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Plug in Gretchen Bender’s art and out spits a 

ticker-tape account of big media in the 1980s. 

That’s a typical line on the artist, but it leaves 

unanswered a crucial question: which 80s 

media are we talking about? The decade 

marked the zenith of blockbuster culture, with 

Michael Jackson’s “Thriller” and George Lucas’ 

Star Wars trilogy, with music seemingly limited 

to hit radio and the industry’s six corporate 

giants, and television centered around three 

hours of primetime programming on only three 

networks. But the 80s also meant a new world 

of cable TV and home video, of Walkmans and 

twin-deck boom boxes and mix cassette tapes. 

By 1987 VHS rentals and sales were already 

topping movie theater receipts in terms of 

annual gross, anticipating a slew of more recent 

technological advances that allow products to 

bypass any moment of public debut and debate 

and instead be delivered directly to isolated 

moments of private consumption. But if Bender 

is too young to belong to the Pictures 

Generation, she’s also a bit late for the Video 

Generation – those who watched movies at 

home, by themselves, at any and all hours. “I 

just started to play with the freeze frame and the 

slow motion,” recalls Douglas Gordon, who 

turned twenty-one in 1987, and six years later 

debuted his famed 24 Hour Psycho, a day-long 

deceleration of the 1960 Hitchcock film. “You 

can watch things over and over again and see 

things that you’re not supposed to see.”1 

 

“Part of [Bender’s] stance as an artist,” 

Jonathan Crary wrote in 1988, “is a refusal to 

acknowledge any significant distinctions 

between video and television.” That Bender 

stood between generations – and thus between 

historical categorizations of technology– might 

help explain why her work taps so deeply into 

the strangeness and ambivalence of the 

decade’s media environment and its various 

descriptions.2 Throughout the 80s a totalizing 

Frankfurt School portrayal of culture as 

monolithic, dictatorial and pacifying vied with 

the more sociologically grounded, Gramscian 

arguments advanced by the Birmingham 

School’s Stuart Hall and Dick Hebdige, whose 

talk of resistant signifying practices promised a 

more capacious response to the growing 

popularity of hip hop, punk, and new wave; to 

the sudden surge in activist politics like ACT UP; 

and to the proliferation of fanzines and other 

empowerments of the corner copy shop. Media 

came to mean as much the xeroxed flyers of 

protesters and punk bands as it did the multi-

                                                
1 Ami Barak, “Conversation with Douglas Gordon” 
(1996), Museum in Progress, 
http://www.mip.at/attachments/183 (last accessed 
July 14, 2012). 
2 Jonathan Crary, “Gretchen Bender: Total Recall,” 
Gretchen Bender: Total Recall (Houston: 
Contemporary Arts Museum, 1988), unpaginated. All 
quotations of Crary in this essay are drawn from this 
source. 
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million-dollar campaigns of Madison Avenue. 

Moreover, the 80s meant adjusting to 

postmodernism, which modeled culture on 

theories of signification, in contrast to 

modernism’s equation of culture with being 

cultured – that is, with the judgments rendered 

by the embodied individual’s refined aesthetic 

sensibility. But the 1980s also witnessed the 

emergence of yet another paradigm, one that 

would soon eclipse both modernism’s feeling 

subject and postmodernism’s semiotic social 

systems. Information was fast becoming the 

culture’s new common denominator.  

 

Since it belongs to a communicational rather 

than a representational paradigm, information 

has little need for either aesthetic discrimination 

or analysis of the sign. If representation is a 

system of fixed positions, of detached viewers 

who distance and capture objects through static 

visual spatializings and orderings, then it’s this 

fixity and detachment that the communicational 

episteme disallows. Instead viewer and viewed, 

text and context, self and other are all brought 

into perpetual feedback with one another. 

Indeed, information operates as if entirely 

independent of the acquisitive subjectivity 

presupposed by knowledge or cultural 

refinement, which individuals are thought to 

pursue and internalize. Instead information 

exists in a perpetually external, denotative state, 

requiring neither reflection nor contemplation 

but rather constant reaction, handling, and re-

circulation. Today, for example, saying that 

some apples are not red but green will 

increasingly sound like saying that the traffic 

light just turned from red to green – something 

that feels like a shock, that triggers not 

rumination and reflection but a quick reflex, your 

foot stepping on the gas. 

 

On some level Bender’s work acknowledges all 

this. As Crary described, for her “television 

produces rather than represents a world of 

experience.” The use of multiple screens and 

ultra-fast edits in pieces like Dumping Core and 

Total Recall assigns to vision the task of 

perpetual management – searching, filtering, 

connecting, assembling and reassembling data 

into sequences, etc. Unlike the “trance-like 

fixation” induced by TV, continues Crary, 

“Bender’s setup forces us to become active, 

critical viewers whose eyes continually move 

from one screen to another, never resting, never 

becoming hypnotized.” Here Bender is credited 

with bridging the gap between the Frankfurt 

School and the followers of Gramsci, moving 

away from 80s melancholic pastiche and 

foreshadowing instead such 90s cultural 

activists as the DJ, bricoleur, and hacker. (Or 

perhaps a more pro-authority activist; Bender, 

after all, supplied the original title sequence for 

the television program America’s Most Wanted, 

which not only helped the fledgling Fox Network 

break up broadcast TV’s three-way monopoly, 

but also introduced “interactivity” on a mass-

media scale, as it deputized audience members 

into proxy bloodhounds for hunting criminals at 

large.) Bender’s work does indeed manifest a 

decidedly contemporary approach to montage. If 

fragmentation always promised loss (a frequent 

early-80s theme) within a representational 

paradigm and its privileging of order and 

wholeness, for information it’s a basic condition, 

what makes data mobile and modular, 

operational and instrumentalizable, just-in-time 
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and on-demand (this goes for electronic signals 

as much as for newspaper items, pop-up ads, or 

Facebook posts).  

 

At the same time, Bender’s video cavalcades 

also make abundantly clear how information 

doesn’t just submit itself docilely to 

management but instead proves a constant 

crisis for it. Because of its inherent promiscuity 

and mobility, information is always excessive, 

always too much and too fast. “We gradually 

become aware,” Crary admits about enduring 

Total Recall, “of the inertia of our own physical 

responses, the slowness of our bodies versus 

the speed of images and their mutations.” 

Suspended between vigilant awareness and 

numbing exhaustion, the ambivalent response 

that Bender’s work evokes is characteristic of 

neither television nor cinema so much as newer 

entertainment systems combining game 

controllers with interactive video or computer 

display. And yet on another level it also echoes 

the avant-garde’s now long relationship to the 

ever-intensifying intrusions of technology on 

modern experience – that in-between dream of 

simultaneous trauma and empowerment, 

mutilation and enhancement that runs from 

Soviet constructivism’s engineering heroes to 

German dada’s war-torn automatons and 

beyond. 

 

One aspect of Bender’s multi-monitor spectacles 

that’s likely to come across as incongruous 

today is their traditional theater-style 

presentation, the use of stadium seating before 

a stage, with lights dimmed and brightened to 

indicate the beginning and end of each 

performance. Although the individual viewer’s in-

the-dark experience may feel private, the basic 

format of the overall ritual is itself collective, as 

"social" as a night out at the neighborhood 

cineplex (even if Bender’s idea of mass 

entertainment does seem closer to a mass 

psychology experiment). Here Bender convenes 

a public throng to match the publicness of much 

of her imagery: the stars, crosses, and other 

officious symbols peppering her general visual 

fanfare; the images of war and statuesque, spot-

lit hero figures; and of course all the ubiquitous 

corporate logos. Or the various condensations of 

these, as with AT&T’s signature spinning globe, 

which Bender liked to call “The Death Star.”  

 

It’s precisely such a public orientation, more 

than any resemblance to increasingly obsolete 

movie palaces, that makes Bender’s spectacles 

seem oddly out of place, marginal albeit 

haunting presences. That is, their lingering debt 

to Adorno and Horkheimer’s view of culture as 

fascism shows through. Or, to put it another 

way, if we were to pick a contemporary figure to 

match Crary’s description of an “active, critical 

viewer,” ironically it’d likely be some individual 

at home, like Gordon with his remote, rather 

than one of Bender’s rank-and-file theater-goers. 

The Death Star has been replaced today by 

something more intimate in scale, more 

personalized, something like My Death Star. The 

more digital and communicational our world 

grows, the more the illusion takes hold that its 

management occurs proximately, not by heavy 

public institutions but by scads of 

independent mobile operators, each moving 

around his or her just-in-time information in a 

space of unimpeded mobility – a space 

increasingly cleared of mass congregations 
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shackled to architectural enclosures; cleared, 

that is, of libraries, retail malls, movie 

theaters, and the like (cleared of even desktop 

workstations and laptops now that cellphones 

endow us with the ultimate degree of 

disembeddedness). Today the light turns green 

and no one hits the gas – because the signals 

we feedback with belong not to such public or 

city-level systems as traffic control but to the 

handheld devices we use to text with friends 

and family members many miles, perhaps many 

time zones away.  

 

But this is exactly where Bender’s continued 

relevance emerges most clearly. Her work may 

revel in the capacity of our dominant 

technologies to fragment, multiply and 

overwhelm, but it never loses sight of the mid-

range, meat-and-potato problems of modern 

social organization that such technologies 

remain in the service of. And today it’s precisely 

such middle-ground issues that risk being 

displaced and obscured as focus divides 

between individual acts of immediate, proximate 

connection and the seemingly indeterminate 

and immeasurable space in which such 

connections unfold. Despite changes in the 

scale of its deployments, in its forms and 

effects, power remains intact, indeed all the 

more so the harder it is for us to locate and 

make visible. In the end, that’s exactly what 

made Bender a “critical” artist: how she 

managed to reveal power as the gravitational 

force holding together her ever-more 

kaleidoscopic entertainments. (“If Darth Vader 

made art,” Roberta Smith remarked in the New 

York Times, “it might look like this.”)3 Despite its 

promise to surrender control, today’s more 

personalized, interactive culture continues to 

deputize us. We need an art that confronts this 

uncomfortable fact, that disabuses us of our 

fantasies of increased agency, and instead 

shows us to be the sniveling, slobbering 

bloodhounds we really are. 

                                                
3 Roberta Smith, “Art: A Collaboration, Tim Rollins and 
K.O.S.,” The New York Times, November 21, 1986: 
C28. 


