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feiévtsfon hesthetics as Aesthetics

It has happened several t1mef--l have tcld Someone I m work1ng
on a paper concerned w1th “telev1s1on aesthet1cs," and "ece1ved a rep]y
somethlng l1ke th1s "Te]ev1sion has no aesthetvcs." I understand that
this response is meant partiy, but not enttreiy, as a joke: The
assumptions it contains are in any case widespread prejudices or
mlsunderstandlngs wh1ch interfere with our understandlng of television:
The pr0p051t1on that “television has no aesthetics" is aetuaiiy an
enthymeme of sorts, built on the faulty premises that (1) aesthetics
is the study of "good art" (and noth1ng more than th1s), and (2) television
is not (ever) "good art." My approach in this essay will be to contrad1et
the first premise and 1gnore the second--for if aesthetles is concerned
w1th art and the arts in general, TV is el1g1ble for inclusion whether

it is good or bad. 1 am of course maklng an assumpt1on here myself--that
the batt]e over whether TV is an art or a "mere transm1ss1on device"
(for f1lm, theatre, mus1c, etc.) has been fought and won:1 I am also,
for the moment settlng aside an axe I have prev1ous]y ground--that
"te]ev1slun aesthetics" 1is a prob]emat1c label wh1ch should be replaced
By "te]ev151on theory." Slnee I'1l be “eferr1ng often to aesthet1es
proper, it seems log1ca] to use "telev sion aesthetlcs“ to reinforce
the l1nkage 1 Wil try to establxsh between TV and the other arts, and
between TV aesthetles (as a body of wr1t1ng which often goes by this
name) and aesthet1cs in genera]

To d1spense w1th the not1on of aesthetics as excluS1ve1y the study

of "good art," let us first con51der the fol]ow1ng deser1ptlon By Richard

Koste]anetz (who prefers the spelling "esthet1cs")

3

RS T8 I I
VIt [ -



2
The questions of esthetics are unchanging--the definition
of art (as distihct fi‘oﬁi ﬁoﬁ-aFt SF sub=art); th’é ﬁih’éti’oﬁ of

evaluatioh, the process of perception, and the generic
characteristics of superior works. As esthetic thinking deals
with prOperties common and yet pecu.har to all thmgs called “art "

the phﬂosophy of art, in contrast to “er1t1c1sm," offers statements

the arts in genera] PR Esthetics 1s, by deﬁmtwn, prlmarﬂy
concerned with "fme art," if not only with the very best art
.« . . Concomltant esthetic concerns 7nc]ude the nature of badness
and/or vulgarlty in art, and the questlon of whether art 1s, or
should be, prlmarﬂ;y the 1m1tat1on of nature, the expresswn of
self, or wholly the creation of lmagmation . .2
Th'lS passage ]eads dlrect]y to some thorny questlons about te]ews:on
F'H‘St’ is te]ev1swn "fme art“? Koste]anetz s book includes an essay
on video art, bo’t th’is art form is often dlstmgmshed from television,
even though it uses television teehnology. The distinction Koste]anetz
wishes to make in the passage above is probab]y between "ﬁne art" and
fo]k art or crafts. If TV fits anywhere in those three categ’omes; 1t
is under "“fine art," however lncongiuéus this may at first seem. The
term “fine art" is too restrictive in an even more obv1ous sense in that,
in many peop]e s usage, 1t excludes the hterary and performmg arts--whleh

certamly be]ong in the domain of aesthetics. And television, of course,

has its literary and performative aspécts.
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In a related vein, is TV "non-art" or "sub-art'? By *non-art,"
Kostelanetz appears to mcan hoax or ant1 -art.3 These may be re]evant
categories in a diseuss1on of video art or music v1deo, but not of typ1ca1
broadcast fare. “Sub-art” is kitsch, of wh1ch cemmer61a1 TV is the exam;le
par exéeiiEnce. Even if ‘“non-art" and “sub-art" are va]id Cotegor{
to plaee in contrast to "art," the po1nt to be made here is tict TV zust
tota] exc]us1on, TV (as "non- art“ or "sub- art“) would contr1bute to the
def1n1t10n of art;“ In addition, the study of TV mlght we]] he]p an
elitist aesthetician deal with one of Kostelanetz's other questions,
“the nature of badness and/or vulgarity in art®!

Regardiess of how these n1gg]1ng po1nts might be resolved;
Koste]anetz S rema1ning questions are certalnly applicab]e to television
and would cherefore seem to be maaor 1ssues in telev151on aesthetlcs
of [te]ev1s1on], the effects of [te]ev1s1on], the relation of [te]ev1s10n]
tc society and hlstory, the cr1ter1a of cr1t1ca1 evaluation Eof

te.ev1510n], the process of perceptlon [of‘ te]ev1s1on], and the generic
characteristics of superlor Ete istﬁn] Werks"; also "the ﬁﬁeEtléﬁ of
whether Etelev151on art] ié; or should be; [or can be} pr1mar1]y the
1m1tat1on of nature, the expre551on of se]f, or who]]y the ereation of

1mag1nat1on.“4 These are precise]y the kinds of quest1ons examined in
much of the recent werk in television studies and television cr1t1'c1sm.é

To explore all these matters exhaustively, or even to sumarize
what others have done, would be a mammoth undertaking which is best left
for another time. What I wish to do for the moment is examine, in a

very Sieiiﬁihéfy way, Kostelanetz's primary dHeStibﬁ (as "edited for

3
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teievisioﬁ“ in footnote 4): the definition of television. Definition
is of course a maJor preoecupat1on of aesthet1cs--perhaps even moreso

for TV theorists than for those Writ1ng about the other arts: As much

11ght of both television oesthet1cs and more tradit1onal aesthetic
theor1es; It will a]so be nec sary to refer occas1ona]1y to f11m theory,
which must be mentioned Séﬁa?étely here because it does not yet seen
to be encompassed by the phrase "aesthetic theory."
Imitation of Live

The first task in reach1ng an aesthatic understandlng of television
is def1n1ng the medium. This requ1res both an examination of its internal
work1ngs and a comparatw«e analy51s 1nvolv1ng TV and other ﬁea1a,
part1cular1y F1lm To a great extent, these two modes of 1nvest1gat10n

are 1nseparab1e, because te]ev1sion, probably more than any other medium;

is a compos1te art. 6

of ?ﬁttatTOH. The discourse on imitation beglns with P]ato, who attacked
art as a pa]e 1m1tat1on of actua]ity, which in turn is a flawed
representat1on of essence or reallty, or "the transcendental Forms that
]1e beh1nd the éétaal.“7 In Ar1stot]e, 1m1tat1on takes on a more pos1t1ve
tone and becomes associated w1th cathar51s or the purglng of the emotlons
dump cut to 1766, and Less1ng publ1shes LaocoUn, wh1ch categor1zes the
arts aceofdtﬁg to "the dlst1nct1 veness of the med1um in each art; or,
as he put it, the 'signs’ (Zeichen) it uses for imitation. He did not
qﬁe§t1on that the arts exist to iﬁitéie, but he askéé foF the ?ihEt

and what it can imitate most successfu]]y;“8

n
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These three moments in the hlstory of "1mitatlon" are relevant
to teleVislon. Plato's attack translates, somewhat roughly, into numerous
cr1t1ques of teleVIslon--e g TV news is biased, TV drama presents
inaccurate stereotypes, TV is more violent than the real world, all

problems are resolved ori TV in 60 m1nutes, TV commerclals are fraudulent

etc. Most of these complalnts have h15tor1cal antecedents in rad1o,
film, theatre; etc.

TV's pol1cy of xmltatio is hlﬁhly contested ground. §hould lV
adhere rlg1dly to a poilcy of “accurate" 1m1tatlon of reallty? Some
say that makes dull drama. Whose real1ty should be 1m1tated7 If
lnaccurate negat1ve stereotypes are bad, what about lnaccurate pos1t1ve
stereotypes as well as "prosoc1al" programming in general’

The aesthet1c chestnut that art imitates human actlon, or Nature,
or ]le, translates into the TV 1rdustry 5 standard apolog1a’ TV is

a mirror of soc1ety Against thls, critics echo Oscar Wilde's observation

that "life imitates art." The entire debate about the effeets of TV s
v1olence, stereotyping, advertlsing, 1deology, and m1ndlessness can be
seen as somethlng of a "footnote to Plato" and Aristotle. The modern- day
"Arlstotle" is Seymour Feshbach, who has been the principal advocate
of the "catharsis theory” in the Tv violence controVérsy;

If this invocation of the Greeks seems strained, that of Lessing
is more comfortable, and more clearly relevant to what the average person
understands as ae thetlc concerns. teSSIng s system implnges on us today
in the form o? several ideas: that sach art, or medium as we might now
say; imitates reallty in its own way; that each medium has its own
"1an§uage" and/or mater1al, that each medium is un1que in its technical

capab1l1t1es and tendenc1es, that the proper artlstlc way to use a med1um

~3
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is to exp]o1t its un1queness. These ideas have 1mplicat1ons which extend
far beyond an unadorned v1ew of art-as- 1m1tat10n.

Much of the aesthet1e wr1t1ng about te]ev1s1on has been devoted
to describing the unique features of the medium. There has been much
wr1t1ng about video art, and it too has been preoccup1ed w1th un1que
qua]1t1es-~wh1ch for the most part, are the same as those of te]ev1s1on
The key to this paradox is v1deo art's cr1t1que of te]ev151on for
aBandonlng the un1que pr0pert1es wh1ch are its b1rthr1ght

hlstor1ca1 precedent of f11m. F11m embod1es Lasz]o Moﬁo]y-Nagy s two

principles of modern art: movement and arts-between-old=arts.9 O0f these,

movement 1is erée%ai in the present d1scu551on. Zett] 1dent1f1es three
typés of movement in fl]m and te]ev151on pr1mary, in wh1ch the subject
moves; secondary; in wh1ch the camera moves, and tertiary; wh1ch is
ed1t1ng 10 Throughout the h1story of film theory, and film itself; a
It is a matter of some controversy wh1ch is more e1nemat1c, i.e. more
unique or organic to film. The Soviet director-theorists Kuleshov,
Eisensteln, and Pudovkln framed the debate around the artlstlc material
and method of composltlon of film. 1In thelr view, the shot or 1nd1v1dua1
p1ece of f11m 1s the materlal, and ed1t1ng the shots together in a certa1n
order is the method of compos1t1on 11 In oppos1t10n to thls, "realist"
f11m theory adheres to an aesthetic of mise-en-scéne based on wide shots,
deep focus cinematography, and ]ong takes (a1 conduc1ve to subJect
movement); and mov1ng camera: For theorlst Andre Bazln, the motlvatlng
force which led to the ex1stence and advancement of cinema is "the myth

of tota] c1nema," or the de51re for "a recreation of the wor]d in 1ts

own 1mage."12
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Near the dawn of te]ev131on aesth°t1cs, the quest1on of TV's
relation to fi]m 1mmed1ate]y arose, and one of the most SOph]Stlcated
ear]y formulations was that of TV producer Richard Hubbell. Hubbell
posed four quest1ons a1med at d15(over1ng TV's un1queness

(1) What is the prlmary tool of te]ev151on--the camera, as %ﬁ

the cinema, or the actor as in the theatre, or the m1crophone

as in aural radio? Or is it a ccmb1nat1on of two or three5 Does
vary for different types of programs’

(2) What 1s the pr1mary process in telev151on’ Is 1t video cutt1ng

as in the c1nena, or is it camera hand]1ng, or is it an edual

measure of audlo and v1deo ed1t1ng7

motlon p1ctures7

(4) How should the video be used to deve]op a technlque for

television without f]atly 1m1tat1ng motion plctures? How can

we evolve an audio- -visual technxque as r1ght for te]ev1s1on as

the hu551an theory of montage is for motion p1ctures’r’13
As one m1ght expect from the way these questions are posed, Hubbell's
answers heav1]y stressed TV's S1m11ar1ty to film: The magor difference
Hubbe]] was forced to note was TV's slow cutt1ng compared to f1]m. This
resulted from TV's genera] lack (1n those days) of postproduct1on
capabiiity, which in  turn is one dimension of TV's Tivesness. To
compensate for TV S d1ff1cu]ty in ed1t1ng as compared to f1]m, Hubbe11
recommends slower cutt1ng, more extens1ve use of d1sso]ves and
super1mposures to prov1de Speed1er trans1t1ons and to enhance p1ctor1a]

1nterest,“ and use of “h1gh]y mobile cameras wh1ch rove about the studlo,



taxlng both obJect1ve and subject ve appreaches to a program u14 Hubbe]]

mov1ng-camera proposa]s have h1gh]y deveIOped f11m precedents 1ne]ud1ng

Ren01., Murnau, tang, Ophd]s, and others He seems te suggégt; indirectiy;

The crucia] factor in this and other early comparlsons of TV and
f1]m is TV s 11veness, a]so referred to as s1mu]tane1ty, 1mmed1acy, and
(with s]1ght]y different 1mp]1cat1ons) spontanelty If f1]m s genesis
resuited— as Ba21n put it; from Biénéers visions of “a tota] and complete
representat1on of reality" and "a perfect 1]]us1on of the out51de wor]d
in sound, color, and relief;“15 television took one further step toward
"total cinema® by overcoming one of film's “fﬁberfectiénE“--thé need
to wait before be1ng able to see and hear the repreSEntat1on Years
]ater, v1deo artlsts and Marshall McLuhan would revive the celebration
ef ]1veness, ]ong after broadcast TV had become not much more than a
"transmission device" fer fi]m and v?debtabé.

Two other major differences between TV and filﬁ; which therefore
serve as part of the def1n1t1on of TV, are 1mage size and 1mage qua]1tyf
in that the TV screen is small, 1ﬁa§é 6uaiity in that TV has lower
resa]ution. But TV has a p051t1ve s1de in both these parameters: ?v‘é
small screen size allows it to be placed in every hone in the ]and and
therefore to be v1ewed at all tines of aayf TV's 1mage qual1ty is rad1ant,
i.e. 1t works w1th emltted rather than ref]ected light. This, accord1ng
to Emery and Emery, 1s one reason viewers are transfixed by Tv. 16 And

this is not even to ment1en the McLuhan/Tony Schwartz argument about

TV S coo]ness and the brain's compu151on to f11] in the blanks between

Jobh |
(o I
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Let us brlefly con51der 1mage 51ze in more detall, S1nee, un]1ke

TV programm1ng as we]] as the ]1ve var1ety The main 1de01091ea] ]1ne
born f-om image size is that of 1nt1macy“ (1 e. "TV is an intimate
méutUE“)* As 1 have e]sewhere summarlzed this argument
The te]ev1s1on receiver ﬁréuides a fa.r]y small image. ?he receiver
and the 1mage are Just the r1ght size for v1ew1ng in the home
(one s most fam1]1ar env1ronment) at rather close d1stance. Thus

one is rather 1nt1mate with the § 3t 1tse]f Panoram1c scenery

and movement; suitable for filf (especially Wideééreen), are

un1mpréss1ve on te]ev151on [13] Te]ev1s1on favours the c]ose-up,

an intimate shot wh1ch éncourages psyeho]og1ca] 1dent1f1cat10n
w1th a character [19] [Th1s is further enhanced by the fact that
a c]ose-up G* ‘ves an approx1mate]y ]1fe-51zed pleture ] Film takes
the viewer out 1nto the wor]d whereas television brlngs the world
to the viewer. [201 The film image is "hero1c“ in size,[21] white
the television 1mage is "d1m1nutive;"[22] The viewer feels

“inferior” to the film 1image, "superior’ to the television

imaﬁéi23j. S [As Zett] puts it,] "In effect, we look at the
saéééaéié on the ]arge movie screen but (when proper]y hand]ed)
jgtg_ the event on television. "[2¢3 Because of its sma]] image
étie; téiev1s1on favours scenes with few cﬁaractér§;[25] shot
as tightly as possibie; This discourages horizontal movement
and encourages b]cck1ng along the dEpth axis, [25] wh1ch is the
same axis as the viewer's gaze. Bepth axis b]ock1ng and thé
ubiquitous zoom give television a depth axis orientation greater

than film. This orientation to the line of viewsr gaze accounts

il
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for Zettl's "looking into" and for teievision's "subjectivity."[27]
It encourages direct address to the camerc by performers; a
potential manifestation of 1nt1macy [28] TeleVisiSﬁ newscasts
seem to verify fﬁis i%ﬁe of reas6ﬁiﬁg (we "106k intb“ the newsraom)
Thus TV's small screen encourages a béFfiéUiar style of prodUCtibﬁ;

heavi]y we1ghted in favor of close- ups, depth axis stag1ng (e g ﬁﬁe

series such as Dallas), and ﬁartiéﬁlariy since the advent of Hill St.

B]ues and St. Elsewhere, moving camera. Whether this all adds up to

1nt1macy“ is debatable, but at least the formal and psycho]og1ca]

mechanlsms 1nvo]ved in aud1ence 1dent1f1cat10n with characters may prov1ae

part of the exp]anatlon for the structure of TV's star sysféﬁ and for

whys in TV's maturity, sér%ais; episodic series, mini=series, and "format"

television (e.g. MIV) seem ascendant over anthoiogies and specials:
Conciustn

for understand1ng it. To eont1nue along the aesthet1c lines suggested
and to the rules and conventions of te]ev151en product1on I empha51ze
these subJects because the/ are current]y rece1v1ng a great deal of
attention from te]ev151on researchers, who could in some cases increase
tﬁé value of their work by locating it more within the traditions of
aesthetlc theory.

For exampie, the te]ev1sion art1st is currently under rather 1ntense
sérUf1ny; For awhile, résearehers concentrated 6ﬁ directors, apparently

taking their impetus from film studies. Now, TV is often referred to
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as the "producer's medium" or the ‘"hyphenate's medium." There seers
to be somethmg of a struggle to shape the coursé of an auteur theory
for telev1s1on--and in any case to establish one. This phenomanor needs
to be eyamlned in l1ght of f1]m s auteur theory and a]so with reference
to Romant1e not1ons about *he artist; express1on and gen1us

Slmllarly, the ru]es and conventions of TV are ]ately be1ng exposed
as the 1deolog1cal construets they a]ways have been: Every teacher of
TV product1on knows that the process is steeped in rules. Every viewer

consc1ously or suuconsc1ously recognizes TV s eonvent1ons The acceptance

of these rules and conventions as natural rat1onal, and/or emp1r1ca]]y

progress and qual1ty, when actually the1r use or avo1dance of rules and
conventions needs to be much more skept1cally examined.
The two new l1nes of 1nqu1ry recommended here are of course related

to each other; as well as to the laByr1nth of def1n1t1onal issues I have

barely penetrated in th1s essay Ey advocat1ng an aesthetic approaeh,
I hope not only to dlspel some of the snobbery which exc]udes TV from
many serious d1scuss1ons, but also, 1nversely, to 1n3ect a b1t of everyday
life and ca]tura] democracy into the raref1ed d1seourse of aesthetics:

At the same t1me, I make no apologies for commercial television, which
has in ]arge measure betrayed not only the publ1c but a]so whatever
Platon1c Form may lurk behind the medium. Our obJect1ve must be to make
TV better; That means ﬁaﬁy thinés* My purpose in aesthet1cally or1ented

?nyestdéatdon is to try to ensure that the human1st1e dimension of TV

is preserved and enhaneed
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Notes
1 Th1s quest1on dates from the first great wave of wr1t1ng about
television in the 1940s and '50s. A]though it is posed as someth1ng

of a technical question ("transmission device"), 1t is also a soc1a]

one. TV shows shot on film (wh1ch 1nc]ude pract1ca]]y a]] act1on adventure

“transmission device" for TV, so to speak) could not occur. The reasons
are a]most ent1re1y social (1egal and proprietary reStr1ct1ons, lack
of audience 1ntérest, etc ). Furthérmore, technical queStions are
themselves social to an extent (e: g. the fact that the TV screen is
rectangu]ar and 1n the same 3x3 aspect rétio as the standard f1]m aSpect
ratio==this standard was ééétdéa* not discovered).

In more contemporary terms, the art vs. “transmission device"
quest1on could be applied to eab]e TV--1s it a new art or mereiy a
transmission device for broadcast TV? Of course the question is
S1mp]1st1c; but it hints at some 1nterest1ng and complicated issuésg
part1cu]ar]y if one cons1ders music v1deo, Max Headroom, co]or1zed movies,
and other such phenomena as be]ong1ng specifically to eab]e

2 R1chard Kostelanetz, "Eontemporary Amer1can Esthet1cs" (1977),

in Esthetics Coniemporary, ed. R1chard Kostelanetz (Buffa]o, NY:

Prometheus Books ; 1978), pp 19-35, quote on pp. 19-20.

3 Ibid., Pp- 33, 35.

4 To these we m1ght append one add1t1ona1 mutat1on of Koste]anetz
"the def1n1t1on of [te]ev1s1on] (as distinct from non- Ete]ev1s1on] or

sub= [te]ev1s1on]) " This would no doubt raise quest1ons part1cu]ar]y

;

Jid,
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about cammerciais, news, talk shows, sports programs, etc. These, in
turn, would 1nev1tab1y and expl1c1tly connect the aesthet1c discourse

back to "the re]ation of [te]ev1s1en] to society and history Eand po]1t1cal

economy}."

5 Not to belabor terminologlca] matters, but “telev151on aesthet1cs“

is assoc1ated pr1mar1ly with the work of Herbert Zettl (e. q. S1ght Sbund,

Motion: App]lédggﬂedla _Aesthetics [Be]mont, CA: Nadswor'. P”STiEHing

Company, Inc., 1973]) Zettl s primary concerns are the nature of

telev1sion as a preduct1on medium, the formal elements and charaeter1st1cs

of telev1s1on (]1ght; sound, composition, etc.); and fﬁe relat1onship
between TV and film. Zettl is not mich concerned With most of
Kostelanetz's questions, nor is Kosteianetz with the type of issues
addressed by Zettl. Yet the two authbfs both deal in "(a)esthet1cs "
Meanwhile, “telev151on criticism" often remains at a thee*etleal Tevel
of discussion (frequent]y an aesthet1c d1,cuss1on'), without delivering

any critical analysis of specif1c TV texts.
6 Thls is a term app]1ed by Jack E11is to fllm. It is even more

approprlate to telev151on, since TV 1nc1udes" film. Th1s reason1ng

has been appl1ed to TV By Marshall McLuhan in Understand1ng Med1a, and

M1chae] Shamberg in Guerrilla Te]ev1s1on The tendency of film to

"swallow" other arts was noted by Susanne Langer in "A Note on the F1]m,"

an Abbendlx to,Eeellngeand Form. An extended treatment of film's relation

to the other arts is Charles E1dsv1k s Cineliteracy. Ellis applies three
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