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Left: An untitled collage from See Saw Seems, 1965, black-and-white film in 16 mm, 8 min. Right: Stan
VanDerBeek in his Movie-Drome, 1963–65. Photo: R. Raderman.

Artist Sara VanDerBeek, who, with her brother, Johannes VanDerBeek, and Anya Kielar, owns
Guild & Greyshkul gallery, is the daughter of experimental filmmaker and animator Stan
VanDerBeek, who died in 1984. Guild & Greyshkul presents an exhibition of Stan VanDerBeek’s
work from September 13 to October 18.
THE PROCESS OF ORGANIZING our father’s estate and putting together this exhibition has
been intensely emotional and very exciting for both Johannes and me. When he passed away in
1984, only a few months after an initial diagnosis of cancer, there were no instructions regarding
how his artworks should be cared for or organized. Everything was piled up in his office, and it
was eventually split up among various family members. Only recently, as the administrative
aspects of handling the estate have become too difficult for our mother, and as our father’s first
wife asked us to handle the artworks in her possession, have we realized the scope of what he
kept. It turns out that much of what went into making the films and multimedia installations
remains extant, but not much has been done to organize it. We spread everything out in the
empty gallery this summer and began to piece it together, a process made difficult by the fact that
sometimes only photographic documentation remains to guide us in reconstructing moving-image
and three-dimensional artworks. To that end, I describe some of these works as
“approximations.”
Johannes and I initially decided to present an overview of our father’s career, but now that we’ve
installed the exhibition, we realize that it focuses on his involvement with language—in particular
his desire to create a means of universal communication using images. There are many early
works, from the 1950s and early ’60s, some of which an audience familiar with his work might not
know. The show includes a twelve-part series of paintings from around 1956 that combines small
images with words and seems to us to mark the beginning of his experimentation with animation.
With certain works like the fax mural and Violence Sonata [1969], the show touches on his
experiments with then-new technologies, which occurred with increasing frequency from the late
’60s until his death, but which we realized could constitute another show in itself.

One challenge is presenting this work in a gallery context. While he was collegial with a wide
range of people—from scientists and computer programmers at places like MIT and Bell Labs to
artists like Claes Oldenberg and Jim Dine, who is the main performer in a film we’re exhibiting—
he remained most closely involved with the experimental-film, -media, and -animation
communities. He never worked with a commercial art gallery during his lifetime, and the majority
of the items he chose for his CV were performances, screenings, multimedia events, and
residencies. This is, like everything else, a problem compounded by the facts that we’re his
children and that we have very different ideas about how to present the work than he might have
had. Finding that balance has been both a challenge and a pleasure.
Some decisions were easier than others. For example, we’re presenting a whole wall of collages,
most of which our father signed and dated, which indicates to us that despite the fact that he used
them in animations, they are themselves finished artworks. Making his animations was such a
time- and work-intensive process that I can’t imagine many such collages survived, and he would
want to present the ones that did, whether as artworks or as concrete documentation of that
process. Something I really enjoy about seeing these works together with the films is the shift in
scale: They are all quite small, especially in comparison with how large the images become when
projected onto a wall.
All this, of course, bears on my own art. Earlier this summer, I went away from New York and
came up with an idea for a large multipart photographic work. When I returned and was laying out
one of my father’s fax murals, I realized that the gathering of different framed images that I had
imagined must have been directly influenced by him. The re-presentation of images from his
archive that I had done in earlier photographs of mine also crops up in his work: He not only used
found imagery but reappropriated images from his earlier work in later pieces. Symbols and
themes—hammers that hit people on the head in comical ways, forks flying through the air and
poking people in the eye, using images of eyes to direct viewers’ attention—recur through his
films.
We hope that the way we’ve organized the exhibition will allow artists working today to connect
with our father’s practice. He was also an incredible writer, and we’re presenting some of that
material, along with drawings, on tables in the gallery. His utopian desires—the Movie-Drome
[1963–65], the fact that he lived for some time on a piece of land owned by an artists’
cooperative—and his wry take on contemporary politics seem particularly relevant today.
— As told to Brian Sholis for http://artforum.com/words/

October 1, 2008

Best in Show—Art
Stan VanDerBeek at Guild & Greyshkul
By R.C. Baker
In 1966, Stan VanDerBeek (1927–1984) presciently wrote: "It is imperative
that we quickly find some way for the entire level of world human
understanding to rise to a new human scale. This scale is the world." Four
years later, from his studio at MIT, he faxed a wall mural of ghostly
handprints and advertising snippets to venues all over the world—a brash
precursor of the PDFs zipping around today's Internet. This computergraphics pioneer could paint with the verve of Max Ernst—check out the
surreal '50s landscapes topped by black suns in the rear gallery—and draw
with the passionate clarity of Ben Shahn, as in a bold ink sketch of three
gesturing hands. Allying a gift for collage with insightful absurdity,
VanDerBeek's animated films, some of which are projected simultaneously in
the gallery, are by turns charming and startling: The silverware in Dance of
the Looney Spoons (1965) gambols to a percussion soundtrack, fork tines
twisted like Hell's own bad-hair day; similar abstract squiggles explode from
Nikita Khrushchev's mouth in 1960's Achooo Mr. Kerrooschev. Such mordant
burlesques prefigured Monty Python's spasmodic cartoons by years. In
manifestos, films, and kinetic computer animation, VanDerBeek sought a
universal means of communication, but he didn't live to marvel at the Web's
promise of worldwide connectivity (or be disappointed by its blaring
tribalism). His work's invigorating clash of sounds and images reaches back
to the bittersweet provocations of Dada and the Beats while keenly
foreshadowing our own cacophonous age.

Exhibition Review – Stan VanDerBeek (On view at Guild & Greyshkul thru Oct.
18)
Written by Chris Wiley
Stan VanDerBeek was once a major figure of the New York avant-guard. He associated
with luminaries like Claes Oldenburg, Jim Dine, Robert Morris, Allan Kaprow, and
Yvonne Rainer, showed at major museums, participated in international art events, and
worked as an artist-in-residence at NASA and M.I.T. In 1977, he was the subject of a
retrospective at the Anthology Film Archives. But, since his death in 1984 at the age of
57, he has been largely forgotten.
Recently, though, it has begun to seem that VanDerBeek’s work may not be fated to
molder in obscurity forever. Signs have been appearing that indicate a burgeoning
revival: Paul McCarthy, who has a history of championing undeservedly obscure artists,
organized a film program at the Whitney devoted entirely to VanDerBeek’s work; one of
his photo collages appeared on the cover of the most recent installment of Charley, the
publication put out every-so-often by Wrong Gallery collaborators Maurizio Cattelan, Ali
Subotnick, and Massimiliano Gioni; and, his work has been cropping up in an increasing
number of group shows around the country. But the current show at Guild & Greyshkul,
which could be billed as a mini-retrospective, is the greatest effort that has been made to
bring VanDerBeek’s work back from the depths to date. This is not without good reason:
the gallery was founded, in part, by two of VanDerBeek’s children, Sara and Johannes,
and much of the work in the show—slides, films, videos, paintings, drawings, computergenerated prints, a vast wall of photomontages and film stills—was rescued by the
younger VanDerBeeks from the basement of their mother’s house in Baltimore.
The show is a labor of love, and the work it contains is no different: it fairly crackles with
frenetic creativity, the static discharge of a peripatetic life. One gets the impression, in
fact, that VanDerBeek was working under some infernal deadline, which barely allowed
time for his hands to keep up with the constant churnings of his mind. While this may
sound like an over-Romanticization of the Modernist variety, it is certainly an apt case:
the work is passionate and hurried, messy in the best sense of the word—without the
mediation of the studied wink.
VanDerBeek began studying art at The Cooper Union in New York, and later attended
the storied Black Mountain College, where he associated with the likes of Merce
Cunningham, John Cage, and Buckminster Fuller. The show includes an ample selection
of VanDerBeek’s paintings and drawings from this period, many of which betray an

affinity for the visual works of William Blake. These works certainly have merit, but it is
clear that VanDerBeek’s work didn’t truly flower until after he had finished his formal
schooling, when he underwent a seemingly Damascene conversion that compelled him to
begin working with film.
From the late 1950s onward, VanDerBeek produced reel upon reel of film, largely using
painstaking stop-motion technique to animate collages of found photographs, which he
often painted or drew on and intercut with found footage. Immediately, and with a certain
shock of recognition, the films bring to mind the whimsical animations produced by
Terry Gilliam for Monty Python’s Flying Circus, though VanDerBeek’s early films predate Gilliam’s by at least a decade. (This is not a coincidence: Gilliam has cited
VanDerBeek as an early influence.) Despite their obvious initial consonances, however,
VanDerBeek’s films move in realms beyond Gilliam’s reach: they are more pointedly
satirical and wildly surreal, whipping together Khrushchev and DuBuffet, Ernst and
Eisenhower, tribalism and technoromanticism to create a turbulent, oneiric vision of sex,
death, and politics in the machine age.
The show has a great number of these films on view, and they are accompanied by a large
and notable selection of his photomontages, many of which were used in the films’
production. Despite their technical designation as “film stills,” these are far from mere
ephemera: even rent from their original context they are fascinating and inspired, and, in
fact, often benefit from reintroduction of the color and tactility that was necessarily
wicked from them in the filming process. (VanDerBeek’s films, with some notable
exceptions, such as Science Friction (1959), were largely shot in black and white.)
VanDerBeek’s initial interest in film paved the way for his much broader interest in
technology, which he viewed as a force that could be used to both expand traditional
artistic practice and, if used wisely, allow artists to participate in—and possibly guide—a
shift in global consciousness. This latter, quasi-Utopian formulation fueled much of his
late creative output, which saw him experimenting with various vanguard technologies
like computers, fax machines, and video cameras, creating increasingly ambitious and
encompassing art environments, and authoring urgent-sounding manifestos to codify his
aesthetic and theoretical positions.
Though he is not mentioned by name, it is clear that many of VanDerBeek’s ideas
concerning technology were inspired by the then-fashionable and still-influential
Canadian philosopher and communications theorist Marshall McLuhan—a few of
VanDerBeek’s manifestos are even reminiscent, both visually and textually, of
McLuhan’s landmark The Medium Is The Massage. This is, of course, not to say that
VanDerBeek has engaged in any kind of intellectual plagiarism. Rather, it is remarkable
how VanDerBeek takes McLuhan’s ideas about sensory expansion, visual learning, and
then-incipient global information networks and transforms them into tangible projects
that attempt to push McLuhan’s theory into practice.
This tendency pushed VanDerBeek to produce a number of remarkable works that are
also on view in the show—a large mural that VanDerBeek created in his New York

studio and then faxed piece-by-piece to the Walker Art Center in Minnesota for
exhibition, quilt-like computer printouts, a pair of videos that were screened
simultaneously on two separate New York public access channels—but by far the most
ambitious project that came out of this period was something VanDerBeek called a
“Movie-Drome.” Essentially, the idea was this: Large dome structures would be erected
in sites around the world, which would serve as hubs for the distribution of knowledge
via the universal language of the information age—images. Programs at the various
Movie-Dromes would be tailored to the needs and desires of local populations, and would
draw on a limitless image library, parts of which would be stored electronically in each
Movie-Drome, which would, in turn, be connected up to its fellows through a network of
satellites, televisions, and telephones.
Obviously, this was a project that was never fully realized, or VanDerBeek might be
credited with creating an imaginative precursor to the Internet. But, from 1963 to 1965 he
did build a full-scale prototype of a Movie-Drome out of an abandoned grain silo up in
Stony Point, New York. Inside, he held multi-media events that employed dozens of film
and slide projectors to produce what he called “a super collage or movie mosaic.”
It would be nearly impossible to contain this kind of spectacle in a gallery space, but
Guild & Greyskhul has pared down the Movie-Drome’s aesthetic by presenting a
recreation of one of VanDerBeek’s “Electric Assemblages,” a collage of slides and film
projected on an overlapping thicket of free-standing screens. It is, with good reason, the
centerpiece of the show. The work looks stunningly fresh, a testament to VanDerBeek’s
aesthetic prescience as much as it is an indicator of the accuracy of his technological
prognostications.
Though the Electric Assemblage is an apt summation of VanDerBeek’s singular artistic
achievement, there is another, more modest work in the show that helps illuminate the
ambitions that he had for art making as a whole. Tucked away in the little back room is a
watercolor on which these words are painted: “Art Moves Through The Infinity Of
Perhaps.” It is an aphorism, or perhaps a Koan, that furnishes us with the most succinct
summation of VanDerBeek’s practice that anyone could hope to provide. For his art did
indeed move through the infinity of perhaps, to such an extent that climbing inside his
Movie-Drome now would feel like getting a view of the inside of our own skulls. One
can only imagine, with not a small feeling of loss, what his work might look like now, if
he had lived.

Art Keeps On Slipping Into the Future
By Marisa Olson on Thursday, October 2nd, 2008 at 3:21 pm.

Stan VanDerBeek (1927-1984) shares with artists like Josef Albers, Aldous Huxley, John
Cage, Robert Rauschenberg, and Buckminster Fuller the legacy of having developed their
practice at Black Mountain College, the creative mecca where these and other thinkers
pushed the edges of visual art, music, literature, technology, and consciousness. His
experimental films of the 1950s blurred dada collage and science fiction, and he was an
early adopter of both analog processes and computer animation, establishing for him a
godfather-like position in the origin-narratives surrounding new media. His often rough
aesthetic anticipated glitch-fetishism by several decades and drove the surrealist aesthetic
into new territory; yet this is not to say that his works didn't go down smoothly. (The
internet is full of video evidence of his colorfully dreamy proliferations.) The artist is
currently the subject of an exhibition at New York's Guild & Greyshkul gallery, where
one can see VanDerBeek's contribution to the proto-history of digital copy-and-paste
stylistics in the form of real copy-and-paste collages and his own reworkings of his early
films. Much of the work in the show, including a "faux mural" he transmitted
electronically to international venues, in 1970, was made in his days at MIT, where his
immersion among scientists and engineers had a clear impact on his art. VanDerBeek had
a futurist and almost cosmological approach to his work and was one of those artists
known for spouting beautiful witticisms about finding universal modes of expression that
transcended media and the confinement of traditional forms. At the end of the day, he
also reminded us that "Art is the artifact of reality (not taken for granted)."
- Marisa Olson
www.rhizome.org
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All in the Family

Five hundred galleries in New York is a lot of galleries. So it’s inevitable—if maddening—
that excellent shows can open and close before there’s a chance to review them. One
case in point is “The Human Face Is a Monument,” at SoHo’s Guild & Greyshkul, which
closes on Saturday, May 3. The exhibition was organized by Sara VanDerBeek, who runs
the space with her brother, Johannes, and her fellow Cooper-Union alumna Anya Kielar.
(All three of the gallerists are also artists, represented by young dealers in Chelsea.)
As a photographer, Ms. VanDerBeek, whose work has generated much interest over the
past year, has an indexical eye and a taste for collage. The same is true of the seven
artists in her curatorial debut. They range from the established (Sarah Charlesworth,
with a wall of framed silhouettes that suggest a vogueing update of Steichen’s famous
“Family of Man”) to the up-and-coming (Sara Greenberg Rafferty, ubiquitous on the
group-show circuit, with witty works on paper) and the all but forgotten (May Wilson,the
Maryland housewife and grandmother who became an artist in the New York
underground at the age of sixty-one.) But the heart of the exhibition is the gallery’s
back room: a program of films by the curator’s father, the experimental filmmaker Stan
VanDerBeek, who died in 1984. (The show takes its title from one of these shorts.) Terry
Gilliam has credited the elder VanDerBeek—notably, his 1964 collage-animation of
Richard Nixon trying to talk with his foot in his mouth—for inspiring his own signature
style, and one can also see the influence of father on daughter. It’s a moving coda to an
exceptionally engaged and engaging show.
—Andrea K. Scott

Arts
Review: Stan VanDerBeek at the Box
12:30 AM, April 3, 2009
Since opening its doors in 2007, the Box has supplemented its thoughtful contemporary
program with periodic exhibitions devoted to underexposed pockets of recent art history,
particularly from the 1960s and ’70s. Barbara T. Smith, Wally Hedrick and John Altoon
have all been featured, as well as collaborative video artists David Lamelas and
Hildegard Duane.
The current show presents the work of experimental filmmaker Stan VanDerBeek (19271984). Combining film, video, collage, drawing and several re-created multimedia
installations, it is an ambitious undertaking — apparently the first of its kind to appear in
Los Angeles — and a rousing tribute to the artist’s radically multifarious output.
Born at the dawn of mass culture and media, VanDerBeek had a ravenous appetite for
images and a prescient fascination with the interlocking layers of technology that define
and circumscribe contemporary cultural experience. He filmed images, drew them,
painted them, cut them out, spliced them together, animated them, photocopied them,
even faxed them in one case, all with a giddy rigor that makes the work feel as fresh as
anything you’ll find in a gallery today.
The collages, which date from the mid-’50s through the early ’80s, are especially
enchanting. Here one sees the artist literally churning through the mess of visual stimulus
that modern culture had become, drawing connections, illuminating idiosyncrasies,
crafting strains of visual poetry through an astute process of juxtaposition and layering. In
turns playful, elegant, jarring and crass, they provide an intimate glimpse into joyously
frenetic sensibility.
-- Holly Myers
The Box, 977 Chung King Road, L.A., (213) 625-1747, through April 18. Closed
Sundays through Tuesdays.

