People and Ideas

TELEVISION'S IMPACT
ON CONTEMPORARY ART
by Marc H. Miller

When television made its official debut
at the 1939 New York World's Fair, nt
was heralded as a key feature of “The
World of Tomorrow.” People thronged
to the RCA pavibon in Flushing, Queens,
20 so¢ the new nvention that promised
to bring moving pictures and synchro-
nized sound into every hiving room across
Amcrica. Although the promise of TV
was temporarily delayed because of
World War II, public response to its
rantroduction in 1946 exceeded the ex-
pectations of even its most ardent boost-
ers. Within a few years, as the price of
scts fell, millions of TVs were purchased
and hundreds of broadcasters began
scrving up programming. Today, with
more than 86 million televisions in 98
percent of the homes of Amenca, and the
average person watching more than thirty
rs per week, there are few who have
pot been touched by the new medium.
| Television has had a particularly pow-
eeful cffect on visual artists. As TV has
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assumed its place as a prnapal source
of visual information, it has radically al-
tered the visual cimate both in the way
images are presented and in the range of
content. Many artists have adopted the
new medium to make vadeo art, but TV
has also affected the style and content of
works done in tradinional mediums. The
dynamic of this response recalls the nine-
teenth-century arrival of photography, a
new visual medium that affected the sub-
pxt matter and style of many arusts, both
realists and Impressionists.

In the 1960s the first wave of TV-in-
fluenced art appeared. Now in the 19805
the first gencration to grow up with TV
has come to matunity. Weaned on the
tube, the “electronic babysitter,” these
baby boomers are producing a deluge of
TV-inspired works,

Artworks produced in response to tele-
vision arc a far from uniform group. Ths
1s not surpnsing, since TV 15 a passive
tool of communication suited to many
purposcs, It serves revolutionarics and
reactionancs, gratifics hedonists and in-
spires evangelists, shows us nutnition ¢x-
perts and sells us junk food. TV offers
itsclf equably to the wide range of aes-

thetic and philosophical inquiry that
makes up contemporary art. Despite the
pluralism of TV-inspired work, there are
some basic ways in which artists have in-
teracted with TV,

The TV set itself has emerged as subject
in numcrous works of art. A quintessen-
nally modem pecce of fumiture, it defines
a scene as contemporary. As a kind of
window on the world, the TV is an evoc-
auve monf that, whether in a sull-life in-
tenor or a figurative scene, radically al-
ters the mood. Its phosphorescent glow
provides artists with a new type of light;
its depiction infuscs a scene with distine-
tive new feelings.

Artists have also focused on TV pro-
grams, which provide an endless stream
of subjects. The constant flow of enter-
tainment and news shared by Amernicans
(and by people around the world) has in
large part replaced literature and news-
papers as common culture. In depicting
this public subject matter, the artst
knows that what has a strong cffect on
him has had a strong cffect on others. It
15 a new kind of history painting.

The new clectronic technology has
stimulated artists to imitate the distinctive
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