BY BEVERLY CRAMP

ore than 30 years ago, artist
Michael Goldberg hitchhiked
from Montreal to Vancouver to
join a group of multidisciplinary
artists experimenting with a new technolo-
gy. That technology, which seems old hat
now, was video, and the group, called Inter-
media, later split into several important off-
shoots in Vancouver’s alternative art scene.

With the help of Goldberg and others,
Video In Studios evolved from these early
beginnings and has become a major produc-
er of media arts in the city. Not only did the
organization and its artists gain national
and international recognition along the
way, but Video In became the training
ground for many of the city’s top video
artists. And it has compiled one of the most
significant noncommercial video-art
libraries in Canada open to the public. The
library contains more than 3,000 titles.

This almost didn’t happen. Goldberg ini-
tially steered away from video after some-
one described it to him in 1967 as being the
art form to embrace if one wanted to “get
into the future”.

“That was enough to convince me to stay
away from video for almost two years. I did-
n’t want anyone telling me what to do, and
had been turned off television in my late
teens. I didn’t yet think of video as an alter-
native to TV,” he writes in his essay for the
new anthology Making Video ‘In’: The Con-
tested Ground of Alternative Video on the West
Coast (Video In, $29.95).

The first post-Intermedia incarnation of
Video In was the Satellite Video Exchange
Society. Goldberg sent out 1,000 postcards
around the world in 1971, inviting artists
and groups working with video to form a
network and get a list of their videos pub-
lished. More than 170 responses were
mailed back and Goldberg published his
first International Video Exchange Directory, a
forerunner to the influential but now-
defunct magazine Video Guide.

He expanded on this concept two years
later with a video-exchange conference at
the Vancouver Art Gallery. It was here that
some of the early “Video Inners” met,
including video artist Paul Wong.

“The registration fee to the show was a
videotape,” recalls Wong. “At the end of it
we had over 120 titles, and from this we
started our tape library.”

The newly born collective found its first
home at 261 Powell Street in the Down-
town Eastside in 1973. It was the ground
floor of a rooming house. “That was a cock-
roach-infested place with thin walls, chick-
en wire on the ceiling, and one bare bulb,”
says Wong. “But we had thought hard
about where we wanted to be, and it wasn’t
in touristy Gastown.”

Its name was derived from the input
jack at the rear of a VTR, usually labelled
“video in”. Because members of the collec-
tive sometimes lived in the rooming
house, the place was dubbed the Video

Since its beginnings three decades ago, Video In has helped put Vancouver on the map for video art. And as a new anthology called
Making Video “In": The Contested Ground of Alternative Video on the West Coast makes clear, it’s also been a force for social change.

Video Activists
Embrace New Media

After censorship battles and growing pains, Video In welcomes the digital future

“We built a loft where out-of-towners
could sleep,” says Wong. “In the early days
we got together every week on Wednesday
for dinper and to hold meetings. Everyone
took a turn cooking.”

Years later, the second “n” in Video Inn
was dropped when the collective moved
to a new space without sleeping quarters;
the facility is currently located at 1965
Main Street.

From the beginning, Video Inners were
interested in more than exhibiting experi-
mental art. “We were both artists and
activists,” Wong asserts. “That’s what sepa-
rates Video In from the rest. We saw video
as a social tool and political weapon as well
as an arts medium.”

The collective’s reputation spread inter-
nationally. “We were, at that stage, in con-
tact with the shakers and movers of
experimental art, and guerrilla-TV types
who were doing political work,” says
Wong, who points to the Wound-
ed Knee siege by the FBI in
the U.S. as a signifi-
cant episode in
Video Inn’s
history.

“One of our contacts, Peter Berg, was
inside Wounded Knee and he was able to
get a videotape out which presented a dif-
ferent message than the one being broad-
cast on mass media,” says Wong. “We were
selected to receive the tape because the peo-
ple caught in the siege wanted to ensure the
alternative voice was heard.”

Another battle associated with Video In
was the fight against censorship. “We
aimed to educate and debate, not sup-
press,” says video artist Sara Diamond, a
long-time Video In member who became
artistic director of the media and visual-arts
department and executive producer for
television and new media at the Banff Cen-
tre for the Arts in 1996. “We responded to
censorship by exhibiting—if someone tried
to say ‘Don’t show it,” we would show it.
We did really brave stuff.”

In 1984 Wong—who will launch Re-Act, a
CD-ROM catalogue of his media-based art-
works, at Video In on Saturday (November
11)—took the Vancouver Art Gallery to
court for breach of contract when the insti-
tution cancelled the installation and screen-
ing of his multichannel examination of
nonmainstream sexuality, Confused: Sexual
Views. The VAG justified the controversial
cancellation by claiming the video installa-
tion was not art. Wong eventually lost the
court battle, but won artistic vindica-
tion when the VAG acquired a
copy of Confused for its collec-
tion earlier this year.
“There is such a
great historical
record in

the videotape library here,” says Dia-
mond. “It is maybe the best video library
in the world. Video In was a major video
production centre at a time when no one
else was focusing on it as an art form. It
took some time before the colleges and
art schools got involved, and then Video
In became an important consultant to
the colleges.”

Video In’s role as a force for social change
is still apparent in the organization’s sup-
port for disadvantaged groups. Building on
work done with First Nations and women’s
groups, Video In currently has a program
called Deaf at the Video In to assist deaf
people in their efforts to find avenues of
expression through video production.

Video In remains a training ground for
video artists. “I produced my best work out
of here,” says Diamond. “And I got my
chops here as a curator.”

Now the challenge is for Video In to inte-
grate new technologies, according to Wong:
“We have to deal with the emerging digital
technology and the freedom it allows
artists to create works in their homes with-
out having to resort to expensive crews and
production facilities.”

Do video artists no longer need the ser-
vices of a collective like Video In now that
technology is moving toward a process
that depends more on the individual
rather than large groups of people? To this,
Video In technical and production coordi-
nator Lindsay Brown responds with a
resounding “No.”

“No matter how accessible it seems, it is
not as simple as people think,” she says.
“There will always be a need for a media
access centre. People need to see work in
order to produce their own work.” B
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