimers in order to disown their 

judgment, expressing uncertainty in their opinions or resisting being too decisive. Finally, 

visitors might express a desire to own one of the artworks, verbalizing a wish to purchase 

a piece for their own possession.  

 Attraction, some sort of connection the visitor finds to the painting, was broken 

down to color, subject matter, enigma, and technique. Color tends to be an initial draw 

for visitors to look at paintings and there tends to be a positive relationship between 

judgment and color so that those colors the visitor sees as pleasant result in a positive 

evaluation of the painting, and vice-versa. There was also a noted preference for realistic 

subject matter, so that people could easily identify elements of reality that they could not 

in abstract paintings: “The process of understanding a visual phenomenon without 

identifiable referents may lead to uncertainty, and therefore a visitor views the painting as 

complicated, difficult, and confusing” (Bruder & Ucok, 2000, p. 344).  

The visitor may encounter an enigma or a puzzlement over a painting as the 

visitor tries to figure it out. Often the museum visitor is confused about the artist’s intent 

and creates their own interpretation as they try to parse out the artist’s intentions; this is 

seen often in less realistic paintings because “to grapple with the uncertainty associated 

with paintings, viewers must use their own imaginations to supply (if only tentatively) 

identifiable elements” (Bruder & Ucok, 2000, p. 345). When the visitor encounters a 

mystery of trying to figure out the ambiguious elements of the painting, the visitor often 

spends more time with the painting. Bruder and Ucok (2000) write: 
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As if the artwork were exuding a seductive force, the viewer evinces a felt need to 

stay with it for a longer time than that called for in her encounter with other 

objects, a temporal investment richly rewarded with a uniquely satisfying sojourn 

into sense making—even if, perhaps, remaining perpetually unresolved. (p. 345) 

The act of trying to discover the hidden meaning in a painting, even if a definite 

conclusion is not reached, can lead to a longer and more satisfying experience with a 

painting. 

 Additionally, the artist’s painting technique also affects the viewer’s 

interpretations. This comes into play especially with abstract or distorted versions of 

reality. While realistic portrayals tend to be accepted as showing an actual reality, 

deviations from realistic portrayals are questioned and sometimes seen as the artist 

lacking the proper skills. 

 Storytelling is the third area of discussion Bruder and Ucok (2000) found. Stories 

enable visitors to find connections between the painting and themselves. With enigmatic 

stories, visitors try to solve their confusion with a painting by making connections 

between the familiar and the unknown; this often happens with more abstract works as 

“enigmatic stories reflect viewers’ puzzlement at ambiguous imagery” (p. 349). 

Imaginative stories are when the visitor uses her imagination to fill in any interpretation 

gaps left by the images shown in the painting. Fantastic stories have no grounds in 

reality, but could only exist in imagination. Realistic stories have a basis in everyday life. 

Self-reflective stories compare the events on view in a painting to real-life events that 

have happened to the viewer.  

 Bruder and Ucok (2000) found that there are two organizing principles that 

influence a viewer’s interaction with a painting: narration and reification. Narration 

involves bringing disconnected elements of interpretation into a coherent narrative to 

allow for meaningful interaction. This calls for viewers to fill in gaps in narration or 
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visuals in a painting, as well as to orient the painting into their lives and their views of the 

world. Reification is when the viewer treats a realistic depiction in a painting as actually 

reflecting reality: “Viewers encountering more realistic representations spoke of them, 

not as representations, but as the very real-world referents themselves” (p. 355). Visitors 

express an interest in realistic paintings because they appear easy to understand, while 

abstract paintings, lacking a recognizable reality, make viewers feel uncertain.  

Bruder and Ucok (2000) found that when viewers verbalize their experience while 

looking at an artwork, they disclose the meaning of the artwork to themselves and others 

and “they afford themselves meaning—and, perhaps, a sense of the meaningful—that is 

not otherwise available” (p. 357). Bruder and Ucok’s study is an example of how 

conversations with visitors can provide important insights into how those visitors make 

meaning of artwork; perhaps conversations around video art could also yield a range of 

insights into meaning making around video art 

Very often museum educators look to visual literacy as a way to help visitors 

make meaning while looking at art. The following section looks at visual literacy, how 

museum educators are using it, and how it might be beneficial to education around video 

art.  

POSSIBLE BENEFITS OF VISUAL LITERACY TO VIDEO ART EDUCATION 

Museum education typically relies on visual literacy in its approach to discussing 

art with visitors. By looking at how visual literacy is being used in regards to static 

artwork such as painting and sculpture, it may be possible to see how notions surrounding 

visual literacy could be useful to video art. 

Researchers have developed a variety of definitions of visual literacy. Maria 

Avgerinou and John Ericson (1997) have gathered a number of definitions of visual 
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literacy. Avgerinou and Ericson claim one of the more influential definitions for visual 

literacy to be from Ausburn and Ausburn who wrote, “Visual literacy can be defined as a 

group of skills which enable an individual to understand and use visuals for intentionally 

communicating with others” (as cited in Avgerinou & Ericson, 1997, p. 281). Another 

definition Avgerinou and Ericson (1997) reference is from Sinatra who offered, “Visual 

literacy itself is defined as the active reconstruction of past experiences with incoming 

visual information to obtain meaning” (as cited in Avgerinou & Ericson, 1997, p. 282).  

And Sless stated that visual literacy “is any sustained activity that treats visual material 

and its uses as worthy of intelligent consideration” (as cited in Avgerinou & Ericson, 

1997, p. 282). Avgerinou and Ericson (1997) outline the parameters of visual literacy; the 

theoretical aspects deal with visual perception, research on right brain participation, 

visual imagery, cognitive styles, and visual language. Avgerinou and Ericson (1997) 

reference Debes and Williams in writing that visual language can take three forms—body 

language, object language, and sign and symbol language—and Ausburn and Ausburn 

add a fourth type—abstract or graphic elements (p. 286). Avgerinou and Ericson (1997) 

write that the practical aspects of visual literacy are teaching about visuals, relationships 

between visual and verbal learning, audio-visual aids in teaching, and influences of mass 

media (p. 286). They express that part of the importance of visual literacy is the 

pervasiveness of mass media through images presented in television, films, advertising, 

and new technologies; while lower level visual literacy skills may be learned from direct 

experience, “the higher order VL skills do not develop unless they are identified and 

‘taught’” (p. 288). 

Robert E. Griffin and J. Alan Whiteside (1984) discuss how the need for visual 

literacy arises from the growth of mass media and the need to study various aspects of 

how media are effective in their objectives; they write, “Knowing the specific attributes 
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of visuals that facilitate the communication process is more important than ever because 

of the explosion of knowledge now taking place” (p. 65). They state that there are three 

categories of visual literacy; the theoretical approach looks at how people perceive visual 

symbols. The visual language perspective, which focuses on students and teaching them 

to understand visual elements, looks at “how individuals as receivers of visual stimuli 

will interpret and respond to the stimuli” (p. 67). The presentational is focused on the 

creator or presenter of visual elements and places “an emphasis on structuring a message 

so that it will best effect the exchange of information” (p. 67).  

Rune Pettersson (2009) looks at the importance of visual literacy in message 

design; he writes that while there is still disagreement on the definition of visual literacy, 

it is generally agreed that visual literacy falls into three categories: human abilities, 

teaching strategies, and the promotion of ideas. Pettersson argues that message design is 

important to study in order to examine not just visuals or just text, but also combined 

verbal and visual messages when looking at communication issues. Message design 

combines words, visuals, and forms in order “to produce, transmit, and interpret 

messages of various kinds in different communication situations” (p. 39). Information 

design is important because “people have recognized the need for clear, distinct, and 

trustworthy presentation and interpretation of verbal as well as visual messages” (p. 39). 

He argues that applications of visual literacy and message design are applicable and 

needed in many situations and a diverse group of academic disciplines. 

Visual literacy in the museum is using a set of skills for how to look at art; these 

skills can be applied to critical looking in everyday lives outside of the art world. 

Museum visitors may not be used to contemplative looking in everyday life. Danielle 

Rice (1992) writes, “Everyday experience generally trains people to look with very 

specific goals, such as navigating through traffic or finding a friend in a crowd” (p. 145). 
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Museum educators teach visual literacy to help visitors find meaning in looking at art 

objects. Lessons in visual literacy include increasing “awareness that comes from 

directed observation, an expanded vocabulary adequate to talking about the formal 

elements of art and effective in communicating the feelings that one gets when looking at 

objects, and the ability to think critically about art” (Rice, 1992, p. 149). In visual 

literacy, formal elements of artwork, such as line, color, shape, texture, are considered “in 

the context of the subject matter and the emotional effect they communicate” (Rice, 

1992, p. 150). 

Bjarne Sode Funch (1993) compares what he sees as traditional museum 

education, where the focus is on art history and technical skills viewed in the artwork, 

with newer education that addresses the aesthetic experience of the visitor. He writes that 

while all of the techniques focus on educating the eye through looking at original 

artworks, the “differences appear in the question of what to educate the eye for” (p. 84). 

At some museums, the focus is on the artist techniques, including studying sprezzatura, 

an Italian word meaning “studied carelessness,” which is often used as a term to focus on 

the personal techniques an artist uses in their technical execution. Sprezzatura is useful in 

identifying a painting’s origin, but Funch criticizes it for focusing the eye on technical 

details, “leaving essential parts of the picture neglected. This makes it impossible to have 

an aesthetic experience of the whole picture” (p. 85). Funch’s definition of a visually 

literate person is “one who masters the general skill of decoding visual messages, just as 

a literate person masters reading in order to understand a text” (p. 86).  

Funch (1993) looks at Sherry Goodman, the director of education at the 

University Art Museum, Berkeley, and her educational approach that encourages the 

viewer’s personal engagement with the artwork along with the formal elements of the 

artwork. Rather than point out specific aspects to discuss, Goodman encourages her 
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students to consider their own reactions to the artwork, and relate that to their personal 

life. Funch (1993) recognizes the risk but importance of acknowledging the emotional 

reaction to an artwork, because “emotions, as proper reactions to the picture as an artistic 

manifestation, represent a phenomenological dimension that characterizes all art 

encounters and, especially, the intensity of an aesthetic experience” (p. 96). Funch 

describes perceptual awareness—the focus on elements that differentiate the visual 

field—and perceptual sensitivity—using the emotional response of looking to 

characterize what is seen—and states that both are important because “even though the 

analytical approach excludes experiential aspects such as the emotional, it is still 

appropriate to educate the cognitive faculties for art perception” (p. 96). 

Philip Yenawine (1997) simply defines visual literacy as “the ability to find 

meaning in imagery” (p. 1).  He states that it requires skills that range from simple 

identification to more complex interpretation. Different images require different skills; 

some just need to be judged at face value, while others have more complex, symbolic and 

implied meanings. While exposure to a variety of images sparks visual literacy 

development in people, he thinks that educational interventions are also needed. When 

beginning viewers look at art they use their previous exposure to other media, including 

newspapers, television, and books to discuss art, but this limits their interpretation 

because “this preparation only allows them to deal easily with images that follow well-

known conventions or are narrative in a traditional sense, not unpredictable ones nor 

those in which the story is hard to figure out” (p. 2). He sees a need for visual literacy 

development for the benefit of art museum education and a more critical view of media. 

He writes that visual literacy should be seen as a slow development of skills that build on 

each other, similar to the development of reading skills. He thinks that Abigail Housen’s 
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research and development of the five stages of aesthetic development provides a support 

to creating and measuring teaching strategies for visual literacy. 

Abigail Housen (2007) writes about the importance of museum educators helping 

visitors to develop interpretations on their own without focusing on imparting facts. She 

writes, “The teacher enables development by creating and managing a supportive 

learning environment that encourages learners to discover new ways to find answers” (p. 

177). Housen’s research details five stages that viewers go through in processing artwork; 

viewers, if given certain elements, have growth in critical and creative thinking as well as 

aesthetic thought. The stages grow from making simple, concrete observations (stage 1) 

to constructive observations that reference concrete points in their world (stage 2) to 

placing the artwork in the canon of art history (stage 3) to interacting with the artwork in 

order to discover new elements and re-interpretations (stage 4) to looking at a work with 

“a trained eye, critical stance, and responsive attitude” (p. 175) (stage 5).  

The skills of visual literacy, which are used to find meaning in art objects, could 

be useful to video art, especially if the similarities between how viewers interpret fine art 

and video art are used to best exploit the techniques of visual literacy. After I look at how 

visitors make meaning of video art, I can see what elements of visual literacy I think 

would be most useful or effective in museum education around video art. Now that I have 

looked at meaning making regarding fine art in the museum and visual literacy, I will 

move onto meaning making regarding film and other screen media and medial literacy. 

The next section explores how viewers make meaning of screen media, with a focus on 

movies. 
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HOW DO VIEWERS MAKE MEANING OF MOVIES AND OTHER SCREEN MEDIA? 

How do audiences interpret movies, television, and other screen media? How 

might that affect viewer interpretation of video art? By looking for similarities between 

visitor interaction with video art and with other screen media, we can see how media 

literacy could benefit video art education. 

Films require viewers to immerse themselves in the story, and not focus on the 

behind the scenes work. While a crew, including the director and producer, carefully 

decides on everything seen on screen, the viewer is also expected to make certain 

interpretations of events that may not be seen on screen. For example, Greg Smith (2001) 

writes about how if the film shows a person get into a car and drive away followed by a 

shot of the same car pulling into another driveway, the audience knows that the person 

drove in the car to that new driveway, even though it was not shown on screen. Thus 

viewers are constantly reading into a film while they watch: “If we were limited to what 

was explicitly laid out in the film, if we did not read into it, then we would not be able to 

make basic sense out of the movie” (Smith, 2001, p. 131). 

George Wilson (2006) discusses “the imagined seeing thesis” of fictional film, 

wherein the spectator of a film is actively imagining that the actors and the mise-en-scene 

(i.e., the sets, costumes, etc.) are showing a reality. Wilson uses the film The Searchers 

(1956) as an example where in one scene the audience sees the character Ethan disrupt a 

wedding, but they also see the actor John Wayne walk onto a set and act out a script. 

Wilson (2006) states that the audience sees these two versions of the scene differently: 

“viewers actually see John Wayne and his behavior, and it is make believe for the 

viewers that they see Ethan and what fictionally he does, that is, the viewers imagine 

seeing those constituents of the fiction” (p. 84). This imagination can be seen in point of 

view shots, where the camera is positioned in such a way so as to suggest that the 
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audience is seeing what the character is seeing. These shots do not require the viewers to 

actually identify with the character, rather “film spectators merely imagine that the visual 

perspective presented onscreen coincides in its important, salient respects with the 

phenomenal qualities and contents of the character’s visual experience, but not that those 

subjective visual experiences are their own” (p. 86). This includes times when the look of 

the shot is altered to represent a character’s state of mind, for example, blurring the image 

to show tiredness or drunkenness. 

However, when viewers become used to conventions of filmmaking, the active 

choices made by filmmakers can be ignored as deliberate choices and viewed as reality, 

with viewers becoming passive in their viewing and not active interpreters. In a study 

conducted by Paul Messaris (1981) viewers were shown a short film specifically made 

for the study. In one scene that displayed obvious Hollywood stereotypes and three-

quarters of the respondents discussed the scene as if it were what they would expect; one 

respondent stated, “If I were to go to a Hollywood party, this is what I would expect to 

see” (Messaris, 1981, p. 55). Messaris stated that almost none of the viewers 

acknowledged the stereotypes in the film clips. In another film clip an actress is seen 

walking into a store but emerges into a church. About forty percent of the viewers 

discussed the possible symbolism the filmmaker was aiming for in the film sequence, 

while the others thought that the film was simply showing two different parts of the 

actress’ day. Messaris looked at the responses of three groups of people: those with film 

production experience, those with film theory education, and those with no film 

education and found that those with actual production experience were more likely to 

consider filmmaker’s intentions in their own interpretations. Messaris writes: 

 

This finding supports the idea that knowledge about filmmaking makes a viewer 

less likely to ignore the artifice in a film. However, this “effect” doesn’t seem to 
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hold in the case of indirect knowledge about film, i.e., the kind of knowledge 

which the critically-trained viewers in this experiment got out of their history and 

theory courses: these viewers were almost indistinguishable from the “ordinary” 

viewers as far as awareness of the film’s creators was concerned. (p. 55) 

Messaris concludes that audiences tend to view films as showing reality, so filmmakers 

may have to be prepared for unreceptive responses in viewers in avant-garde films or 

films that deliberately set out to challenge stereotypes of films. 

But these filmmaking stereotypes in some instances can actually be beneficial in a 

viewer’s active interpretation of a film. Viewers have certain expectations when watching 

a film, which can be affected by knowing what genre the film is in. Greg Smith (2001) 

writes that while watching a horror movie in which a character leaves to take a shower, 

saying she will be right back, the audience knows that the character will die soon. Smith 

(2001) asks why the audience assumes this, because in another film, such as a romance, 

no one would assume that outcome. He writes that the viewer is able to read into the film: 

“The knowledge of her imminent death comes from you, the experienced horror film 

viewer” (2001, p. 131). 

George Wilson (2006) looks at what films with a twist ending can show about 

how viewers comprehend films, especially comparing how a viewer watches a film the 

first time through versus the second time when the viewer knows the twist. As an 

example, he uses the film The Woman in the Window (1944) where there is a scene that 

shows a character murder his romantic rival, but later that scene is revealed to be a 

dream. So on the first viewing, viewers would imagine that the murder does actually take 

place within the world of the film, but on the second viewing, knowing that the murder is 

not real, they imagine the murder as actually taking place within the character’s dream. 

Wilson writes, “We need to draw a distinction between what viewers imagine seeing in a 

stretch of film and the imaginative suppositions that they adopt about the epistemic and 
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ontological standing of the things and events that they imagine seeing” (p. 90). So 

viewers imagine the same thing, a murder, but the nature of what they see changes from 

reality to dream. 

In a further example, Wilson (2006) looks at the movie Fight Club (1999) to show 

a twist where the end of the film reveals that one character shown throughout the 

majority of the movie is revealed to be the result of the main character’s hallucinations. 

These two characters are seen interacting throughout the movie: talking, fighting, etc. So 

when viewers watch the film a second time, they imagine those interactions as the reality 

of the hallucinations as well as imagining the reality of the scene, in which only one 

character is doing both actions. The film actually shows flashbacks at the end to show 

these two imaginations: the subjective view of the hallucination with both characters and 

the objective view of the reality of one character; these flashbacks serve as an example to 

viewers of how to watch the film on a second viewing. On a second viewing, the viewer 

has to distinguish reality from hallucination, which is not straightforward, since the main 

character’s inner thoughts are shown throughout. Thus, the hallucinations may not all be 

clear to the audience because “the movie’s narration subtly hints at the larger strategy of 

nontransparency that it so cunningly constructs” (p. 93). Thus, the audience on a second 

viewing cannot merely imagine the hallucinated character as not being in the scene, but 

must also try to account for what is reality and what is merely imagined by the main 

character. Wilson writes that two types of imagining are required in comprehending a 

shot: they imagine they see the characters and mise-en-scene as presented and they 

imagine the characters and mise-en-scene as how they fit into the context of the narrative. 

Wilson (2006) writes: 

 

The pertinent suppositional imaginings one brings to the viewing of a segment 

will affect what one imagines seeing in the segment, and further suppositional 
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imaginings will influence the way one parses the epistemic and dramatic structure 

of what one imagines seeing. (p. 94) 

Thus, viewers bring their typical imaginations to the first viewing of the film, imagining 

what they see to be reality within the film, but on the second viewing they are constantly 

reconciling what they see as reality within the film with the twist of the film, whether it 

be a dream, hallucination, etc.  

When viewers watch film they carry certain expectations that help them interpret 

the film and must constantly be making meaning of what is shown on screen as 

everything happening could not possibly be shown. Viewers may bring those same 

expectations and interpretive strategies to making meaning of video art, which could help 

them or hurt them depending on the nature of the piece and its similarities to popular 

film. The next section looks at media literacy, which is used to help people think 

critically about screen media and could be applied to video art. 

POSSIBLE BENEFITS OF MEDIA LITERACY TO VIDEO ART EDUCATION 

Media literacy is used to help teach spectators how to better understand various 

media, including screen media, and could be useful for educators regarding video art. 

Looking at what researchers find important to teach about other screen media may also be 

applied to video art. 

What is media literacy? At its most basic, it is about understanding the media, 

“understanding the sources and technologies of communication, the codes that are used, 

the messages that are produced, and the selection, interpretation, and impact of those 

messages” (Rubin, 1998, p. 3). The focus is placed on the audience and the “goal is to 

develop selective viewers who seek out and appreciate distinctive high-quality 

programming and who develop a critical sense of form, format, and content in mass 

media” (Brown, 1998, p. 47). Ladislaus Semali (2003) writes that media literacy can 
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create a critical viewing audience and can “help foster critical thinking and discussion of 

media-related issues, including how media messages are created, marketed, and 

distributed, as well as their potential influence (or how they are received)” (p. 274). 

Guofang Wan (2006) notes that among the current problems with mass media is 

its omnipresence so that most of what the audience knows beyond their immediate world 

is brought to them through mass media. He states, “There would be little problem with 

this if the media simply reflected reality. But each medium shapes reality in different 

ways and we can no longer consider any message in any medium to be neutral or value 

free” (p. 174). The problem within each of the different types of mass media is that it is 

impossible to reflect reality with complete neutrality. James A. Brown (1998) also states 

that media literacy should help viewers break free from the selective messages that the 

media promotes: “a major goal of media education is to help recipients of mass 

communication become active, free participants in the process rather than static, passive, 

and subservient to the images and values communicated in a one-way flow from media 

sources” (p. 47). 

Joshua Meyrowitz (1998) has determined three different types of media literacies 

that are important in creating critical viewers. The first is media content, which includes  

 

being able to decode and follow the intended manifest message; exploring 

intended and unintended latent messages; being aware of different content genres; 

being aware of the cultural, institutional, and commercial forces that tend to lead 

to certain types of messages being constructed while others are avoided; and 

understanding that different individuals and groups tend to “read” the same 

“texts” differently. (p. 97)  

The second is media grammar, which “entails understanding and recognizing the standard 

range of production variables within each medium, as well as recognizing the ways in 

which the variables are typically used to attempt to shape perception and response to 

mediated communications” (p. 99). The third is medium literacy, which “involves 
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understanding how the nature of the medium shapes key aspects of the communication on 

both the micro-, single-situation level and on the macro-, societal level” (p. 103). 

Meyrowitz notes that it is not possible to be completely media literate, but that these three 

types of media literacy could help viewers participate more critically in a media driven 

society. 

Many authors within the field of media literacy agree that a strong media literacy 

education could create viewers who understand how mass media produces meanings. 

Semali (2003) writes, “This effort would strive to develop literate people who are able to 

read, write, listen, talk, analyze, evaluate, and produce communication in a variety of 

media, including print, television, music, video, film, radio, hypertext, the arts, and 

Internet technologies” (p. 272). Wan (2006) notes that media literacy can help viewers 

understand the influence of media on themselves and society: “Becoming literate in the 

new century means that students also need to understand the influence of media on our 

society, develop strategies to critically analyze media and become independent from the 

influence of media” (p. 174). 

The National Association for Media Literacy Education (NAMLE, 2007) lists its 

six core principles of media literacy education in the United States. The first is that 

“Media Literacy Education requires active inquiry and critical thinking about the 

messages we receive and create” (p. 4). This includes looking at how media is 

constructed, for what purpose, and what points of view are coming across, and then 

encouraging students to question all media and look for what types of bias are present 

and how significant that bias is. The second principle states, “Media Literacy Education 

expands the concept of literacy (i.e., reading and writing) to include all forms of media” 

(p. 4). Its focus is on increasing students’ knowledge and skills through both analysis and 

expression and encompasses multiple forms of media. The third principle is: “Media 
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Literacy Education builds and reinforces skills for learners of all ages. Like print literacy, 

those skills necessitate integrated, interactive, and repeated practice” (p. 5). It is a long 

term, skill-building program that helps students make informed decisions about media 

consumption. The fourth principle states, “Media Literacy Education develops informed, 

reflective and engaged participants essential for a democratic society” (p. 5). It looks at a 

variety of issues including representations of different cultures and the influence of media 

structures in an effort to promote skepticism, not cynicism, in students; the program is not 

about media bashing or censorship. The fifth principle is: “Media Literacy Education 

recognizes that media are a part of culture and function as agents of socialization” (p. 6). 

It looks at media that presents diverse perspectives and topics and is interested in creating 

an understanding of the effects of media on society. The sixth and final principle is that 

“Media Literacy Education affirms that people use their individual skills, beliefs and 

experiences to construct their own meanings from media messages” (p. 6). The goals are 

to help students come to their own decisions about the meaning of media messages, to be 

aware of how the meaning they interpret relates to their own values and to recognize that 

there are a variety of interpretations of media texts. 

Caren B. Cooper (2011) reviews key questions surrounding media literacy that 

NAMLE has grouped into three phases. Phase one looks at audience and authorship and 

its questions revolve around authorship (who made this?), purpose, economics (who paid 

for this?), impact, and response. Phase two examines messages and meanings and its 

questions focus on content, techniques used, and different interpretations. Phase three 

explores representations and reality to examine social, political, economic, and personal 

issues around the media; questions focus on context and credibility. Cooper writes that 

part of the importance of media literacy is to identify omissions: “Bias by omission 

(either intentional or unintentional) can take two important forms: attention to a topic 
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with key information missing, and a cumulative lack of media attention to a topic” (p. 

234). Cooper also explains that a media literate public does not excuse journalists from 

not following proper conduct, but rather also calls for a renewed commitment to their 

code of ethics (p. 235).  

Kenta Motomura (2003) has written about incorporating media literacy into art 

education in Japanese schools. The need arises from the vast amount of media content 

received each day, but the similarities to art production create a new role for art 

educators. Motomura discusses the role of the producer in creating meaning, writing that 

media does not always reflect reality truly because “the intention of the producer is 

always a factor. This is similar to a relationship between an artist and his artwork” (p. 

60). Motomura also writes about how just as art appreciation changes from person to 

person, so too does making meaning from media information. She writes that the purpose 

of media literacy in art education is to have the students both understand the creation of 

media and to create new media themselves. The new content includes motion picture 

animation, focusing on the time and movement aspects that differentiate it from still 

paintings: “Works of motion picture have, however, a fixed time shaft, and they are 

formed by the afterimage phenomenon. Thinking about the progress of time shaft is an 

indispensable element for the production” (p. 58). The afterimage phenomenon refers to 

how long an image remains in the eye or on the retina of the viewer in order to be 

processed by the brain and thus how many frames per second need to be projected in film 

in order to create a smooth movement of images on the screen for the viewer. The 

standard projection is twenty four frames per second and less than that can cause a flicker 

effect of the images. Other elements of the content include synchronizing image and 

sound, interactive artwork, and virtual reality.  
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So, how can media literacy help in viewing video art? If viewers are being taught 

to look at images from the mass media with a more critical eye, then perhaps those same 

techniques could be used in looking at artist-created videos. As Brown (1998) states, 

“Each person’s own meaning is subjectively drawn from the media’s content and form, as 

well as from life experience itself. It is complex and personalized” (p. 48). Viewers bring 

their own past experience to interactions with mass media, and museum visitors bring 

past experience to interactions with art, including video, in the museum. Brown also 

writes, “More appropriate for identifying a medium’s impact is study of the interaction 

between audience members and that medium, as well as their interaction with peers and 

surrounding viewing context” (p. 48). 

The idea of studying the interaction with viewers and medium could be applied to 

studying the various contexts of visitors viewing video art, including studying the space 

in which video is shown and how visitors interact with each other around the video. Also, 

video art’s commonalities with film and television can result in video using similar 

filming techniques to evoke a viewer’s reaction. As Messaris (1998) writes about film 

and television: 

 

By controlling the viewer’s positioning vis-à-vis the characters, objects, or events 

in an image, including the image sequences of film or television, the image’s 

producer can elicit responses that have been conditioned by the viewer’s 

experience of equivalent interrelationships with real-life people, things, and 

actions. This kind of analogical connection is probably most clearly evident in the 

well-worn cliche of filming someone from a low angle to make her or him appear 

more imposing. (p. 73) 

Studying the filming techniques of other screen mediums can help in facilitating a 

thought-provoking conversation around video art on display. Studying these mediums 

can also help decipher the expectations that viewers bring to film, television, and other 

screen media and how those expectations influence their expectations of video. In the 
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next section I examine learning styles viewers may use in everyday life and specifically 

in the museum. 

LEARNING STYLES  

In order to determine what learning styles viewers are using when making 

meaning while watching video art, it is necessary to understand what learning styles are 

used in general and considered specifically in museum education. 

Lynn Dierking (1991) has organized a list of traditional views of learning as well 

as outlining ideas on the learning process that are necessary in order to understand 

learning in general. The three traditional views of learning she looks at are behaviorist 

theory, developmental theory, and cognitive theories. Behaviorist theory offers that 

learning is controlled by the environment and can be built with stimulus-response 

connections; however, because it focused on observable learning it “did not attempt to 

deal with the ‘internal’ aspects of learning and viewed the learner as a passive responder 

to stimuli rather than an active participant in the learning process” (p. 4). Developmental 

theory focused on building cognitive schemata by individuals interacting “with each 

other and with objects and events in their environment, actively constructing meanings 

and creating movement from one stage of development to the next” (p. 4). Cognitive 

theories view learning as a series of sequential steps. This information processing 

identifies critical steps in the learning process, but focuses on a strict linear process of 

learning. 

Dierking goes on to list a series of generalizations on the learning process, which 

should prove useful to educators. The list includes the idea that individuals have different 

preferred modes of perception, including reading, touching, or hearing. She also writes 

that long-term memory of learning, not just short-term, is being looked at in order to 
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better understand meaningful and real-world learning. A learner is an active part of the 

learning process, melding new information with prior information; “therefore, the learner 

must actively ‘manipulate’ the material to be learned…in order to ‘construct’ his or her 

own schemata or meaning for the material to be learned” (p. 5). Learning is both 

cognitive and metacognitive, meaning the learner reflects on “the ‘how’ and ‘when’ of 

learning as well as the ‘what’ of learning” (p. 5). Development affects the learning 

process, just not in a rigid sequence—variability in learners should be expected. Learning 

is not necessarily sequential. Memories of learning may be grouped in a variety of areas 

such as assembling memories in linear chronological order, associating memories into the 

location the learning took place, or clustering memories based on the type of learning that 

occurs. Prior knowledge, attitude, and beliefs affect how much a person will learn. Who 

you are with (social), where you are (physical context), and your motivations to learn all 

have an impact on how and what a person learns. What it comes down to is people learn 

in different ways. Only by recognizing these differences can educators, including 

museum educators, be prepared to provide a powerful learning experience for all visitors. 

J. L. Scott (2002) explores the concept of how students learn. He looks at David 

Kolb’s Learning Styles Inventory, which classifies students as accommodators, 

assimilators, divergers, or convergers. Accommodators learn through experiences, 

experimentation, and self-discovery instead of focusing on theories. They enjoy short 

group discussions, field trips, and role-play/simulation. Assimilators focus on theory and 

“learning by thinking about ideas” (p. 3). They like lectures, debates, essays, and 

textbooks. Divergers prefer to mix experiences with reflection and like to learn through 

problem solving and puzzles, as well as listening followed by questioning. Convergers 

like to learn by testing theories, practical demonstrations, real life examples, and debates. 

These learning styles are all a part of Kolb’s Learning Cycle development, which consists 
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of a concrete experience, reflective observation of that experience, theorizing about that 

experience, and active experimentation. While students may prefer working in one 

particular learning style, Scott writes, “They need to have comfort in the other three if 

they are to move effectively through the typical 4-step learning cycle” (p. 4). This 

learning cycle depends on action learning or learning by doing which relies on students 

working together or relying on each other to solve real problems. This also necessitates 

meta-learning, which puts the responsibility of learning on the students not the teachers; 

an example of this is having the students remind “each other, in subsequent tutorials, of 

the principles established earlier by themselves” (p. 5). 

How visitors describe their meaning making process regarding video art can be 

applied to the learning styles presented here to better determine how museums can plan 

exhibitions and educational programs that are tailored to suit the learning styles used for 

interpreting video art. 

CONCLUSION 

The work of researchers examined in this chapter looked at areas of study related 

to how visitors make meaning while viewing video art. Understanding the relationship 

between video art and other fine art and video art and other screen media, as well as the 

interpretive strategies that viewers use in those mediums, is necessary in order to 

determine how useful visual literacy and media literacy can be for education around 

video art. Learning styles used in making meaning of video art need to be understood as a 

way to help education programs best fit the needs of the viewers. My study compared 

these elements through conversations with visitors about their meaning making process 

regarding video art. 
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Chapter 3:  Art and Film Theory 

In order to understand how visitors make meaning while watching video art and 

how they draw on their past experiences with screen media and fine arts, it is necessary to 

understand the most prevalent theories in film and art. First, it is important to understand 

what theoretical models participants may have encountered and may be drawing from as 

they make meaning from the video art. Secondly, these theories provided lenses through 

which I look at the participants’ responses. As I explain fully in Chapter 4, I compare the 

responses of the participants to the discourses of film and art theory to see where overlaps 

arise. This enables me to see where visual and media literacy may be useful in museum 

education related to video art. This chapter examines key theories in film and art, and 

looks at discourses surrounding the two video pieces focused on in this study. 

FILM THEORY 

Film theory can be classified into two groups: formalist and realist theories. 

Formalist theories look to the construction and composition of film, while realist theories 

focus on the reality that film is able to show. Elsaesser and Hagener (2010) describe the 

difference between the theorists as “‘formalists’ focus on cinema’s artificiality, whereas 

‘realists’ call attention to the (semi-)transparency of the filmic medium, which ostensibly 

turns us into direct witnesses” (p. 3). In comparing different film theories, it is useful to 

compare ontologies and epistemologies. Ontology looks at the material and form of the 

film, the reality and material of cinema. Epistemology looks at the relationship of the 

screen to the viewers. This section compares formalist and realist theories through the 

ontologies and epistemologies of several key theorists. 
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Formalist Film Theories 

Formalist theorists at the beginning of cinema were trying to establish film as an 

art form and differentiate it from theater. Andrew (1976) writes how early theorists 

looked at what they felt made cinema unique from theater: “The avant-garde of the 

twenties stressed the qualities of music, poetry, and above all dream inherent in the film 

experience” (p. 12). Andrew lists Eisenstein and Arnheim as formalist theorists; I also 

discuss the formalist leanings of the theories of Burch (1969/1973) and Lotman 

(1973/1976).  

Eisenstein’s ontology changed throughout his career. His early ontology was that 

shots in cinema are montage cells, arranged to affect the spectators’ cognitive functions.  

The filmmaker uses conflict in order to create the desired response in the viewer; 

Eisenstein (1929/1949) saw this development in three phases: “Conflict within a thesis 

(an abstract idea)—formulates itself in the dialectics of the sub-title—forms itself 

spatially in the conflict within the shot—and explodes with increasing intensity in 

montage-conflict among the separate shots” (p. 53). In this view, the epistemology is that 

the audience experiences the cinema via its stimuli; Eisenstein uses an example from the 

film Strike: “the montage of the killing of the workers is actually a cross montage of this 

carnage with the butchering of a bull in an abattoir. Though the subjects are different, 

‘butchering’ is the associative link” (p. 57). Thus, the audience has a stronger emotional 

reaction through juxtaposition and dynamism. 

 Eisenstein’s later ontology was that the shots as montage cells could reproduce 

the construction of thought processes. Eisenstein (1948/1976) uses the example of 

hearing the sound of a boot creaking, but seeing a person’s face anxiously listening to the 

sound: 
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What I am interested in at present is not the fact that a boot usually creaks. What I 

am interested in is the reaction of my hero, or villain, or any other character; I am 

interested in the connection with another event, which I myself establish in order 

to express my theme most fully at a given moment. (p. 386) 

This leads to an epistemology that cinema is a tool for creating sensual images, used to 

break down old associations and build up new ones. Eisenstein uses the introduction of 

color to show how to create the new associations:  

 

Just as the creaking of a boot had to be separated from the boot before it became 

an element of expressiveness, so must the notion of ‘orange colour’ be separated 

from the coloring of an orange, before colour becomes part of a system of 

consciously controlled means of expression and impression. Before we can learn 

to distinguish three oranges on a patch of lawn both as three objects in the grass 

and as three orange patches against a green background, we dare not think of 

colour composition. (p. 387) 

Thus, when the color orange is separated from a physical orange it has the power to add 

new meanings to film; the previous knowledge of what an orange is needs to be broken 

down so that the color orange can be used to create new emotional responses. 

 Arnheim (1933/1957) saw the ontology of film as the primary transformation of 

reality; the point is not just to record actual events, but also to represent those events 

through the unique qualities of film. Arnheim writes that film art “begins where 

mechanical reproduction leaves off, where the conditions of representation serve in some 

way to mold the object” (p. 57). This leads to an epistemology in which the viewer 

becomes aware of the forms created in the film in order to make his own interpretations:  

 

The spectator shows himself to be lacking in proper understanding when he is 

satisfied to notice merely the content: this is the picture of an engine, that of a 

couple of lovers, and this again of a waiter in a temper. He must be prepared to 

turn his attention to the form and to be able to judge how the engine, the lovers, 

the waiter, are depicted. (pp. 57-58) 
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The viewer needs to go past just seeing objects and interpret their purposes.2  

 Burch (1969/1973) saw the ontology of film as a purposeful organization and 

arrangement of materials. This can be seen in how film is divided into two spaces: the 

space in the frame and the space outside of the frame. The audience becomes aware of 

the offscreen space only when “something that is the particular and principal focus of 

attention can bring it into play” (p. 21). This includes a character entering or leaving the 

frame, a character looking offscreen, or a part of a character’s body protruding out of 

frame. The epistemology is that a spectator knows the film by its oppositions. These 

oppositions become known through the relationship between in frame and offscreen 

space, providing aesthetic tools for the director, for example: “The longer the screen 

remains empty, the greater the resulting tension between screen space and off-screen 

space and the greater the attention concentrated on off-screen space as against screen 

space” (p. 25). The audience imagines the off-screen space until it is revealed to them. 

 Lotman (1973/1976) looked at the ontology of film as the potential to convey 

information. Non-artistic photography can create an image with a single meaning, artistic 

film does not simply reflect reality, but rather a lot of different information: “Art does not 

simply render the world with a lifeless automatism of a mirror. In transforming images of 

the world into signs, it saturates the world with meanings” (p. 13). The epistemology is 

that the audience knows meaningful information from the film through pertinent 

oppositions. The viewer has a dual reaction to the film:  

 

He ‘sheds tears,’ i.e., he believes in the genuineness, the actuality of the text. The 

sight arouses in him the same emotions as life itself. But at the same time he 

remembers that it is an ‘imaginary event.’…Only in art can we both be horrified 

by the evil of an event and appreciate the mastery of the actor. (p. 17) 

                                                
2 In addition to film theory, Arnheim also looked at the psychology of art, including perception of art, 

motivation to create and view art, individual attitudes expressed in art, and the contribution of the artist to 

society (Arnheim, 1966, p. 2). 



 46 

The audience is able to determine the symbolism of what is on screen in three ways: 

comparing it to an event or thing in real life, comparing it to another image of the same 

object or event, and comparing it to itself at another time. 

Realist Film Theories 

While Andrew (1976) writes that the introduction of sound seemed to bring a 

decline in formalist theorists, it also seemed by 1935 that film was taken for granted as a 

form of art, “independent of all other arts, yet having in common with them the process 

of transformation whereby dull matter is shaped into scintillating and eloquent statement” 

(p. 13). In contrast, realist theorists focus on how film reflects reality and “emphasize 

film’s ability to offer a hitherto unattainable view onto (non-meditated) reality” 

(Elsaesser & Hagener, 2010, p. 3). Andrew lists Kracauer and Bazin in his discussion of 

realist theorists; here I also discuss the realist theories of Kuleshov (1929/1974) as well as 

those of Reisz and Millar (1968).  

Kracauer’s (1960) ontology is that film is a record of physical reality. Cinema “is 

uniquely equipped to record and reveal physical reality and, hence, gravitates toward it” 

(p. 28). Even in studio settings, the focus is still on capturing physical reality: “The 

important thing is that studio-built settings convey the impression of actuality, so that the 

spectator feels he is watching events which might have occurred in real life and have 

been photographed on the spot” (p. 34). The resulting epistemology of this is that 

spectators, at least those sensitive to it, are able to realize new things about physical 

reality through the watching of films. Kracauer (1960) uses close-ups as one example:  

 

Any huge close-up reveals new and unsuspected formations of matter; skin 

textures are reminiscent of aerial photographs, eyes turn into lakes or volcanic 

craters. Such images blow up our environment in a double sense: they enlarge it 

literally; and in doing so, they blast the prison of conventional reality, opening up 

expanses which we have explored at best in dreams before. (p. 48) 
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Cinema is able to reveal a number of things normally unseen according to Kracauer. This 

includes the very small in close-ups and the very expansive such as landscapes and large 

groups through traveling shots or a combination of long and close shots. Objects too fast 

or slow to be seen by the naked eye can be examined: the extremely slow such as growth 

of plants through accelerated-motion, or the extremely fast presented through slow-

motion. Events that may have been otherwise overlooked or imprecisely recalled can also 

be captured: refuse that is typically ignored or things that are so familiar they tend to be 

ignored in everyday life, real world events that participants may not be able to accurately 

remember due to emotional involvement or how such emotional events appear to a single 

individual. 

Bazin (1967) viewed the ontology of film as a photographic record of phenomenal 

reality in time and space. The reproductive nature of photography gives it an advantage 

over other art forms “in virtue of this transference of reality from the thing to its 

reproduction.…For photography does not create eternity, as art does, it embalms time, 

rescuing it simply from its proper corruption” (p. 14). The epistemology is that the 

audience knows cinema as a photographic record of phenomenal reality in time and 

space. Bazin discusses the film The Red Balloon (1956) and how there was trickery 

involved in the filming for the balloon to appear to do everything it does on screen; this 

trickery was necessary for the film to succeed and the audience to believe it. In order for 

the film to  “fulfill itself aesthetically we need to believe in the reality of what is 

happening while knowing it to be tricked.…However, what is imaginary on the screen 

must have the spatial density of something real” (p. 48). The audience knows what 

appears on screen is faked in some ways, but the images on screen still need to appear 

real and believable.  
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 Kuleshov (1929/1974) wrote a guide for filmmakers and saw the ontology of film 

simply as film is the arrangement of photographic shots of reality. Everything in the shot 

should be important and easy for the viewer to follow: “Every tiny piece, every quadrate 

on the screen must not only be put to work, but put to organized work in simple, clear, 

expressive forms” (p. 63). The resulting epistemology is that spectators read cinema as a 

series of shots as signs:  

 

The shot should act as a sign, as a letter of the alphabet, so that you can instantly 

read it, and so that for the viewer what is expressed in the given shot will be 

utterly clear. If the viewer begins to get confused, then the shot does not fulfill its 

function—the function of a sign or letter. (p. 62) 

In order for the shots to be legible everything on the screen must serve the purpose of the 

shot with nothing superfluous included. This includes things like background set décor, 

because extraneous set decoration could distract or be misread. 

 Reisz and Millar (1968) looked at editing in film and thus saw the ontology of 

cinema as an arrangement of shots. This reflects the everyday reality of the audience: 

“The mind is, as it were, continually ‘cutting’ from one picture to the next, and therefore 

accepts a filmic representation of reality through abrupt changes of view as a proper 

rendering of observed experience” (p. 213). This results in an epistemology of cinema 

whereby the audience will follow the shots mentally and respond emotionally. Editing 

results in a point of view that could not occur in real life, but the audience does not 

expect a film to unfold like real life. Instead the spectator “accepts the film-maker’s right 

to select and emphasise, to show a piece of action in a way which is obviously more 

suitable to dramatic presentation than is our normal perception” (p. 215). The filmmaker 

is thus able to create the most advantageous path along the narrative for the audience to 

follow. 
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 These theorists each focus on what they feel is the most important effect film 

should have on an audience. In Chapter 6 I will apply their theories to how visitors 

interpreted pieces of video art. 

ART THEORY 

Art theories form a basis for what art should be and how it should affect viewers. 

Theories can change based on time period and culture. This section will look at a 

selection of prevalent art theories I have divided into three categories: historic theories: 

ritual, medieval, and imitation; modernist theories: formalist, expression, cognitive, and 

institutional theory of art; and post-modern theories. It is important to keep in mind that 

although I have divided these theories into specific categories, theories that were created 

in reaction to movements in the past, such as medieval theory hundreds of years ago, can 

still be used to look at contemporary art today. 

Historic Theories of Art 

 The idea of art as ritual stems from the idea that ordinary acts can attain symbolic 

significance through a community belief system. This ritual often finds power in the use 

of blood in both eastern and western traditions, ancient and modern. Western art has 

reflected these traditions: “Homeric heroes won godly favour by sacrificing animals. 

…Renaissance paintings showed the blood or lopped heads of martyrs” (Freeland, 2001, 

p. 3). Problems with using blood and ritual in modern art arise when the audience is not a 

part of or aware of the belief system. At that point, the line needs to be drawn between 

ritual and shock value: “If artists just want to shock the bourgeoisie, it becomes pretty 

hard to distinguish the latest kind of art that gets written up in Artforum from a Marilyn 

Manson performance that includes Satanic rituals of animal sacrifice on stage” (Freeland, 

2001, p. 4). Images such as Andres Serrano’s Piss Christ (1987), a photo of a crucifix in 
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urine, can create automatic reactions of disgust or immorality such as from Senator Jesse 

Helms who said, “I do not know Mr. Andres Serrano, and I hope I never meet him. 

Because he is not an artist, he is a jerk” (Freeland, 2001, p. 8). However, art critic Lucy 

Lippard in Art in America wrote a critique of Serrano’s work that focused on the art’s 

content and the artist’s emotional and political commentary; in Lippard’s piece she 

reports on the multifaceted ritual elements of Serrano’s piece. Freeland (2001) writes 

about Lippard’s article: “Serrano claims that his work was not done to denounce religion 

but its institutions—to show how our contemporary culture is commercializing and 

cheapening Christianity and its icons” (pp. 20-21). Art as ritual often uses blood and 

other human elements in its work, such as Serrano’s. The problem with contemporary art 

is isolating when those bodily elements are part of a ritual use or simply used for shock 

value. 

Imitation theory says that art is an imitation of human life or nature. This was 

seen as far back as the Ancient Greeks, where tragedy in art was seen as a way to teach 

morals. Aristotle argued that imitation was a natural human instinct and could provide 

lessons. Freeland (2001) writes about Aristotle’s views that “tragedy could educate by 

appealing to people’s minds, feelings, and senses. If a tragedy shows how a good person 

confronts adversity, it elicits a cleansing…through emotions of fear and pity” (p. 32). In 

the history of art, there has been a move towards a more accurate representation of reality 

with developments such as use of perspective in the Renaissance and oil painting 

providing more tactility and richness. However, since the development of photography 

artwork has shifted into a variety of genres, such as surrealism and abstraction, that 

emphasize artist’s creativity rather than expressions of realism. 

 Medieval philosophers, such as Aquinas, wrote that beauty was an essential 

property of God and artwork should aspire to God’s properties. This medieval aesthetic 
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can best be seen in cathedrals which followed three principles: proportion, light, and 

allegory. Freeland (2001) writes that Aquinas emphasized light or “claritas”: “For him, 

divinity is present in the internal forms of things on earth. A cathedral, like a good and 

beautiful person, should have organic unity and manifest claritas” (p. 39). In a cathedral, 

light streaming in is a sign that God is present. 

Modernist Theories of Art 

 The formalist theory focuses on the forms present in the work of art. This can be 

focused on the aesthetic beauty of the artwork. Kant (1790/1998) wrote that good 

judgments of beauty were to be found in the artwork itself, not in the viewer’s judgment. 

While everyone possesses their own taste, beauty is a universal concept that pleases all; 

judgments of what is good “while also determining the delight in an object, possess 

logical and not mere aesthetic universality; for it is as involving a cognition of the Object 

that they are valid of it, and on that account valid for everyone” (p. 88). In order for 

something to be beautiful, the judgment needs to be separated from any other pleasurable 

reactions to the artwork: 

 

The correctness of such an ideal of beauty is evidenced by its not permitting any 

sensuous charm to mingle with the delight in its Object, in which it still allows us 

to take a great interest. This fact in turn shows that an estimate formed according 

to such a standard can never be purely aesthetic, and that one formed according to 

an ideal of beauty cannot be a simple judgement of taste. (p. 93) 

Something beautiful is pleasurable, but lacks other purpose.  

In another view of formalism, the philosopher Hume wrote that the development 

of aesthetic appreciation came from education and experience: “Men of taste acquire 

certain abilities that lead to agreement about which authors and artworks are the best” 

(Freeland, 2001, p. 9). Thus, rather than Kant’s idea that the beauty of an object was a 
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universal truth within the object itself, Hume felt that the educated men would reach a 

consensus of what constituted tasteful art. 

Formalist theory can also be seen in the traditional elements and principles of art. 

Dow initially established the elements and principles in 1899 that have informed much of 

art education over the last one hundred years. His book Composition (1899) was in print 

until 1940. The idea of teaching composition was to encourage creativity and not just 

copying: “Study of composition of Line, Mass and Color leads to appreciation of all 

forms of art and of the beauty of nature. Drawing of natural objects then becomes a 

language of expression” (1899/1913, p. 4). Dow’s three elements were line, notan 

(contrast), and color: “Good color is dependent upon good notan, and that in turn is 

dependent upon good spacing. It seems reasonable then that a study of art should begin 

with line” (1899/1913, p. 8). Dow also had five principles of design: opposition, 

transition, subordination, repetition, and symmetry. Dow was inspired by the oriental art 

collection at the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston and felt that his elements and principles 

were the building blocks for all art past, present, and future by explaining what makes 

works of art visually effective (Efland, 1990). 

 The institutional theory of art states that something is art when the art world, such 

as museum or gallery directors, accepts it as art. Freeland (2001) writes that critics “can 

help others see form in art and feel the resulting emotions” (p. 15). Danto (1964) wrote 

that it was not just the art world, but the world on a whole, that had to be ready to accept 

something as art. He used Andy Warhol’s Brillo Boxes (1964) as an example:  

 

In order to see it as part of the artworld, one must have mastered a good deal of 

artistic theory as well as a considerable amount of the history of recent New York 

painting. It could not have been art fifty years ago. But then there could not have 

been, everything being equal, flight insurance in the Middle Ages, or Etruscan 

typewriter erasers. The world has to be ready for certain things, the artworld no 

less than the real one. (p. 581) 
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Art relies on time and context within the artworld and the rest of the world, a historical 

and institutional context that allows the audience to understand it as art. 

Expression theory states that art communicates feelings and emotions. Tolstoy (as 

cited in Freeland, 2001) wrote that the artist evokes a feeling in creating art and then 

needs to communicate that same feeling in his art:  

 

To evoke in oneself a feeling one has once experienced and having evoked it in 

oneself then by means of movements, lines, colours, sounds, or forms expressed 

in words, so to transmit this feeling that others experience the same feeling—this 

is the activity of art. (p. 155) 

Critique of the weakness of this theory is that the artist does not need to have the feelings 

in order to express them. Freeland (2001) writes, “When music or art expresses 

something, perhaps this has more to do with how it is arranged than with what the artist 

was feeling on a given day. The expressiveness is in the work, not the artist” (p. 156). 

While the artist may be feeling the emotions expressed within his work, the artist does 

not necessarily have to be feeling those emotions during the whole making of the piece or 

at all. The work can still evoke those feelings within the viewer. Additionally, artwork 

can also express ideas. 

Cognitive theories of art state that art can serve as a source of knowledge about 

the world just as much as science. Goodman (as cited in Freeland, 2001) wrote about the 

importance of art’s role in everyday life: “What we know through art is felt in our bones 

and nerves and muscles as well as grasped by out minds…All the sensitivity and 

responsiveness of the organism participates in the invention and interpretation of 

symbols” (p. 167). Goodman’s view is that interacting with art alters how the viewer 

perceives and interacts with the rest of the world. 
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Post-Modern Theories of Art 

 Gude (2004), an art educator, decided that one hundred years after Dow 

established the elements and principles, it was necessary to institute a set of post-modern 

principles. These principles emerged from the artwork created in workshops she led for 

teens. Her post-modern principles were appropriation, juxtaposition, recontextualization, 

layering, interaction of text and image, hybridity, gazing, and representin’. Appropriation, 

Gude stated, was a reflection of the time the students lived in: “If one grows up in a 

world filled with cheap, disposable images, they easily become the stuff of one’s own 

creative expression” (p. 9). Juxtaposition brings together radically different elements, 

such as Meret Oppenheim’s fur-covered teacup. Recontextualization places images or 

objects into new settings that are not necessarily associated with the original piece. 

Layering involves layers of material creating art: “Layered imagery evoking the 

complexity of the unconscious mind is a familiar strategy in Surrealist art and of early 

experimental approaches to photography” (p. 10). Interaction of text and image brings 

together text and images that do not directly describe one another, but rather generate 

new associations: “Students who make and value art in the 21st century must learn not to 

demand a literal match of verbal and visual signifiers, but rather to explore disjuncture 

between these modes as a source of meaning and pleasure” (p. 10). Hybridity describes 

the multi-media work of contemporary artists, such as sculptures with video projections 

and sound elements or incorporating traditional cultural elements into new media. Gazing 

is concerned with who is looking and who is being looked at; the term is used “to 

investigate how our notions of ‘others’ are constructed through proprietary acts of 

looking and representing” (p. 11). Representin’ is used to find an artistic voice through 

“one’s own personal history and culture of origin” (p. 11). 



 55 

 Chapter 6 will apply both art and film theories to viewers’ responses to video art. 

The next section will look more specifically at feminist theories within film and art. 

FEMINIST THEORIES OF FILM AND ART 

Discussed further in the next section, the two videos used in this study bring up 

feminist connotations through the presence and portrayal of women in both, and the fact 

that both videos were made by women artists. While feminist theories of art are typically 

included in post-modern theories of art, I have chosen to highlight them here with their 

own section, because of the importance I believe feminist theory has to these two videos. 

This section looks more specifically at feminist theories of art and film in order to be able 

to apply that lens to analyzing viewer responses to the videos. 

Feminist Theories of Film 

Feminist film theory tends to fall into two categories: critiquing the male gaze that 

by default cinema tends to cater to, and creating a counter cinema that presents a more 

realistic view of women on screen. Laura Mulvey (1975) wrote about how women on 

screen traditionally served two purposes: an erotic object for other characters within the 

film and an erotic object for the audience members watching the film. Thus, because they 

are both viewing the woman on screen in the same way, the viewer identifies with the 

male characters on screen:  

 

The man controls the film phantasy and also emerges as the representative of 

power in a further sense: as the bearer of the look of the spectator, transferring it 

behind the screen to neutralise the extradiegetic tendencies represented by woman 

as spectacle. This is made possible through the processes set in motion by 

structuring the film around a main controlling figure with whom the spectator can 

identify. (Mulvey, 1975, p. 12) 

Thus, the spectator identifies with the active male character and the woman serves to be 

an icon. Mulvey’s view was that cinema needed to be freed from this voyeuristic 
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approach in order to allow women to be viewed equal on screen: this leads to the counter 

cinema approach to feminist film theory. 

A counter cinema of women on screen shows a more realistic version of women 

on screen. This approach is divided into two camps: feminists who believe that a new 

approach to filmmaking must be made to break away from the male gaze, and feminists 

who think changes can be made within the existing structure. Buckland (2012) writes that 

because there was no previous reference to draw from in this new, realistic depiction of 

women, some feminists felt the film process had to be reconstructed. Mulvey (1975) 

wrote that traditional codes in cinema needed to be broken in order to create a new 

cinema that allowed for new depictions of women: 

 

Playing on the tension between film as controlling the dimension of time (editing, 

narrative) and film as controlling the dimension of space (changes in distance, 

editing), cinematic codes create a gaze, a world, and an object, thereby producing 

an illusion cut to the measure of desire. It is these cinematic codes and their 

relationship to formative external structures that must be broken down before 

mainstream film and the pleasure it provides can be challenged. (p. 17) 

However, some saw how female directors within Hollywood were able to subvert the 

traditional system from within. Although Claire Johnston, a contemporary of Mulvey, 

also looked to radical changes in filmmaking like Mulvey, Buckland (2012) writes that 

she also saw that “within Hollywood, women directors such as Dorothy Arzner and Ida 

Lupino successfully created critiques of patriarchal ideology. They infiltrated the 

dominant system and subverted it from within” (p. 121). Thus, both creating a new 

cinema and working within the mainstream cinema system could create a new, realistic, 

active portrayal of women on screen. 



 57 

Feminist Theories of Art 

As summarized by Minor (2001), feminist theories and criticism of art and art 

history focus on a few themes to expose art history’s patriarchal beliefs and traditions. 

The first looks at why women artists are ignored throughout history and in the canon. 

Minor states that art history textbooks published before 1970 featured few if any female 

artists and that the first edition of Janson’s fundamental textbook did not name any 

female artists. Feminist art historians have worked to promote female artists into the art 

historical canon. As Minor (2001) writes, “The project of art historians…is constantly to 

reconsider the past, to reclaim overlooked artists, and to refocus the light of the present 

into the shadows of history” (p. 161). 

The second theme of the feminist view of art is that female artists’ purpose is to 

show the female experience and how it is unique from the traditional male experience 

seen in art. Minor (2001) says that this can be seen in artists like Mary Cassatt who 

focuses on the domestic issues of women, not as tyranny, but because “society has made 

gender important and has systematized it” (p. 161). More contemporary artists like 

Audrey Flack focus on overlooked small details of life, rather than grand themes of the 

world that art is expected to present, and, in doing so, “the feminist artist advocates a 

kind of destabilizing process” (Minor, 2001, p. 162). Additionally, the style of the artist, 

such as the soft abstraction of Helen Frankenthaler versus the violent spattering of 

Jackson Pollock, can define a feminine or feminist approach to art and art criticism.  

The third theme of the feminist view of art is to critique the male gaze 

traditionally found in art. Building off of Mulvey’s 1975 essay, which was discussed 

earlier, Minor (2001) examines that within the feminist view there is never an entirely 

unadulterated pleasure found in viewing a work of art, but rather there are hidden codes 

within the artwork. Minor’s example of a hidden code is “a man’s conscious or 
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unconscious desire to possess a woman—his mother?—to control what frightens him” 

(2001, p. 163). The goal in acknowledging the male gaze is to recognize it and maybe 

correct it. 

 In Chapter 6 I apply art and film theories, including a focus on feminist critiques, 

to the visitors’ discussions of video art. But before that can be done, it is important to 

introduce the two pieces of video art I used in my study and look at critics’ discourses 

surrounding the two works. 

DISCOURSE REGARDING DEADSEE 

Sigalit Landau’s DeadSee (2005, length: 11:39 minutes) is a silent video that 

shows a spiral of connected watermelons in the Dead Sea, some smashed open to reveal 

the red insides. The artist is in the video, entwined with the watermelons and holding 

onto one of the smashed watermelons. The video begins with a close up, spiraling over 

the watermelons, then pans back revealing the entire spiral as it is slowly unfurled and 

pulled off screen. It ends with a shot of just the sea when the last watermelons have been 

pulled off-screen. A screen shot of the video is in Appendix B. 

Sigalit Landau’s work DeadSee is tied to her identity as an Israeli and as an artist. 

Camhi (2008) found a variety of art historical references in the video such as Robert 

Smithson’s Spriral Jetty (1970) and Ana Mendieta’s performances, but felt the strongest 

associations were with Israel: “I was thinking, in terms of Israel, of the closely connected 

society, and that everyone has a tie to the wounded” (para. 18). When asked about it, 

Landau agreed with close connections between people in the Israeli culture, including to 

those who have been wounded, but also questioned the outside media perception of 

Israel, replying, “Looking at this country on the news, people don’t realize how easy it is 

to have a regular day here.…It’s a crystallized chunk of stories more than a place” (para. 
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29). Those stories are what keep Landau in Israel after many of her artist colleagues have 

left: "Most of my friends from the ‘90s don’t live here anymore. They came in to put up 

work, or they sent work with instruction.…But I’m based here. Not for artistic reasons 

but for human reasons” (para. 30). Camhi draws on expression art theory in her 

description, focusing on the emotions of those affected by violence in Israel; Landau 

seems to agree, but also draws on cognitive art theory in wanting to challenge the media’s 

perception of life in Israel. 

Hegert (2008) discusses a variety of works by Landau, including DeadSee, and 

focuses on how the works, inspired by the Dead Sea and its unique properties, on a whole 

represent Israel, and more specifically, a wound. Hegert writes “the use of barbed wire in 

[Landau’s] pieces as well as the red flesh of fruit is symbolic perhaps of centuries-old, as 

well as fresh, wounds” (para. 3). Hegert relates to formalist film theory, specifically 

Arnheim in seeing how the filmmaker manipulates what is on screen, in this case the 

broken red of the watermelons. 

DISCOURSE REGARDING TECHNOLOLGY/TRANSFORMATION: WONDER WOMAN 

Dara Birnbaum’s Technology/Transformation: Wonder Woman (1978-79, length: 

5:50 minutes) collages together clips from the television show Wonder Woman (1975-

79). The television show was based on comic books and starred Lynda Carter as Wonder 

Woman, a superhero who was an Amazon princess sent to help humans in America, first 

in the 1940s and later in the 1970s. Her strength came from her golden belt, she had 

bracelets that deflected bullets, and she possessed a golden lasso that forced people to tell 

the truth. She transformed from her human appearance, Diana Prince, into Wonder 

Woman by spinning; an explosion covered the transition between the two personas. The 

clips Birnbaum chose for the video focus mainly on a few key elements: Diana Prince 
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spinning to transform from her everyday look to Wonder Woman, explosions, and 

Wonder Woman running. These scenes are often repeated multiple times in a row. 

Wonder Woman is seen transforming in front of an industrial plant and in a dressing 

room. There is no narrative. The only dialogue is a scene where Wonder Woman runs 

into a man in a hallway; she is later shown defending that man from gunshots. The video 

ends with a two-minute disco song from 1978 titled “Wonder Woman in Discoland,” and 

the visual accompaniment to it is simply a blue screen with the lyrics typed in white 

scrolling up. A screen shot of the video is in Appendix C.  

Technology/Transformation: Wonder Woman is commonly interpreted as a 

feminist critique of mass media gender stereotypes. As Buchloh (1982) wrote, it was a 

product of the political movement of the time so that the audience would recognize “that 

such sexist representations of a female figure as a vehicle of male and state power are the 

cynical ideological complement to an actual historical situation in which radical political 

practice seems to have been restricted to feminist practice” (p. 56). Birnbaum showed 

how the television show Wonder Woman, while displaying a strong woman fighting, 

emphasized her femininity through her sexuality. Birnbaum “draws out the workings of 

this representational construction by isolating and repeating its elements for an analytical 

gaze, thereby denaturalising the illusion and laying bare the technology of special 

effects” (Demos, 2010, p. 51). However, the scenes chosen from the show emphasize her 

superhero identity rather than the scenes that showed her in her submissive human 

identity hiding her strength: “the video creates a new version of Wonder Woman that 

offers in many ways an intensified and seemingly joyfully repeated image of the female 

superhero’s power” (Demos, 2010, p. 81). Birnbaum (as cited in Demos, 2010) wanted 

viewers to be aware of how their interpretation, reaction, and creation of media could 

have varied meanings:  
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I consider it to be our responsibility to become increasingly aware of alternative 

perspectives which can be achievable through our use of media – and to 

consciously find the ability for expression of the ‘individual voice’ – whether it be 

dissension, affirmation or neutrality. (pp. 102-103) 

Birnbaum used video editing to emphasize how themes of female sexuality were used to 

show Wonder Woman as a strong, powerful woman. 

Birnbaum’s work was also seen as an institutional critique of television. 

Birnbaum saw video as the possible way to investigate television: “I thought that video 

would provide me with the multiple, reproducible image intrinsic to television and its 

distribution” (p. 16). Buchloh (1985) saw Birnbaum’s videos as a way to draw attention 

to media’s influence on culture: “The work directed attention to the governing media in 

mass culture and the technological sophistication with which these operate” (p. 222). Of  

course, Birnbaum’s use of television images within her videos carried the risk of her 

videos blending to the very institution she was trying to critique:  

 

It could integrate itself so successfully into the advanced technology and 

linguistic perfection of governing television ideology that its original impulse of 

critical deconstruction could disappear in a perfect blending of a technocratic 

estheticization of art practice and the media’s need to rejuvenate its looks and 

products by drawing from the esthetics of the avant-garde. (Buchloh, 1982, p. 50) 

This risk becomes greater as television media draws on avant-garde art sources for its 

own production. The video was also seen as a way to talk back to the media. It was a part 

of guerrilla television, using video “as a strategy by which citizens and communities 

could join in the feedback mechanisms of participatory democracy” (Demos, 2010, p. 

17). By enabling community members to create their own work, the one-way system of 

broadcast journalism could lose its power. In fact, Technology/Transformation: Wonder 

Woman was planned to air on a community access channel at the same time the actual 

Wonder Woman television show was airing. Birnbaum (as cited in Demos, 2010) stated, 
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“When it actually plays on broadcast TV, the appropriated image will surprise TV 

viewers, since they are expecting the ‘real Wonder Woman’ broadcast and all of a sudden 

they see themselves confronted with an aberration of this imagery” (p. 47). However, 

Birnbaum still saw a visual pleasure that could be found in her work: “The viewer derives 

pleasure from having absorbed this information and participating in the deconstruction of 

it” (as cited in Demos, 2010, p. 100). So while the audience is forced to confront issues of 

the media’s influence and control, this was seen as a way to enhance the pleasurable 

aspects of watching the video. 

Birnbaum’s work on Technology/Transformation: Wonder Woman was 

influenced by different movements in the fine arts world as well. Demos (2010) 

compared it to Clement Greenberg’s views on modernism’s practices of analyzing an art 

medium within itself to test its limits and determine its identity; Demos saw appropriating 

the television images as an investigation both into the limits of television and video. 

Demos (2010) writes, 

 

Birnbaum would continue a certain Greenbergian modernist tendency, which 

entailed self-reflexively employing video to bring forth its essential and singular 

qualities as a medium—even, that is, if that involved challenging video’s claim to 

being a medium, and instead considering it as heterogenous assemblage of 

practices, institutions and conventions. (p. 15) 

Buchloh (1985) saw the appropriation of popular images, genres, and vocabulary from 

television as an extension of Pop art: “The effects of her application of these high-art 

strategies are stunning: revealing to the viewer that the apparatus of television conveys its 

ideological message as much by its formal strategies and its technique as by its manifest 

subject matter” (p. 222). Buchloh (1982) saw Birnbaum’s work as a continuation and 

expansion of Warhol’s use of found imagery, as he similarly breaks “the temporal 

continuity of the television narrative and split it into self-reflexive elements that make the 



 63 

minute and seemingly inextricable interaction of behavior and ideology an observable 

pattern” (p. 55). Focusing on certain elements, like repeating the image of Wonder 

Woman spinning, highlights the common superhero device that may have been 

overlooked in the television show.  

Demos saw formalist art tendencies in Birnbaum’s work as she focused on the 

essential elements of the medium. Demos also appears to be drawing on formalist film 

theories in his discourse, directing attention toward how Birnbaum edited the video to 

focus on the special effects. Buchloh seems to emphasize post-modern principles, such as 

appropriation, in his critique. 

CONCLUSION 

This chapter introduced discourses around formalist film theory from Eisenstein, 

Arnheim, Burch, and Lotman and realist film theory from Kracauer, Bazin, Kuleshov, 

and Reisz and Millar. I also looked at major art theories in three categories: historic 

theories (ritual, medieval, and imitation), modernist theories (formalist, expression, and 

cognitive), and post-modern theories. I examined what discourses critics were drawing 

from in their analysis of the videos I used in this case study. The next chapter explains 

how I used these discourses in my data analysis, mapping the interviews and looking for 

common themes. 
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Chapter 4:  Methodology:  Qualitative Case Study with Semi-

Structured Interviews and Discourse Analysis 

My research study was a case study of visitors to the Landmarks Media Station, a 

video art display located outside the Visual Arts Center in the Art Building at The 

University of Texas at Austin, in which I interviewed visitors about their meaning 

making process while watching the video on display. This chapter explains why I chose 

to use a case study and interviews, how I gathered my data, and how this data was 

analyzed. 

Video art crosses the line between static fine art, such as painting, and time-based 

screen media, such as film. If video art is like a painting, then a visitor should be able to 

come whenever to see it and spend as much time as she would like with it while she 

makes her own interpretations of it. But if video art is like a film, then a visitor would not 

want to come in the middle and leave too early, just as that visitor would most likely not 

want to come into a movie that is halfway done, watch the end, and then stay to watch the 

beginning when it starts again. These discrepancies can affect how visitors interpret video 

art as they look for common ground between video art, fine art, and screen media. I 

conducted this study to see what visitors thought while they made meaning of video art. I 

hoped that this could prove useful in the future with designing how video art is exhibited 

and what education programs accompany it. 

CASE STUDY 

My research study was a qualitative case study. Case study research is useful for 

collecting and analyzing data within the context of a specific case; it is interpretive and 

often takes place in a natural setting. A case is a human activity, happening in the present, 

which needs to be studied in context and where the boundaries between it and its context 
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are blurred (Gillham, 2000). The cases are then used as a foundation, from which to build 

a theory: “The theory is emergent in the sense that it is situated in and developed by 

recognizing patterns of relationships among constructs within and across cases and their 

underlying logical arguments” (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007, p. 25). In my case study of 

sixteen visitors, I do not believe that it encompasses enough cases to formulate an 

accurate theory of how visitors make meaning while watching video art. However, I do 

believe that my study is part of the building blocks that could lead to forming such a 

theory. 

Baxter and Jack (2008) describe different types of case study research, drawing 

on Yin’s categories: explanatory, exploratory, and descriptive. An explanatory case study 

seeks to explain the links program or phenomena effects with that program’s 

implementation. An exploratory case study is used for situations where the phenomenon 

investigated has no clear, single set of outcomes. A descriptive case study describes a 

phenomenon within the context it occurred. I consider my study to be exploratory 

because I am looking at a specific phenomenon—visitors watching video art—but I do 

not know what the effects of that phenomenon are. I am looking to explore this situation 

to see a variety of effects, and not examine a single type or set of outcomes. 

While some researchers (Gillham, 2000) state that multiple sources of evidence 

are required, such as documents, records, interviews, detached observation, participant 

observation, etc., others (Silverman, 2009) state that interviews alone should suffice for 

qualitative research. Multiple sources of evidence are useful in order to establish 

triangulation, which is employed to see where the data from three or more sources 

intersect and thus create a single point of focus or truth. But Silverman (2009) states that 

a truth may not be possible to find, depending on the analytic framework employed: “If 

you treat social reality as constructed in different ways in different contexts, then you 
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cannot appeal to a single ‘phenomenon’ which all your data apparently represent” (p. 

134). The multiple methods are meant to reveal the whole picture, but as Silverman 

(2009) states, the whole picture is not possible to see and the idea of it can lead to 

imprecise or under-analyzed data. Thus, Silverman (2009) states that it is better to focus 

on what your data can tell you: “It is usually far better to celebrate the partiality of your 

data and delight in the particular phenomena that it allows you to inspect (hopefully in 

detail)” (p. 134). Thus, in my study where I look at how visitors say they make meaning 

while watching video art, multiple methods beyond the interview do not appear to be 

necessary as my focus is on how the visitor describes it and not on the work of the 

museum, in this case Landmarks, nor on other actions of the visitor not reported in the 

interview. Also, I am not looking for a “truth” in this study, rather to gather data on how 

visitors make meaning while watching video art so that this data can be used to develop 

and guide future studies. 

Silverman (2009) states that interview studies involve a particular group of people 

and how that group sees things. Interviewing can take many forms. Andrea Fontana and 

Anastasia Prokos (2010) break down interviewing into three types: structured 

interviewing, group interviewing, and unstructured interviewing. Structured interviewing 

requires that all respondents be asked the exact same questions in the same precise order. 

Group interviewing relies on questioning several individuals at the same time; the 

interviewer directs the questions and interaction of the interviewees. Unstructured 

interviewing is mostly used as an “open-ended, in-depth (ethnographic) interview” (p. 

39). In unstructured interviewing there is a need for the interviewer to gain access to the 

setting and subjects and establish trust with the interviewees. The interviewer needs to 

maintain an interactive rapport with the interviewees, but can run the risk of losing 
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distance or objectivity with the subjects. Regarding the difference between structured and 

unstructured interviewing, Fontana and Prokos (2010) write,  

 

The former aims at capturing precise data of a codable nature so as to explain 

behavior within pre-established categories, whereas the latter attempts to 

understand the complex behavior of members of society without imposing any a 

priori categorization that may limit the field of inquiry. (p. 40) 

Fontana and Prokos do not allow for a combination of structured and unstructured 

interviews, combining set questions with flexibility to ask new questions that may arise 

throughout the interview. However, David Wilkinson and Peter Birmingham (2003) do 

so in their description of what they see as the three types of interviewing: unstructured, 

semi-structured, and structured. The unstructured interview allows the discussion to be 

guided by the interviewee, making it difficult to plan, steer, and analyze. The semi-

structured interview enables the interviewer to direct the conversation more closely, but 

has flexibility in order for the interviewer to explore new topics or ideas that the 

interviewee may bring up or the conversation may lead to. Wilkinson and Birmingham 

(2003) write that in the semi-structured interview the “format and ordering of the 

questions are informed by the ongoing responses of the interviewee to the questions 

posed” (p. 45). The structured interview is the most predictable, with pre-determined 

questions. This allows for an easier framework for analysis by the researcher. My 

research falls into the semi-structured interview type as described by Wilkinson and 

Birmingham. I created a set list of questions to help guide the interview process (see 

below), but I followed up on answers with new questions that emerged based on the 

interviewees’ responses or skipped questions that I did not think were necessary or useful 

at a particular juncture in the interview, or were answered in a different part of the 

interview. 
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Garry Anderson and Nancy Arsenault (1998) divide interviewing into two types: 

normative and key informant. Normative interviews are used to collect data that will be 

classified and analyzed statistically. They are often used as an oral questionnaire for mass 

surveys by pollsters and researchers. Key informant interviews look in depth at the views 

and knowledge of a small number of individuals who have specific experience or 

knowledge about the subject. The interviewer should also be an expert on the subject 

being discussed in order to effectively pursue and further question new information found 

in the interview. Anderson and Arsenault (1998) write that researchers can combine both 

interview techniques to collect “normative data on selected questions and continue the 

interview to obtain more elite type of information on questions requiring more personal 

and conceptual perspectives” (p. 203). I believe that in my case I did combine the two 

types of normative and key informant data. I used the set list of questions to collect the 

data I was interested in, but I also probed visitors to secure more in-depth responses. 

Since I was looking at how visitors describe their meaning making process, the visitors 

were the key informants in my case, because they were the experts on their own 

experience. 

External reliability demonstrates that other researchers would observe the same 

phenomenon if the same study was repeated in an identical setting. To insure external 

reliability, Gagnon (2010) recommends five steps. First, establish the researcher’s 

position, consider how their position may affect their interpretation, and the relationship 

between the researcher and informants. Second, describe how the informants were chosen 

to participate. Third, describe the characteristics of the research setting, i.e., “the 

physical, social and interpersonal context in which the data was collected” (p. 27). 

Fourth, clearly define the concept of the study, its constructs and how it is analyzed. 

Fifth, describe the data collection practice so that others can recreate it. In my study, I 
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informed the participants that I was a Master’s degree student researching my thesis and 

the purpose of my research. I have a hypothesis that film has more of an influence on 

interpretation of video art than fine arts, but I did not inform the participants of my 

hypothesis. As far as the relationship between myself and participants, some of the 

participants were random passersby and others were friends or friends of friends. All 

interviewees were asked the same questions. Within my interpretations, however, I did 

look at some background information that I knew and found relevant, such as a person’s 

background in art, even if that was not discussed in the interview. This discussion is 

expanded on in the next sections. 

Validity, Gagnon (2010) writes, is established by producing an interpretation that 

is sufficiently documented and is consistent so that other researchers are able to reach a 

general consensus. External validity relates to how applicable or generalizable the study 

is to other cases. Gagnon has four recommendations to promote external validity. First, 

ensure that the features of the study, the group chosen in particular, do not have 

characteristics that render the results too distinctive. Second, choose a site that has not 

been oversaturated with studies, regardless of their purpose, to ensure that the results are 

still representative. Third, the researcher should choose a setting that could be used again 

for the same study; “The point is to make sure that the phenomenon studied at the 

beginning of the process is the same as the one observed subsequently” (p. 34). Finally, 

the construct should allow terms to remain consistent over different times, sites, and 

populations. Merriam (2001) says that to increase external validity the researcher should 

provide rich, thick description, describe how typical the situation is, and use multisite 

designs. Enough description allows readers to see how typical the case is and if the case 

matches the situation they are interested in or are studying. Multisite designs, in sites, 

cases, or situations mean that the research can be applied to a wider variety of other 
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situations. I feel that my research has allowed for a range of participants, a setting 

wherein the study could be repeated, and a construct that could be used in other studies 

with different participants, location, and at another time. The following section delves 

deeper into the specifics of the data gathering process of my study. 

DATA GATHERING 

For my study, I needed to utilize a video art installation in a location with a steady 

stream of visitors to interview. I chose the Landmarks Video media station in the Art 

Building at The University of Texas at Austin. The location is directly outside of the 

Visual Arts Center, a contemporary art space, so people who view the video range from 

students in the art building for class (which included non-art classes) to visitors to the 

Visual Arts Center to visitors with other business in the building. Landmarks has a 

different video on display every month, a timetable which enabled me to compare 

responses to two different videos: Sigalit Landau’s DeadSee (2005) in February 2012 and 

Dara Birnbaum’s Technology/Transformation: Wonder Woman (1978-79) in March 

2012. 

I used a convenience sample of participants. A convenience sample occurs when 

subjects are chosen due to their convenient accessibility to the researcher and are not 

meant to be representative of the entire population (Castillo, 2009). The interviewees in 

my study were both visitors to the building and people I previously knew that I invited to 

participate. All participants were told what the purpose of my study was and signed a 

permission form. (A copy of the permission form can be seen in Appendix D.) I used two 

different videos and interviewed eight separate people for each video, for a total of 

sixteen participants. The interviews were recorded on a digital recorder and transcribed 

by me. The participants remain anonymous. 
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One difficulty I had was in finding people to participate in the study. While the 

location had several classrooms nearby, the classrooms were primarily large lecture halls, 

so when classes let out, the area was extremely crowded with students, making it difficult 

to talk with anyone. Many students who were in the hallway or on the stairs near the 

media station between classes were studying and not interested in participating. Because 

of this, I asked classmates, friends, and friends of friends to participate as well to insure I 

had a sufficient number of participants. 

As stated earlier in this chapter, these interviews were semi-structured. I had a set 

list of questions for each interview, while knowing that new questions may emerge from 

the interviews or the conversation may head in new directions. The set questions I had 

prepared for each interview were: 

• Describe your stream of consciousness while watching the video. 

• Why do you think you were thinking that? 

• Where do you think you got your ideas? 

• How do you think your previous experience with movies, television, or other 

screen media affected your interpretation? How do you think your past experience 

with other fine arts, such as painting or sculpture, affected your interpretation? 

• What don’t you understand about the piece or what issues do you have with the 

piece? 

• What issues do you have with video art in general? 

• When did you want the piece to be over or were you ready to leave before the 

piece was over? 

• Do you often watch video art? How do you tend to approach video art? 
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After I was able to gather participants and conduct the interviews, I needed a 

frame for how to analyze the responses. The next section looks at discourse analysis and 

how this form of analysis was used in this study. 

DISCOURSE ANALYSIS 

I employed discourse analysis in my study to look at the results of my interviews. 

This section examines the nature of discourse analysis and how I used it to filter, 

organize, and make sense of the responses from participants. 

Rose (2001) writes that discourse is “a particular knowledge about the world 

which shapes how the world is understood and how things are done in it” (p. 136). 

Different subjects can be understood as a discourse, including art and film. Art discourse 

is not different types of visual images, but rather “the knowledges, institutions, subjects 

and practices which work to define certain images as art and others as not art” (p. 136). 

Rose divides discourse analysis into two separate approaches. The first approach Rose 

(2001) describes focuses on images and text: it “tends to pay rather more attention to the 

notion of discourse as articulated through various kinds of visual images and verbal texts 

than it does to the practices entailed by specific discourses” (p. 140). The second 

approach focuses more on “the practices of institutions than it does to the visual images 

and verbal texts.…It tends to be more explicitly concerned with issues of power, regimes 

of truth, institutions and technologies” (p. 140). 

While traditionally discourse analysis has been used for linguistic studies, it can 

be expanded to other questions as Johnstone (2008) states:  

 

To the extent that discourse and discourses—meaning-making, in linguistic and 

other modes, and ways of acting, being, and envisioning self and environment—

are at the center of human experience and activity, discourse analysis can help in 

answering any question that could be asked about humans in society. (p. 7) 
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Discourse analysis can use a variety of materials: recorded interviews, written 

documents, online discussion, etc. The questions discourse analysis answers is: “Why is 

this stretch of discourse the way it is? Why is it no other way? Why these particular 

words in this particular order?” (p. 9). Answering these questions requires considering 

who the person who spoke or wrote the text is and her background, the intended audience 

of the text, and the structure of the text. The researcher needs to think about “what 

motivated the text, about how it fits into the set of things people in its context 

conventionally do with discourse” (p. 9). The researcher uses the texts to understand their 

contexts, “trying to uncover the multiple reasons why the texts they study are the way 

they are and no other way” (p. 30). The researcher should use an analytical heuristic, a set 

of broad questions for the text. Johnstone (2008) lists six concepts of how that can be 

used to determine how contexts shape texts and texts shape contexts: 

 

• Discourse is shaped by the world, and discourse shapes the world. 

• Discourse is shaped by language, and discourse shapes language. 

• Discourse is shaped by participants, and discourse shapes participants. 

• Discourse is shaped by prior discourse, and discourse shapes the possibilities 

for future discourse. 

• Discourse is shaped by the medium, and discourse shapes the possibilities of 

its medium. 

• Discourse is shaped by purpose, and discourse shapes possible purposes. (p. 

10) 

My case study focused on two of these concepts in my analysis. The first is how 

discourse shapes and is shaped by the world: “The world is the cause, the text is the 

effect. Discourse imitates the world” (p. 33). Johnstone gives an example of a novel to 

show how the world affects the text or text affects the world. In order for a novel to be 

about something the reader has to feel there is a world outside of the text of the novel that 

this something refers to:  
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It presupposes that there are young boys and older women in what we sometimes 

refer to as the ‘real world,’ for example, and that novels represent this real world 

in words, so that when we read the words we imagine real boys and women. (p. 

32) 

Johnstone suggests focusing on discourse rather than language, vocabulary, and 

grammar: “We could ask about how the things people do when they talk, sign, or write 

influence, and are influenced by their knowledge about language and the world as they 

experience it” (p. 44). Acts of discourse draw on resources of language and culture, but 

discourse is creative rather than simply reapplying language and culture. People express 

discourse in new ways, possibly evidencing novel ways of thinking about the world. But 

while creative, the discourse has to draw from somewhere: “Each instance of discourse is 

another instance of the laying out of a grammatical pattern or the expression of a belief, 

so each instance of discourse reinforces the patterns of language and the beliefs 

associated with culture” (p. 50). In my study, visitors’ prior world and cultural experience 

within the fields of fine arts and screen media were looked at to see how it shaped their 

present experience with video art.  

The second concept I used involved looking at prior texts and prior discourse. 

Intertextuality refers to how texts reference and build on previous texts. This can be seen 

in both direct repetition and indirect allusion. Interdiscursivity refers to how discourses 

draw on previous discourses. As an example, Johnstone (2008) describes how public 

debates around science issues  

 

borrow both from discursive practices associated with science, such as the use of 

statistics to persuade and the adoption of a neutral, disinterested stance on the part 

of the researcher, and from practices associated with other contexts for talk, such 

as ways of speaking and thinking associated with science fiction, religion, and 

politics. (p. 166) 

Similarly, in my study, I looked at how participants borrow discursive practices from art 

theory and film theory to discuss video art. Frames shape people’s experiences of what is 
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happening now and what happened in the past. In the case of discourse analysis, a frame 

“is a complex cognitive structure that links together the attributes of a concept in a web of 

relationships” (Johnstone, 2008, p. 187). In every day life, frames are used to determine 

what is actually happening; Johnstone’s example is that “picking up a small statue and 

moving it would be a different event if the relevant frame had to do with playing chess 

(making a move with a game piece) than if it had to do with curating a museum 

exhibition (rearranging works of art)” (p. 188). My study looks at how the frame of a 

piece being video art, as opposed to other fine art or screen media, affects the visitor’s 

response to the piece and how the frame of reference the visitor brings to the piece affects 

the visitor’s meaning making. 

Discourse analysis works best with concise sets of data in order to focus on small 

differences between the cases rather than generalize about the shared features of 

compared cases. Johnstone (2008) states that discourse analysis works for discovering as 

many reasons as possible for a situation, and the work is “often focused on the particular 

rather than the general, and, as a result, our results are better suited for suggesting how 

processes of human interaction work than for making generalizations about the results of 

these processes” (p. 269). In situations where the questions are about connections 

between language and social life rather than just about language, researchers need to 

work outward from texts into cognitive and sociocultural contexts, and often combine 

discourse analysis with other analysis modes. In fact, “interdisciplinarity is thus not just 

an attractive feature of discourse analysis but a central fact about it” (p. 271).  

My case questions how viewers make meaning of video art and asks how does 

that relate to how they make meaning of other fine arts and screen media, primarily film 

and television. Discourse analysis in my case involves looking at what the interviewees 

said and comparing their responses with the discourses of other subjects: fine art and film 
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and television. By looking through the lenses of art and film discourses, I can see how the 

visitors’ responses relate to the learning models put forth in those theories and use those 

lenses to help determine how visitors make meaning with video art. 

CONCLUSION 

My study was a qualitative case study using semi-structured interviews of a 

convenience sample of visitors watching video art at the Landmarks Media Station. I 

used discourse analysis to compare the visitors’ responses to the videos with discourses 

on film and art in Chapter 6. However, in the next chapter, I introduce the data I collected 

by telling about the participants from the study and how they made meaning from the 

videos they encountered. 
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Chapter 5:  Data Analysis I:  Visitor Meaning Making 

The Landmarks Video Media Station is located on the first floor of the Art 

Building next to the entrance of the Visual Arts Center, a contemporary art exhibition 

space. (Photographs of the space can be seen in Appendix A.) Landmarks airs a video 

series throughout the year, one video per month, changed at the beginning of each month. 

The videos are shown on a sixty-five inch flat screen television on a wall opposite a set of 

stairs that serves as a seating area from which to watch the videos. Students often sit on 

the stairs before class to study. The hallway next to the stairs has a couple of lecture style 

classrooms, which house classes of a variety of subjects, not just art, and between classes 

the area around the video is crowded with students leaving and coming to class. Most of 

the time, the videos are played silently and there are headphone jacks in the stairs for 

people to plug in their headphones in order to listen to the videos with a soundtrack. In 

addition to students between classes, visitors to the Visual Arts Center also come out to 

see the videos.   

The participants in my interviews were a mixture of visitors to the site and people 

I invited, including classmates, friends, and family. Some were art or art education 

students, others practicing artists, students in other subjects, friends with no art 

background, and visitors to the Visual Arts Center. I interviewed eight people for each 

video: four men and four women for DeadSee and seven women and one man for 

Technology/Transformation: Wonder Woman. This chapter introduces the participants 

and explores how they made meaning of the video pieces they saw. The following 

chapter (6) compares their responses to discourses on art and film theory. All names of 

the participants have been changed. 



 78 

VISITOR MEANING MAKING IN RESPONSE TO DEADSEE 

Overall, visitors drew on their past experiences with both art and film in their 

responses to DeadSee. Reactions seemed to change based on art experience. Some 

participants were practicing artists or had art making or art class experience while others 

had little to no art experience. Color was a strong area for participants to pull from, 

regardless of level of art experience. Participants also often associated the piece with 

bloody and gory images, also across different art backgrounds. 

Participants with Limited Art Experience 

Andy, Betsy, and Gary had little to no art background and gave shorter responses 

than the other participants. Andy was a undergraduate student who said that he did not 

usually get video art or art in general: “Art’s art, it is what it is. Most of it I don’t get, but 

I guess it’s not always meant to be understood.” Andy focused primarily on the colors in 

the piece: “I like the green, it’s peaceful, earthy kind of.” He used the colors to try to 

decipher the meaning of the piece: “The part that they’re touching is tainted I guess. [It 

looks tainted because] it’s all red and it’s half eaten. I guess the color of the red is intense 

and the softer colors are more peaceful.” His past experience with movies, television, and 

other screen media made him compare the piece to ideas on the environment: “I guess 

just a lot of media it’s like humans are screwing up the environment all the time so that’s 

kind of what’s making me think right now as it’s like of unraveling more and more.” 

Gary was an engineer who was not familiar with art or the processes behind art 

making. He said that he did not fully understand the piece:  

 

All art like this, I don’t fully understand, because my brain doesn’t work that way. 

…I can never see myself doing that and I couldn’t see any reason why somebody 

would do that, but I guess that’s the reason it was done. Because nobody would 

think of doing it. 
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He looked for meaning in the watermelons: “Because for a while it’s all you could see. 

Pure watermelons on something blue, I couldn’t tell what it was until it zoomed out.” His 

interpretation also related to the color of the piece: “When the girl passed by and the 

busted ones reminded me of, like she was reaching for the inside of something. It 

reminded me of a busted skull.…The color. Red. Digging inside a skull.” 

Betsy was an undergraduate student who had just started taking an introduction to 

visual arts class, but had little other past experience with art. Betsy was focused on 

figuring out why the spiral was turning and where it was going. She saw the woman 

entwined with the watermelons and tried to figure out what was going on: “I saw that 

some of [the watermelons] had like blood on them or what it looked like it and that’s like 

she ate from it. I didn’t know if she was alive.” From her past experience with movies, 

television, and other screen media, she was looking for an explanation because “I’m used 

to knowing what’s happening, there’s some kind of introduction that introduces the piece 

or why that will help you understand what’s going on, why she’s there, but I didn’t see 

anything here.” In the end she was looking for an explanation, but when it ended she 

“was just confused.” 

Participants with a Strong Art Background 

Carrie, Derek, Edith, Frank, and Heather all had substantial experience with art 

and their responses were more detailed and focused a lot on how the video was made. 

Carrie, a graduate art education student, found the construction of the video to be very 

interesting:  

 

How do you have all these circles of watermelon unraveling uncoiling the way 

she does, like she has control over the water or the watermelons themselves. Are 

the watermelons attached to each other? It just seems very controlled this image 

and the sense of they’re not floating around everywhere. She’s lying there, still 
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surrounded by these watermelons. So I really want to know how she could do 

something like this.  

Carrie was still working out what she thought the piece meant: “It’s a nude woman in 

water so it’s very feminine to me. The watermelons kind of throw me off so I’m still 

trying to play with the meaning of what the actual piece could be.” She did find her 

perspective change as the video zoomed out:  

 

I was really surprised that the green things were actually watermelons and that the 

pink thing was a person. Because they zoomed so far out you don’t really think 

about what the things are you just see this random object floating in the water and 

spiraling.  

She found her past experiences with screen media made her anticipate action that never 

came: “I’m, you know, desensitized to fast moving things and something constantly 

going on. I’m just waiting for the next thing to happen and I think that’s a direct 

relationship to media I’m used to seeing.” 

 Edith was an undergraduate art student who said that she always looked for how 

something was made when she looked at art as a result of her background: “If you are an 

artist or if you think about having to make something, you just appreciate the process of 

making it more, so you notice all the work that went into it.” She also looked at the color 

for inspiration in her meaning making and was focused on the gory aspects: “Oh god, the 

bloody watermelons. There I think about gore and blood because they’re like mutilated 

melons. It’s like blood on a really peaceful, then it’s like violent, what was that? 

Interrupting the peacefulness.” The color and the change in zooming out also altered her 

perspective: “It’s the colors making me think of other things that are that color. If you 

just saw this, you wouldn’t think this was watermelons, you’d think it was just a weird 

pattern on the screen.” Edith struggled with the meaning of the piece, but thought of 

some possibilities: “For some reason, I think when I saw this, I thought about abortion, 

it’s a naked woman and some mutilated fruit. That was just one thought that I had.” 
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Similarly to others, she found the piece to be the opposite of what she would expect from 

other screen media, first in the slowness of the piece: “Now commercials or 

advertisements or most movies try to be shockingly loud and try to get your attention that 

way but this goes the opposite direction. It’s almost overwhelmingly peaceful and it’s 

very slowly unwinding and you can’t look away.” She also found herself anticipating a 

more specific ending: 

 

It’s unwinding and it’s like counting down you kind of expect something to 

happen when it does when it ends, but I know it just goes off the screen and then 

its over. And you’re like, it’s almost anticlimactic because you’re waiting for 

something, not amazing to happen because this is amazing, but you’re expecting 

something different I guess. 

Heather is a practicing artist who was curious about how the video was made 

while also comparing the piece to works by other artists. Heather has experience in 

performance art and thought about that aspect as well in terms of making: “Seeing the 

metal spokes between the watermelons floating in the midst of the ocean and thinking 

about what she had to go through to stay half way in the water and holding on to these 

watermelons.” She compared the work to a number of other artists: “I thought of 

Francesca Loman upon seeing the woman’s body and Ana Mendiata with the red exposed 

and the watermelons, just visual references for me to those artists. I also thought of earth 

work like Smithson’s Spiral Jetty.” She was unsure of the meaning of the piece, but was 

looking for it within the female body: 

 

From a very young age I was always drawn to figurative work, especially work 

depicting women, and as a woman I’m drawn to this work, trying to figure out 

what she’s touching upon, because it seems like it just has this very feminine and 

possibly feminist feel to it. It’s a piece that I’m personally drawn to and would be 

willing to research further and try to learn more about [the artist’s] thought 

process going into this. 
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Heather also found her previous experience with screen media made her have to readjust 

to the slowness of the piece and at times wanted the piece to move faster: “At one point I 

was just like I kinda wish I could fast-forward because I wanted to see what would 

happen when it unpeeled and her body was no longer compressed between those two 

watermelons.” 

 Frank, another undergraduate art student, also questioned how the video was 

made: “It’s a really complicated scene and how she achieved it on an artist’s budget, not 

a film budget.” He had a few theories about the meaning of the piece, first looking for 

connections with the title and the artist’s background:  

 

All I now is that she is Israeli and most Israeli art is dealing with the conflict 

between Israel and Palestine, but I don’t think this video is necessarily, even 

though it’s called DeadSee and it’s in the Dead Sea, I don’t know if its necessarily 

related to that. 

Overall, Frank found himself struggling with the meaning within the image: “She’s riding 

the spiral of melons and she’s nude, but tastefully nude. It’s a really powerful image, but 

I feel like it’s not easy to read, which is probably part of the reason it’s such a powerful 

image.” Frank found the image too strange to relate to any previous screen media: 

 

I think there’s more confusion with music videos than there is with cinema. 

Because they’re shorter and usually only one scene, people want to see them in 

the context of a music video or trying to read a specific narrative into it like a 

music video would have. But as far as like television, this is such a bizarre image 

it’s hard to relate it to that. 

Derek, another undergraduate art student, was the only artist who did not mention 

any focus on the construction aspects of the video. Rather, he looked for meanings in the 

colors of the piece and decided it represented a wound: “Perhaps as a whole those 

represent like a sort of wound or something, you have the red, the green, the blue which 

is big differences in color.” He felt that violence in media helped spark that idea in that he 
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read “the rich red as like a wound but who’s to say that it’s a wound. I’m just so 

desensitized by media in that you watch any TV show, gory scene and that’s just what 

that immediately reminds me of.” Ultimately, he was not sure what the piece, as a whole, 

meant, but that every decision should have an intentional meaning: “It all has a meaning. 

It’s just up to the viewer to decide what they think it is. Unless we’re able to talk to the 

artist we wouldn’t really know what it actually means.” 

VISITOR MEANING MAKING IN RESPONSE TO TECHNOLOGY/TRANSFORMATION: 

WONDER WOMAN 

Participants for Technology/Transformation: Wonder Woman were art students, 

other non-art students, and visitors to the Visual Arts Center. They drew on a variety of 

past knowledge in their reactions to Technology/Transformation: Wonder Woman, the 

main ones being feminism, television, and Wonder Woman the character. 

Feminist Meaning Making 

Ingrid, Linda, and Mary used feminist background as their primary basis for 

meaning making. Ingrid, a graduate art education student and practicing artist, said she 

was looking for a feminist message, but found it to be unclear: “I was expecting some 

sort of clear feminist ‘RAH!’ clear message to like be immediately apparent to me which 

is not what I experienced.” Ingrid thought that understanding the original context of the 

show would help her find meaning in the piece, in order to “be able to see what it was 

that the artist saw in Wonder Woman in its original form to feel the need to produce an 

artwork that centers on her as an image.” Ingrid struggled to put a definite meaning on 

the piece: 

 

I’m not sure how to better describe it than that, nothing really stands out for me 

like oh this is what she was obviously saying but I do think it has kind of this idea 

of the absurdity of the woman in the tiny leotard corset situation spinning in 
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circles and the explosions and this point in particular has the destruction of this 

trope of a woman. And then coupled with the really erotic song that follows, kind 

of speaks to that for me. 

 Linda, a graduate art student, also looked at how the video portrayed Wonder 

Woman as a woman, and what the camera was focusing on, particularly her body:  

 

I kept thinking about her being filmed as a woman because that could just be me 

personally maybe I was just looking at her, sort of body because it’s that’s sort of 

style of like panties or underwear or bathing suit or something is like kind of 50s-

ish or 60s-ish style and I don’t really see it that too often. I kind of associate it 

with a kind of pinup style and I kept thinking about that and I kept think about are 

they focusing on her body parts. 

Linda also had little previous knowledge of Wonder Woman, so she was also searching 

for context: “I’d also like to hear more about her working at this like industrial plant or 

nuclear plant at the beginning. I didn’t know that Wonder Woman worked at a nuclear 

plant or whatever if that’s what it is.” She compared the portrayal to blacksploitation 

films, “like Cleopatra, Foxy Brown, where Pam Grier plays a female heroine and she 

seems like that kind of character, just kind of ready to take down somebody or 

something.” 

 Mary, a graduate library student, found her feminist interpretations sparked by the 

disco song at the end, because a “disco song is so insulting to Wonder Woman and 

women in general. So I kind of focused on that the entire time trying to see if somehow 

some of the lyrics would redeem it, but that did not happen.” The lyrics insulted Mary’s 

perception of Wonder Woman: “It starts describing like, ‘I use my wonder powers to 

make it feel real good for you,’ and she’s not like, ‘I’m Wonder Woman,’ but ‘I’m your 

Wonder Woman.’ It kind of demeaned the idea of what Wonder Woman is.”  
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Television Meaning Making 

Judy and Peggy primarily drew from past experiences with television in their 

meaning making. Judy, a graduate art education student, was unfamiliar with the Wonder 

Woman television show, as were most of the participants, and wondered about the scenes 

selected, especially the repetition: “[Maybe] Wonder Woman would go through this 

process multiple times throughout the episode and there were lots of episodes of the TV 

show.” Judy said that she was looking for a narrative because the video was made from 

clips of a television show:  

 

I sort of wanted there to be a story line, but there wasn’t because when it starts up 

you see Wonder Woman and then she spins up and she becomes Wonder Woman 

and you see her running through the forest and the mirrors and I guess I kind of 

expecting a story with it because that’s what you get when your watching a TV 

show. 

Peggy, a visitor to the Visual Arts Center, was the only participant who was 

familiar with the Wonder Woman television show, having watched the show when she 

was a child. She thought that the footage was more dated than when she remembered it: 

 

[The] stop motion segments which were repetitive, it really makes those 

movements seem kind of absurd and I remember this when I was a kid and 

thinking that it was really cool and that the action was like really action-y and 

watching it now it seems you know you notice how cartoon-y it is. 

She also looked at the traditional gender role reversals the video chose to show and 

thought it was “interesting the way that the explosions, which are usually associated with 

a masculine action-y hero, then just become focused on Wonder Woman. I thought it was 

kind of funny that they just chose to show her defending a guy.” 

Mary and Linda brought up specific associations with music videos. Mary said 

that previous experience with music videos helped with her meaning making: “Having 

grown up during a time whenever music videos were like a popular thing, I had a way to 

interpret this as a music video. I guess I’m used to pairing music with often surrealist 
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imagery.” Linda also thought growing up with music videos helped form her 

interpretation:  “Watching music videos probably affected the way I watched it. Music 

videos usually have like fast cuts and this video there’s a lot of repetition which you kind 

of have to sit there and ask different questions.” 

Meaning Making Regarding Wonder Woman as a Character 

Otto, Natalie, and Kelly were focused on Wonder Woman as a character and how 

that affected their meaning making. Otto, a visitor to the Visual Arts Center, was the only 

participant who mentioned familiarity with the original comic book. Otto said that 

Wonder Woman was one of many comic books he collected as a child:  

 

Wonder Woman became my female icon of choice, next to the Virgin Mary and 

some of the female saints of the Roman pantheon. And she was very real to me 

and I have vivid memories of specific comic books, of her entourage and how her 

exclamation was something like, “Great Athena,” and she was a woman of power, 

skill, intelligence, action, and justice. 

He said that Wonder Woman was part of a number of fictional and real women who 

influenced him. Wonder Woman was “very appealing because I saw these qualities in the 

women around me. So I did find with interest in the adventures and the image.” Although 

unfamiliar with the television show, Otto saw similarities between the comic books and 

the clips chosen for the video: “I was very comfortable with the circular turning of the 

woman portraying wonder woman because of course in the comic strip, this is the exactly 

how she makes herself invisible and transforms herself into an even more powerful 

individual.” 

Natalie, an undergraduate student, immediately identified with Wonder Woman 

as a female heroine and saw empowerment in the gender role reversal:  

 

I saw the Wonder Woman so it’s kind of like an empowerment of women and one 

of the parts that really brought out to me was when she was fighting off the bullets 
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and the guy was kind of like, he was the scared one, so the woman was more 

taking the man’s role basically. 

She felt that Wonder Woman was a strong feminist heroine to identify with. 

Kelly, an undergraduate dance student, felt that the focus was on the repetition of 

certain images of Wonder Woman, particularly her transformation: “When she’s 

transforming it’s like kinda cool to repeat that because that focus is on Wonder Woman 

herself.” She was interested in the superhero theme bringing up associations with 

Batman: “I thought about was the old Batman with ‘POW!’ and ‘STOP!’ and the music 

kind of went along with that.” 

CONCLUSION 

Participants for both videos drew on a variety of previous experience and 

knowledge in their meaning making processes, including art and art making, color 

associations, television and film, feminism, and the character of Wonder Woman. The 

following chapter looks more specifically at what learning models in art and film theory 

relate to participants’ responses, and what those models indicate about the participants’ 

meaning making processes. 
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Chapter 6:  Data Analysis II:  Film and Art Discourses 

The previous chapter looked at how participants made meaning while watching a 

piece of video art. While the participants drew on a variety of past experiences and 

knowledge, this chapter specifically looks at their responses through the lenses of the 

interpretation models of film and art theory in order to analyze how they made meaning. I 

will briefly remind readers of the participants’ backgrounds to help focus the discussion. 

FILM DISCOURSES FOUND IN RESPONSES TO DEADSEE 

Participants’ responses related to both formalist and realist film discourses in their 

discussion of Sigalit Landau’s DeadSee, but more so from the formalist side. All the 

interviewees allied somewhat with formalist discourses while five of the eight associated 

with realist discourses. The formalist responses seemed to relate primarily to the theories 

of Eisenstein and Arnheim, with a few correlating with Burch and Lotman. The realist 

responses primarily related to Bazin, with a few associations with Kracauer as well as 

Reisz and Millar.  

Formalist Responses to DeadSee 

All the participants’ responses related to formalist film theories at some point in 

their interviews. The largest concentration was from Eisenstein’s theories on shots as 

montage cells and Arnheim’s theories on primary transformation of reality. A few also 

corresponded with the models found in Burch’s theories on purposeful organization and 

arrangement of shots and Lotman’s theories on film’s potential to convey information. 

Eisenstein’s (1929/1949) early film theories discussed how viewers should 

experience film through the arrangement of its parts or its stimuli. Betsy, a non-art 

student, drew associations through the juxtaposition of the woman with the broken 
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watermelons. Betsy said that she thought the watermelons looked like “some of them had 

like blood on them” and she had this association in relation to the depicted woman 

because Betsy “didn’t know if she was alive.” Just as Eisenstein (1929/1949) wrote about 

the movie Strike and its juxtaposition of killing workers with killing a bull, Betsy saw the 

woman in DeadSee, and thinking she was dead, created an association that the red on the 

watermelons was blood.  

 Many more viewers’ experience related to Eisenstein’s (1948/1976) later theories 

that film should have sensual images that break down old associations and build up new 

ones. Some participants found themselves creating new associations with the images 

within the video itself. Two art students focused on the bloody aspects they saw in the 

watermelons. Derek decided the whole piece was meant to represent a wound: “You have 

the red, the green, the blue, which is big differences in color. So I would think that would 

be a wound or something big in the image.” Edith found the watermelons brought up 

images of gore: “The bloody watermelons. There I think about gore and blood because 

they’re like mutilated melons. It’s like blood on a really peaceful, then it’s like violent, 

what was that?” Gary, an engineer, found himself thinking that the watermelons were 

meant to be a busted skull. All three took a familiar image, the watermelons, and created 

new associations for the watermelons, recasting them as a wound or a broken skull. 

A couple participants, both artists, gave responses that related to Eisenstein’s 

theory not by creating new associations with the images within the video, but rather by 

creating new associations for the video in comparison to their past experience with other 

screen media. In comparing the experience of watching the video to watching other 

screen media Carrie found that she had to have different expectations: “I’m, you know, 

desensitized to fast moving things and something constantly going on. I’m just waiting 

for the next thing to happen and I think that’s a direct relationship to media I’m used to 
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seeing.” Heather also found that her past experience with screen media made her want to 

speed up the video to see what would happen next:  

 

I am much more used to things that move more quickly and this is just a very long 

shot that’s panning backwards, panning up and it takes some time to readjust to 

that and readjust my attention span so I can make it through the full eleven 

minutes and thirty-nine seconds of this shot. [There’s an] adjustment period to 

something that’s so slow and moving. Like at one point I was just like I kinda 

wish I could fast-forward because I wanted to see what would happen when it 

unpeeled and her body was no longer compressed between those two 

watermelons. 

Both viewers had familiarity with how film and television was supposed to work and had 

to create new associations for watching with the video in order to adjust to a different 

viewing style. 

Arnheim (1933/1957) wanted viewers to become aware of the forms in film 

created by the filmmaker, wanting viewers to not just see what was filmed, but also to see 

how the filmmaker used it. This could be seen in the interviews with viewers speculating 

about what the artist was intending with the use of watermelons, beyond just filming 

watermelons. As discussed earlier, many of the viewers speculated that the watermelons 

were a wound (Derek) or a busted skull (Gary) or just bloody and gory (Edith). Andy, a 

non-art student, felt that it was an environmental statement: “[With] a lot of media, it’s 

like humans are screwing up the environment all the time so that’s kind of what [this is] 

making me think right now as it’s unraveling more and more.” The participants were 

looking at what was presented on screen, the watermelons or the action of unraveling, 

and creating their own ideas regarding what the artist intended the images to mean. 

Some art students who participated seemed to offer responses that related to 

Arnheim’s theory by searching for the deeper meaning behind the images in the video 

even if they did not yet know the intentions of the artist. Edith, an art student, was trying 
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to find meaning behind the naked woman: “She’s not naked for no reason. For some 

reason, I think when I saw this, I thought about abortion; it’s a naked woman and some 

mutilated fruit.” Carrie, an art education student, was still toying with what the 

watermelons represented, although she kind of expected confusion:  

 

It’s a nude woman in water so it’s very feminine to me. The watermelons kind of 

throw me off so I’m still trying to play with the meaning of what the actual piece 

could be so that’s lost on me, but I understand that sometimes it’s going to be in 

visual, in media. 

Frank, an art student, found the lack of transparency to be a strong aspect of the piece: 

“It’s a really powerful image, but I feel like it’s not easy to read, which is probably part 

of the reason it’s such a powerful image.” The participants knew there was a purpose 

behind the images chosen, they just had not yet made a decision regarding the goal of the 

artist. 

Burch (1969/1973) thought that viewers should know film through its 

oppositions, specifically the relationship between on- and off-screen space. This could be 

seen in DeadSee with changing reactions to the zoomed in and zoomed out versions of 

the image. Carrie, an art education student, found herself surprised at what the images 

were, having only seen it zoomed out before: “I was really surprised before they started 

to zoom out that the green things were actually watermelons and that the pink thing was a 

person. I got a better concept of what the structure was in the middle of the water.” This 

was also seen in participants who were curious about what was happening off-screen to 

create the image on-screen. Carrie wondered, “I’m just curious if someone’s pulling the 

watermelon.” Edith, an art student, wanted to know what was happening off-screen at the 

end: 

 

It’s unwinding and it’s like counting down you kind of expect something to 

happen when it ends, but I know it just goes off the screen and then its over. And 
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you’re like, it’s almost anticlimactic because you’re waiting for something, not 

amazing to happen because this is amazing, but you’re expecting something 

different I guess. And it’s kind of, it feels kind of vague so you can interpret it a 

lot of ways and whatever you see is what it is. Again I always think about 

technical things, like how is that one anchored and how is it spinning and the 

water’s moving and it should be pushing it that ways because all the ripples are 

going from left to right and who’s unwinding it, how is it unwinding, is something 

pulling all these watermelons apart? What does that mean, I don’t know. And 

what is going to happen when the woman comes out of it? This whole thing is just 

waiting for something to happen. 

The participants were speculating about what was happening off-screen and how that 

affected the action on-screen. The need to see or understand off-screen activity was part 

of their meaning making. 

Lotman (1973/1976) wrote that film did not simply reflect reality, but transformed 

images of the world into symbols. Andy, a non-art student, focused on the action of the 

watermelon spiral unfurling as he tried to find what the symbols of the video represented 

in his interpretation: “A lot of media it’s like humans are screwing up the environment all 

the time, so that’s kind of what’s making me think right now as it’s unraveling more and 

more.” Edith, an art student, also found herself speculating on what the images in the 

video symbolized, focusing on the naked woman and broken watermelons: “I thought 

about abortion; it’s a naked woman and some mutilated fruit. It could be plenty of other 

things.” The participants did not take the video at face value, but were speculating what 

the presented images in the video were actually meant to symbolize. 

Overall, participants watching DeadSee were interested in the symbolism of the 

video, providing speculation that fit into a number of formalist film theories. To a lesser 

extent, they also provided some realist meaning making techniques examined next. 
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Realist Responses to DeadSee 

Realist film theories focus on film’s ability to give a view of unaltered reality. For 

DeadSee, five of the participants’ responses paralleled realist film theories. Most of them 

related to Bazin’s theories on photographic record of phenomenal reality, with a few 

similar to Kracauer’s theories on film as a record of physical reality. 

 Bazin’s (1967) view that viewers recognize cinema as a record of phenomenal 

reality focuses on the dual reality viewers see on screen: accepting what’s on the screen 

as real while also knowing that what is shown was faked in some way. Half of the 

viewers, all of whom had art backgrounds, were curious about how the artist made the 

image that appears in DeadSee. Carrie found herself more interested in the process than 

the meaning behind the image: “How do you have all these circles of watermelons 

unraveling, uncoiling the way she does, like she has control over the water or the 

watermelons themselves? Are the watermelons attached to each other?” Edith found her 

background as an artist led to her curiosity in the video making process: “Whenever I 

look at art I always think about the technical: how would you set this up? So I’m just 

thinking about how many holes you’d have to drill in these watermelons.” Heather, an 

artist who, like the artist in DeadSee, has done performance work, focused on how the 

image was put together as well as the artist’s performance:  

 

Seeing the metal spokes between the watermelons floating in the midst of the 

ocean and thinking about what she had to go through to stay half way in the water 

and holding on to these watermelons. I don’t know that everyone always thinks 

about how much of a toll that can take on your body, how much concentration 

that takes, so there’s that wow factor. First I was a little distracted by being able to 

see the metal connections between the watermelons, but then I kind of like it 

trying to figure out how she put this together, for me, as an artist, was kind of 

interesting.  

Frank, an artist, felt his desire to find out why it was made was a somewhat universal 

feeling:  
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Most video art, I think, is pretty straightforward as to how it was made, but this 

piece is a little more complicated. But with movies, I like the special features, I 

think everyone’s interested in that, how did they make that image even to begin 

with. 

The participants were interested in the meaning of the reality of the images onscreen, but 

recognized that they were not natural images, they were faked, so to speak, and so were 

also interested in how the images were created. 

Kracauer’s (1960) theory that film can cause spectators to realize things about the 

physical world was touched on in some participants’ responses in noting the differences 

in how the elements of the piece appeared when zoomed out versus the close up. Carrie, 

an art education student, discussed how previously in passing the video she had only seen 

it zoomed out, so she did not realize what the objects really were:  

 

I was really surprised that the green things were actually watermelons and that the 

pink thing was a person. I got a better concept of what the actual…structure was 

in the middle of the water. Because they zoomed so far out you don’t really think 

about what the things are, you just see this random object floating in the water and 

spiraling. 

Gary, an engineer, watched from the beginning and found his perception of the water 

changed in the zoom out; he said he focused on the watermelons from the beginning 

because he could not tell what the blue was supposed to be: “For a while [the 

watermelons were] all you could see. Pure watermelons on something blue: I couldn’t tell 

what it was until it zoomed out.” The participants saw these realistic images, the 

watermelons and the sea, first as abstract elements and seeing them as abstract shapes or 

colors first allowed the participants to see elements in them that they had not seen before.  

 Overall, while the participants did relate more to formalist film theories, the use 

of the location, the props (i.e., the watermelons), and the presence of the artist did make 
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some visitors also use elements related to realist film theories in their meaning making. 

Next I take a look at how the participants’ responses associated with art theories. 

ART DISCOURSES FOUND IN RESPONSES TO DEADSEE 

Visitors’ responses to DeadSee related to several art theories: formalist theory, 

expression theory, cognitive theory, and institutional theory. Participants focused on 

color, the feelings evoked by the imagery, the symbolism on screen, and looking to 

experts for guidance. 

Formalist Responses to DeadSee 

In some participants’ reactions to DeadSee their responses related to formalist art 

theory, which focuses on the forms present in the work of art; this was mainly seen in 

interviewees interpretations relating to the traditional elements of art. When participants 

drew on the elements and principles of art, they tended to focus on the colors present. 

Andy, a non-art student, found the green to be “peaceful, earthy.” Derek, an art student, 

compared the colors to come to the conclusion that they represented a wound: “Perhaps 

as a whole those represent like a sort of wound or something, you have the red, the green, 

the blue, which is big differences in color. I guess I sort of put colors with different 

meanings.” Gary, an engineer, found that the vivid red influenced his idea that the broken 

watermelons represented busted skulls. Edith, an art student, also said the colors brought 

up different associations for her:  

 

It’s the colors making me think of other things that are that color. And right now 

if I were walking by it fast I wouldn’t really know what it was, if you just saw 

this, you wouldn’t think this was watermelons, you’d think it was just a weird 

pattern on the screen. 

The participants used color to evoke feelings, decide what the images represented, or to 

speculate on what the colors were intended to represent. 
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Institutional Theory Responses to DeadSee 

The institutional theory of art states that something becomes art when someone 

from the art world, like museum directors or art collectors, accepted that something as 

art. I saw this reflected in some of the participants who were artists and wanted to find the 

correct interpretations of the piece in qualified institutions, including the artist herself. 

Derek felt that he needed to look to the artist’s explanation for answers: “I don’t fully 

understand it. And, you know, unless we’re able to talk to the artist we wouldn’t really 

know what it actually means.” Heather wanted to research the artist’s intentions because 

she did not fully understand DeadSee: “It’s a piece that I’m personally drawn to and 

would be willing to research further and try to learn more about her thought process 

going into this. It’s okay to me that this isn’t fully readable upon first viewing.” Edith felt 

that artists would be more curious about the making of the video and thus appreciate it 

more: “If you are an artist or if you think about having to make something, you just 

appreciate the process of making it more, so you notice all the work that went into it. I 

guess artists appreciate art more.” These participants did not feel like they could fully 

understand the intentions of the piece or make a complete interpretation without looking 

to higher authority in the art world for an explanation. 

Expression Responses to DeadSee 

Expression Theory follows the idea that art communicates feelings and emotions. 

Andy, a student with little art background, found the colors evoked a variety of feelings: 

“I like the green, it’s peaceful, earthy kind of. I guess the colors of the red is intense and 

the softer colors are more peaceful.” Edith, an art student, also found the piece to have 

moments of peacefulness punctured by more extremes: “The bloody watermelons: there I 

think about gore and blood because they’re like mutilated melons. It’s like blood on a 
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really peaceful, then it’s like violent, what was that? Interrupting the peacefulness.” 

Frank, another art student, felt that the piece was powerful without knowing why:  

 

As to its meaning I’m not really sure. She’s riding the spiral of melons and she’s 

nude, but tastefully nude, you don’t even really notice. It’s a really powerful 

image, but I feel like it’s not easy to read which is probably part of the reason it’s 

such a powerful image. 

The participants found the images on screen stirred up a range of feelings from 

peacefulness to harsh violent interruptions; for one participant, Frank, he felt like the 

piece had a powerful effect on him that he could not put into words. 

Cognitive Responses to DeadSee 

Some participants’ responses had connections to cognitive theory, which looks at 

how art alters the visitors’ perception and interactions with the outside world. In 

DeadSee, participants had a common reaction considering the watermelons to be not 

watermelons, but rather representing a wound or mutilation of sorts. Derek, an art 

student, questioned whether the watermelons were supposed to be seen as watermelons:  

 

I don’t know if they want to be seen as watermelons. Perhaps as a whole those 

[the open melons] represent like a sort of wound or something, you have the red, 

the green, the blue, which is big differences in color. So I would think that would 

be a wound or something big in the image. 

Gary, an engineer, found the burst watermelons reminded him of skulls: “She was 

reaching for the inside of something. It reminded me of a busted skull, digging inside a 

skull.” Edith, an art student, thought the mutilated fruit could be about abortion: “She’s 

not naked for no reason. For some reason, I think when I saw this, I thought about 

abortion, it’s a naked woman and some mutilated fruit.” Heather, an artist, instead found 

herself thinking about the work of the artist and the strain of performing through floating 

and staying still: “I don’t know that everyone always thinks about how much of a toll that 
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can take on your body, how much concentration that takes.” The participants had their 

perceptions of the objects changed; in some cases, instead of seeing the watermelons as 

watermelons, they saw them as a wound or skulls. In another case, the participant did not 

just see a person floating, but rather the image of a person floating brought up ideas of the 

difficulty of the performance. 

FILM DISCOURSES FOUND IN RESPONSES TO TECHNOLOGY/TRANSFORMATION: WONDER 

WOMAN 

Participants’ responses again related more to formalist film theories than realist 

theories in their reactions to Dara Birnbaum’s Technology/Transformation: Wonder 

Woman. Again, all the reactions appeared to correspond with formalist discourses, 

primarily those of Arnheim and Lotman, while also pulling some from Eisenstein. Five of 

the participants seemed to connect with realist theories, particularly that of Bazin. 

Formalist Responses to Technology/Transformation: Wonder Woman 

All the participants’ responses appeared to link with formalist film theories. More 

specifically, all of them seemed to correlate with Arnheim’s theories on how film 

transforms reality, while nearly all connected with Lotman’s theories about how film has 

the potential to convey information. Several responses also paralleled Eisenstein’s 

theories on shots as montage cells. 

Arnheim’s (1933/1957) theories on viewers looking at the forms the filmmaker 

has created in order to know their purposes were reflected in responses by all of the 

participants. Some looked for the general purpose in the video. Judy, an art education 

student, wondered about the point overall and decided that it was just about “the sexuality 

of Wonder Woman.” Kelly, a dance student, decided that the point was to focus on her 

transforming in order to focus “on Wonder Woman herself.” 
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Others looked at how Wonder Woman the character was portrayed and what 

meanings that might have for the overall video. Ingrid, an art education student and 

practicing artist, tried to decipher what the repeated images meant, thinking it might be 

“this idea of the absurdity of the woman in the tiny leotard corset situation spinning in 

circles and the explosions and this point in particular has the destruction of this trope of a 

woman.” Linda, an art student, thought the point was to focus on how Wonder Woman 

was filmed as a woman because of the leotard she was wearing: "I kind of associate it 

[her outfit] with a kind of pinup style and I kept thinking about that, and I kept thinking 

about are they focusing on her body parts.” Mary, a library student, thought the video was 

focusing on Wonder Woman’s femininity: “They have a lot of like violent imagery, 

which I guess contrasts with the sexy stuff later on. But it makes her sound like she’s all 

about femininity.” Natalie, a non-art student, saw the video as an example of female 

empowerment, shown in a role reversal of the genders: "When she was fighting off the 

bullets and the guy was kind of like, he was the scared one, so it was kind of reverse, the 

woman was more taking the man’s role basically.” Peggy, a visitor to the Visual Arts 

Center, also noted the playing with gender roles: “I thought it was kind of funny that they 

just chose to show her defending a guy, you know it’s kind of a role reversal flip there 

which I thought was kind of fun.” Otto, another visitor to the Visual Arts Center, saw the 

explosions as a symbol of feminine power and energy: “The golden bursting, exploding 

images were to me images of power, possibly embodying the kind of principal of female 

power and beauty.” The participants observed the scenes in the video while seeking to 

determine a deeper purpose for the clips the artist selected, such as a focus on the 

absurdity of the superhero outfit or a contrast of expected femininity with violence. 

Lotman (1973/1976) wrote that viewers should have a dual reaction to a film: 

acknowledge the mastery of the art while being invested in the story being presented. 
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This could be seen in participants who questioned the use of the images chosen. Judy 

thought that perhaps everything was so repetitive because “I’m not sure other maybe than 

the character Wonder Woman would go through this process multiple times through out 

the episode and there were lots of episodes of the TV show.” But Judy had never seen the 

show before, so she looked at the artist process and the story presented in the video to 

reach her conclusion. Linda, an art student, thought that the repetitive imagery was about 

Wonder Woman’s displacement:  

 

As the video progressed, I kept thinking about just like it seemed like the 

emphasis was on her turning a lot or the explosion or that sort of like 

transformation. So I began to question why she was turning so much and it just 

seemed like something about being displaced. 

Linda again looked at the art for what was being presented while also searching for the 

reasoning or the story behind it. Peggy, a visitor to the Visual Arts Center, found the 

whole thing to be a reconstruction of male superhero stereotypes but with a female 

superhero: “I think its pretty interesting the way that it, the explosions, which are usually 

associated with a masculine action-y hero, then just become focused on Wonder 

Woman.” Peggy looked at the images and came up with a story of female empowerment. 

The participants were invested in the video, but wanted to also think about the artist’s 

process and intentions with the piece. 

Eisenstein’s (1948/1976) theory on how viewers break down old associations and 

build up new ones can be seen in a few ways in visitor responses. Otto and Peggy, 

visitors to the Visual Arts Center, both created new associations with the repetitive image 

of the fireball. Otto saw the fireball not as an image of destruction, “but the golden 

bursting, exploding images were to me images of power, possibly, but not certainly, 

embodying the kind of principal of female power and beauty.” Peggy said her past 
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experience with film made her see the fireball as entertainment rather than something to 

be concerned about:  

 

I think just the explosions, the fireball, watching that it’s truly commonplace to 

see violence on film you know things exploding so when I was watching it, I 

wasn’t worried about something bad happening. I was more just watching it as 

how did it look, you know, kind of curious like, hmm, I wonder what’s blowing 

up, but not like, oh no, something’s blowing up. 

Peggy also found the explosions to play with traditional gender expectations: “I think it’s 

pretty interesting the way that it, the explosions, which are usually associated with a 

masculine action-y hero, then just become focused on Wonder Woman.”  For these 

viewers, the traditional intention of a fireball being a destructive force or a symbol of 

male power was transformed into a symbol of female power and entertainment. 

In a different take on Eisenstein’s theory, Ingrid, an art education student, actually 

found her experience with video art involved breaking down her expectations of film to 

be able to appreciate the qualities of video art:   

 

I think whenever I start watching any form of video art, I have to force myself to 

get outside of that heroic narrative, that really clear syntax that happens when 

you’re watching a show. Even if it’s something that’s shown to you out of order it 

still has a very clear narrative and then with art it’s more disjointed, it could be 

narrative, but in this case it seems to be more of a set of images arranged in a 

certain way that don’t have a clear narrative, so breaking that sort of mindset of 

expecting there to be a beginning, middle, end. 

In this case, Ingrid had to set aside her ideas about screen media requiring a narrative or 

clear story and recognize that the images are there for a different purpose. 

 The viewers on a whole were looking for symbolism and deeper meaning behind 

the scenes the artist selected for the video and how the video was cut together. However, 

viewers also appeared to relate with realist film theories as well. 
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Realist Responses to Technology/Transformation: Wonder Woman 

While half of the participants’ responses connected with realist models in 

response to Technology/Transformation: Wonder Woman, the theory their answers all 

appeared to relate with was Bazin’s (1967) perspective that viewers accept that what’s on 

screen is both reality and faked. This was seen in a lot of participants trying to parse out 

the artist’s reasoning for repeating the same images over and over. Peggy thought the 

repetitions actually accentuated the fakeness of the show more, saying that repeating the 

same scene over and over “it really makes those movements seem kind of absurd. 

Watching it now it seems you know you notice how cartoon-y it is.” Natalie found herself 

wanting to know what would happen next with  

 

the repeating of certain parts, like she kept turning around numerous times and 

then the repeat of her trying to break the mirror, that repeating just kept repeating, 

it was kind of a little disconnect because you were waiting for the next part, but it 

just kept repeating that same scene. 

Mary wondered if the artist was trying to make a point about Wonder Woman’s 

transformation: “I don’t understand why they focus on her spinning around so much. I 

don’t know if they’re trying to make like some kind of point about her specifically 

transforming.” Ingrid thought there might be a point being made about the absurdity of 

Wonder Woman herself, with the “idea of the absurdity of the woman in the tiny leotard 

corset situation spinning in circles.” The viewers seemed to recognize that the actress in 

character had to perform, spinning in circles, drawing on mirrors, or running in a tiny 

superhero outfit, but they were trying to parse out why the artist had chosen to emphasize 

those elements of the television show, thinking of how the actions were actually absurd 

and fake looking. 
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ART DISCOURSES FOUND IN RESPONSES TO TECHNOLOGY/TRANSFORMATION: WONDER 

WOMAN 

Art theories related to the responses to Technology/Transformation: Wonder 

Woman were institutional, formalist, expression, cognitive, and post-modern theories. 

Participants focused on the original context of the clips, the color and composition, the 

powerful impact of Wonder Woman, the symbolism of the images, the music’s effect, 

and the recontextualization of the show. 

Institutional Theory Responses to Technology/Transformation: Wonder Woman 

Institutional theory of art touches on how artwork needs to be accepted by the art 

world, but also how the context of the art within the society and culture affects whether 

something will be seen as art. Ingrid felt that she needed to understand the original 

context of the show and the time it was made in order to fully understand it:  

 

I was looking for something corresponding to the feminist connection, since it 

was a piece made in the ‘70s, [how] it was a commentary on what was happening 

at the moment. So in order to understand what it was commentary on, I would 

have to understand the original context of it. 

Peggy felt that her experience of the original show within its original time period affected 

her visual encounter: “Because I did watch the series that the footage was derived [from] 

as a child, [I] had associations of the time period it was made. And it makes me look at 

the material as dated.” Both of these participants looked to the original context of the 

artwork and the television show it was based on to seek out how this was art and what the 

meaning was. 

Formalist Responses to Technology/Transformation: Wonder Woman 

In formalist responses, two visitors to the Visual Arts Center drew on traditional 

elements and principles, specifically in the colors and composition. Otto found that the 

colors affected his experience saying that he saw “something operatic and grand and 
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pleasingly flamboyant and defined and clear and colorful in these images and if it had 

been a grainy, slow moving black and white of sand in an hourglass my response would 

have been very different.” Peggy found herself wanting to analyze the composition just as 

she would a painting, because  

 

looking at the colors of the screen just from looking at paintings and print art 

makes me analyze the screen as a static image even though it’s shifting. You 

know I wanna kind of look at the composition, like I would a painting. 

The participants found themselves affected by the choice of colors and the composition 

of the shots, and felt that the video’s impact would have shifted with a change in color or 

layout. 

Expression Responses to Technology/Transformation: Wonder Woman 

A couple people seemed to relate to expression theory in how the video affected 

their emotions. Natalie found the piece empowering to women simply because it was 

Wonder Woman: “[With] Wonder Woman, basically, women could do anything.” Otto 

found on a whole that the video “did not invite in me an intellectual response, but an 

emotional response” and this was seen partially in his response to the explosion: “The 

golden bursting, exploding images were to me images of power, possibly embodying the 

kind of principal of female power and beauty.” These participants felt empowered when 

watching the video through the use of Wonder Woman and the symbolic explosions. 

Cognitive Responses to Technology/Transformation: Wonder Woman 

In a variety of ways, participants’ experience appeared to tie into cognitive theory 

through how it altered their perceptions with the world outside the artwork. Two art 

education students found their expectation of narrative challenged. Ingrid found her 

experiences with this video and video art in general would affect her watching other 

screen media, focusing mostly on the lack of a narrative within the video:  
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I enjoy it because it’s not only my understanding of a narrative, but then the 

artwork challenges me later when I’m watching a movie that has that clear syntax 

I go back to this artwork and I’m thinking of it in different ways. It makes both 

more dynamic.  

Judy, an art education student, was frustrated with looking for a narrative, saying that she 

was “expecting a story with it because that’s what you get when your watching a TV 

show, you get a plotline. And I guess there sort of was, but I didn’t really see a beginning, 

and climax, and a resolution.”  

Kelly, a dance student, found that the music influenced her viewing experience, 

bringing to mind disco and other superheroes: “It brought this superhero ‘70s disco theme 

so that was what I was thinking of the entire time. I [also] thought about the old Batman 

with ‘POW!’ and ‘STOP!’ and the music kind of went along with that.” The video and its 

music affected her memories of other superheroes, creating a link between the video and 

other television shows she had seen. 

Otto found that the explosions made him think of female power rather than 

destruction: “I see this not as an image of destruction but an image of growth, power, 

exfoliation, energy, most of all energy.” Peggy had watched the original “Wonder 

Woman” show as a child and found her memories altered by watching the video, 

especially highlighting the action and special effects with the repetition of those images 

made “those movements seem kind of absurd and I remember this when I was a kid and 

thinking that it was really cool and that the action was like really action-y and watching it 

now you notice how cartoon-y it is.” Both of them had their perceptions of the special 

effects altered, one in considering it a symbol of energy rather than destruction and the 

other having her childhood memories of impressive effects changed to recognize a more 

cheesy use of effects. Overall, participants’ responses related to cognitive theory in how 
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the video challenged their notion of narrative, the unexpected effect of the music, the new 

symbolism created within the images, and effects on memories of the original clips. 

Post-Modern Responses to Technology/Transformation: Wonder Woman 

Many participants drew on Post-Modern elements and principles, specifically the 

appropriation and recontextualization of the original elements of the show. Ingrid wanted 

to know what the original looked like, because she had “never watched Wonder Woman 

so I kept trying to decipher the original context of what I was seeing because it is clearly 

collaged together so I was trying to determine how it would have actually appeared in the 

show.” Ingrid also wanted to know what elements in the original television show 

attracted the artist to it as a subject; she wanted “to be able to see what it was that the 

artist saw in Wonder Woman in its original form to feel the need to produce an artwork 

that centers on her as an image.” Kelly was curious about why the clips themselves were 

chosen:  

 

I understand [the repetitions] some times, but then like that where she just ran 

through trees like three times. I understand when she’s transforming it’s kinda 

cool to repeat that because that focus is on Wonder Woman herself. I think it was 

just a little confusing for me, but I really liked it. I liked the little clips that they 

picked or that she picked, the person who created this. 

Mary wondered how the clips would be used, asking “were the clips from like the real, 

the original Wonder Woman show and how much of the clip were they going to show or 

mash it up with other things, which is what they kind of ended up doing.” Peggy, found 

that the images chosen played with expectations of male and female superheroes, finding 

it interesting that the “explosions which are usually associated with a masculine action-y 

hero, then just become focused on Wonder Woman. And I liked that it was showing her 

in her non-superhero persona almost as much as she was in her hero outfit.”  
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Others looked at the interaction of text and image with the karaoke style lyrics 

showing during the song at the end. Linda felt that made the song an important element: 

“It seemed like a pretty important part in the video because they have the words there as 

well and [it’s] at the end.” Mary found the spelling out of the non-verbal moans 

interesting: “I was really intrigued by the way they would spell the moaning spells. So 

even if it sounded exactly the same to me when it was spelled differently for some reason 

that had me lost in thought.” But she did not know what the linkage between the images 

and the text really were meant to be. Peggy found the blue screen reminiscent of old 

computers: “Hearing the song and watching the blue screen that’s like a totally different 

feel, it still feels kind of like a retro computer experience, but it doesn’t seem like, it 

doesn’t have like a film feeling to it.” But she felt that the song was a good way to end 

the piece:  

 

The blue screen at the end with the text, I kind of wondered how long that was 

gonna go on, because the song, the sound got very faint, but the words were still 

going, but I was still entertained by it. And it’s kind of a nice soothing counterpart 

to all the activity, brings you back down. 

Overall, the participants seemed to be looking for the reasoning behind the selection of 

the appropriated clips and their recontextualization within the video and the decision to 

use text on screen specifically during the disco song. 

FEMINIST THEORIES 

Participants’ responses with both videos tied into feminist theories of art and film 

in their meaning making. In Technology/Transformation: Wonder Woman, participants 

appeared to be critiquing the male gaze as articulated by Mulvey (1975) by looking at 

how Wonder Woman was portrayed. Linda was interested in how she was filmed as a 

woman: “I just kinda kept thinking about how she’s filmed as a woman and like are they 
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focusing on her body or are they focusing on other parts of her?” Linda and Ingrid were 

interested in the skimpy superhero outfit Wonder Woman wore and its connection to the 

male gaze; Ingrid said she thought the video was partially about “this idea of the 

absurdity of the woman in the tiny leotard corset situation spinning in circles and the 

explosions and this point in particular has the destruction of this trope of a woman.” Mary 

was very upset with the male gaze centeredness of the song, saying she was frustrated 

with the lyrics: “‘I use my wonder powers to make it feel real good for you,’ and she’s 

not like, ‘I’m Wonder Woman’, but ‘I’m your Wonder Woman’, it kind of demeaned the 

idea of what Wonder Woman is.”  

A few participants looked for feminist ideas in the video DeadSee. Edith thought 

that the naked woman with mutilated fruit could be a statement on abortion. Heather was 

not sure what the piece was about, but felt with the naked woman there could be some 

feminist ideas: “As a woman I’m drawn to this work, trying to figure out what she’s 

touching upon, because it seems like it just has this very feminine and possibly feminist 

feel to it.” These responses from participants looking for feminist ideas in this non-

traditional approach to filmmaking could possibly be seen to tie into counter cinema 

feminist views of the need for a new approach to filmmaking to break away from the 

male gaze. When the participants were looking for meaning behind the presence of the 

artist’s naked body in the piece, the participants’ responses also seem to be identifying 

with the feminist art notion that female artists’ show the unique female experience in 

their art. 

Overall, while some participants found themselves identifying feminist themes, 

especially related to the male gaze within cinema, others were left searching for feminist 

messages that they thought were there, or should be there, but having trouble finding 

them. In the case of Technology/Transformation: Wonder Woman, these participants 
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related to feminist theories of both art and film by looking at issues of the male gaze, 

while with DeadSee, participants seemed to relate to art theories of showing a unique 

female experience and possibly the feminist film theory that a new type of cinema needs 

to be created to be truly free of the male gaze. 

OTHER DISCOURSES 

As seen in the previous chapter, other discourses were touched on in participants 

meaning making, including music videos, comic books, and politics. These serve to 

illustrate the deep background visitors can be drawing from when watching video art. 

Frank, when watching DeadSee, felt with video art there was more of a 

connection to shorter music videos than television, on the whole: “Because they’re [video 

art pieces] shorter and usually only one scene, people want to see them in the context of a 

music video or trying to read a specific narrative into it like a music video would have. 

But as far as like television, I don’t think there is really, this is such a bizarre image it’s 

hard to relate it to that.” With Technology/Transformation: Wonder Woman, Mary felt 

her past experience with music videos prepared her for watching the piece: “I guess I’m 

used to pairing music with often surrealist imagery.” Linda also thought music videos 

affected her interaction with the piece: “Growing up watching music videos and MTV 

probably affected the way I watched it. Music videos usually have fast cuts and [in] this 

video there’s a lot of repetition [about] which you kind of have to…ask different 

questions.” 

Although Wonder Woman originated as a comic book superhero, only Otto 

expressed familiarity with the original comics:  

 

I was born in the early 40s just a few years before I believe the maker of the 

project and I wasn’t given a huge budget, but I was allowed to collect what I 

wanted. And I was not censored. And my first and earliest choices were action-
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oriented comics. I was allowed to collect Wonder Woman as well as Superman, 

Batman, Captain Marvel, Sheena Queen of the Jungle, and others. 

Although Otto was not familiar with the television show, he did find the scenes chosen 

for the video to be related to the original comics: “I was very comfortable with the 

circular turning of the woman portraying Wonder Woman because of course in the comic 

strip, this is exactly how she makes herself invisible and transforms herself into an even 

more powerful individual.” However, other participants identified the Wonder Woman 

character immediately and related to her; Natalie said that as soon as she saw Wonder 

Woman she identified Wonder Woman as a symbol of “empowerment of women.” 

Frank appeared to tie into political theory in discussing DeadSee when he noted 

the artist’s Israeli heritage and felt that might mean the video had some political 

connotations: “All I know is that she is Israeli and most Israeli art is dealing with the 

conflict between Israel and Palestine, but I don’t think this video is necessarily. Even 

though it’s called DeadSee and it’s in the Dead Sea I don’t know if it’s necessarily related 

to that.” 

 Participants drew on a variety of background knowledge when watching the 

videos beyond the expected relationships to fine art and screen media. Their searching for 

connections to music videos, comic books, and politics shows that meaning making does 

not exist in a vacuum, but can come from any number of sources. 

CONCLUSION 

This chapter looked at what models from film and art theories participants’ 

responses to the two pieces of video art appeared to relate to. In relation to film theory, 

more visitors’ answers tied into formalist models rather than realist models. For 

formalism, Arnheim, Eisenstein, and Lotman were the most prevalent theorists where 

connections appeared. For realism, Bazin’s ideas were the most prevalent. In art theory, 
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formalism, expression, cognitive, and post-modern theories were the models most 

associated with the interviewees’ reactions. Additionally, participants’ replies appeared to 

relate to feminist theories of art and film and additional knowledge of music videos, 

comic books, and politics. The next and final chapter looks at how knowing what models 

are most important in visitor response can help museum educators planning programs 

around video art. 
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Chapter 7:  Conclusion 

 

My research presented in this thesis has been focused on how visitors make 

meaning of video art and what learning styles they draw from in their responses. The 

previous two chapters looked at the participants’ responses to two different pieces of 

video art. The participants drew on a variety of background experience in their meaning 

making process, the most prevalent being feminist perspectives, and their responses were 

related to a variety of art and film theories, the most coming from formalist film theory. 

This chapter looks at how viewers’ interpretations related to formalist film theory and 

feminist theory and why that was prominent. I then look at the other background 

knowledge related to screen media and fine art that visitors used in their interpretations 

and how that both helped and hindered their meaning making process. Examination is 

made of how viewer responses relate to media and visual literacy and how those practices 

can be used in museum education. I also discuss how I think this study is significant to 

the field of art education and recommendations for future research. I conclude with a 

revisit of the conversation on video art with my friend who thought video art was 

supposed to be “bad.” 

BENEFITS OF BACKGROUND EXPERIENCE: FEMINISM AND FORMALISM 

When drawing on background knowledge, the viewers were both helped and 

hindered in their meaning making. In participants’ interpretations, feminism appeared to 

be the most common knowledge drawn on in responses across both videos. When looking 

at related discourses, formalist theories of film were the most common that related to 

visitor responses. This section explores why I think those were the most common 

responses, how that benefited viewers, and what this means for the interpretation of video 
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art. While the viewers may not have been exposed to formalist film theories, it seemed 

like those who brought up feminist issues were at least somewhat familiar with feminist 

theories. I will briefly remind readers of the participants and their responses. 

Feminist Theory 

The most common background knowledge drawn on for both videos appeared to 

be feminist theory. As discussed in Chapter 5, DeadSee participants drew on their 

feminist knowledge to address the naked woman in the video. Heather, a practicing artist, 

was looking for a feminist theme: “As a woman, I’m drawn to this work, trying to figure 

out what she’s touching upon, because it seems like it just has this very feminine and 

possibly feminist feel to it.” Edith, an undergraduate art student, thought the entire video 

could be about abortion: “She’s not naked for no reason. I think when I saw this, I 

thought about abortion: it’s a naked woman and some mutilated fruit.” 

For Technology/Transformation: Wonder Woman, participants drew on their 

feminist knowledge to address the portrayal of Wonder Woman in the video. Ingrid was 

looking for an “overt feminist connection because of the nature of Wonder Woman.” 

Linda was considering “how she’s filmed as a woman.” Mary felt that the sexual song at 

the end “demeaned the idea of what Wonder Woman is.” Natalie thought that Wonder 

Woman represented “an empowerment of women.” Otto recollected that Wonder Woman 

represented the feminist attributes he saw in the women who raised him. 

Why was there such a strong focus on feminist theory in the visitors’ meaning 

making? Both of the artists were female and focused on female imagery: the nude body 

in DeadSee and Wonder Woman in Technology/Transformation: Wonder Woman. Many 

of the participants, although not all, who brought up feminist issues were women 

themselves. The female body is a common image in fine art and the portrayal has been a 
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hot button issue for feminist critics such as The Guerrilla Girls, as in their poster 

campaign “Do women have to be naked to get into the Met. Museum?,” which was run 

several times, most recently in 2012, where they note that less than four percent of the 

artists in the Modern Art sections of the Metropolitan Museum of Art are women, but 

seventy-six percent of the nudes are women (2012). The same holds true as critics such as 

Mulvey (1975) look at the portrayal of women in popular media. I believe that people 

who brought up feminist issues regarding the video also focus on feminist issues in their 

personal lives and, judging from their responses, to their past reactions to fine art and 

screen media. This is important to acknowledge because video art does not exist in a 

vacuum. Similar to other arts, visitors draw on background knowledge and that 

knowledge can be spread to many arts, not just video. 

Formalist Film Theory 

The major trend I noticed when I compared the interviews to art and film theory 

was the strong commonality between the responses and formalist film theory. Formalist 

film theory focuses on the construction and composition of film. This could be seen in 

responses by all the participants. Some related to Eisenstein’s theories (1976) that film 

images should create new associations for the viewers. For DeadSee, participants found 

themselves identifying the broken watermelons as wounds, blood, or skulls. With 

Technology/Transformation: Wonder Woman, this could be seen by some creating new 

meanings for the explosion, seeing it as a symbol of power or simply entertainment rather 

than destruction. Others corresponded to Arnheim’s (1933/1957) ideas on viewers 

becoming aware of how filmmakers create forms on the screen. For DeadSee, this was 

seen again in how participants found new meanings for what the watermelons 

represented. Additionally, participants speculated on the meaning of the nude woman 
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with the watermelon: abortion was brought up by one participant while others viewed it 

as very feminine while not knowing the full meaning. For Technology/Transformation: 

Wonder Woman, participants were trying to break down the symbolism, some by 

deciding the focus was on the sexuality of Wonder Woman through the focus on her 

dress. Others looked at the contrasts between her strength and femininity, while others 

saw a role-reversal where a woman was defending a man. Some participants also related 

to Burch’s theory (1973) that film should be known through oppositions. In DeadSee, this 

related primarily to visitors wanting to understand what was happening offscreen. 

Viewers wanted to see the mechanics of how the watermelons were being pulled off and 

what would happen when they all were gone. Lotman’s theory (1976) that viewers should 

both acknowledge the art of what is made as well as the story could be seen in 

Technology/Transformation: Wonder Woman by participants questioning the purpose of 

the repeated spinning, and viewers seeing it as a reconstruction of a stereotypical male 

superhero done as a woman. 

Why the focus on formalism? What does that mean for video art and museum 

education? These videos were clearly art, not a realist documentary or unaltered images 

of everyday life. The images chosen were stylized and staged. Visitors were interested in 

how the videos were made and what the symbolism meant. They wanted to investigate 

further rather than take it in at face value. I think this shows that visitors want to actually 

have a discussion of video art and would be interested in educational programs around 

the pieces. The next sections look at what I saw as blocks to viewers’ in their meaning 

making. 
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DRAWBACKS AND OVERALL EFFECTIVENESS OF VISITOR MEANING MAKING 

Participants drew on a variety of past experiences in making meaning of the 

videos, most prevalently through past experiences with screen media and fine art as well 

as feminist theories. While these past experiences gave viewers a starting point to make 

meaning of the videos, they also created blocks for viewers that had to be taken care of 

before a meaningful experience could occur. This section examines the blocks brought up 

by these past experiences and how effective, overall, I thought the visitors’ meaning 

making appeared to be. 

Screen Media 

When watching the videos, viewers were able to draw on their familiarity with 

other screen media, especially film and television. In the case of television, some 

mentioned past experience with music videos as a helpful comparison. Mary said it 

helped because she was used to “pairing music with often surrealist imagery,” and Linda 

found similarities between Technology/Transformation: Wonder Woman and music 

videos through how it was cut together: “Music videos usually have like fast cuts and [in] 

this video there’s like a lot of repetition which you kind of have to sit there and ask 

different questions.”  

A common block for participants however arose with 

Technology/Transformation: Wonder Woman where participants recognized the original 

“Wonder Woman” television show but were not very familiar with it and found that lack 

of experience limited their interpretations. In another case, the video altered the 

participant’s original perceptions of the show. Judy, though she had never seen the 

television show “Wonder Woman,” was expecting a narrative from the video because she 

knew that the video consisted of clips from the show. Additionally, Ingrid felt that she 

could not fully understand the piece because she needed to know the original context of 
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the show to see what the artist took from it. And although Peggy had grown up watching 

the show, she found that rewatching the clips used in the video, and the repetition of 

those clips as edited by the artist, made what seemed cool as a child look absurd and 

cartoonish. 

Issues often arose where visitors had to change their expectations of what screen 

media should be. With DeadSee, participants had to accept the slow pace and lack of 

action in order to make meaning. Carrie and Edith found themselves anticipating 

something more happening, even to the point where Edith thought the ending was almost 

anticlimactic because it was as if there was a countdown to something more than the 

simple unraveling image portrayed. Heather also had to readjust to the slowness of the 

piece even when she wanted to speed it up to see what would happen next. However, in 

another take on DeadSee, Gary felt his previous experience with other screen media had 

no effect on their meaning making because the video had so little in common with screen 

media he was used to seeing. In Technology/Transformation: Wonder Woman, the 

expectations were more related to narrative issues, as Ingrid found that she had to force 

herself out of expecting a heroic narrative in order to make sense of the disjointed 

images. 

Visitors’ previous experience with screen media offered benefit for some visitors, 

those who decided to approach the video as a music video, but overall put up blocks in 

meaning making for many visitors. Viewers had to get over the hurdles presented by not 

knowing the original context of the clips or having their original memories of the clips 

challenged, as well as deal with a story approach that was different from the fast moving 

clear narratives they were used to. While these issues present potential stumbles in 

meaning making, museum education could step in to provide context and comparison for 
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videos like these; I expand on how I think museum education could help in this way later 

in the chapter. 

Fine Arts 

Viewers brought different background information from other fine arts that both 

enhanced and limited their meaning making process. In some ways it seemed that a 

person’s strong art background created a starting hindrance for making meaning. 

Practicing artists tended to have a preoccupation with how the video was made, while 

also looking to art history for guidance. Non-artists tended to focus on the emotions of 

the piece, especially as evoked by the colors. 

A very common reaction to DeadSee by those with an art background was to 

question how it was made. Artists and art students who participated were very concerned 

with how the watermelons were attached, what kept them still, and how they were pulled 

offscreen. Additionally, Heather, an artist, found herself comparing the piece to a number 

of other artists’ work to find the video’s place amongst her previous art knowledge. 

Carrie said that she would not have focused on the how-to aspect in something like a 

painting, but because it was a moving image she was “more enraptured by the movement 

of it and how it was created and how it’s controlled.” Frank’s first reaction to the piece 

pertained to how the artist was able to make it and finance it.  

Another common reaction from both videos was that video art in general 

controlled the viewer’s perception and interpretations as well as time spent with the piece 

more than static fine art like painting and sculpture. This was felt by artists and non-

artists alike. Kelly believed that sculpture and painting enabled you to make your own 

interpretations, but video controlled your point of view. Mary was frustrated that video 

controlled the time frame that she had to experience a work of art. Ingrid also said that, 
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depending on her mindset, she was sometimes hesitant to stop and watch video art 

because it would require more time from her than a painting. Heather found it hard to 

find the time for video art in a gallery, if there was a lot else she wanted to see. Linda also 

thought that videos tended to be longer than she believed they needed to be. Frank found 

DeadSee to be very soothing and so enjoyed watching the whole thing, but that often with 

video art he wants to leave before it is done. Several participants said that they typically 

would only watch video art for a short time. Length was an issue for Otto for physical 

reasons; because of back pain, he would not stay at a video piece in the gallery for more 

than a few minutes, if he could not sit down.  

Some people with little to no art background expressed not being able to 

understand the video simply because it was art. For DeadSee, Andy said that he was not 

good at understanding art and Gary thought that the video was cool, but he would not be 

able to fully understand “art like this” because his “brain doesn’t work that way.” 

 As discussed in Chapter 6, visitors used previous associations with fine arts such 

as feelings evoked by certain colors to help with their meaning making; similarly, in 

Bruder and Ucok’s (2000) study of interpretation of paintings examined in Chapter 2, 

participants used color as an initial draw to look at paintings. But past experiences also 

served to put up blocks for the viewers. Artists tended to have an initial focus on how the 

piece was made instead of looking at the meaning. Participants also felt like video 

controlled their viewing too much, either in time spent with it or focus of attention, and 

that made them hesitant to watch video art in general. Museum education could help 

guide the viewers over these hurdles or inherent biases in order to focus on the meaning 

of the art itself. Later in this chapter, I look at what I think museum education can offer 

viewers of video art more specifically, but next I consider how effective I thought the 

visitors’ meaning making in general was in my interviews. 
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How Effective Were Visitors’ Meaning Making? 

In my interviews it appeared to me that the viewers were beginning to make 

meaning of the videos, but halted as soon as they came to a block. For some it was their 

lack of art experience, where they would offer a few ideas and then step back by saying 

that maybe it was not right because they did not understand art. Others started to 

speculate, but were distracted by how the video was made. And others would pose ideas, 

but felt like they did not understand the context enough to definitely understand the piece. 

As soon as they felt out of their comfort zone with the piece, which seemed to relate to a 

lack of experience, the visitors were hesitant to commit to a response on what they 

thought the video meant. 

However, participants were willing to speculate even if they doubted their ideas 

or felt they needed to do further research to understand the piece. One participant, after 

the interview was over, said that she really enjoyed getting a chance to verbalize her 

thoughts about the video and wanted to do it again with other artworks. So, while viewers 

were hesitant to commit to a specific meaning, they were invested in speculating about 

the piece. I think that the visitors’ responses show that proper questioning could possibly 

help visitors get over the blocks and discomfort and make stronger connections and 

meaning with the pieces. 

Using media literacy techniques with visual literacy could provide a way for 

educators to use visitors’ past experience with screen media and fine arts, as well as other 

subjects including feminism, while helping visitors move past the limits of their 

experience. The following sections look at how media and visual literacy could be useful. 

MEDIA LITERACY 

The prevalence of visitors’ meaning making relating to formalist film theories is 

strongly tied to key media literacy purposes. Formalist film theories, specifically those of 
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Arnheim and Eisenstein, particularly connect to Meyrowitz (1998)’s types of media 

literacy: media content, media grammar, and medium literacy. Through Meyrowitz, we 

can see how media literacy could benefit viewers’ experience with video art and museum 

education. 

Media Content Literacy 

According to Meyrowitz (1998), as discussed in Chapter 2, media content literacy 

is focused on the message and “being able to access and analyze messages in a variety of 

media” (p. 97).  In order for the viewer to investigate and understand media content, 

questions that can be posed include investigating the structure of content elements, 

including themes, values, objects, actions, and narratives. Other questions include 

investigating the motivations of the creators, economic and political influences on 

content, relationship between content and reality, and different perceptions of content.  

Looking at participants’ reactions to the videos in this study, one of Meyrowitz’s 

media content questions that would be useful to help viewers make meaning and get over 

blocks in interpretation would be to question the motivations on the part of the producers 

and creators of the media content. This seems to be related to Arnheim’s theories on 

viewers’ dual engagement with film, that viewers see what was filmed and how 

filmmakers filmed it. Participants watching DeadSee were often speculating about what 

the watermelons symbolized or searching for meaning behind the naked woman. 

Participants watching Technology/Transformation: Wonder Woman questioned the 

purposes behind the repetitive spinning scenes and the portrayal of gender roles. For both 

videos in this study, a question about what the viewers believe the artist intended with the 

images portrayed can get viewers to start speculating even if they do not come up with a 

definite conclusion right away. This question could be posed for other videos as well, to 
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help viewers who may be stuck on what the overall meaning is, consider the impetus 

behind the artist who created the video. 

Another useful question from Meyrowitz about media content would be about the 

relationship between the media content and reality. This could be related to Eisenstein’s 

views on breaking down old associations and building up new ones. In responses to 

DeadSee, participants created new associations for the watermelons in the video, seeing 

them as wounds or skulls. In responses to Technology/Transformation: Wonder Woman, 

participants created new associations for the repeated image of an exploding fireball, 

seeing it as a symbol of power or entertainment rather than destruction. Other responses 

drew attention to how the selected clips flipped expectations or stereotypes of gender 

roles. Looking at responses to both videos, a question posed by a museum educator about 

how the images presented differed from reality could initiate spectators to speculate on 

the choices the artist makes and the impact that has on the viewer. This could help the 

viewers get over a block they might have about why a certain image was included or why 

the piece was made by thinking not about what they the viewers think is the purpose, but 

focus on choices made by the artist: why this clip instead of another?  

Media Grammar Literacy 

Media grammar literacy, according to Meyrowitz (1998), entails understanding 

the production variables within different mediums and how the production variables 

affect perception of content. Television and film variables include framing, audio, length 

of shots, cuts and dissolves, and juxtapositions of sound and image. An example of media 

grammar literacy is in understanding how camera angles can suggest authority through a 

low angle shot while a high angle shot can suggest a person is weak. This relates to 
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Arnheim’s theories that viewers should understand how the filmmaker used what he 

filmed.  

Meyrowitz (1998) recommends comparing two grammar variables against each 

other to see the impact. In participants’ reactions to DeadSee, viewers were trying to see 

how the artist had manipulated the images on screen, in particular the watermelons, and 

what that implied; reactions ranged from wounds to skulls to thoughts on human 

destruction of the environment to abortion. In reactions to Technology/Transformation: 

Wonder Woman, participants looked at how Wonder Woman was filmed: the spinning 

and the focus on her body. Others looked at how she was filmed as a symbol of feminine 

power and reversal of traditional gender roles. For DeadSee, questions could be posed 

about the difference between the close up shot of the watermelons to the zoomed out shot 

of the scene, and how perception changed between shots. For 

Technology/Transformation: Wonder Woman, questions could be posed about why some 

scenes are repeated several times, while others are only shown once: why would the artist 

choose to repeat the scenes she did? In museum education, this look at grammar literacy 

could be extended to other videos for viewers to look at how the framing or audio, for 

example, is different between two different videos and how that affects their 

interpretations and meaning making. 

Medium Literacy 

Medium literacy, according to Meyrowitz (1998), states that each medium has 

unique characteristics that influence communication. Medium variables include sensory 

information conveyed, form of information, difficulty of learning to encode and decode, 

physical requirements to view the medium, and degree of human manipulation. 
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Meyrowitz recommends comparing the same content, but presented in two different 

mediums.  

In responses to the videos, some viewers related the videos to past fine art they 

had seen, and compared the difference between them. For example, with 

Technology/Transformation: Wonder Woman, Natalie discussed how transforming the 

same subject as the video into a sculpture might make the figure more visual, but as a 

painting, the visitor would not be affected as much because the music and motion of 

Wonder Woman would not be there. For video, questions could be posed about what the 

images in a video would be like as a painting or sculpture, and how the impact would 

change because of this alteration. 

While media literacy techniques like those listed here seem like they would be 

useful to help viewers make meaning while watching video art, visual literacy techniques 

that are already used in museum education can also be employed. The next section looks 

at these ideas. 

VISUAL LITERACY 

When comparing the participants’ responses to art theories, the ones with the 

most commonalities were formalist, expression, and cognitive. These theories can relate 

to visual literacy through Rice’s (1992) views on directed observation and critical 

thinking and Funch’s (1993) writing on perceptual awareness and perceptual sensitivity. 

Directed Observation  

Rice (1992), as previously discussed in Chapter 2, writes that directed observation 

helps center on the formal elements of an artwork to help visitors “focus more attention 

on a work without their needing to know very much about it” (p. 145). Directed 

observation tools, according to Rice (1992), provide a vocabulary for visitors to discuss 
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the formal elements of art and communicating feelings. Additionally, while Rice does not 

touch on these elements, Rice’s views of directed observation could be used for other 

museum education goals such as expressing ideas and opinions about the art. This is most 

useful for the responses to the videos related to formalist art theories. Many respondents 

drew on traditional elements and principles to find meanings for the colors found in both 

videos. Focusing on known elements like colors enabled the viewers to make meaning 

without needing to know background information about the video. Incorporating formal 

elements of video, such as filming techniques listed in media grammar literacy above, 

could expand the visitors’ ability to make meaning without relying on lectures for their 

information. 

Critical Thinking 

Critical thinking in visual literacy, as Rice (1992) writes, requires that the formal 

elements be “considered in the context of the subject matter and the emotional effect they 

communicate” (p. 150). Critical thinking tools expand to incorporate the emotional effect 

of the formal elements within the presented subject. This could enable participants who 

focus on traditional elements and principles like color, and participants who look at post-

modern principles like appropriation in Technology/Transformation: Wonder Woman, to 

consider those formal elements while also questioning what the emotional impact on 

them is and why this is so. This also draws in the expression theory, where art 

communicates feelings and emotions. Respondents to Technology/Transformation: 

Wonder Woman found the piece to be empowering by the presence of Wonder Woman. 

Questions could be posed to help find the source of this empowerment: simply the 

character, how the character was portrayed in the television show, or how the artist 

manipulated the images from the television show. With DeadSee, participants found the 
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color evoked a peaceful feeling interrupted by shocking gore or violence. Questions 

could be posed about what associations initiate those emotional responses in the viewers.  

Cognitive theory came into play often in how viewers expected the video to have 

a narrative or a structure similar to film and television. In Technology/Transformation: 

Wonder Woman, participants had to change their expectations of a narrative, particularly 

with the images from a television show. In DeadSee, viewers had to get accustomed to 

the slower pace of the video and the expectation of an explanation at the end. In both 

cases, critical thinking skills can come into play with questions about why the viewer has 

these expectations and what changes the viewer must make in order to watch the video. 

Cognitive theory also tied into viewers finding the symbolism behind objects like the 

watermelons in DeadSee. In general, museum educators could pose questions to visitors 

about how their perception of forms that the artist used in a video changed based on how 

the artist used those forms within the video. 

Perceptual Awareness and Perceptual Sensitivity 

Funch (1993), as I discussed in Chapter 2, writes that perceptual awareness is a 

focus on the characteristics that define the artwork while perceptual sensitivity is a focus 

on the emotional response to the artwork. Within the responses to the videos, formalist 

theories relate to perceptual awareness and expression theories relate to perceptual 

sensitivity. 

Perceptual awareness focuses on the elements that differentiate the visual field. 

With a focus on traditional elements such as color, viewers attend to the changes the 

color brings. With Technology/Transformation: Wonder Woman, the color was found to 

bring flamboyance to the piece while in DeadSee, the color contrasted peacefulness with 

violence. These reactions to color can be questioned to see if the viewer has a particular 
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reaction due to the use of color in the specific video or to those colors across different 

videos.  

Perceptual sensitivity draws more on the emotional response to the videos. In 

Technology/Transformation: Wonder Woman, while some found the presence of Wonder 

Woman to be empowering, as said before, it could be questioned why in this video she 

was seen as empowering. What decisions did the artist make to create this emotional 

impact on the viewer? In DeadSee, viewers found the red to be a violent interruption of 

the peaceful green and blue images. It could be questioned why those colors bring those 

strong opposite reactions in viewers. 

SIGNIFICANCE TO THE FIELD 

How can this research benefit museum education? Video art should be 

approached as a unique art form that shares elements with both fine art and screen media. 

Thus, visual literacy techniques can be incorporated with media literacy techniques to 

create museum education that addresses all of video arts’ characteristics. Visual literacy 

tools are already being used in museum education, but there are a few specific ways that, 

based on my data, I think they can be useful for video art through combining the visual 

literacy tools with recommendations from media literacy.  

Incorporating media grammar into discussion of the formal elements of art in 

directed observation can help when viewers explore the impact of choices such as camera 

angles alongside the impact of the choice of visual elements, such as colors. This thesis 

does not have the space to fully explore all media grammar and how it can be used (I 

believe that is for future research as seen below), but educators could consider 

researching the most common media grammar as discussed by Meyrowitz (1998) in order 

to account for those elements that are unique to video art. Medium literacy as discussed 
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in Meyrowitz provides tools to explore the unique elements of a medium such as video 

art by comparing it to other mediums such as painting. And media content literacy 

provides tools to address issues found across fine art such as the motivations of the 

creators in a way that addresses the specific issues of video art. 

Video art does not need to be an intimidating addition to museum educators’ tours 

or educational programs. The same visual literacy tools can be adapted to include video 

art by also incorporating specific media literacy techniques. 

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

This study is obviously very limited in its scope of sixteen visitors and two 

videos. Much more research should be done to further explore meaning making of video 

art. This study could be repeated with a group of visitors watching multiple videos to see 

how their meaning making changes from video to video. Another study could be done in 

a gallery space with a mixture of painting, sculpture, and video art to see how visitors’ 

meaning making processes change between different types of art. 

This study focused primarily on comparing video art with film and television. I 

think research could be done with comparisons to other screen media, such as interactive 

video with video games, to see what unique qualities in video game interaction could be 

used within video art education. I also think it would be interesting and worthwhile to 

look online at YouTube, where people are posting their own content, including original 

artistic videos and collages from film and television, and comparing interactions with the 

YouTube videos to video art in the gallery. This could be undertaken to see where 

meaning making might overlap and what unique approaches to YouTube videos could 

inform education around video art. 
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The logical next step with this research is to take the ideas of combining media 

literacy and visual literacy and put it into practice to see how that collaboration changes 

interactions with video art. I think more research could be done into specific media 

literacy techniques and grammar to find more detailed ways media literacy could benefit 

museum education. Additionally, more research needs to be done to figure out how to 

best incorporate these visual and media literacy techniques into one program. For myself, 

I think the next step is to use this as a base to jump off from into exploring these 

techniques within the actual context of teaching. 

SO, IS VIDEO ART SUPPOSED TO BE BAD? 

In Chapter 1, I introduced my friend Colin who told me that he thought video art 

was supposed to be bad. I recently talked with Colin again about that conversation from a 

few years ago. He said that he did not remember saying that video art was supposed to be 

“bad,” but instead that he thought that approaching video art as video art would make the 

piece seem bad, but if he approached it in the same way he would a work of sculpture 

that it would create a positive interaction. Colin did not know if that was a common way 

to approach video art, because while he has some art knowledge, he does not have a lot of 

experience with video art. He said that he probably draws on his knowledge of sculpture 

when looking at video art because of the context of a gallery; seeing it with other fine arts 

brings up those associations. He does not really draw on the context of films, because he 

does not see a self-contained story in video art, but rather allegory or symbolism, like in 

sculpture. 

 For Colin, approaching video art as a work of sculpture helps him make meaning 

by focusing on the symbolism of the piece. For myself, however, I think that video art 

can only be approached as video art, a unique form of art that shares elements with both 
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screen media such as film and television and fine arts like painting and sculpture. As I 

discussed in Chapter 1, in my past experience with video art I try to be open minded and 

patient, and look for what sort of experience watching the piece creates rather than 

searching for a narrative. In the experience of participants in my study, it did seem that 

some had similar approaches, but that limitations arose for the participants due to 

logistics such as length of the video and placement as well as issues with the subject 

matter and presentation of the video itself.  In my study, visitors drew on past experience 

to make meaning of the videos. Sometimes that past experience included academic 

experience such as feminist learnings. Other times, the past experience was with other 

screen media or fine arts. Everyone had a unique experience with common threads. The 

past experience of the visitors helped them make meaning, but created blocks in their 

interpretation when the video’s subject matter left their comfort zone. The learning styles 

of formalist film theory and formalist, expression, cognitive, and post-modern art theories 

provide inroads into how visual and media literacy can be incorporated into museum 

education programs surrounding video art to help visitors articulate their interpretations 

of video art on display and get over blocks in their interpretations. 
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 Appendix A 

 

The Landmarks Video media station in the Art Building at The University of Texas at 

Austin. 
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Stairs for watching the Landmarks Video media station, next to the Visual Arts Center. 
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Appendix B 

 

 

Sigalit Landau 

DeadSee 

2005 

video, color, silent, 11:39 minutes 

Source: landmarks.utexas.edu 
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Appendix C 

 

Dara Birnbaum 

Technology/Transformation: Wonder Woman 

1978-1979 

video, color, sound, 5:50 minutes 

Source: landmarks.utexas.edu 
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Appendix D 

Consent for Participation in Research 

 

Title: Visitor Interaction with Video Art 

 

Introduction 

The purpose of this form is to provide you information that may affect your decision 

as to whether or not to participate in this research study.  The person performing the 

research will answer any of your questions.  Read the information below and ask any 

questions you might have before deciding whether or not to take part. If you decide to 

be involved in this study, this form will be used to record your consent. 

 

Purpose of the Study 

You have been asked to participate in a research study about how visitors describe 

how they make meaning while watching video art.  The purpose of this study is to 

look at how visitors make meaning of video art and how their meaning-making 

process draws on different learning models, specifically media literacy and visual 

literacy. 

 

What will you to be asked to do? 

If you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked to watch a video currently 

on display at the Landmarks Video media station and be interviewed during and after 

watching it.  This interview will take 30 to 45 minutes and this study will include 

approximately 12-25 study participants.   

 

Your participation will be audio recorded.    

 

What are the risks involved in this study? 

There are no foreseeable risks to participating in this study. 

 

What are the possible benefits of this study? 

You will receive no direct benefit from participating in this study; however, it will be 

beneficial for museum educators and other art educators to have a starting point to 

approaching video art by knowing visitor expectations. 

 

Do you have to participate? 

No, your participation is voluntary. You may decide not to participate at all or, if you 

start the study, you may withdraw at any time.  Withdrawal or refusing to participate 

will not affect your relationship with The University of Texas at Austin (University) 

in anyway.  
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If you would like to participate please return this form to Sara Tess Neumann before 

the interview.  You will receive a copy of this form. 

  

 

Will there be any compensation? 

You will not receive any type of payment participating in this study.  

 

What are my confidentiality or privacy protections when participating in this 

research study? 

This study is anonymous and confidential. The interviews will be recorded on a 

digital recorder, which will be stored in a locked file cabinet when not in use. Files 

uploaded to my computer will be kept in a password protected folder. Written 

transcripts will not include the names of the participants. The digital recorded files 

will be erased after they are transcribed. Signed consent forms will be kept in locked 

cabinets separate from subjects’ data. 

 

If you choose to participate in this study, you will be audio recorded.  Any audio 

recordings will be stored securely and only the research team will have access to the 

recordings.  Recordings will be kept for 6 months and then erased.  The data resulting 

from your participation may be used for future research or be made available to other 

researchers for research purposes not detailed within this consent form. 

 

Whom to contact with questions about the study?   

Prior, during or after your participation you can contact the researcher Sara Tess 

Neumann at 857-  or send an email to   .  This study has been 

reviewed and approved by The University Institutional Review Board and the study 

number is 2011-11-0043. 

  

Whom to contact with questions concerning your rights as a research participant? 

For questions about your rights or any dissatisfaction with any part of this study, you can 

contact, anonymously if you wish, the Institutional Review Board by phone at (512) 471-

8871 or email at orsc@uts.cc.utexas.edu.  

 

Participation 

 If you agree to participate please return the signed form to Sara Tess Neumann prior 

to the interview. 

 

Signature   

You have been informed about this study’s purpose, procedures, possible benefits and 

risks, and you have received a copy of this form. You have been given the opportunity 

to ask questions before you sign, and you have been told that you can ask other 

questions at any time. You voluntarily agree to participate in this study.  By signing this 

form, you are not waiving any of your legal rights. 
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_________________________________ 

Printed Name  

 

_________________________________    _________________ 

Signature Date 

 

As a representative of this study, I have explained the purpose, procedures, benefits, and 

the risks involved in this research study. 

 

_________________________________      

Print Name of Person obtaining consent      

 

 

_________________________________    _________________  

Signature of Person obtaining consent     Date 
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