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Abstract 

 

Against the “Subject” of Video, Circa 1976:  

Joan Jonas’s Good Night Good Morning and an Archive of “Narcissism”  

 

 

 

Robin Kathleen Williams, M.A.  

The University of Texas at Austin, 2010 

 

Supervisor:  Ann Reynolds 

 

This thesis analyzes the relationship between Joan Jonas’s 1976 videotape Good 

Night Good Morning and the existing historiographical discourse on video art from the 

1970s. I begin with a careful analysis and historical contextualization of Rosalind 

Krauss’s seminal 1976 essay on video art, “Video: The Aesthetics of Narcissism.” I then 

compare her essay with a number of present-day interpretations of video art that are in 

part motivated by a departure from Krauss and identify a range of presuppositions that 

have persisted through the art historical discourse on video art from the mid-1970s 

forward. Finally, I demonstrate that the terms of this essentially medium-specific 

discourse are too limited to offer a satisfying analysis of Good Night Good Morning and 

argue that understanding Jonas’s work requires an intermedial analysis.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 

 

This project reflects an effort to answer one question: how does Joan Jonas’s 1976 

videotape Good Night Good Morning relate to Rosalind Krauss’s seminal essay of the 

same year, “Video: The Aesthetics of Narcissism”? I approach this question from a 

primarily histiographical perspective. The thesis departs from the observation that the 

archive of scholarly writing on Jonas’s work could very well double as an archive of 

rebuttals to Krauss’s polemical essay. That is, very many arguments that art historians 

have made about Jonas’s video and even performance work from the 1970s are heavily 

motivated by a desire to depart from or negate “Narcissism.” The resulting discourse thus 

presents her work largely as a counterexample to Krauss’s original analysis of video as 

narcissism, and in doing so neglects to recognize the intrinsic value of her work, an 

understanding of which could greatly enhance the current art historical conception of 

“video art” during the 1970s. 

Jonas’s work is not particular in its utility within secondary histories of video art 

as counterexample to “Narcissism.” Over the years since its initial publication, Krauss’s 

essay has served as a frequent target of criticism and revision in secondary histories on 

video art and video performance from the 1970s. So much so, in fact, one might assume a 

direct or indirect rebuttal to Krauss to be imperative to any serious writing on the subject. 

What critics of “Narcissism” reject is not only Krauss’s thesis, “the medium of video is 

narcissism,” but also the tradition of formalist criticism from which they presume that her 

argument derives. But in continuing to argue with Krauss, instead of approaching her 
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essay as a historical perspective on video art with a particularly defined interest, these 

authors inadvertently preserve a range of preconceptions about video art that go back to 

the mid-1970s. Because those preconceptions are not congruent with Jonas’s use of the 

video medium, the discourse on video art is too limited to provide an adequate context for 

understanding her work. For that reason, an attempt to understand how Jonas’s work 

differs from the received understanding of video art or video performance from the 1970s 

requires a thorough examination of the deep assumptions of this discourse, which I will 

undertake through an analysis of Krauss’s foundational essay. 

Chapter one begins with a careful analysis and historical contextualization of 

Krauss’s “Narcissism.” Juxtaposing Krauss’s essay with other contemporaneous 

interpretations of the video medium will show that Krauss evaluation of narcissism is 

deeply rooted in a synchronic discourse on video art, and consequently, must be 

understood through the specific nature of its connection to that discourse. Grounding the 

terms of Krauss’s analysis within that historical context allows for a way of reformulating 

her thesis in more familiar terms and understanding it as a reaction to a then popular 

conception of video as non-physical medium that is immediately perceived. Considering 

a couple of recent interpretations of 1970s video performance will then show that the 

ostensible gulf between Krauss and her detractors is much narrower than it may seem: 

like Krauss’s essay, these interpretations rest on a medium-specific notion of video art 

that assumes a value of immediacy as inherent to the video medium.  

 Chapter two then demonstrates the limitations of the existing discourse on video art 

when applied to Jonas’s work, especially as exemplified in Good Night Good Morning. 
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The fundamental limitation of this discourse lies in the assumption that the meaning of 

video performance is a function of its medium-specific properties. This assumption leads 

to an artificial restriction of the kinds of meaning that can be recognized in the work. But 

Jonas’s work requires an ability to see positive connections between video and other 

media. Doing so allows us to see not only a crucial aspect of her working process, which 

is fundamentally intermedial, but also an additional dimension of content in the work that 

the standard framework of video analysis misses. 
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ON “NARCISSISM” 

 

 

 

… that image of an image without substance, arrives with you and with you it remains, 

and it will leave when you leave––if you can! / For neither his hunger nor his need for 

rest can draw him off; prone on the shaded grass, his insatiate stare fixed on that false 

shape, he perishes by his own eyes.  (Ovid, Metamorphoses)1 

 

 

1. Introduction 

“The medium of video is narcissism.”2  Those words have echoed throughout a 

discourse on video art since the time Rosalind Krauss first published her essay on the 

subject more than thirty years ago. In “Video: The Aesthetics of Narcissism,” Krauss 

issued a polemical analysis of a particular trend in artists’ video, namely one in which the 

human psyche constitutes the subject of the work. The essay gathers a selection of video 

works by postminimalist artists, chiefly based in New York. Hence it is not a 

comprehensive survey of contemporary video work, but rather a critical analysis, focused 

on a group of artists whose work, at least from Krauss’s perspective, is in dialog with 

traditions of modernist art. Writing in line with certain tenets of formalist criticism, 

Krauss relates the narcissistic tendency that she finds in video art back to the internal 

structure of the video medium. Thus narcissism becomes a function of the medium, 

which draws the subject into the persistent feedback. 

                                                
1 Ovid, Metamorphoses [from the selection on Narcissus], trans. Charles Martin, (New 

York: W.W. Norton & Co., 2004), 108. 
2 Rosalind Krauss, “Video: The Aesthetics of Narcissism,” October 1 (Spring 1976), 51. 
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Over the years since its initial publication, “Narcissism” has become a frequent 

target of criticism in secondary histories of video art from the 1970s. Various authors 

have attacked the paper from different perspectives and the collected responses cohere to 

form a canonical criticism, which latches onto a notion of “narcissism” and seeks to 

negate the analysis. And yet the place of Krauss’s essay within a structure of the 

discourse on video art happening in the mid-1970s remains unexamined. For that reason, 

“Narcissism” continues to alarm some critics, who react to its negative connotations 

without seeing its function as a statement within a historically defined discursive field. 

“Narcissism” thus exerts a powerful hold over the historiography of video art, even as an 

object of dispute.  Because in continuing to argue with Krauss, these critics inadvertently 

function within and, as we will later see, perpetuate the order of her archive.  

 At this point, it is necessary to unpack “Narcissism” because “it is too dense and 

too confusing.  It is rife with internal contradictions, with conflicting intentions and 

motives.”! This chapter attempts to do that through a close reading and historical 

contextualization of the essay. The goal is to understand what lies beneath a veneer of 

“narcissism” so that we may begin to see how the terms of Krauss’s analysis connect 

with the broader terms of a synchronic discourse on video art. Achieving that goal 

requires, first, an investigation of the grounds of Krauss’s analysis, and second, an 

                                                
3 Those are Krauss’s words, which she used in 1977 to introduce her reevaluation of 

Michael Fried’s famous polemic on “theatricality” in minimalism.  I find it appropriate to 

borrow her phrasing here because Krauss’s “narcissism” has come to assume a parallel 

status within the secondary discourses on video and performance art as Fried’s 

“theatricality” held within discourses on art during the late-1960s and 1970s.  

Furthermore, as a description of the stickiness of Krauss’s essay, I could not have said it 
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investigation of the specific nature of the connection between her analysis and the 

dominant interpretive trends of that discourse. As a strategy of showing that connection, 

this chapter juxtaposes a close reading of “Narcissism” with close readings of other, 

contemporaneous essays on video. Putting Krauss’s essay back into a historical context 

will enable a clearer understanding of the historically significant statement behind 

Krauss’s evaluation of narcissism, which is not where many critics have assumed it to be.  

“Narcissism” is not––as many critics claim––merely about a function of the gaze in 

video, nor is it about defining the limit conditions of the medium as essentially 

narcissistic. Instead, Krauss’s evaluation of narcissism articulates and evaluates a 

conception of video art that was widely held among her contemporaries, and in fact 

continues to hold sway over present-day interpretations of video art from the 1970s. 

 

2. Rosalind Krauss on Centers: A Circuit of “Narcissism”  

To understand what lies beneath “Narcissism,” it is necessary to first differentiate 

the condition of narcissism in video, as Krauss conceives of it, from a popular notion of 

narcissism, as an egotistic or vain preoccupation with one’s self or image. Krauss more 

precisely deploys psychoanalytic theory to establish a structural equivalency between 

narcissism and the medium of video that hinges on a circuit of auto-reflection. The theory 

begins with the myth. Narcissus fell in love with his image because he mistook his 

reflection in the water for another person. Enraptured by the sight and frustrated by its 

elusiveness, Narcissus withdrew from the objective world and immersed himself entirely 

                                                                                                                                            

better myself. See Rosalind Krauss, Passages in Modern Sculpture (New York: The 
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within the perpetuation of his image. Accordingly in psychoanalysis, the narcissist is one 

who has “abandoned the investment of objects with libido and transformed object-libido 

into ego-libido.”4 Narcissism affects a collapse of subject and object, since, caught in a 

persistent feedback of the self, the narcissist’s every interaction is filtered through a 

transposed subjectivity. Hence, as the narcissist is confined to intra-subjectivity, the 

primary structure of narcissism is circularity.  

Krauss posits that the psychological condition of narcissism describes the video 

medium more accurately than a simple definition of its mechanical apparatus.  Her 

argument depends on her interpretation of the medium as an interaction between the 

technology and the human psyche, which serves as the “central instrument” between the 

camera and monitor (52). She then builds her analysis from two key points: the 

technology’s distinctive capacity for instantaneous feedback and the tendency of artists to 

step into the feedback loop and regard their image in the monitor as if a double reflected 

in a mirror. She likens the resulting “auto-reflection” to the narcissist’s intra-subjective 

trap, as the artist’s immersion within the feedback mechanism conditions a collapse of the 

subject and object (the video mechanism and its image). Thus on one level, Krauss argues 

that video can manifest in a circular structure that tends to entrap its subject. 

Krauss holds up Vito Acconci’s Centers (1971) as paradigmatic of the structural 

characteristics of the video medium as well as the narcissism endemic in video art. 

Centers consists of a close-up shot of the artist looking along the line of his extended arm 

as he points his index finger directly to the center of the video screen for the duration of 

                                                                                                                                            

Viking Press, 1977), 205.   
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the twenty-two minute videotape (fig. 2). Acconci made Centers using the video monitor 

as a mirror to focus his gaze and ensure that his pointing finger stayed on target.5 In her 

analysis of the video, Krauss emphasizes this connection between Acconci and his 

monitor-mirrored image as one of a “sustained tautology: a line of sight that begins at 

Acconci’s plane of vision and ends at the eyes of his projected double” (51). In this way, 

she establishes the narcissistic connection between Acconci and his image, which she 

sees as a subjectivity transposed into “into another, mirror, object” (55).   

 Jacques Lacan’s theory of the mirror stage provides the theoretical glue with 

which Krauss adheres Acconci’s subjective condition to his double.  From Lacan, Krauss 

claims that because the subject appropriates his or her mirror image, the inherent 

movement of mirror reflection is toward fusion (56). Thus the monitor’s mirror reflection 

dissolves the distance between video-subject and video-object. The subject loses sight of 

his autonomy in relation to the object and instead continuously feeds the image through 

his persistent auto-reflection. The effects Krauss describes are a double sense of a spatial 

and temporal enclosure. As she writes, “the feedback coil of video seems to be the 

instrument of a double repression: for through it consciousness of temporality and of 

separation between subject and object are simultaneously submerged” (59). 

 So Krauss uses an analysis of Centers to do two things.  She affixes a subjective 

condition to the persistent, circular feedback of the medium, thus establishing a structural 

                                                                                                                                            
4 Sigmund Freud, from “On Narcissism: An Introduction,” quoted in Krauss (1976), 57. 
5 Acconci described his process of making Centers: “Pointing at my own image on the 

video monitor: my attempt is to keep my finger constantly in the center of the screen––I 

keep narrowing my focus into my finger.”  Vito Acconci, in Avalanche 6 [special issue 

on Vito Acconci] (Fall 1972),13. 
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similarity between video and narcissism. And she claims that video and narcissism can be 

equated because they describe the same effects, namely, a psychological condition in 

which the subject becomes disconnected from an objective reality and unable to 

recognize the actual independence of objects and others. Narcissism in the case of video 

performance describes a condition in which the artist-subject is unable to recognize the 

object-status of the video medium as separate from the self. In effect, a subjective 

condition fuses with the object, or eclipses the object, thus negating the material and 

historical integrity of the physical medium. Krauss writes, 

[…] the mirror reflection of absolute feedback is a process of bracketing out the 

object. This is why it seems inappropriate to speak of a physical medium in 

relation to video. For the object (the electronic equipment and its capabilities) has 

become merely an appurtenance. And instead, video’s real medium is a 

psychological situation, the very terms of which are to withdraw attention from an 

external object––an Other––and invest it in the Self (57). 

As a result of this over-investment in the subject at the expense of the object, Krauss 

determines, video art becomes entrenched within a vapid, psychological isolation.  

 

3. Contestations Over “Narcissism” 

Krauss believes that “there is no way for us to see Centers without reading that 

sustained connection between the artist and his double” (57). But in fact, Krauss’s 

reading requires a substantial abstraction from an actual encounter with the video in a 

viewing situation.  For when viewers encounter Centers onscreen, they see precisely the 

image that Acconci saw projected on his monitor at the time of the video’s production. 

Viewers see only the image in the “mirror,” as it were, and not the complete circuit 
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linking camera, artist, and video reflection. Thus Krauss loads the video image with a 

situation of production that is not preserved in the final videotape. Doing so allows her to 

see in the video a wholly self-contained, intra-subjective relationship between Acconci 

and his projected double. 

But one may quite easily imagine another way of seeing Centers. In place of 

Krauss’s insistence on Acconci’s connection with his double, one may consider a 

viewer’s connection with the video image. Flipping the center of analysis from a situation 

of production to one of viewing reveals Acconci pointing not just at himself or the center 

of the screen, but actually out of the monitor and at the viewer. As it happens, Vito 

Acconci’s description of his activity in Centers suggests such a reading: “Pointing at my 

own image on the video monitor … I keep narrowing my focus … The result (the TV 

image) turns the activity around: a pointing away from myself at an outside viewer––I 

end up widening my focus onto passing viewers.”6 Hence, taking Acconci at his word 

and positing a viewer’s returned gaze, one might presume to find in Centers a manner of 

video-mediated intersubjectivity. 

 It is tempting to think that incorporating a viewer into the video situation 

invalidates Krauss’s analysis. After all, if the perceived connection is no longer that 

between the artist and his double and rather one between the artist and a viewer, then it 

seems as if the video medium escapes the circuit of narcissism. Numerous authors writing 

recently on video art from the 1970s have, in different ways, argued just that. In fact, a 

direct objection to Krauss’s analysis has become quite common in recent writing as a 

                                                
6 Vito Acconci, Avalanche 6 (Autumn 1972), 13. 
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certain ground for asserting that video and performance artists of the 1970s were, above 

all, interested in the video medium in terms of a connection with audiences––quite the 

reverse of narcissism.7 In short, the general contention holds, Krauss gives a one-sided 

interpretation of the video projects she describes because she restricts her analysis to a 

formalist definition of the medium at the expense of considering video content or the 

position of a viewer. The favored alternative reading introduces notions of viewing or 

intersubjectivity to wrest the videotapes from the grip of narcissism.8 

 David Joselit’s recent paper on the video collective Raindance and their journal 

Radical Software provides a succinct demonstration of just how direct these reactions to 

Krauss’s analysis can be. Joselit writes, 

                                                
7 Michael Rush, for one, proclaims that Krauss’s evaluation amounts to “both a 

misreading of the psychology of narcissism as well as a misunderstanding of Acconci’s 

intentions (to say nothing of the sweeping generalization about Video Art) […] Acconci, 

in fact, was expressly interested in drawing the viewer into the art process (bringing art 

out of the narcissistic, hermetic studio).”  Another, usually feminist, critique does not 

explicitly deny a pretense of narcissism, but rather appropriates narcissism to a positive 

end.  For instance, Jayne Wark proclaims that Krauss “remained oblivious to how 

[women video artists] were positioned differently, as women, in relation to subjectivity, 

and she certainly did not acknowledge the possibility that they might be using narcissistic 

self-reflection as a specifically feminist kind of critical strategy.” See Michael Rush, 

Video Art, revised ed. (London: Thames and Hudson, 2003 and 2007), 10-11; and Jayne 

Wark, Radical Gestures: Feminism and Performance Art in North America (Montreal: 

McGill-Queen’s UP, 2006), 187-189. 
8 Amelia Jones counters Krauss on a slightly different plane.  She argues that the surface 

of the video screen acts as a “flesh” through which meaning emerges as the product of an 

intersubjective connection between the video-subject and video-viewer.  She explores the 

“mutable and non-oppositional” relationship between representation and embodiment, 

specifically in “the potential of the televisual screen to open out and enhance complex 

relations of intersubjective engagement.”  See Amelia Jones, “Televisual Flesh: The 

Body, the Screen, the Subject,” in Olivier Asselin, Johanne Lamoureux, and Christine 

Ross, eds, Precarious Visualities: New Perspectives on Identification in Contemporary 

Art and Visual Culture (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2008), 305. 
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What is striking about [Krauss’s reading of Centers]––which has conditioned an 

entire generation’s understanding of video––is its occlusion of the obvious fact 

that in pointing at his reflected image in the playback monitor, Acconci 

simultaneously points out at the viewer of the tape.  His ‘narcissism,’ if that’s 

what it is, is a thoroughly social act that interpolates the spectator as an object and 

other. The artists and theorists associated with Radical Software emphasized this 

other dimension of the video monitor. The reading of ‘narcissism’ they produced 

is diametrically opposed to Krauss’s.9  

The clear implication of Joselit’s criticism is that not only is Krauss’s analysis wrong, it 

is deceptive and has set a course of history that Joselit intends to break. He claims that 

Krauss’s paper has conditioned a reception of video from the 1970s as totally invested in 

individual subjectivity. Joselit’s analysis of Raindance departs from a reception of video 

that turns Krauss’s analysis on its head: unlike Krauss’s Acconci, who is fully submerged 

within an individual subjectivity, the subject of Joselit’s analysis looks to video as an 

intersubjective or social medium.   

 Ann Wagner takes the same approach as Joselit. She interprets Krauss’s analysis 

of Centers as a way of canceling the significance of Acconci’s gesture, which she says 

constitutes a “vehement address” to his audience. Wagner writes,   

one striking consequence of Krauss’s argument is its own bracketing of the 

language that Acconci’s body actually seems to speak […] it is as if the tight 

circuitry linking Acconci’s gaze and gesture somehow makes it impossible to take  

                                                
9 David Joselit, “Tale of the Tape: Radical Software,” Artforum, vol. 40, no. 9 (May 

2002), 155. 
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up the implications of their vehement address. Nor does the idea of the viewer 

matter to her claims.10 

Like Joselit, Wagner uses a reversal of Krauss’s analysis of Centers to assert an 

intersubjective conception of the video medium, which introduces “the viewer” as an 

essential component of the video situation. Both authors maintain that Krauss commits a 

fundamental mistake by ignoring the role of the viewer, and thus they conclude that 

Krauss’s analysis is unsound. What is more, they take the deficits of Krauss’s analysis to 

support their own conceptions of video, which assert that the artist is, above all, 

interested in the terms of connecting with others through the mediation of video. 

 Such objections may well point out significant limitations of Krauss’s analysis.  

As we will soon see in more detail, Krauss’s argument is singularly invested in 

presenting the video medium, or certain qualities of video art, in a way particularly 

crafted to cast most video art as antithetical to modernism. That agenda produces some 

plainly counterintuitive (if not wrong) interpretations of many of the works that she 

describes. But what these critics neglect to address is the still pressing question of why 

Krauss constructed her argument as she did.  We cannot get very far with an assumption 

that she simply overlooks a two-way value of the video screen or the position of a viewer. 

For one thing, by 1974 Vito Acconci had already published at least a couple of 

statements, like the one quoted above, in which he announced his interest in the nature of 

the screen as a mediator between video-subject and video-viewer.11 It seems unlikely that 

                                                
10 Ann Wagner, “Performance, Video, and the Rhetoric of Presence,” October 19 (Winter 

2000), 68.  
11 See Vito Acconci, “Some Notes on My Use of Video,” in Art-Rite 7 (Autumn, 1974): 

2-3; Vito Acconci, in Avalanche 6 [special issue on Vito Acconci] (Fall 1972); Acconci 
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Krauss would miss the point.12 So that her analysis of Centers is incompatible with 

Acconci’s stated intentions should signal not only the deliberateness of her interpretation 

but also that it partakes in a context as well as an agenda that is perhaps not readily 

apparent from the immediate content of her essay. For that reason, critics who would 

presume to defeat “narcissism” by negating Krauss’s analysis of Centers seem to follow a 

red herring and so in the end, fall short of a useful criticism.    

 To see the larger issue at stake in “Narcissism,” it is essential to first set aside an 

assumption that the matter centers wholly on video as a function of the gaze or subject 

position. In fact, as we will later see, a notion of the video monitor-as-mirror is, in the 

end, neither a necessary nor an independently sufficient condition for Krauss’s judgment 

of narcissism in video art. Acconci’s self-directed gaze through the video monitor 

provides Krauss with a convenient analogy between artists’ video and a recognizable 

image of narcissism. But her recourse to Lacan also provides a broader conceptual 

framework that centers on an inability of the subject to grasp a general order of symbolic 

                                                                                                                                            

also delivered an artists’ statement at the 1974 “Open Circuits Conference on the Future 

of Television,” the first major conference on artists and television hosted by The Museum 

of Modern Art in New York City. That statement was published in Douglas Davis and 

Allison Simmons, eds. The New Television (New York, 1977), 82-83. 
12 Unlikely particularly given the fact that at the time, Krauss was certainly invested in 

theorizing a phenomenology of viewing and the significance of surfaces, as those are the 

two central terms that guide her analysis of modernist sculpture in the book on the subject 

that she published the following year. So if she neglects these terms in her evaluation of 

video, it is not out of ignorance or want of theoretical grounding. See Rosalind Krauss, 

Passages in Modern Sculpture (New York, 1977).   



 15 

difference.13 It is in the latter conception of narcissism that Krauss’s argument about the 

narcissistic function of video really takes hold, since it is also here that she begins to 

stake out the grounds of difference between video art and modernist art.  

 

4. “Narcissism” as a “Vanquishing of Separateness” 

 The issue hinges on what Krauss describes as the absolute difference between the 

reflexiveness of modernist art and the auto-reflection of video art. According to Krauss, 

modernism has recognized the value of reflexiveness, as the “fracture into two 

categorically different entities which can elucidate one another so long as their 

differences are maintained” (56). Reflexiveness enacts a “separation between forms of art 

and their contents, between procedures of thought and their objects” (55). In stark 

contrast, she claims that the auto-reflection of video art “implies the vanquishing of 

separateness. Its inherent movement is toward fusion” (56). So in effect, Krauss argues 

that video art is antithetical to modernist art on the grounds that it dissolves an order of 

actual and symbolic difference that modernist art necessarily maintains.  

 For Krauss, Jasper Johns’s painting American Flag represents the ideal of 

modernist reflexiveness. She asserts that in this painting Johns achieves a “radical 

asymmetry” between “two types of figure/ground relationships: the one that is internal to 

the image; and the one that works from without to define this object as Painting.” She 

                                                
13 In Lacanian analysis, the mirror stage is aligned with the Imaginary order, in which the 

subject’s primary identification with the image or signifier, as opposed to the Symbolic 

order, through which the subject recognizes a distinction between signifier and signified, 

self and other, as functioning through the order of History, Law and Language. See 

Jacques Lacan, Language and the Self, trans. Anthony Wilden (New York: Delta, 1968). 
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argues that American Flag destabilizes the relationship between ‘picture’ and ‘painting’ 

through the synonymy of image (flag) and ground (limits of the picture plane). And set 

off against the background of the gallery wall on which it hangs, one can isolate the 

primary categorical conditions given through the process of Painting, namely “the 

figure/ground of a flat, bounded surface hung against a wall” (56).   

 Contained within this external figure/ground relationship is a notion of the frame, 

in a dual sense that refers to both the physical parameters of the object and a frame of 

reference. The latter conceptual frame provides what Krauss calls a “text,” a term that she 

equates in her essay with a notion of history. According to Krauss, it is through a 

reflexive connection to the history of the genre and given conditions of the medium that a 

particular work derives meaning. Indicating this sense of an external, categorical 

reflexiveness in her analysis of Johns’s painting, she writes,  

The category ‘Painting’ is established as an object (or text) whose subject 

becomes this particular painting––American Flag.  The flag is thus both the object 

of the picture and the subject of a more general object (Painting) to which 

American Flag can reflexively point (56). 

It is in part through a contrast with that dual sense of external connectedness that Krauss 

casts the medium of video as narcissism.  She writes that video performance affects a 

sense of “self-encapsulation” and takes place within a “prison of a collapsed present” 

(53). But what she means by that double sense of self-absorption is not straightforward.  

Rather, she casts this claim as a first-order description of the video works under 

consideration and compounds the implications of that description with a heavily-loaded, 

second-order analysis of the way in which video art stands in opposition to modernist art. 
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 Consider, for example, the way in which Krauss manipulates the terms of the 

“collapsed present” to connect a notion of video as disconnected from chronological time 

with a notion of its being disconnected from a larger historical framework. In the first 

sense, Krauss writes that video performance takes place within “a present time which is 

completely severed from its own past” (53). This description refers to the temporal 

confusion portrayed in Richard Serra and Nancy Holt’s Boomerang (1974), which shows 

Holt’s distraction resulting from an audio feedback that returns her own voice to her 

through a set of headphones at a slight delay. The echo of her own voice makes it 

difficult for Holt to differentiate between the actual present and the immediate past. So, 

Krauss indicates, the video affects a sense of disconnectedness from objective time, or 

any sense of time outside of a collapsed present tense as conditioned by the persistent 

feedback.   

 But Krauss goes on to say that this image of distraction demonstrates a 

characteristic of video performance as being cut off not only from a sense of the 

immediate past, but also from a relationship to history, or “text.” She states that in 

conventional performance, a relationship of the performer to a text, or script, connects the 

performance to a time that existed before the given moment of the enactment. This notion 

of the text becomes a ploy that Krauss uses to claim that video performance is 

disconnected not only from an immediate, chronological past, but also from a sense of 

historical connection that should impart meaning to the videotape as a work of art: 

Most immediately this sense of something having come before refers to the 

specific text for the performance at hand.  But in a larger way it evokes the more 

general historical relationship between a specific text and the history constructed 
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by all of the texts of a given genre. Independent of the gesture made within the 

present, this larger history is the source of meaning for that gesture (53).   

In contrast to conventional performance, Krauss characterizes video performance as an 

action of “bracketing out the text and substituting for it the mirror-reflection.” The result, 

as she sees it, is “the presentation of a self understood to have no past, and as well, no 

connection with any objects that are external to it” (55). 

 And yet surely Krauss does not believe that video art should establish a reflexive 

connection with the history of its medium or genre. That would be a very strange demand 

indeed, given that in 1976, the “genre” of video art is only at best around six years old 

and the history of the video medium is found, if anywhere, in television, the connection 

to which Krauss refuses to even mention. Rather, Krauss insists that video art is 

disconnected from a larger history established through a system of values that she takes 

to be fundamental to modernist art. So understanding Krauss’s sense of narcissism in 

video requires seeing it as a function to categorize a certain condition of video in relation 

to that value system. Therefore, it is necessary to understand narcissism holistically, i.e. 

in terms of its function within a certain framework of belief and valuation. 

 Beneath Krauss’s portrayal of reflexiveness we can detect a certain framework 

that she upholds as essential to modernism. Basic to that framework is a triad of 

objecthood, mediation, and historical connection. A reflexive relationship between figure 

and ground requires, first of all, a medium of physical substance, extended in space, that 

can establish a ground of support stable enough to maintain a sort of tension between the 

image and picture plane. Without a certain stability, there can be no ground of support, 

and hence, no object. Second, a physical boundary must delimit the object to distinguish 
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it from its surroundings and from a consciousness that confronts it. So the frame 

distinguishes thought from object-of-thought, which is also to say, it establishes an 

objective distance from the self that is requisite for mediation. Finally, the conceptual 

frame establishes a structure of connection to the history of a given medium or genre 

through which Krauss believes that a particular work derives meaning.   

 Implicit in the way in which Krauss establishes the terms of reflexiveness and 

auto-reflection as antithetical to one another is an assertion that video art dissolves the 

same two types of figure/ground relationships that modernist art maintains. Video art 

would dissolve a reflexive relationship between the image and grid of support, and it 

would also dissolve the material and historical integrity of the object as delineated by the 

frame. Krauss makes these points explicit through the terminology that she chooses to 

associate with video art: video is a “psychic” (non-physical) medium that affects a 

“collapse of subject and object” (no mediation) and a “collapsed present time” (no 

connection to objective time and no historical reference). It is through the collective force 

of these three characteristics, understood as resulting from the centripetal momentum of 

video feedback, that Krauss determines, “the medium of video is narcissism.” 

 

5. “Narcissism” in Sum 

 The preceding discussion affords a clearer articulation what Krauss takes to be the 

characteristic features of video as well as how these features fuel her criticism of video 

art. Based on that discussion, we can set aside an assumption that the subject of Krauss’s 

criticism begins and ends with an anticipated notion of narcissism. In the end, the essay is 
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not simply invested in establishing the terms of “video’s defining self-absorption, its 

hermeticism, which serves to enclose the body within two machines, camera and 

monitor.”14 Instead, Krauss argues that video suppresses the objective conditions of the 

medium through the centripetal momentum of the feedback mechanism, which attracts 

and in effect absorbs the subjective condition of the person using the machine. That 

merger of the subject and the machine affects a dissolve a general order of separateness, 

including a distinction of subject and object and a consciousness of objective time.   

 Moreover, Krauss’s conception of narcissism must be understood in the broader 

context of her argument to the conclusion that video art is antithetical to modernism. 

Modernism, according to Krauss, requires that the artist acknowledge the material and 

historical integrity of the medium as separate from the self. That implies a separation of 

the artist’s subjectivity and the object status of the medium. Because video feedback 

causes a sense of a collapse between subject and object, it tends to dissolve that necessary 

separation, causing a sense of spatial and temporal enclosure. Hence video is 

disconnected from the values of modernism, as Krauss defines them. 

 The terms of Krauss’s narcissism clearly serve a specific purpose within the 

internal logic of her paper. She establishes a bifurcated structure whereby the essential 

properties of the video medium and typical characteristics of video art become 

antithetical to the central values of modernism. But no amount of internal cohesion 

relieves the pressure of explaining why Krauss characterizes video in the way she does. 

Why does she base her discussion on a conception of video art as psychological and 

                                                
14 See Anne Wagner, “Performance, Video, and the Rhetoric of Presence,” October 19 
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disconnected from objective reality and history? Even if we set aside the objection that 

Krauss ignores the viewer, one might still dismiss her argument on the basis of a wholly 

idiosyncratic view about video art. But again, this reaction drops into an ahistorical 

reading of Krauss as disconnected from her own historical context. We must remember 

that Krauss’s essay appears within a historical context in which writing and theorizing 

about the video medium is at its peak. By 1976, a popular notion of what the video 

medium is, essentially, had already become established within a larger discourse on the 

medium. Krauss’s essay is best understood against the background of that wider 

discussion, the terms of which provide a way of grounding the seemingly peculiar terms 

of Krauss’s analysis and thus to understand her essay as an expression of an historical 

perception of video. 

  Video artist Les Levine’s 1976 essay “One-Gun Video Art” will serve as the 

primary source to initiate this discussion so as to develop one representative view of a 

then mainstream conception of video with some specificity.15 In contrast to Krauss, 

Levine expresses an intense appreciation for video, and his discussion elaborates a 

phenomenology of video viewing, rather than a critical analysis of the genre. And 

importantly, Levine evaluates video not in relation to a tradition of modern art, but rather 

in relation to television. In the end, though, Levine’s essay provides an apt point of 

                                                                                                                                            

(Winter 2000), 68. 
15 During the 1970s, Les Levine regularly published in avant-garde art magazines, such 

as Art-Rite and Avalanche, and his writings were included in anthologies on video art.  

His essay under consideration here was first published as “One-Gun Video Art” in Peggy 

Gale, ed., Video by Artists (Toronto: Art Metropole, 1976), 177-185, and reprinted in 

Gregory Battcock, ed., New Artists Video: A Critical Anthology (New York: E.P. Dutton, 

1978), 76-95. All in text citations refer to the 1976 publication. 



 22 

comparison with Krauss’s evaluation of narcissism not only for such contrasts, but also 

because close reading reveals a deep interpretive correspondence between these 

apparently divergent approaches to the subject. Articulating the nature of that connection 

provides a way of seeing what it is that Krauss is so strongly opposes and also provides a 

way into a broader discussion of a predominant conception of video during the 1970s. 

 

6. Les Levine on Video: A “Mind-to-Mind” Connection 

In brief, Les Levine’s interpretation runs as follows. The television and video 

mediums gain their particular potency through a unique capacity to convey a sense of 

“liveness” and consequently, immediacy in a viewer’s perception of the recorded subject.  

This sensation of immediacy allows a viewer to feel a direct connection with the video-

subject through the mediation of the videotape. But significantly for his interpretation, an 

awareness of the physical dimension of the video medium remains absent from a viewing 

experience. Accordingly, video affords a direct “mind-to-mind” connection between an 

artist and an audience, without the necessary intervention of physical bodies. So from a 

perception of liveness and immediacy in the image, Levine derives a disembodied 

connection between a video-subject and perceiving-subject.   

  The terms of Levine’s analysis demand some explanation. A television or video 

image is “live” only if it is an actual live transmission. But in his view, audiences most 

naturally perceive “liveness” in pre-recorded video as well. Levine believes that the 

crucial factor in discussing the affect of video viewership is the “analytical view” that 

viewers hold of the image, “what it is they think they’re seeing when they see it” (180).  
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Through a mode of viewing that Levine calls “live analysis,” viewers sense a temporal 

concurrence between the viewing present and the recorded event. Although the 

transmission is not in actuality live, “an analytical sense of liveness means it has the 

appearance that it’s happening now” (181). Levine indicates that a sensation of liveness 

in television and video results from a feeling of synchrony that most naturally 

accompanies television viewing. As he writes, TV affords viewers an experience of 

“moving through a sense of time while the thing is happening” (179).   

   Further, Levine states that because television is an electronic medium that synchs 

with perception it is essentially a non-physical medium. Because it is not bounded by a 

concrete physicality, TV is more “pervasive” than other mediums, which assert a physical 

and psychological distance between the object and a viewer. In a provocative passage, 

Levine writes: “TV has more ‘is-ness’ than ‘thing-ness.’ Television reads itself for you.  

So what occurs in TV is the physical body, the ‘thing-ness,’ has been removed and a 

direct connection between mind-to-mind is made possible.” Levine thus represents 

television as a psychic medium, having no spatial extension. He describes the viewing 

situation as one in which the viewer’s mind is drawn out into the air, in which it floats 

together with the TV signal. Because video art uses the television medium, Levine claims 

that artists then deal with a medium that is “much more directly connected to the mind 

than objects are” (181).   

 Levine presents the terms of live analysis partly through a comparison with 

“theatrical analysis.” The latter mode implies a viewer’s understanding while watching 

that the image onscreen is not live. According to Levine, theatrical analysis is chiefly the 
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mode of filmic interpretation: it applies to watching film, film transferred to video, or 

“badly technically produced videotape.”16 In theatrical analysis, viewers apprehend a 

discontinuity between real time and filmic time because, as he states without 

embellishment, “film has a history to it.” Levine later adds to that statement with an 

assertion that in theatrical analysis, the “grid of media” intervenes in an audience’s 

perception of the image. Viewers have a feeling of “perhaps looking at an antique” or 

“looking at something through something else. The appearance is not firsthand. So you 

will discount believability” (181).17  For Levine, theatrical analysis implies an intellectual 

distance from the represented because an audience’s sense of connection to the image 

diminishes at the rate of loss in the immediacy of the perception. Thus Levine 

compounds a sense of “thing-ness,” history, and mediation and associates those qualities 

with film in contrast to the “is-ness,” liveness, and immediateness of video. 

Finally, when it comes to the specific phenomenology of video art, Levine 

believes that the artists’ portapak “produces a different kind of image [than film]. It gives 

a feeling a person is there” (185). A sense of immediacy in relation to the recorded 

subject in effect replaces a sense of the video object in a viewer’s experience of the 

                                                
16 By “badly technically produced videotape,” Levine refers to the distracting graininess 

of a TV or video image with a “bad signal-to-noise ratio,” which makes the fact of the 

medium too obvious to ignore.  Hence, Levine suggests that if one experiences video in 

the mode of theatrical analysis, it is only because of a technical error or poor quality 

equipment (180-81). 
17 In an essay published the same year, art critic and curator Bruce Kurtz also expressed a 

sense of film as old and mediated in contrast to the immediacy of video. Kurtz writes, 

“Television is more involving, more immediate than film.  The sense of movement, 

immediacy, and a lack of point of view gives the sense of being in the present rather than 

of witnessing old, processed information.” See Bruce Kurtz, “The Present Tense” in 
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videotape. So immediacy on both the recording and viewing ends of the tape conditions a 

sense of direct connection between video-subject and video-viewer. Levine writes,  

What is important about videotape is that it is a direct medium of dealing 

with your own mind, not making a physical object which puts your body 

between you and your mind.  The tendency of videotape is to expose the 

artist in a direct relationship with the audience.  The audience knows how 

the artist feels, knows how the artist is thinking at firsthand, for the first 

time in the history of art (182). 

In this way, Levine sets the video medium apart from all other artistic media, including 

historically precedent recording media. Only video brings about such a communion 

between artists and audiences because only video has the capacity for instantaneous, 

electric communication."#          

 Levine provides no specific examples of his own or other artists’ videotapes 

within which to ground his interpretation.  Instead, his analysis is wholly abstract and 

presents the conditions he observes––liveness, immediacy, and unmediated connection––

as obvious corollaries to the medium’s capacity for instantaneous feedback. Levine 

apparently assumes that his readership shares a common sense about video and 

familiarity with the characteristics of the videotapes that naturalize his interpretation. And 

                                                                                                                                            

Video Art: An Anthology, ed. Ira Schneider and Beryl Korot (New York: Harcourt, Brace, 

Jovanovich, 1976), 136. 
18 Compare also critic Peggy Gale’s description of Colin Campbell’s 1972 video 

True/False, in which the artist confronts the camera/viewer with direct and personal 

confessions.  Gale writes, “We are challenged to be as direct and candid as he has been; 

after all, he looked us in the eye when he said all that.” Even were it challenged that her 

comment is tongue-in-cheek, it nonetheless reveals a viewer’s underlying feeling of a 

direct connection with the artist and further, that the directness of the video encounter 

encourages a reciprocal response from the viewer.  See Peggy Gale, “Colin Campbell--

Windows and Mirrors,” in Video by Artists (1976),189. 
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indeed, the phenomenology of video viewing that he describes is central to an affect of 

the medium as reported across countless essays from the period. Just for instance, video 

artist and art critic Douglas Davis published an essay in the same year in which he stated 

that “the incalculable power of video [is] not only to disseminate, eye to eye, mind to 

mind, but to do so in real, organic time––the time of the sender and the time of the 

receiver can be the same.”19 Like Levine, Davis praises a notion of video’s immediacy, 

here also articulated in terms of a synchrony of time, which in turn translates for both 

authors into a synchrony of minds.  

 From what is given in Levine’s analysis, video apparently affords an unmediated 

perception of the video subject because the physical apparatus does not intervene in the 

perception and because video time synchs with the natural rhythm of perception. That 

these two conditions would appear to be necessary comes out of his articulation of the 

unique perceptual quality of video by contrast with other mediums. Video is immediately 

perceived because, as Levine states, “TV is in our time base” (179).  In contrast, the 

plastic arts require mediation because the element of time is out of synch with the pace of 

perception. In painting, for instance, “because we can’t understand the element of time, 

we can’t deal with it perceptually, we can only deal with it intellectually” (177). And 

although one might presume that the motion of film might also afford an immediate 

                                                
19 Douglas Davis, “Video in the Mid-1970s: Prelude to an End/ Future” in Video Art: An 

Anthology, ed. Ira Schneider et. al. (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1976), 197.  

In conversation, Douglas Davis and David Ross expressed the same idealism with a 

slightly more reserved sense of the limitations of video.  Ross: “We need another 

Malraux to ask for television without walls.”  Davis: “Exactly.  So I can transmit to and 

receive from your mind instantly, without the need for the tape or the camera.”  See 
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perception, it does not because, as we saw, “film has a history to it.” Levine apparently 

associates a sense of film’s history with a sense of physical mediation. The upshot is that 

video feedback provides a unique kind of medium that fosters an immediate (unmediated) 

perception, taking hold directly within the mind as opposed to being mediated through a 

material substance or the intellect. Because the material conditions that give rise to this 

perception are the essential and specific qualities of video, the condition of immediate 

perception is both natural and positive, in this evaluation.   

 

7.  Comparing Narcissism and Immediacy  

As Levine claims that the video medium facilitates a direct connection between 

the mind of an artist and that of a viewer, his interpretation appears as one diametrically 

opposed to Krauss’s evaluation of narcissism. Looking simply at the relational structure 

that each author constructs within the video situation, it is clear that Krauss pitches the 

medium as intra-subjective, while Levine pitches its capacity for intersubjectivity. Still, 

the fundamental feature that emerges through both essays is a conception of the video 

medium as utterly imbued with a subjective condition. And the outcome of video’s fusion 

with the subject is in both cases the dissolution of the object-status of the medium. For 

Levine, the subjective character of video constitutes its primary appeal to artists, while 

for Krauss it is precisely this factor that constitutes grounds for its condemnation. So 

narcissism and immediacy emerge as inverse evaluations of the same assessment. 

                                                                                                                                            

David Ross, “Interview with Douglas Davis,” Video Art (New York, 1976), 33.  First 

printed in Flash Art, No. 54-55, May 1975. 
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To see how this works, it is necessary to first articulate a deep interpretive 

structure connecting these views. Underlying both assessments is a consciousness of the 

video medium’s electronic (non-physical) nature and its capacity for instantaneous 

generation and transmission of the recording. From that awareness of a certain fact of the 

technology, both authors claim to derive the characteristic features of artists’ video. This 

derivation rests on the crucial assumptions that the video medium assimilates the subject 

and that it does so by virtue of an immediate connection between the subject and 

reproduction. Video thereby dissolves the distinction between subject and object, and as a 

result, the video medium becomes subject, in two related senses. On the one hand, video 

is subject in the sense of being other-than-object, or non-physical. And on the other hand, 

video is subject in the sense of being about, or intimately connected with, a subjective 

condition. In this way, Krauss and Levine reach a common conclusion that the video 

medium is in crucial respects a psychic medium, rather than material one. 

Presenting the comparison like this serves to indicate a pattern of regularity 

beneath Krauss’s evaluation of narcissism. It shows that what may initially seem a very 

peculiar feature of her argument, namely her insistence on the psychic over the material 

status of the medium, is not exceptional by the standards of a synchronic discourse on 

video art. Rather, this part of her argument seems rooted in a then common sense about 

video. As Levine’s analysis has served to exemplify, statements linking video to 

subjective states commonly recur across this discourse in writings that would seek to 

identify the essential nature of television and video, regardless of a particular use of the 

medium. Moreover, they recur through the common means of linking the medium’s 
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supposed distinctive capacity for instantaneous feedback to notions of its overcoming 

objecthood. Thus Krauss’s evaluation of narcissism strikes an affinity with a then 

normative conception of the medium on the grounds of her analysis. And yet, it is 

precisely this value of subjectivism in video that Krauss criticizes.   

As we have seen, narcissism and immediacy issue from a common conceptual 

core: video is subjective––the medium is primarily mental or psychological, rather than 

physical.  But from there, where Levine notes liveness, Krauss notes a collapsed present.  

Where Levine notes an unmediated connection (immediacy), Krauss notes a collapse of 

subject and object. And finally, where Levine notes a mind-to-mind connection, Krauss 

notes narcissism. As a general evaluative trend, it would seem that Levine attributes to 

video a value of expansiveness or fluidity, whereas Krauss attributes to the same qualities 

an order of collapse. Both interpretations center on a notion of the medium’s dissolving 

distance or separateness. The crucial difference arises from an inflection of interpretation; 

Levine interprets this quality of video positively and Krauss interprets it negatively.  

Conversely, the conditions of objecthood, mediation, and historical reference that Krauss 

upholds as the essential values of modernism become associated in Levine’s analysis 

with an old way of seeing that he evaluates negatively and associates with film.  

The tight correspondence between these views is not coincidence. By 1976, a 

common consensus about the specific nature and function of the video medium had 

become naturalized within a discourse on video art to the degree that, evidently, neither 

author feels the need to explain exactly where these notions come from. So what we thus 

find in Krauss’s and Levine’s essays are many unelaborated presuppositions that refer to 
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a theoretical structure that is more clearly articulated in essays on video published only a 

couple of years before. A closer look at a couple of those essays will show that 

interpretations linking video to notions of subjectivity take root in a conventional 

understanding of video as non-physical and functioning chiefly through the mediums of 

time and perception, as opposed to the objective conditions of the physical apparatus. So 

appreciating the particular assumptions that stand behind these statements first requires a 

brief consideration of an historical discussion about the specific material and perceptual 

qualities of the video medium. 

 

8.  Video: Immateriality + Flux 

During the 1970s, the most distinctive feature of the television and video medium 

was commonly agreed to be its capacity for instantaneous transmission. Video signals 

can circulate between a camera and monitor, producing a live image that is responsive to 

the present environment, and by the same means, television can broadcast live to an 

indeterminate number of receivers at once. That capacity for live transmission stands 

behind much of a then common rhetoric of television and video as unmediated.20 But also 

critical to a mythology of video is the process of electronic, fluid imaging by which the 

transmission occurs.21 Video does not fix an image upon a surface, whether in the 

                                                
20 William Kaizen, The Immediate: Video and the Aesthetics of Liveness, from Andy 

Warhol to Postminimalism. PhD dissertation, Columbia University, 2006. 
21 Video technology functions through the instantaneous and continuous electronic 

transfer of signals.  Light penetrates the camera and registers on a photosensitized target.  

That triggers the cathode to emit a beam of electrons that scan the target, across and 

down.  The cathode converts variations of light and dark into video signals, which it 

instantaneously transmits to the monitor through a vacuum. Simultaneously, the monitor 
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camera, on screen, or on tape. For that reason, video does not produce a stable and 

discrete image that can be held and regarded as a physical object. Both conditions are 

essential to video technology: because video does not fix an image it continually adapts 

to incoming stimuli and thus keeps pace with the ongoing flux of the present tense. 

Furthermore, both conditions of the technology constitute a radical break from precedent 

representational media, since every other medium, from text to painting to film, requires 

some function of fixing a message or image upon a stable substrate.   

For artists and critics of the early and middle 1970s, eager to discover and define 

the specific properties of the video medium, this crucial difference in the function of 

video technology gave rise to a common conception of video as chiefly a factor of time 

and perception, rather than material substance. From that basis arise many different 

claims to the effect that video art takes hold directly within the mind and does not exist 

objectively in a physical medium. Film, as the other, historically precedent moving image 

medium, often provided a foil against which artists and critics theorized the specific 

qualities of TV/video as the new, ever-transformative, ever-present electronic medium 

that takes hold immediately within the mind. But theorizing the specific nature of video 

also extends to a way of opposing video to every other artistic and communications 

medium. In what follows, we will consider one example of each way of theorizing video 

                                                                                                                                            

converts the video signals back into patterns of light and dark and radiates the 

information onto the screen through a process of continuously scanning lines.  The 

information runs across the video raster, which in 1976 consisted of 525 vertical and 

horizontal interlacing lines that must be kept in equilibrium to maintain an appearance of 

stability in the image.   
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through two papers presented at the first major conference on artists and television, the 

1974 “Open Circuits” conference at The Museum of Modern Art in New York.  

In his paper, “The Withering Away of the State of the Art,” filmmaker Hollis 

Frampton contrasts video with film as a way of articulating the essential qualities of both 

mediums.22 Crucial to Frampton’s understanding of the difference between the mediums 

is the transformative nature of the video screen as well as the material difference between 

videotape and the filmstrip. Film and video are both mediums of the moving image and 

thus both depend on time for the full articulation of the image. But the sequence of still 

images that comprises the filmstrip also exists as a visible and tangible object apart from 

the projection and provides the filmmaker with a material substance to subject to various 

manipulations akin to painting or sculpture. Film can be cut, rearranged, colored, heated, 

etc., and alterations of the physical substance effect a change in the visual quality of the 

image. In contrast, videotape is a medium for the electromagnetic sampling of video 

signals; rather than recording discretely apprehensible images, it records a system of 

linear notation and thus does not provide a physical surface on which an image can be 

seen, touched, and subjected to physical alterations. That difference in the material 

condition of the mediums provides a basis for Frampton’s claim that video is essentially 

non-physical and not subjected to intellectual mediation. Thus Frampton writes, 

                                                
22 Hollis Frampton, “The Withering Away of the State of the Art” [1974] in Douglas 

Davis and Allison Simmons, eds, The New Television: A Public/Private Art: Essays, 

Statements, and Videotapes Based on “Open Circuits: an International Conference on the 

Future of Television” Organized by Fred Barzyk, Douglas Davis, Gerald O’Grady, and 

Willard Van Dyke For the Museum of Modern Art New York City (Cambridge, MA: The 

MIT Press, 1977), pp. 24-37. 
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If the motion we attribute to the film image is an illusion, nevertheless the serial 

still frames of cinema are discretely apprehensible entities that may be held in 

hand and examined at our leisure. When these frames are projected, they are 

uniformly interleaved with equal intervals of total darkness, which afford us 

intermittent moments to think about what we have just seen (34).23   

Never mind the fact that when the filmstrip is projected, those intervals of darkness, or 

the spaces between single frames, are by design not perceptible at all. The illusion of 

motion fundamental to cinema depends precisely on that phenomenon. It seems quite a 

stretch of the imagination to suppose that the material discontinuity of the filmstrip 

carries over into a cinematic viewing experience, thus allowing some discernable amount 

of time between each frame within which to reflect upon the content or nature of filmic 

perception. And yet, this is what Frampton suggests, thus creating a tight association 

between the material and discontinuous nature of the filmstrip and an intellectual distance 

from the object of perception. Directly following that statement, Frampton writes,   

Conversely, the video field is continuous, incessantly growing and decaying 

before our eyes. Strictly speaking, there is no instant of time during which the 

video image may properly be said to ‘exist.’ Rather, a little like Bishop Berkley’s 

imaginary tree forever falling in the forest, each video frame represents a brief 

summation within the eye of the beholder (34). 

According to Frampton, video and film are similar insofar as they have a temporal 

dimension. What distinguishes video from film is that it has no concrete spatial 

dimension, and consequently, takes hold directly within the mind. Because videotape 

                                                
23 There is a legacy for this conception of film in Laura Mulvey’s Death at 24x a Second. 

She claims that because VHS and DVD technologies allow viewers to pause or slow 

down the visual flow of film, these formats allow the formal circumstances of film to 
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lacks a kind of object-status, Frampton believes that video has as much or more in 

common with music as with film. As he writes, “video, like music, is not only articulated 

and expended in time (as film is), but indeed its whole substance may be referred to in 

terms of temporality, rhythm, frequency” (28). Furthermore, Frampton connects an 

assertion that video is not fixed as a specific object with a sense of video as partaking in 

or affecting a sense of an unbounded or non-specific temporality. So he writes that 

“video, immanently graphic, polemically anti-illusionist, comes to spatiotemporal 

equilibrium through a dissolution, a fluidification, of all the segments of that temporal 

unity we call Eternity, into an uncooked version of Once Upon a Time” (32). 

Frampton reaches a conclusion about the specific nature of video by directly 

comparing the medium with a natural analogue in film. Art historian and media theorist 

René Berger pursues a different strategy. Berger begins his paper by opposing the 

TV/video medium to all other artistic and communications media (whether linguistic or 

pictorial).24 He submits that those other, traditional media rely on a process of 

representation or reproduction, which requires a set of conditions centered on terms of 

objective permanence, discontinuity, and mediation. In contrast, the audiovisual medium 

subverts the basic structure of representation and thus also circumvents the basic 

limitations that representational media necessarily incur. As opposed to representation, 

Berger submits, the key term of the audiovisual medium is transmission, a process by 

which the message-image escapes the fundamental strictures of mediation.  

                                                                                                                                            

become visible, more consciously affecting viewers’ perceptions of film. Laura Mulvey, 

Death 24x a Second: Stillness and the Moving Image (London: Reaktion Books, 2006).  
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According to Berger’s definition, representation demands two primary conditions. 

First, representation demands a collection of symbols, fixed according to a set of rules 

upon a durable substrate. That criterion provides a system for encoding a message, which 

requires a minimum of stability of the medium and fixity of the message in order to 

maintain a continuousness of symbolic structure necessary for communication. Second, 

representation requires that a reader-spectator invest a certain amount of time into a 

process of deciphering the code. Because of the necessary stability of the message, 

Berger asserts that the emphasis of representation is on the spatial dimension. He notes 

that a secondary temporality may be attributed to the representation through a 

reanimation of the static object brought about by the perceptual activity of the reader-

spectator, but he insists that actual representational object remains necessarily fixed in 

space and time.  

Transmission overcomes the impositions of representation because the 

audiovisual message-image is unfixed in space and time. Whereas the structure of 

representation is essentially mediated and discontinuous, transmission is essentially 

unmediated and continuous. Two factors of the video technology drive this reversal in 

terms. First, the continuous motion of the screen precludes representation because it lacks 

the necessary stability of the substrate and fixity of message. As Berger writes, “By 

definition the screen excludes all representation, since it functions only insofar as one 

image gives place to a succeeding image” (211). Second, because the video transmission 

flows along with the pace of perception it does not require the time investment of the 

                                                                                                                                            
24 René Berer, “Video and the Restructuring of Myth,” [1974] in The New Television 
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reader-spectator, whose perception then naturally coincides with the pace of the 

transmission. Once those two necessary conditions of representation are undermined, the 

message-image bypasses spatial, temporal, and historical fixity to become immediate 

perception. Berger writes,  

Once the time required by the process of reading has been cut out, everything 

proceeds as if, on the one hand, the collection of elements stabilized in a medium 

abandoned their structure in order to convert themselves into a train of images 

mirroring the flow of time, and on the other hand, the reader-spectator gave up the 

previous time needed to decipher the code.  The message-image escapes the 

symbol to take part in the actual motion of time passing, and the spectator’s 

perception becomes immediate and continuous.  Perception becomes true 

hallucination.  In large measure, television replaces communication through signs 

or symbols with connection through ‘vision’ in the literal sense of ‘having 

visions’ (213). 

  Also of interest for our purposes, Berger claims that because representation 

requires a separation between original and copy, it remains tied to a fixed time of origin 

in the past. In contrast, he claims that with transmission, the condition is no longer one of 

a separation between original and copy, but rather, “telecommunication coincides with 

the event [and thus] the Current is beginning to replace the original” (213). Here Berger 

means that the telecommunication is felt to coincide with the original and that the original 

it thus felt to coincide with an immediate perception. As he writes, “Even if it is true that 

on reflection one can distinguish two times, live coverage and taped replay, the 

distinction remains nonetheless arbitrary and abstract” (214). That is because he believes 

that the television/ video transmission “gives rise to a ‘sense awareness’ in which the 

                                                                                                                                            

(New York, 1977), pp. 207-221. 
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rhythm of the broadcast and our own biopsychological rhythm become enmeshed” (215). 

Thus transmission functions within a “continuous present” that suppresses a sense of the 

event’s chronological fixity that would distinguish it from an immediate perception (213).    

For Berger, then, representation implies a structure of material and historical 

fixity of a message-image, separated from a perceiving subject and necessarily mediated 

by an intellectual process of deciphering a code “of which the reading in the end is 

always mediated and discontinuous” (212). In contrast, transmission implies an 

abandoning of that structure. The television and video transmission is unbounded in 

space and time and does not require a time investment of reading or deciphering symbolic 

code. For Berger that implies continuous and unmediated perception. Furthermore, the 

video perception is immediately believed, in the sense that it is not subjected to a critical 

consciousness. Berger writes, “in all situations which replace communication by symbols 

with participation by connection, the critical consciousness tends to fall away, even if it 

remains alert of certain points” (215). Thus Berger presents a view of television and 

video as non-objective, always present, and uncritically or immediately received. 

 The preceding discussion has shown a conceptual pattern that moves from a 

negative characterization of the video medium to a substantial positive proposal about the 

connection between the material condition of video and the condition of its reception.  

The negative claim is that video is not fixed in space and time, and consequently, video is 

not a concrete object. That is, the medium of video is not material and does not have a 

fixed relationship to chronological time. In positive terms, video is flux. That is, the 

material condition of video is a process of ongoing transformation that synchs with the 
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flux of the present tense. As such, the perception of video is understood as naturally 

continuous and unmediated, not only in the already familiar sense of video’s being 

immaterial but also in the sense that the perception bypasses mediation through the 

intellect. Thus it is because of the material conditions of video that it is not subject to a 

critical consciousness. And it is precisely this feature of video that constitutes its inherent 

value. As Douglas Davis puts it, the inherent value of live video “the source of its 

inherent authenticity,” is that “our reaction to live transmission is not cerebral.”25   

 Thus from the terms of this discourse, we can identify two individually necessary 

and jointly sufficient conditions for mediation: first, the medium must be physical, i.e. 

extended in space; second, the medium must have a fixed property of time. Because 

video is defined as possessing neither condition, it follows that the perception of video is 

unmediated. On the other hand, if there is a physical object that records and refers back to 

a fixed property of time, we have mediation and thus an intellectual distance from the 

object of perception. This evaluative structure is helpful to carry forward into a final 

discussion of the terms of Krauss’s essay. 

 

9.  Objectifying Space and Time: Krauss’s “Modernist” Video Art 

At the end of section seven, we saw that Krauss and Levine articulate different 

evaluations of the same underlying assessment of video art. After seeing the conceptual 

framework within which they couch their interpretations, we can now see more clearly 

why they end up with such different evaluations of the subject. Both authors presuppose 

                                                
25 Douglas Davis, “Time! Time! Time! The Context of Immediacy” [1977] in The New 
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the conception of video identified above, namely that video is crucially non-physical and 

does not objectify a fixed property of time. Thus both authors reach the conclusion that 

video bypasses mediation and that the perception is therefore not subject to a critical 

consciousness. And while Levine takes the absence of a critical distance from the video 

perception to be a fundamentally positive feature of video, Krauss criticizes that very 

feature as fundamentally opposed to modernism. For remember that according to the 

values of modernism that Krauss establishes through her framework of reflexiveness, 

modernism requires three essential properties: objecthood, mediation, and historical 

connection. But if video is understood as a non-physical, i.e. mental, medium with no 

fixed temporal property, then it follows that video denies the values of modernism. 

And yet, it is crucial to notice that Krauss presents the condition of narcissism in 

video not as a necessary consequence of video feedback, but instead a natural or 

naturalized one. Narcissism, in her analysis, is not a condition inherent to the medium; 

rather, it is “endemic.” Thus on the one hand, Krauss generalizes narcissism as “the 

condition of the entire genre” (p. 51, her emphasis) and on the other hand, she indicates 

that video art could, should, and occasionally does take another form. She concludes her 

essay by singling out a set of video works that exemplify three phenomena within the 

genre of video art that break with the typical condition that narcissism describes, “or at 

least are somewhat tangential to it” (59). Those works are Richard Serra and Nancy 

Holt’s, Boomerang (1974), Joan Jonas’s Vertical Roll (1972), and Peter Campus’s 

installation works mem and dor (1974). Krauss saves these works from her condemnation 

                                                                                                                                            

Television (New York, 1977), 73. 
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of narcissism because she determines that each achieves a degree of reflexiveness 

sufficiently aligned with her standards of modernism. What that means, then, is that each 

work objectifies the object-status of the medium as well as a fixed property of time.26  

Consider, for example, the way in which Krauss describes Jonas’s Vertical Roll. 

Krauss understands this tape as acknowledging the objective material and temporal 

properties of the medium through a disruption in the visual cohesion of the screen. In 

making Vertical Roll, Jonas adjusted the vertical hold knob on the video monitor, thus 

destabilizing the equilibrium of the screen and causing a vertical roll of the image. That 

rolling image also produces a visual effect of a black bar that scans rhythmically and 

causes a sense of a jumping image.  For Krauss, the rolling screen gives an effect of a 

“constant wiping away of the image [and thus] one has a sense of a reflexive relation to 

the video grid and ground of support for what happens to the image” (60). Thereby, 

recalling Krauss’s analysis of Johns’s American Flag, Vertical Roll demonstrates a 

reflexive relationship between image and ground, or video raster, which amounts to an 

acknowledgement of the objective properties of the monitor and video image.  

                                                
26 Boomerang assumes a liminal status within Krauss’s analysis, since it demonstrates 

aspects of narcissism and yet maintains a “critical distance” from its subject that 

distinguishes it from the typical condition that narcissism describes (59). For Krauss that 

critical distance is a product of Serra’s reliance on audio instead of visual feedback as the 

primary structuring devise of the tape. Krauss understands that non-reliance on visual 

feedback as recognizing the object-status of the medium as separate from the artist’s self.  

Furthermore, she asserts that Boomerang escapes the final evaluation of narcissism 

because Serra’s critical remove from the medium promotes an attitude toward time that is 

significantly different from most artists using video, namely, he creates in the tape a 

sense of a finite temporality. As Krauss writes, “Latent within the opening situation of 

Boomerang is its own conclusion; when that is reached, it stops” (60). 
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But Krauss also insists that the vertical roll becomes “a metaphor for the physical 

reality not only of the scan-lines of the video raster, but of the physical reality of the tape 

deck, whose reels objectify a finite amount of time” (61). She gets to that temporal claim 

by positing an analogy between a sense of the rolling bar acting as a reel winding the 

image and the physical action of the tape deck, which winds the videotape around a 

spool. That analogy seems a bit of a stretch, since the vertical roll is a purely visual effect 

that results from a manipulation of video frequencies that have nothing at all to do with 

the amount of time contained by the videotape. Krauss’s desire to claim that the tape 

objectifies a finite amount of time connects with an apparent need to relate a sense of a 

physical and intellectual distance from the medium and object of perception with a 

concomitant temporal finitude. Again, the material and temporal objectification together 

constitute an acknowledgment of the videotape as an object with definite properties 

separate from a subjective orientation. 

Given the interpretive pattern outlined at the end of the previous section, Vertical 

Roll thus involves a sense of mediation, meaning that it affords a viewer a sense of an 

intellectual distance from the videotape as the object of perception. Moreover, Jonas 

would achieve this effect by working against the supposed nature of the medium: as we 

have seen, the material condition of video is a process of ongoing transformation that 

synchs with the flux of the present tense. Achieving a sense of mediation by objectifying 

the spatial and temporal features of the medium thus presupposes an effort of negating 

the natural propensities of the medium. In Krauss terms, Jonas’s tape represents “a 

physical assault on the video mechanism in order to break out of its psychological hold” 
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(59). In working against the neutral condition of the medium, Krauss supposes that the 

artist liberates herself from the power of the medium’s feedback mechanism, an act that 

then becomes visual through the content of the final tape: 

The rhythmic roll of the image, as the bottom of its frame scans upward to hit the 

top of the screen, causes a sense of decomposition that seems to work against the 

grain of those 525 lines of which the video picture is made. Because one 

recognizes it as intended, the vertical roll appears as the agency of a will that runs 

counter an electronically stabilized condition (60).   

According to Krauss, the possibility of a critical distance between the perceiver and what 

is perceived presupposes a critical distance between the artist and the medium: the video 

visualizes the artist’s act of liberation from the spell of video feedback, and in doing so 

liberates its viewer by dispelling the illusion of immediacy that, under normal conditions, 

precludes a critical distance between perceiver and perceived. 

 

10. Conclusion and Outlook 

Krauss draws a sharp distinction between what she considers to be two kinds of 

video art: one, a typical condition that she equates with narcissism, and the other, a 

subspecies of exceptional works in the medium that she would consider “modernist” 

works of video art. The latter precludes an unmediated perception of video by negating 

the two necessary conditions of immediate perception, i.e. they show an objective 

physical and temporal property that is not dependent on a present subjective condition. 

As such, they uphold the fundamental values of modernism, as Krauss defines them. It is 

crucial to remember that Krauss’s evaluative dichotomy between narcissism and 
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modernism is anything but an idiosyncratic musing over the nature of video. Rather, and 

as we have shown earlier by grounding the terms of her analysis within a synchronic 

discussion of video art, Krauss’s narcissism reflects a historical perception of video as a 

non-physical medium that is immediately perceived.  

By calling this perception “narcissism,” Krauss assigns a negative label to a then 

popular conception of the video medium and a common condition of video art. Thus she 

effectively inverts the evaluative categories of her contemporaries, who value video for 

its capacity to foster an immediate perception and treat mediation as the hallmark of an 

outmoded system of art and communication. Contrary to this glorification of video as 

immediate, Krauss considers mediation essential to art. Thus, as Krauss creates a definite 

and negatively coded category to contain this value of immediacy in video, her 

“Narcissism” demonstrates an archival function that attempts to regulate a certain way in 

which video might gain entry into a framework of modernism and another way in which 

it is fundamentally inadmissible.27 

                                                
27 The archival dimension of Krauss’s analysis, or her effort to defend a certain 

framework of modernism against an intrusion of video art, is particularly interesting 

given the function that the non-objectivity of the medium often served for advocates of 

this view. It is well known that many video artists and critics of the 1970s conceived of 

the video medium as one singularly capable of subverting and transforming institutional 

structures of art and communication. Still the role that a notion of the non-objectivity of 

the video medium served for the side of the discourse that Krauss opposes remains a 

topic for exploration in a future paper, as there is an evident link between a conception of 

video as non-physical and immediately perceived and a notion of video art as essentially 

ephemeral and thus resistant to the institutional structures of collection and 

commoditization. For clear instances of this link, see for instance, Douglas Davis, “Video 

in the Mid-‘70’s: Prelude to an End/ Future,” Video Art: An Anthology (New York, 

1976), 196-199; Gregory Battcock, “The Sociology of the Set” [1974] in The New 

Television (New York, 1977), 16-23; Mona da Vinci, “Video: The Art of Observable 

Dreams,” in Gregory Battcock, ed. New Artists Video: A Critical Anthology, (New York: 
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The preceding discussion has thus shown that Krauss’s analysis is primarily 

driven by her concern about immediacy and that her analysis of video art must be 

understood in these terms. We are now prepared to recognize a certain continuity 

between Krauss’s essay and what has more recently emerged as a new framework for 

interpreting the same subject. William Kaizen, in a direct play upon Krauss’s famous 

phrase “the medium of the video is narcissism,” claims that the frequency of rhetoric 

centered on terms of liveness and immediacy in the 1970s discourse on video strongly 

suggests, “Immediacy is the medium of video.”28 His central claim is that post-minimalist 

artists, such as Vito Acconci and Joan Jonas, were above all interested in subverting the 

terms of immediacy so commonly associated at the time with the television and video 

mediums. Kaizen proposes a notion of televisual immediacy as the “limit condition” of 

the video medium, the illusion of which artists sought to expose. In his words, 

One of the primary concerns of early video art was to pry open video’s 

immediacy, to make the viewer feel its mediation […] video’s immediacy is 

thickened until its intercession between selves as a means of communication 

becomes painfully apparent […] in these works the video mirror screens the ways 

televisual immediacy mediates between senders and receivers of information.29 

                                                                                                                                            

E.P. Dutton, 1978), 11-24. And for historiographical discussions of the revolutionary 

ideals associated with video art during the 1970s, see for instance, Martha Rolser, 

“Video: Shedding the Utopian Moment” and Marita Sturken, “Paradox in the Evolution 

of an Art Form: Great Expectations and the Making of a History,” both in D. Hall and 

S.J. Fifer, eds., Illuminating Video: An Essential Guide to Video Art (New York: 

Aperture in association with Bay Area Video Coalition, 1990).  
28 William Kaizen, “Live on Tape: Video Liveness, and the Immediate” in Art and The 

Moving Image: A Critical Reader (London: Tate Publishing in association with Afterall, 

2008), 261. 
29 Ibid., 265.   



 45 

Kaizen presents Centers as paradigmatic of that central concern. He understands 

Acconci’s gesture of pointing in Centers as an interrogation of the way in which “phatic” 

communication works in television. Phatic phrases are those such as “hello” and “how 

are you” (and indeed, “good night” and “good morning”), which do not communicate 

substantial meaning, but rather as Kaizen explains, simply “confirm that the possibility of 

communication exists.”30 Kaizen notes that news anchors regularly use phatic phrases as 

a way of sustaining an illusion of televisual immediacy, or a live and direct connection 

with viewers at home, to cover the fact that the communication is unidirectional.  

Pointing, for Kaizen, is “the primary phatic gesture,” and in Centers,  

Acconci’s gesture points toward the way in which the phatic is both opened and 

foreclosed in television. It heightens the non-reciprocity of the phatic contact that 

takes place between subjects on either side of the monitor’s reflection, calling 

attention to how he can touch the viewer but cannot be touched in return.31 

Though Kaizen’s analysis of Centers differs substantially from Krauss’s, there is 

nonetheless a striking parallel between the conceptual frames of their arguments. Like 

Krauss, Kaizen uses the notion of immediacy as the key explanatory concept in his 

analysis of video art from the 1970s. And moreover, when it comes Krauss’s “modernist” 

videotapes, the evident gap between their analyses closes. As we have seen, Krauss 

presents these tapes as subverting immediate perception, just as Kaizen does. 

 The continuity between the analyses of Krauss and Kaizen highlights how certain 

conceptions about the nature of the medium dictate the terms in which video art is 

interpreted. Both Krauss and Kaizen present the meaning of video as a product of the 

                                                
30 Ibid., 271. 
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artist’s way of dealing with the conditions given by the medium. We find the same 

tendency to cast meaning on the basis of medium in Anne Wagner’s interpretation of 

1970s performance and video art. As mentioned before, Wagner interprets Krauss’s 

analysis of Centers as a way of canceling the significance of Acconci’s gesture, which 

she says constitutes a “vehement address” to his audience. Wagner’s argument, pitched 

expressly in contrast to Krauss’s, rests on a premise that the closed circuit of camera and 

monitor “only apparently enforce an enclosure: the technology of the monitor opens 

outward as well as in.”32 Specifically, Wagner understands Acconci’s “vehement 

address” as evidence of a general malaise among this group of artists who she claims 

make art in response to a certain technologically induced crisis of the real, brought on 

chiefly by illusions of truth and immediacy conditioned through broadcast television.   

Video and performance artists, I am claiming, have courted effects of presence, in 

the endless present––the absolute publicity––that their medium so ably supplies.  

They do their utmost to invoke settings and artifacts and experiences that connote 

the problematic real of technologically mediated experience.33  

Again, Wagner’s analysis of Centers differs substantially from Krauss’s, and yet her 

general interpretation matches Krauss’s insofar as it is concerned with what the medium 

supplies and the effect that a subject’s direct confrontation with the medium produces. 

And while Krauss puts the notion of immediacy at the center stage of her theory of video, 

Wagner turns to a notion of ambiguous presence and a certain anxiety over the terms of 

                                                                                                                                            
31 Ibid., 271. 
32 Anne Wagner, “Performance, Video, and the Rhetoric of Presence,” October 91 

(October, 2000), 68. 
33 Ibid., 75-76. 
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connection between artists and audiences, an anxiety that she takes to be largely a 

product of a concern generated by challenging the illusions of televisual immediacy.   

The examples of Kaizen and Wagner serve to indicate that present-day 

interpretations of video art from 1970s center on a concern for the immediacy of the 

video medium and an artist’s way of dealing with that which, on a careful analysis, is also 

the central concern of Krauss’s seminal paper on narcissism. This is especially striking 

since those present-day interpretations explicitly present themselves as substantial 

alternatives to Krauss’s theory. But while we find that such revised theories offer new 

perspectives on particular works such as Centers, it is worth noticing that they do not 

offer a fundamentally different framework for contextualizing video art. If Krauss’s 

analysis over emphasizes the importance of the artist-medium connection, an interpretive 

emphasis on the role of a viewer as a primary motivating factor in the artist’s creation of 

these tapes in effect extends or balances that framework already implicit in Krauss’s 

analysis. What remains to be seen is to what extent, if any, a broadly Kraussian approach 

to video art can provide a suitable context for understanding Jonas’s approach to video as 

exemplified in Good Night Good Morning. This is the topic of the second chapter. 
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Joan Jonas, Good Night Good Morning (1976) 

Description 

 

Good Night Good Morning is a black-and-white videotape, approximately eleven-

minutes in length. The tape represents a series of encounters between Jonas and the video 

equipment, recorded over a period of weeks within her New York loft and home in Nova 

Scotia. Each night before bed and morning upon waking, Jonas turned on the video 

camera, said “good night” or “good morning,” and then turned the camera off again. The 

resulting videotape preserves a collection of fifty-two scenes, compressed and re-

presented serially during playback (fig. 1). The tape divides into three parts. In the first, 

recorded in New York over a week in May of 1976, Jonas varied her location, style of 

delivery, and the camera angle. In the second, recorded in Nova Scotia in August of 

1976, she recorded each scene within the same location, attempting to keep the frame of 

the image the same so that changes in light and mood reflect the alternations of morning 

and night. In the third section, again in New York, each nighttime setting corresponds 

with that of the subsequent morning, forming several distinct pairings. 

 Jonas recorded Good Night Good Morning with the video camera and monitor in 

closed circuit. She set the camera on a tripod, arranged it in a particular location before 

each recording, and placed the monitor beside the camera to use as a tool for framing her 

position onscreen. The presence and function of the video camera and monitor, though 

unseen in the video image, can be inferred from Jonas’s onscreen behavior. At certain 

moments, she cuts her eyes to one side, just beyond the edge of the video frame, and 
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adjusts her position slightly before re-directing her focus toward the camera to speak her 

line. But if that slight movement indicates the practicality of the monitor’s live feedback, 

Jonas’s interaction with the video camera is unmistakable. Each scene ends when she 

physically approaches the camera and reaches toward it, apparently around to the back of 

the machine, to flip the switch (seen in action in figure 1, scenes 8 and 21). She thus 

brings her interaction with the typically unseen conditions of the video equipment, and so 

part of the process of the video’s production, into the content of the final videotape. 

But Jonas’s process of turning the camera on and off is one that viewers both 

witness directly and see the cumulative effect of. Because she isolated those moments at 

the beginning and end of each day to record one after another on a single tape, moments 

in actuality spaced by the intervening time collide during playback. And because she 

recorded the scenes within different spaces of her New York loft or home in Nova Scotia, 

the tape re-presents a succession of moments discontinuous in space as well as time. The 

result is a discontinuous structure that re-presents a series of events that show stark 

contrasts between each scene. Morning cuts and breaks into night. Night cuts and breaks 

into day. The discontinuity between scenes registers through abrupt changes in time, 

space, and mood, with no transitions. One effect is a constant turning over of time; one a 

ritual marking of daily passage; one a way of archiving lived moments, in different 

spaces and different moods; one an image of change, passage, and renewal. (For brief 

descriptions of scenes one through nine, see APPENDIX A.)   
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“Good Night” … “Good Morning” … 

On the Cut and the Frame 

 

1. Introduction 

In the previous section, I concluded that the historiographical discourse on video 

performance from the 1970s centers on terms of immediacy and encounter. I provided a 

background for this discourse in a common rhetoric used in television and video criticism 

during the 1970s that characterized the medium as transparent, or non-physical, and so 

immediately perceived. Rosalind Krauss’s famous polemic against the condition of 

“narcissism” that she finds endemic in video art ultimately expresses a concern for that 

sense of immediacy, which precludes a critical distance from the medium and work of art 

that she upholds as fundamental to modernism. Numerous authors have recently argued 

that Krauss’s framework limits an understanding of video performance because she 

ignores the role of a viewer as a primary factor motivating the production, and of course 

determining the reception, of these tapes.  

But while an emphasis on video viewers affords some additional terms for 

analysis, it does not constitute a deep departure from Krauss’s analytical framework, as 

both approaches rest on the foundational assumption that the meaning of video 

performance is function of video immediacy and subject positions. What a comparison 

between Krauss’s essay and more recent interpretations of video performance stands to 

show, then, is a historiographical archive on the subject that rests on a few common 

presuppositions and structures an essentially medium-specific interpretation of the works 
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that it undertakes to explain. The basic concern, within the terms of this archive, becomes 

a matter of articulating the specific tactics that an artist uses to maintain or defeat a sense 

of immediacy associated with video and how those tactics manifest visually to create a 

sense of immediacy or mediation in viewing.  

The goal of this section is to assess the extent to which the terms of analysis 

established within this historiographical archive can provide a suitable framework for 

understanding Joan Jonas’s approach to the video medium, especially as exemplified in 

the case of Good Night Good Morning. To do this, we will first consider what happens 

when we put this work into that archive. Specifically, what features of the work would 

then be emphasized and what kind of conclusions would we draw? And then, what 

features of the work would not be addressed when we restrict ourselves to the terms of 

that archive? As we will see, Good Night Good Morning is a work that challenges the 

foundational assumptions of this archive’s discourse. For that reason, a study of Good 

Night Good Morning provides a way to more clearly see the theoretical limitations of the 

archive and suggests a need for an alternative framework that can accommodate a non-

self-referential content in the work as well as a system of intermedial connections.  

In creating Good Night Good Morning, Jonas exploited one of the video camera’s 

most basic features: the on/ off switch. Her interaction with that switch is one that 

viewers of the videotape witness directly, since most scenes end when she physically 

approaches the camera, her body often obscuring its view briefly before the cut. But the 

on/ off switch also served as the primary editing devise that Jonas used to create a 

discontinuous sequence of images that alternate between depictions of nighttime and 
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morning. So Jonas’s process of turning the camera on and off offers a couple of points for 

analysis, one in the visible aspect of Jonas’s interaction with the on/off switch and the 

other in the discontinuous structure of the videotape that this process produces. To keep a 

comparative analysis of what is a very complex work at a manageable scale, the 

following discussion will develop three ways in which this central aspect of the work 

might be understood.  

 

2. Good Night Good Morning in the Video Art Archive 

Working within Rosalind Krauss’s framework directs a reading of Good Night 

Good Morning in which Jonas’s visible interaction with the camera’s on/ off switch 

becomes central to the analysis. Remember that Krauss uses an analysis of Vito 

Acconci’s Centers to assert that the video medium’s potentially continuous visual 

feedback tends to create a sense of non-differentiation between the video artist’s 

subjective condition and the object that is the video apparatus and its image (fig. 2). The 

constant connection between the artist and his monitor-mirrored double manifests 

formally in a continuous structure of the tape that recapitulates the image of monitor’s 

persistent feedback. For Krauss, this structure creates a sense of symmetry between artist 

and image that then translates into a sense of continuity, or immediacy, between artist, 

image, and viewer. As she writes, “for us as for Acconci, video is a process which allows 

these two terms [the artist and his image] to fuse.”34 Conversely, the set of tapes that 

Krauss exempts from her condemnation of narcissism break that circuit of feedback, an 

                                                
34 Rosalind Krauss, “Video: The Aesthetics of Narcissism,” October 1 (Spring 1976), 57. 
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action that for Krauss reflects the artist’s acknowledgement of the object-status of the 

medium as separate from the self. Again, the artist’s interaction with the video object 

carries over into a viewing situation, as an objectification of the physical properties of the 

medium fulfills the necessary conditions to create a sense of an intellectual distance 

between a viewer and the object of perception.  

Thus from this perspective, through Jonas’s action of turning the video camera on 

and off, she asserts her critical distance from the video object. As described above, Jonas 

makes visible within the content of the videotape her connectedness to the real time 

feedback of her image on the monitor as well as her process of approaching the camera at 

the end of each scene to cut the recording. For that reason, each time that viewers witness 

Jonas reaching toward the video camera to turn it off implies an exercise of Jonas’s will 

in severing her connection to the feedback of her image on the monitor. Jonas’ repeated 

interruption of the recording process also manifests formally in the discontinuous 

structure of the tape, which presents, in quick succession, a sequence of moments that 

were once separated by the intervening time. As the repetition of these frames insistently 

repeats a fixed property of morning and night, the playback cannot be absorbed into the 

present tense of a viewing situation. It would thus, in Krauss’s terms, objectify a property 

of time and create a critical distance in a viewing situation. 

Within Krauss’s framework, then, Jonas’s interaction with the on/ off switch is 

enough to qualify it as an example of a work that breaks the narcissistic circuit of 

continuous feedback. In one action, Jonas counteracts the three characteristics that Krauss 

names “narcissism,” or a typical condition of video art, aligned with a desire for video 
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immediacy. She asserts a psychological distance from the object of the machine, and in 

doing so, objectifies the physical and temporal properties of the video medium and 

videotape, thus creating a sense of an intellectual distance in viewing. The implication of 

this analysis is that Jonas counteracts the propensity of the video mechanism to go unseen 

and thereby precludes an unmediated perception of the videotape.  

But what does this process of turning the video camera on and off imply for a 

viewer’s perception of Jonas as the subject of the video image? How does her behavior 

within the scenes work together with that process to create a viewer’s sense of proximity 

or distance from Jonas through the mediation of the video screen? Recall that Anne 

Wagner and William Kaizen, among others, have recently argued that Krauss’s analysis 

of video art is unsatisfactory precisely because she neglects to consider such questions 

about the nature of video’s mediation between subject positions. Within the revised 

framework of video analysis that the views of Wagner and Kaizen represent, the focus 

shifts from Krauss’s primarily formalist interest in visual feedback to one centered 

primarily on issues of spectatorship or a politics of the gaze.  

A major concern for video-performance artists during the 1970s, Wagner and 

Kaizen both argue, lay in a desire to undercut the presumed transparency of the video 

medium and thus to make viewers more self-reflexive about the terms of its mediation. 

According to Kaizen, in the work of these artists, “video’s immediacy is thickened until 

its intercession between selves as a means of communication becomes painfully 
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apparent.”35 And according to Wagner, artists were preoccupied by an anxiety over the 

ambiguous terms of a connection that she supposes inherent to “the problematic real of 

technologically mediated experience.”36 Consequently, she claims that these artists took, 

as she writes, “an especially aggressive––we can rightly say coercive––posture toward 

the viewer, by which a new awareness and mode of vision might be urged.”37   

Good Night Good Morning provides many opportunities to read a version of this 

spectatorship theory into the work, since Jonas enacts a range of strategies that call a 

viewer’s attention to video mediation. In addition to her noticeable interaction with the 

camera, Jonas also emphasizes the physical parameters of the monitor’s frame, showing it 

as a definite and contained representational space. For instance, scene six begins with a 

shot of a white “X” marked in chalk on a spot of the floor that corresponds to the center 

of the video screen. Jonas then moves into that space feet first, gradually inching toward 

the mark before finally settling into her position at center screen (see APPENDIX A). The 

“X” calls attention to a condition of the video’s production: Jonas recorded the scene 

alone and needed a way of seeing without seeing the image on the monitor the mark she 

should hit to arrive at the center of the frame. But this scene also makes obvious the 

monitor’s role in the mediation of the video image; viewers are made to witness Jonas’s 

prolonged entry into the frame, an action by which she creates a reflexive relationship 

between the container and the contained, and thereby dispels an illusion of immediacy in 

the sense of a viewer’ direct connection to Jonas as the subject of the video image.  

                                                
35 William Kaizen, “Live on Tape: Video Liveness, and the Immediate” in Art and The Moving Image: A 

Critical Reader (London: Tate Publishing in association with Afterall, 2008), 261. 
36 Anne Wagner, “Performance, Video, and the Rhetoric of Presence,” October 91 (October, 2000), 68. 
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 One way of interpreting this scene, then, would be to see in Jonas’s action a kind 

of distancing strategy, as she insists upon a viewer’s clear recognition of the video image 

as a representation, rather than an unmediated perception. But this scene also points to a 

more essential limitation of vision that is inherent to video representation as the video 

frame clearly demarcates the seen from the unseen and the known from the unknown. 

The “X” mark stands as a trace of an event that passed before the time of the recording, 

presumably Jonas’s having made that mark specifically as a preparation. It thus signals 

the limitations of sight inherent to the video image, which preserves and represents a 

fragment of time, isolated from an ongoing ephemeral reality. Jonas’s mode of address to 

the video camera works together with this framing strategy to emphasize those epistemic 

gaps in a viewer’s perception as well as to create a distance from Jonas’s personal and 

psychological space. Her moods and modes of encounter with the camera change 

dramatically between each scene, creating jarring contrasts between one scene and the 

next. For instance, her intimate, seemingly unpremeditated encounters with the camera 

that characterize scenes two and four contrast sharply with her insistent, agitated address 

to the camera in scene three (see APPENDIX A).  

In this framework, then, Jonas’s process of turning the camera off could signal a 

limitation of vision. Each cut in the image signifies an excess of reality unseen and so 

unknown to the spectator. Jonas’s visible interaction with the camera then becomes a way 

of asserting her position of power over what she chooses to show and how the viewer will 

see it. She thus disrupts a viewer’s sense of anonymity and prevents an illusion of a 

                                                                                                                                            
37 Ibid., 79. 
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viewer’s power over her as the object of their gaze. Her visible approach to the video 

camera could, in this sense, signal a statement about the kind of voyeurism that might be 

implicit in watching this woman alone in her home at the vulnerable moments at the 

beginning and end of her days. To that end, we could apply William Kaizen’s assessment 

of Jonas’s work. Kaizen writes, “In all of her video work Jonas uses the medium's 

liveness to other her self, breaking her ego into multiple points of view that dissolve 

stereotypes into fragmented, non-coherent identities.”38 Or we could as easily apply 

Wagner’s assessment of Jonas’s 1970 performance Mirror Check. As Wagner writes, 

“[Jonas’s] exhibitionist’s posture and narcissist’s gesture paradoxically suggest that there 

are still private and public disclosures, private and public opportunities and limits for 

intimate sight.”39 What remains to be seen is what other kinds of meaning that Jonas’s 

actions in Good Night Good Morning might convey. 

 

3. Results, Limitations, and Proposal 

When considered within the frame of this historiographical archive, the meaning 

of Good Night Good Morning becomes a demonstration of Jonas’s concern for subverting 

a sense of immediacy or transparency commonly associated with the video medium. As 

viewers witness Jonas’s process of turning the camera on and off, they could conclude––

from Krauss’s framework––that Jonas asserts a critical distance from the medium by 

acknowledging the object-status of the video apparatus and its image as separate from her 

                                                
38 William Kaizen, The Immediate: Video and the Aesthetics of Liveness, from Andy Warhol to 

Postminimalism (PhD dissertation, Columbia University, 2006), 185. 
39 Wagner, “Performance, Video, and the Rhetoric of Presence,” 78. 
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self; that would also entail a second conclusion that Jonas creates a sense of a critical 

distance on the viewing end of the tape by forcing viewers to recognize the objective 

properties of the video apparatus that mediate the video perception. Adding a concern for 

a video viewer as a primary motivating factor in Jonas’s creation of the videotape––as the 

artist-medium-spectator frameworks of Wagner and Kaizen suggest––opens the tape to a 

consideration of certain other aspects, such as the way in which Jonas might seem to 

address an audience or create a sense of a deliberate distancing of her “self.” Notice, 

however, that an emphasis on the video-viewer amounts to a linear extension of Krauss’s 

framework, wherein the video medium and its perceived immediacy constitute the 

primary analytical concern. The expanded framework thus provides a context for 

analyzing the specific tactics that Jonas uses to undermine an expected immediacy of the 

video medium, or an audience’s expected sensation of a direct (unmediated) connection 

to Jonas as the subject of the artwork and thus the object of perception. 

The framework governing this archive would thus seem to push us toward a 

conclusion that the meaning of Good Night Good Morning refers back to a statement 

about the nature of the video medium and/ or forward in an anticipation of viewers. That 

is fine to the extent that it does not preclude other possible interpretations as well. But as 

the close correspondences between the apparently divergent interpretations from Krauss 

(1976) to Wagner (2000) to Kaizen (2008) would suggest, the archive is structured in 

such a way that does indeed preclude a deep departure from the fundamental terms of the 

discourse that have structured a reception of video performance from the mid-1970s to 

the present. As we have seen in the previous chapter, the analytical framework that 
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structures these interpretations centers on notions of the medium’s immediacy that derive 

from presuppositions that lay the basic order of the archive on video art. Over time, then, 

through a persistent repetition of those terms, the archive has constructed a rather narrow 

way of understanding “Video Art,” and thus other artistic approaches to the medium or 

possibilities for meaning in a videotape have become harder to see.  

Visualizing the framework described above as creating a vertical, or medium-

specific, axis of connection between artist-medium-spectator provides a way of indicating 

the limitations of this framework when it comes to understanding Jonas’s approach to 

video. As we have seen, that framework places a specific function of the video medium, 

its immediacy, at the center of the analysis; artist and viewer converge at that center, 

conceptually if not actually. This creates a mode of interpretation in which any sense of 

meaning in the videotape emerges as a product of an interaction between the three basic 

components of that vertical axis (i.e. artist, video immediacy, and viewer). But as we will 

soon see, understanding Jonas’s work demands a way of seeing a substantive content in 

the tape that does not depend on a function of video immediacy or subject positions. 

Since the standard framework of video interpretation cannot recognize this kind of 

content, an interpretation of Jonas’s video work requires a different analytical framework.  

Here is the proposal. Understanding Jonas’s work requires a way of seeing 

positive connections between video and other media. Doing so allows us to recognize not 

only a crucial aspect of her working process but also a positive, creative dimension of her 

work that the standard framework of video analysis misses. Jonas’s approach to video 

demonstrates a strong command over the specific material, formal, and structural 
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qualities of the medium, but it also demonstrates a departure from a use of the medium 

prescribed by many of her contemporaries. As a result, her work produces a different 

kind of content than that which the established video archive is designed to consider, and 

so seeing another dimension of her work requires an additional axis of interpretation. It 

demands what we might visualize as a horizontal, or intermedial, axis that allows for the 

possibility of meaning to emerge as a product of a connection between video and other 

media. An intermedial axis of interpretation does not reduce the importance of a medium 

specific dimension to Jonas’s work. The suggestion is rather that an analysis of her work 

should examine the nature of an intersection between medium-specific reflection and 

intermedial connections. Thus the intersection should allow us to see an additional 

dimension of meaning in the work, which may modify a conception of what critics and 

scholars have generally assumed that Jonas’s work is primarily about. 

Before applying this analytical model to Good Night Good Morning, consider the 

way in which it might apply to Jonas’s Vertical Roll (1972), a work central to the cannon 

of video art. Returning briefly to Krauss’s assessment of this work and contrasting it with 

Jonas’s assessment can illustrate the limitation of a unidimensional model of analysis, 

even when applied to a work that is patently invested in a medium-specific reflection. 

Remember that for Krauss, the vertical roll in Vertical Roll alludes to “the physical 

reality of the tape deck, whose reels objectify a finite amount of time,” and it signifies 

“the agency of a will that runs counter to an electronically stabilized condition.”40 But for 

Jonas, the vertical roll provides a way of using the basic conditions of the video medium 

                                                
40 Krauss, “Video: The Aesthetics of Narcissism” (1976), 60. 
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to allude to the medium of film. In 1974, Jonas stated: “I play with the peculiar qualities 

of the TV, imagistically and structurally. The vertical roll seems to be a series of frames 

in a film, going by slowly, obscuring and distorting the movement.”41 In a recent 

description of Vertical Roll, Jonas has stated the point even more directly: “the vertical 

roll in video looks like a series of film-strip frames going through the monitor––that’s the 

reference.”42  

The nature of the difference between these statements is telling. For Jonas as well 

as for Krauss, Vertical Roll is a reflection upon the specific material and representational 

qualities of the video medium. But whereas for Krauss, the possibilities of meaning in the 

work end there, for Jonas the possibilities of meaning are more complex. The vertical roll 

can be a reflection upon the specific qualities of video as well as an allusion to the 

medium of film, and it can achieve both aims at one and the same time. So it would seem 

appropriate to say that for Jonas, the meaning of the videotape includes a reflection on the 

specific nature of the video medium; but that is different from a conception of the 

videotape in which meaning is equivalent to a statement about the specific nature of 

video. Rather, for Jonas, the meaning of Vertical Roll emerges as the product of a 

medium specific reflection and a kind of horizontal reference to a material condition of 

film. The work reflects Jonas’s use of video to think through the specific qualities of 

video and film as well as the potential positive relationship between them.  

                                                
41 Joan Jonas, from panel remarks given at “Open Circuits: An International Conference on the Future of 

Television,” [1974] in The New Television: A Public Private Art (New York: The MIT Press, 1977), p. 71.   

42 Joan Simon, “Scenes and Variations: An Interview with Joan Jonas,” Art in America 83. 7 (July1995), 

reprinted in Joan Jonas: Performance Film Installations 1968-2000, ed. Johann-Karl Schmidt, (Stuttgart: 

Hatje Cantz, 2001), 29. 
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Accepting Jonas’s statement means accepting that the particular qualities of the 

video medium can be used for a function that departs completely from the prescribed 

dichotomy of recapitulating or subverting the medium’s presumed immediacy. In this 

reading, the vertical roll not only represents a structural feature peculiar to video and a 

way of disrupting the equilibrium of the video screen––a feature that subverts illusions of 

immediacy. It also represents a dimension of content in the videotape that does not 

reduce to a reflection about the specific nature of the video medium or an anticipation of 

viewers. The action of the rolling screen and scrolling black bar creates a picture of a 

filmstrip, similar to the way in which the medium of drawing or animation might create 

the same effect. That picture arises from a movement of the video image across the 

surface of the screen and the black bar that punctuates that scrolling image at regular 

intervals, creating an image of segmentation that looks like the material segmentation of a 

filmstrip. The picture of the filmstrip thus allows us to recognize another dimension of 

content in the work, separate from a question of Jonas’s or her viewer’s subjectivity.  

This reading differs from the now canonical interpretation of Vertical Roll as 

creating a fragmented image, a reading that implies a breakage of the visual stasis of the 

video grid. Many authors have used this interpretation to argue that the meaning of 

Vertical Roll lies in Jonas’s creation of a fragmented image to other her self or subvert 

the objectifying pleasures of scopophilia.43 In contrast to fragmentation, segmentation 

                                                
43 See, for instance, William Kaizen, The Immediate: Video and the Aesthetics of Liveness, from Andy  

Warhol to Postminimalism (PhD dissertation, Columbia University, 2006), 191-192; Pamela Lee, “Bare 

Lives,” in Matthias Michalka ed., X-Screen: Film Installations and Actions in the 1960s and 1970s (Köln: 

Walther König, 2004), 83; Jayne Wark, Radical Gestures: Feminism and Performance Art in North 

America (Montreal: McGill-Queen's University Press, 2006), 189. 
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implies a separation of a whole along natural or pre-existing lines of division. But of 

course, both the videotape as well and the video image are continuous; there is no natural 

segmentation in video akin to the material segmentation of the filmstrip. Therefore, 

seeing segmentation over fragmentation in the image requires a different way of thinking 

about the function of the video screen. For one thing, it requires an ability to see a 

productive dimension of the vertical roll, rather than seeing it only as destructive. The roll 

not only disrupts a view of the recorded scene; it produces a picture of a filmstrip passing 

across the surface of the screen. Seeing the filmstrip thus requires allowing the video 

picture to be what it looks like, rather than understanding the video screen exclusively in 

terms of mediating between Jonas and her viewers, or sender and receiver of information. 

These two dimensions of meaning in the work are not mutually exclusive, but they do 

depend on different conceptions about the function of video. 

The case of Vertical Roll illustrates a limitation to the unidimensional model of 

video interpretation because within that framework, the picture of the filmstrip––

something that Jonas considers imperative to an interpretation of the work––remains 

unseen or unacknowledged. Recent interpretations of Vertical Roll, much like Krauss’s, 

reflect a framework of video interpretation according to which all meaning emerges as a 

function of the three-point vertical axis described above: the artist disrupts the stasis of 

the video image to subvert an audience’s perception of immediacy, which in turn 

enforces intellectual distance or self-reflexiveness in viewing. This framework thus 

produces a tunnel vision, as any content not aligned with a function of immediacy 

recedes from view. In fact, the video medium itself is treated as a kind of tunnel that 
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connects artist and viewer; even if that is conceived as a problematic or missed 

connection, we are nonetheless left with a framework in which the content of video 

performance is, exclusively, a function of immediacy and subject positions. When 

applied to Jonas’s work, this framework results in a negative thesis: Jonas works against 

the neutral condition of the video medium so as to subvert a natural perception of video 

as unmediated. The framework thus precludes a way of seeing other, non-self-referential 

dimensions of meaning or content, even when that can be found in the same locus of 

analysis (e.g. the vertical roll). As a result, when considered within this archive Vertical 

Roll and Good Night Good Morning look very much the same; that is, they seem to be 

two cases of videotapes that have essentially the same content in their determination to 

test or defeat video immediacy.  

But looking at Vertical Roll in a different way demonstrates that it possesses 

another dimension of content, the picture of the filmstrip, and that this content does not 

reduce to a function of immediacy. Applying the same analytical approach to Good Night 

Good Morning will allow for the articulation of a previously unaccounted for content in 

this work as well. When considering the function of the vertical roll, it was helpful to 

think of the video medium in relation to the medium of drawing.44 Doing so provided a 

way of departing from the vertical axis of video interpretation in which the videotape is 

understood primarily through the presumably medium-specific function of immediacy 

                                                
44 Barbara Clausen has suggested the medium of drawing as an interpretive lens through which to conceive 

of unifying themes running through all of Jonas’s work. While I believe that this way of approaching her 

work is reductive, Clausen nonetheless highlights the real importance of drawing to Jonas’s artistic process. 

See Barbara Clausen, “Drawing Languages,” in Joan Jonas: Five Works (New York: Queens Museum, 

2003), 113-116. 
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and subject positions. Allowing the video screen to become a surface for the animation of 

a picture provided a way of recognizing a constructive dimension of a feature of this tape 

that is typically interpreted as destructive. To return to Jonas’s process of turning the 

video camera on and off in Good Night Good Morning, I have already noted a couple of 

ways in which this process might be understood as destructive, subverting narcissism or 

the illusion of video immediacy. As with the analysis of the vertical roll, however, we can 

also reinterpret the function of Jonas’s process in relation to another medium, this time 

film. Doing so allows a way of seeing Jonas’s interruption of the recording time not only 

or even primarily as a disruption of video immediacy, but also, and crucially, as using the 

language and technique of filmic montage to create a conceptual image of change. 

 

4. Good Night Good Morning in a Filmic Frame 

Jonas’s process of turning the video camera on and off requires understanding her 

approach to video as a tool for continuing a process that is both technically and visually 

related to cinema. Because she sequentially recorded isolated moments from the 

beginning and end of each day on a single tape, moments that are in actuality separated 

by the intervening times of day and night collide during playback. And because she 

recorded the scenes within different spaces of her New York loft or home in Nova Scotia, 

the tape presents a succession of moments discontinuous in space as well as time. The 

final videotape then preserves a collection of discrete events, the juxtaposition of which 

shows abrupt contrasts in time, setting, lighting, and mood. So for Jonas, the video 

camera’s on/ off switch becomes a tool for creating in the videotape the effect of filmic 
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montage. Each isolated moment becomes a “frame” joined to the next through what is 

effectively a cut and splice technique. 

Film is a conscious point of reference underlying much of Jonas’s work in video 

and performance.45 And this connection is particularly significant for understanding Good 

Night Good Morning, since Jonas first presented the work not in a gallery, but rather in a 

cinema setting. Jonas created Good Night Good Morning specifically to form part of her 

multi-media performance Mirage (1976), a work that she designed specifically for the 

space of the screening room at Anthology Film Archives in New York.46 In a recent 

statement about Mirage, Jonas has described the significance of that site for her 

personally. She said, “Anthology Film Archives was a particular, special place for me 

where I had learned the history of film.”47 During the 1970s, Jonas often went several 

times a week to Anthology, where she not only learned about the history of film, but also 

studied the visual effects of filmic time, space, and structure.48 She was inspired in her 

work by early avant-garde filmmakers, like Sergi Eisenstein, Dziga Vertov, and Jean 

Vigo, and also by the methods used by her contemporaries working in experimental 

                                                
45 Jonas discusses the direct influence of film on her performance and video work in nearly every 

published statement and interview.  See for instance, Joan Jonas, “Transmission” in Judy Malloy, ed. 

Women, Art, and Technology, (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2003), 114-134; Joan Simon, "Scenes and 

Variations: An Interview with Joan Jonas” in Art in America, (July 1995), 72-101. 
46 Jonas created Mirage for the screening room of the first Anthology Film Archives at 80 Wooster Street 

in lower Manhattan. She presented the performance as part of a series of video programs, curated by 

Shigeko Kubota and hosted by the Archives. The full program of video programs presented in that series 

between November 1974 and October 1975 can be found in Shigeko Kubota, “Anthology Film Archives 

Video Program: From Film to Video,” in Ira Schneider and Beryl Korot, eds., Video Art: An Anthology 

(New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1976), 150-155. 
47 “A Conversation: Joan Jonas and Babette Mangolte,” in Barbara Clausen, ed., After the Act: The 

(Re)presentation of Performance Art (Wien: Museum Moderner Kunst Stiftung Ludwig, 2007), 56. 
48 Joan Jonas, public lecture given at The University of Texas at Austin, October 22, 2009. 
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film.49 One specific way in which Jonas’s interest in film manifests in her work is 

through her use of the filmic cut and structure of montage. Jonas has said: 

The fragmentation of sequences in my performances comes partly from ideas that 

are based on film techniques such as the cut and the idea of montage. I felt the 

freedom to move from one element to another, cutting from one scene to the next 

like cut and paste.50 

Putting Good Night Good Morning into a filmic frame, then, Jonas’s interaction 

with the on/ off switch produces a sequence of montage cuts: her repeated interruption of 

the recording creates in the image a rapid succession of cuts splicing together 

discontinuous shots.51 The resulting work then depicts a sequence of stark contrasts that 

alternates between morning and night, light and darkness, and a ritual that marks the 

beginning and end of each day. To identify the function of these contrasts, I suggest 

applying Eisenstein’s definition of montage, according to which a conceptual image 

forms in the mind of the spectator as the product of juxtaposition. In Eisenstein’s view, 

shots are like building blocks whose meaning depends on the context and manner of 

association between the shots that come before and after it in given sequence. The 

montage then occurs as a rapid alternation of shots whose significance occurs at the point 

of their collision. A conceptual conflict between the disparate elements juxtaposed 

provides the necessary dynamic from which the collision of conflicting signs produces a 

third and different meaning, synthesized in the mind of the spectator. So in this sense, the 

                                                
49Joan Simon, “Scenes and Variations: An Interview with Joan Jonas,” (Stuttgart: Hatje Cantz, 2001), 29. 
50 Joan Jonas, “Transmission,” in Judy Malloy, ed. Women, Art, and Technology (Cambridge, Mass: MIT 

Press, 2003), 122. 
51 For definitions and distinctions between different kinds of montage see Susan Hayward, Cinema Studies: 

Key Concepts (London: Routledge, 2006), 109-112. 
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cut in the image is not destructive, but rather a constructive and creative place at which a 

general image or meaning forms that is greater than the immediate significance of either 

sign or representation taken individually. 

Applying a theory of montage to Good Night Good Morning results in a very 

different conception of the work than we found from within the video art archive. But just 

as seeing the picture of the filmstrip in Vertical Roll requires reorienting a conception of 

the video screen, appreciating the cinematic structure of Good Night Good Morning 

likewise requires a different way of appreciating the function of the video image. Both 

works require a way of approaching video as a medium capable of presenting a picture of 

something other than the recorded scene or subject matter. But while in Vertical Roll, that 

picture occurs as a visual image on the surface of the video screen, in Good Night Good 

Morning, Jonas uses a sequence of montage cuts to create a conceptual image in the mind 

of a spectator. Indentifying that image again requires a displacement of the singular focus 

on video immediacy or video as a screen for mediating between subject positions. It also 

requires a way of abstracting from the content immediately given within each particular 

scene to allow a generalized image to emerge through the extended sequence as a product 

of juxtaposition. Following Eisenstein’s approach to the analysis of filmic montage will 

provide a way of conceptualizing Jonas’s creation of a generalized image out of 

contrasting representations of morning and night. 

In The Film Sense, Eisenstein suggests that rather than focusing only on the single 

frame or the making of montage, filmic analysis should undertake an examination of “the 

nature of the unifying principle itself. This is precisely that principle which should 
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determine both the content of the shot and that content which is revealed through a given 

juxtaposition of these shots.”52 The unifying principle is thus an underlying stratum or 

general theme of the film that guides the selection and arrangement of shots. Through 

that arrangement the filmmaker creates associations that form in the mind of the spectator 

through the pattern of their juxtaposition. Those associations manifest as a “third 

something,” a conceptual picture of the whole, as determined by an interaction between 

the content of the shot and the content that is formed as the product of conceptual 

conflict. Creating that conceptual image is the goal of montage. Eisenstein writes, 

The juxtaposition of these partial details in a given montage construction calls to 

life and forces into the light that general quality in which each detail has 

participated and which binds together all the details into a whole, namely, into 

that generalized image, wherein the creator, followed by the spectator, 

experiences the theme.53  

Image, importantly for Eisenstein, is something over and beyond representation. It is not 

simply the fact of something appearing in a certain way; it is moreover a concept that 

holds within it numerous particular pictures that a person associates with the image. The 

film artist creates a compound image in the mind of the spectator through an aggregation 

of associations created through the particular juxtapositions. For example, a 

representation of a woman saying “good morning” might carry a set of associated 

pictures, such as the start of a new day, a particular value of daylight, a morning routine, 

someone who once spoke to you kind of like that, etc. Eisenstein suggests that we 

automatically recall this set of pictures upon grasping the image, and the image is thus 

                                                
52Sergi Eisenstein, The Film Sense, Jay Leyda, tr. (New York Harcourt, Brace, Jovanovich, 1975), 10. 
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“compounded of all these individual pictures.”54 Creating a work of art, for Eisenstein, is 

“just this process of arranging images in the feelings and mind of the spectator.”55 

In Good Night Good Morning, Jonas creates a generalized image in just this way. 

By repeatedly juxtaposing images of morning and night, she creates a compound image 

that includes within it representations of contrasts, change, everyday ritual, passage of 

time, and a structure of rolling cycles. Contributing to an image of contrasts, we find 

correspondences of morning and night, light and darkness, contrasts of mood (e.g. 

aggressive/ playful, calm/ agitated), and beginning and end; an impulse of change arises 

out of those contrasts and creates a general picture of transformation. Everyday ritual is 

implied not only in Jonas’s daily activity of creating this tape, but also by the content, an 

image of waking and returning to a task, day in and day out, and marking that event with 

a certain ritualized gesture: “good morning,” she said, as she plopped down into her 

chair, as she sat backlit against the window, as she looked into the mirror, and as she 

stared, solemnly, into the camera’s lens. A passage of time, of morning turning into night 

into morning into night, in a cyclic rolling over of time, a turning of morning into night 

into morning, passing persistently and then passing onscreen; a lived time archived.  

Seeing these general themes in Good Night Good Morning implies an abstraction 

from the particularity of each video clip as well as an extraction of subject positions, 

since an image of contrasts or a passage of time does not reduce to the circumstances or 

self-presentation of any particular individual. The image forms not merely by a function 

                                                                                                                                            
53 Ibid., 11 [his emphasis].  
54 Ibid., 14. 
55 Ibid., 17. 
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of video immediacy, through which video-subject and video-receiver might meet or miss 

contact. Rather, Jonas’s creation of a conceptual image in Good Night Good Morning is a 

function of an internal dynamic of the work that takes hold in the mind of a spectator 

through a function of generalization. The work is thus not only about Jonas, personally, 

nor is it only about her being the object of an audience’s gaze. Appreciating themes of 

contrast and change in the work does not depend on a specific quality of the video 

medium, defined as a function of immediacy. A similar quality could be created through 

the medium of film, which indeed provides the template.  

 

5. Conclusion 

The preceding sections suggested an intermedial approach to an analysis of 

Jonas’s video work that would allow us to go beyond the existing terms of the discourse 

on video art to see a non-self-referential content, which the standard, medium-specific 

framework of analysis cannot recognize. Considering Jonas’s videotapes in relation to 

other mediums, such as drawing and film, provides a way of departing from the basic 

presuppositions that typically govern ways of seeing and knowing her work in the video 

medium. One feature of an intermedial approach is that it dislocates the usually tight 

conceptual link between video-subject and video-viewer by displacing the central role of 

video’s presumed immediacy. If video could as well be a medium for creating a 

substantive visual or conceptual picture, in addition to representing a recorded subject, 

then we gain not only an additional dimension of meaning in the work but also a different 
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understanding about a range of possible functions that we can see in video work, even 

video performance from the 1970s.  

But still one might wonder why this additional dimension of meaning should 

constitute a real point of interest for an art historical conception of 1970s video 

performance, or even Jonas’s work in particular. In response, it is crucial to observe that 

from within the medium-specific framework established by the video art archive, Jonas’s 

work is primarily understood as destructive: i.e. she works against the presumed neutral 

condition of video’s transparency in order to counteract an audience’s expected sense of 

an unmediated perception. This analytical approach produces certain results. From within 

this framework we can see the ways in which Jonas interacts with the video medium as 

well as the ways in which her mode of interaction manifests formally and produces a 

certain phenomenology of viewing. But then, those are not neutral observations. The 

fundamental presuppositions of the video art archive direct not only certain conclusions, 

but also certain ways of seeing by establishing ways of imagining the “specific” nature 

and function of the video medium as the neutral conditions against which all work must 

either work toward fulfilling or subverting. Thus within this frame of analysis, the 

meaning of the work, as well as the work of the artist, is directed toward one particular 

end, which the presumed specific nature of the video medium would apparently dictate.  

But the question is simply whether this is way of approaching an analysis is really 

a helpful or productive way of understanding either Jonas’s work or her working process. 

I have used the cases of Vertical Roll and Good Night Good Morning to suggest that, 

while not wholly unproductive, a medium-specific analysis is in the least fundamentally 
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limited when applied to Jonas’s work. Stepping out of the video art archive by putting her 

work in relation other mediums provides a way of seeing a productive, creative 

dimension of the work, that I would argue, should be more central to an understanding of 

Jonas’s work than the standard base line of video immediacy. That a core image of 

contrasts and change is central to Good Night Good Morning is plainly evident when the 

work is considered within its original context––the performance Mirage (1976). When 

considered within that context, Good Night Good Morning reveals formal, conceptual, 

and structural connections not only to a template of film, but also to the other videotapes, 

film projections, performed drawings, and other forms that make up the performance.  

If we can see a general theme of contrasts, change, and a structure of cyclical 

renewal in Good Night Good Morning, then we can begin to appreciate the function of 

the videotape as a part of something larger, as the themes of Good Night Good Morning 

are also the themes of Mirage. In this performance, Jonas evokes an abstract image of 

transformation in relation to opposites, and the structure of the performance suggests a 

theme of ritual passage and renewal. Jonas builds this central image in Mirage through 

the layering and juxtaposition of videotapes, film projections, live action, and sound. She 

has described the work in different ways. In 1976, Jonas stated, “When I start working on 

a piece, I have certain ideas in mind.  I wanted this piece, really, to be about changes in 

mood.  And about energy, different kinds of energy.”56 More recently she has said, 

                                                
56 Joan Jonas, quoted in Ingrid Wiegand, “Joan Jonas Unmasking: Mirage of Phantom Knot,” SOHO Arts 

Weekly (Thursday, May 27, 1976),17. 
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“Mirage is partly about transformations of energy, about ritual and game playing to 

facilitate movement in time and space.”57  

An analysis of the function of Good Night Good Morning within the context of 

Mirage must be reserved for a future project. However, that connection is crucial to 

mention because it provides a way of underscoring the importance of seeing the content 

in the videotape in the central image contrasts and change. Jonas creates a central image 

in Mirage in a way very similar to that process so briefly explored through the analysis of 

montage in Good Night Good Morning. But instead of the function of that montage being 

contained within a single videotape, it functions across time and space, and echoes 

throughout various media. Thus the need for an intermedial framework is pressing for the 

successful historicization and formal analysis of Jonas’s work, not only in video but also 

performance. Thus the present analysis of Good Night Good Morning is but a very small 

start on a very large project, which I hope to continue in a future analysis of Mirage.  

 

 

                                                
57 Joan Jonas, statement about Mirage, (Hatje Cantz, 2001),125. 
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Fig. 1. Joan Jonas, Good Night Good Morning (1976) 

Black-and-white videotape, 11 minutes, stills. 
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Fig. 2. Vito Acconci, Centers (1971), black-and-white videotape, 22 minutes. 
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APPENDIX A 

 

 

Description of Good Night Good Morning, Scenes 1 through 9 

 

Scene 1 (15 seconds): The tape begins abruptly.  Jonas, having just turned on the video 

camera, moves into the frame as if from the surface of the screen. Soul music with a 

woman singing plays in the background. Jonas kind of plops down into a chair, plops her 

chin into her hand, takes a short breath, and says “good night” directly to the camera, 

almost sternly with a slight raise of her eyebrows, as if she’d already told it once before.  

The frame of the image is a tight headshot. Jonas remains staring into the lens for a few 

seconds before reaching toward it, her body obscuring the view, to turn the camera off.   

 

Scene 2 (5 seconds):  Jonas kneels on hands and knees, allowing only her head and bare 

shoulders to come into the video frame.  She says a quick “good morning” and without 

delay reaches toward the camera to turn it off. A large chalkboard with a wooden frame 

and an incomplete line drawing stands in the background and a dog moves in the space 

behind it. Sounds from the street come into the space through an unseen window. 

 

Scene 3 (26 seconds):  Jonas sits on the wooden floor in the middle of an open space in 

her loft. She says “good night” to the camera, not once, but rather thirteen times, 

insistently and with a certain degree of irritation, as if the camera were a pestering visitor 

that refused to leave. Finally she gets up from the floor, still repeating her phrase, and 

walks over to the camera to turn it off.   

 

Scene 4 (10 seconds):  Jonas enters the frame with a bed sheet pulled across her naked 

body and addresses a brisk and playful “good morning” to the camera, as if to a lover.  

For several seconds, she remains sitting there.  She brushes her hair away from her face, 

rests her hand on the back of her neck, looks around, smiles coyly at the camera, takes a 

little breath and then moves toward the camera to turn it off. 

 

Scene 5 (8 seconds): When the camera cuts on, Jonas, wearing white pants and a white 

satin shirt, stands in the middle of an open space filled with approximately ten tall, white 

paper cones.  She says “good night” to the camera and then wanders back into the space a 

bit, swinging a little drawstring pouch in one hand.  

 

Scene 6 (40 seconds):  The scene begins with a shot of a bare wooden floor in Jonas’s 

loft. A white “X” drawn in chalk marks the spot on the floor that corresponds to the 

center of the screen. Jonas moves into the frame feet first, sitting, and inches her way 

toward the mark. After about fifteen seconds of moving into position, she arrives and 

turns over to rest on her back, laying her head upon the “X” so that her head and 

shoulders alone appear within the frame. She briefly glances toward the camera, perhaps 

checking her position in the monitor, before closing her eyes again to rest for a few 

seconds as if asleep on her back. Then opening her eyes and turning her face toward the 
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camera, she exhales a deliberate but exhausted “good morning.” For another ten seconds, 

Jonas rests quietly on her back, while a soft morning light and sounds from the city 

streets stream in through an unseen window. She rolls over to reach toward the camera, 

disappears from the frame, and the scene ends. 

 

Scene 7 (8 seconds):  Having just turned on the camera, Jonas moves backward and 

arrives to a position within the center of the frame. She lifts a hand to touch her hair and 

says very calmly, “good night.” Without delay she bends forward again toward the 

camera, and in doing so, moves out of the frame. The focus of the image shifts 

momentarily to several white paper cones lying in the background.   

 

Scene 8 (1.5 seconds):  Jonas reaches forward, seemingly agitated, to turn the camera off; 

she does not say “good morning.” 

 

Scene 9 (22 seconds):  Jonas walks out from behind the camera toward a freestanding 

blackboard that stands in front of a white brick wall in her loft. The sound of her 

footsteps against the wooden floor resonates in the way of a heeled boot. When she 

arrives to the space in front of the backboard, she bends down out of the video frame and 

picks up a large metal cone made from galvanized tin. Staring intently at the camera, as if 

daring it to test her, Jonas brings the small end of the cone to her mouth. Then using the 

cone as a megaphone, she says “good night.” Her voice resonates inside the cone, making 

the sound deeper and with a slight reverberation. The blackboard bears an image of a 

vaguely conical shape, creating a visual correspondence between the cone that Jonas 

holds to her mouth and the shape of the figure behind her. She bends down to set the cone 

on the floor and then walks toward the camera. 
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