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‘ Video purified of t e l ev i s i o n :
On why video art wa nts to be boring’,
Beech & Beagles, Va r i a nt n o. 1 8
w w w. va r i a n t . o rg . u k / 1 8 t ex t s / 1 8 v i d e o b o re . h t m l

A response from Rachel Garfield and John Ti m b e r l a ke

Despite some sympathy with their re s p e c t ive posi-
tions and pra c t i c e s , we thought the essay by Jo h n
Beagles and Dave Beech ,‘ Video Purified of telev i-
sion; On why video art wants to be boring’, m a d e
various erro rs and omissions, at times seeming to
h ave been written in a partial vacuum (or perhaps
d e r ived from a single exhibition) which offers only
a tendentious account of the histories of video
and fil m , or for that matter the specificities of the
c u r rent cultural moment.The exhortation for art
to fail to be entertaining should have been locat-
e d , not in Wollen but in Bre ch t , who argued that a
critical distance was necessary for educating the
masses towa rds a re flex ive engagement ra t h e r
than a passive consumption. F u r t h e r m o re ,t h a t
M a t t h ew Higgs enjoyed R u s h m o re m o re than the
L ive rpool Biennale might say something about the
Biennale and defin i t e ly something about Higgs,
but little else. Long ago Art & Language laudab ly
o b s e rved in response to the moans of Peter Fuller
that arctic rations do not resemble haute cuisine.

So where do we start in responding to this? We
re - a f firm that fil m - m a k i n g , at least as mu ch as
video making in Britain, is a site of contested
claims to history which is still being fie rc e ly
fought out; there has been a consistent writing out
of practices other than the structuralist and mate-
rialist films of the 1980s which the current ex h i b i-
tion at the Tate Britain, c u rated by Dave Curtis
reve a l s . If Beech and Beagles deem video to be
boring because of the official history then it is
incumbent upon them to find the many other
examples that exist and the writers that ex c ava t e
and support less trumpeted ve rsions of that histo-
ry. But this wo u l d , in any case, be burning straw
m e n .A ny attempt to differentiate on the basis of
class and power the formalist conceits of some
video art from the popular pleasures of the telev i-
sual and cinematic has now to account for not only
the gravitation of mu ch managed fine art and its
c u ration towa rds a more public and populist plat-
form over the course of the past 10 ye a rs , but also
the cultural ra m i fications of a decade or more in
w h i ch a generation of artists have sought to
engage with the vulgar pleasures of the popular,
not as a marginal practice of negation but as an
a f fir m a t ive and legitimizing tro p e .We have in
mind here a number of ex a m p l e s , f rom Pulp-
v i d e o s - a n d - B l a ck c u r rant-tango-ads as art at the
I CA eight ye a rs ago to any number of Beck s ’
F u t u res candidates.Yet Beech and Beagles fail to
identify the importance of cura t o rs and policy
s h a p e rs (what Ja ckie Hatfield calls the ava n t
g a rde police) in what gets show n , documented and
so re m e m b e re d .

Video practice does indeed derive , in part,
f rom Pe r fo r m a n c e , and of course Expanded
C i n e m a , but the breadth of this practise is not
a ck n owledged by Beech and Beagles who see it all
as mere ly ‘glum earnestness’. By the same toke n ,
for eve ry example of video art and film brought to
bear to ‘ p rove’ its properties there are other ex a m-
ples to counter these points. For ex a m p l e ,C h r i s
Cunningham is not oppositional to TV and fil m ;
Isaac Ju l i e n , the Wilson twins et al aim for the
sophistication of commercial film; Wi l l i a m

We g m a n ’s dogs are funny and would not look out
of place on some reality TV show s , as (more inter-
e s t i n g ly for us) might Jonathon Horow i t z . Ja n
S vankmeijer (to conflate film and video again)
comes out a strange surreal practise that is hard to
place within the tra j e c t o ry set up by Beech and
B e a g l e s . All this is not to ‘ d i s p rove’ Beech and
Beagles points but to say that (1) vague assertions
a re not a convincing tool for argument and that
(2) video as a practise is subject to the criticisms
and interp retations of any other pra c t i s e . Not eve n
the proponents of what Beech & Beagles term
‘serious video art’ would dispute that “It is more
than a coincidence that [it] looks nothing like tele-
vision”: but that said precious little ground can be
made here beyond that alre a dy established for a
wide range of other forms of fine art practice in
relation to what might be posited as some form of
pop culture counterpart—Callum Innes’ wo rk ,
after all, d o e s n ’t look mu ch like gra f fit i , and only
b e a rs tenuous links to those natty tricks with
Dulux we ’ ve all seen on daytime telly. P ro b l e m s
arise in trying to dismiss formal trends by virtue
of their inev i t able transience yet inev i t able re -
e m e rgence some time in the future—it might we l l
be incre a s i n g ly hard at the moment to shake the
notion that video projection will come to be seen
as a defining embarra s s m e n t — l i ke shoulder pads
and big hair in the ‘80s—not just for being there ,
but for being eve ry w h e re — yet to state this just at
the point when a stroll into Top Shop shows that
big hair, hot pink batwing sleeves and shoulder-
pads might actually be de rigeur for a genera t i o n
too young to remember the horro rs of twe n t y
ye a rs ago seems delibera t e ly anach ro n i s t i c . Not all
video artists fo re ground form and technique in the
way that Steve McQueen, for ex a m p l e ,d o e s .B u t

then Steve McQueen is as re p re s e n t a t ive of video
as Peter Halley,Thomas Ruff or Do Ho Suh are of
p a i n t i n g ,p h o t ogra p hy and sculpture re s p e c t ive ly.

The point re m a i n s ,w h i ch video practices are
we talking about? It’s symptomatic of Beech &
Beagles’ methodology that they embark on ascrib-
ing a geneology stre t ching from Diderot to Fr i e d
to Wollen to glum performance (as if Late
Capitalist culture re a l ly would respect Pe t e r
Wo l l e n ’s right to some ideological law of inheri-
t a n c e , rather than re - i nventing and re - t e r r i t o r i a l i s-
ing to its own ends) rather than emphasizing
c o n t i n g e n cy and interpellation as that which is of
value in Wo l l e n ’s position. M o re ove r, g iven the
notorious extent to which the postulates of pro f e s-
sional art-crit remain empirically underd e t e r-
m i n e d , we would question ascribing such
g e n e a l ogies in the first place at the level at which
art objects are made to cohere within managed

c u l t u re . “If eve ry b o dy has a video re c o rd e r. . .t h e
a rgument goes, then video uses a ‘language’ eve ry-
one unders t a n d s ” . But who does actually use this
a rgument? It is not necessarily the medium that
dictates the language. One could, for ex a m p l e , d i s-
cern a pre-occupation with form and technique in
a ny number of contempora ry managed pra c t i c e s ,
f rom neo-minimalism to neo-conceptualism and so
o n , and obv i o u s ly such practices bear no ideolog i-
cal relation to their eponymous ‘ g e n e o l og i c a l ’
a n t e c e d e n t s .The demand for the ‘good student’
B e e ch & Beagles describe sure ly arises not fro m
a ny need to proscribe dirty pleasures per se but
f rom the need for a globally marke t ab l e — a n d
t ra n s - c u l t u ra l ly negotiab l e — ‘ u n ive rsalism’ defin e d
by the tropes of hegemony. Hence the pers i s t e n c e
of a kind of minimalism.

Alongside this anach ronism and a touching pre-
occupation with hygiene (we counted 11 implicit
re f e rences to contagion, v i rginity and infection)
t h e re is the implicit attempt to differentiate video
in terms of its ethical status: ‘ Video art’s populism
is bogus’ being the most blunt. Well of course; pop-
ulism genera l ly is bog u s , since it is founded upon
the conceits and elisions of rhetorical fa ç a d e ,
mu ch like fascism of cours e , its party political
c o u s i n .“ L i ke a politician that has crossed the
h o u s e ”B e e ch & Beagles go on, “ v i d e o ’s position
has to be continu a l ly questioned, i t ’s honesty con-
t i nu a l ly questioned.” A g a i n , a curious anach ro-
n i s m , in an age when politicians’ dishonesty is
s i m p ly taken as re a d , re g a rdless of whether they
do anything as dastard ly as ‘ c rossing the house’ or
m e re ly starting a wa r. On the one hand we again
wonder why should video art more than any other
art be questioned, and on the other whether the
questioning of the ethical status of video serves as
the point of differentiation that the authors imag-
i n e . Whilst we fully accept that the conferment of
l e g i t i m a cy on video-as-fine-art form was late com-
ing in terms of re c ognition by some art mags, t h i s
p rocess has to be contextualised in relation to that
particular milieu, rather than in relation to video’s
status vis a vis fil m ,w h i ch the authors attempt.
Yet by citing Wollen as a major influence when
writing about Godard ,B e e ch & Beagles simplisiti-
c a l ly differentiate various modes of pro d u c t i o n
and consumption of film and video as if some sort
of ethical claim is at stake across the board .
Binaries are unhelpful genera l ly and there was a
lot more to film history of the 1970s than Wo l l e n .
F u r t h e r m o re , we might include pra c t i t i o n e rs as
d ive rse as Agnes Va rd a ,S t eve Dwoskin or Mich a e l
Winterbottom in a list of film pra c t i t i o n e rs who
h ave tra n s f e r red their practice to video tech n o l o-
gy without any discernable shift in their re s p e c-
t ive ethical claims.Yet again, when the authors
turn to the question of editing: “ N owa d ays the
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edit isn’t eve ry t h i n g . In fact the edit usually
counts less than ch a ra c t e r, d i a l ogue [etc].” S u ch a
point has to be qualifie d . In an era of endless spe-
cial edition redux re - releases and Dire c t o r ’s Cuts,
one could just as easily argue that editing means
m o re—and in box office and DVD reve nue terms
it certainly is more important than ever befo re .
‘Counting less’ or ‘counting more’ is swa m py re l a-
t iv i s m , when all aspects of film making have
changed since the Soviet pioneers , bless ’em.Wh a t
is called for here is a materialist understanding of
h ow and why the role of editing has ch a n g e d ,a n d
h ow the commodification of editing is necessitat-
ed in Late Capitalist managed culture , when (of
c o u rse) under Soviet rule it meant something else.

‘ From Po r r i d ge to Pe l f: Young Adam
and the Mysterious Scottish Film Industry ’,
M i ke Small,Va r i a nt n o. 1 8
w w w. va r i a n t . o rg . u k / 1 8 t ex t s / 1 8 yo u n g a d a m . h t m l

A response from May Miles T h o m a s,
D i re cto r, E l e m e ntal Fi l m s

The Scottish Film Industry isn’t nearly as my s t e r i-
ous as Mike Small would have us believe .The only
my s t e ry is why Variant was pre p a red to publish
his poorly informed piece on Young Adam—less a
c u l t u ral and economic analysis of Scottish fil m
than another plug for a £4.5 million star ve h i c l e
distributed by US major, Warner Bro s .This is not
to deny David Macke n z i e ’s long-cherished ambi-
tion to make Young A d a m , nor the cre a t ive
e n d e avour and ach i evement of its pro d u c t i o n ,b u t
an article seeking to criticise the public—or any
o t h e r — film funding bodies should at the ve ry
least be fa c t u a l ly accurate and offer substantive
q u a l i fication in its argument; Mike Small’s piece
fails on both counts.

As one of the ve ry few Scottish fil m m a ke rs to
h ave made two feature films in Scotland, I consid-
er myself well qualified to counter Small’s asser-
t i o n s .That Scottish fil m m a ke rs are being denied
access to “ a nything that falls outside the [UK and
Scottish Film Bodies] wo rld view ” assumes that
the UKFC and Scottish Screen have a wo rld view
to start with, or have adopted a cultura l / c o m m e r-
cial remit that seeks to exclude certain types of
p ro d u c t i o n .Th e re ’s no evidence of this, just as
t h e re ’s no evidence of “ i n c reasing nu m b e rs of
fil m - i n s i d e rs ” pointing the finger at the funders .
Some films are funded, most are not. S u ch an
unattributed and lax re p ro a ch is the stuff of
t abloid hack d o m , with no credence in terms of cul-
t u ral criticism.

Public funding bodies are the softest of targ e t s .
A more re l evant question is why do fil m m a ke rs
need public subsidy when other cre a t ive indus-
tries re ly wholly on private sector inve s t m e n t ?
G iven that the majority finance of UK film pro-
duction derives from tax shelter, i n d u s t ry and
b roadcast sourc e s , the notion that public bodies
wield influence is moot. C e r t a i n ly within Scottish
S c re e n , the issue of cultural re l evance ve rsus com-
m e rcial ambition has never been add re s s e d ,l e t

alone re s o l ve d , and as long as this situation pre-
va i l s , Scottish fil m — w h i ch I define as indigenous
p ro d u c e rs ,w r i t e rs and dire c t o rs—will be what it
a lways has been: an arbitra ry process by which
unpaid or low paid pra c t i t i o n e rs strive to pro d u c e
films by any means necessary.That is not to say
that the public service arbiters of Scottish film are
without blame.Th ey are also without cash, i n d u s-
t ry leve rage and confid e n c e . Neither can they put
our films into distribution, something of a disad-
vantage when their declared remit is to “ p ro m o t e
S c o t l a n d ’s filmmaking culture to the wo rl d .”

A better example of how a difficult and socially
re l evant story was realised is my most recent fil m ,
Solid A i r, ( w h i ch like its ‘Scottish’ counterp a r t s ,
Young Adam, A f t e r l i f e , Wi l bu r, Four Eyes and 1 6
Years of Alcohol, also pre m i e red at the 2003 EIFF).
Based on my fa t h e r ’s case, Solid Air deals with the
plight of wo rke rs seeking compensation fo r
a s b e s t o s - related disease.The fil m ,p roduced fo r
less than a quarter of Young Adam’s b u d g e t ,m ay
not have the cachet of litera ry prove n a n c e ,o r
boast any ‘name’ talent, w h i ch possibly accounts
for why the film has so far been buried by the
media and ignored by its main inve s t o r, S c o t t i s h
S c re e n .M i ke Small rightly states that the viewe r
c a res ‘not a winkle’ about how films are fin a n c e d ,
but to suggest that Young Adam ought to have
been financed and produced wholly within
Scotland is an ex p ression of breathtaking igno-
rance of how film finance opera t e s . Scottish fil m
has virtually no private inve s t m e n t , so at £4.5 mil-
l i o n , Young Adam would have bled the public cof-
f e rs dry at the expense of other, a rg u ab ly more
d e s e rving pro d u c t i o n s .B e s i d e s , despite Ewa n
M c G re g o r ’s public pro t e s t s , he got his pay d ay,
Young Adam got made and the wo rld turns.

Th e re is no Scottish film industry: no priva t e
i nve s t m e n t , no studio, no distributor, no sales
a g e n t , no film lab , no high-end post pro d u c t i o n
fa c i l i t i e s , no marketing company, no Dolby
licensed sound studio.The sooner commentators
grasp this re a l i t y, perhaps the sooner we can rid
o u rs e l ves of the notion of Scotland as a viab l e
filmmaking nation. Faced with this non-pro s p e c t ,
w h e re do fil m m a ke rs go? Hell, even a long-dead
s e l f - l a c e rating junkie knew the answer to that.

M ay Miles Thomas 
w w w. e l e m e n t a l fil m s . c o. u k

M i ke Small re s p o n d s

I’m looking fo r wa rd to May Miles Th o m a s ’s future
articles in Variant on Scottish Film given that, i n
her own wo rds: “ Th e re is no Scottish film industry :
no private inve s t m e n t , no studio, no distributor, n o
sales agent, no film lab , no high-end post pro d u c-
tion fa c i l i t i e s , no marketing company, no Dolby
licensed sound studio.The sooner commentators
grasp this re a l i t y, perhaps the sooner we can rid
o u rs e l ves of the notion of Scotland as a viab l e
filmmaking nation.” Wh i ch ,s t ra n g e ly, g iven her
s t rangled re s p o n s e , is ex a c t ly my point.

M ay claims that: “ … t h e re ’s no evidence of

‘ i n c reasing nu m b e rs of fil m - i n s i d e rs’ pointing the
finger at the funders . Some films are funded, m o s t
a re not.” B e fo re continu i n g , and by now re a l ly
wo rking up a head of steam, “ S u ch an unattrib-
uted and lax re p ro a ch is the stuff of tabloid hack-
d o m , with no credence in terms of cultura l
c r i t i c i s m .”

Well I never claimed to have such a lofty aim as
‘ c u l t u ral criticism’, but her argument falls dow n
s o m ewhat because I care f u l ly attribute the criti-
cisms being made, s p e c i fic a l ly by Tilda Swinton
and A l ex Cox amongst others .M aybe she didn’t
read the article? Meanwhile, the picture she
paints of a happy - c l a p py Scottish-fil m - u t o p i a
seems a fa n t a s t i c , if slightly pre t e r n a t u ral descrip-
t i o n .

My point was re a l ly to compare the Scottish
film community with the Scottish publishing
i n d u s t ry and the wider arts culture . In terms of
the publishing industry—until a few ye a rs ago,
when Giles Gordon ‘ re t i red’ from London, it boast-
ed few litera ry agents, and a crumbling infra s t r u c-
t u re .N ow it has signs of perhaps a little more
ambition (though it is interesting to note that with
G o rd o n ’s death go his clients).

When May Thomas argues that: “ To suggest
that Young Adam ought to have been financed and
p roduced wholly within Scotland is an ex p re s s i o n
of breathtaking ignorance of how film fin a n c e
o p e ra t e s ” I fear she has completed the task of re -
writing my article far better than I possibly could
h ave my s e l f. A better example of a fa i l u re to see
b eyond the current limitations couldn’t be fo u n d .
P re s u m ab ly, under this line of thinking, we should-
n ’t engage in anything that doesn’t curre n t ly ex i s t ,
or strive for anything more ambitious than pan-
dering to our existing inadequacies.The purp o s e
of a publication like Va r i a n t is not to look at ‘ w h a t
is’ and say ‘ g o o d ’ .

Fi n a l ly, I’m not entire ly sure what May is ra n t i-
ng about when she says: “ That is not to say that
the public service arbiters of Scottish film are
without blame…they are also without cash, i n d u s-
t ry leve rage and confidence…neither can they put
our films into distribution, something of a disad-
vantage when their declared remit is to ‘ p ro m o t e
S c o t l a n d ’s filmmaking culture to the wo rl d ” ,g ive n
that that wa s , after all, the ve ry point of my arti-
c l e .

Yo u rs in Tabloid Hack d o m ,M i ke Small
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