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@ Language as still life

LANGUAGE AS

STILL LIFE

Beryl Korot is a renowned artist
based in New York working with
video. She speaks with Valerie
Amend of bitforms gallery about
the influence of the loom and its
link with programming.

Conversation — Valerie Amend & Beryl Korot

Beryl Korot, Dachau 1974, artist talk for students, Broward College, Florida, 1975
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Valerie Amend — Throughout your practice, you have
brought the ancient and modern worlds of technol-
ogy into conversation with the application of struc-
tures inherent to the loom. Can you elaborate on
your discovery of the loom as an ancient program-
ming tool?
Beryl Korot — New York City/1974/downtown: | spend mornings sit-
ting at a small table in Sutters bakeshop in Greenwich Village making
weavers notations. The magazine Radical Software, which focused
on the alternate television movement and which | co-founded and
co-edited for the previous 4 years, has been put to rest. While
editing the magazine in 1972/3 | make my first video works. Simul-
taneously, | am introduced to the handloom by my friend, Marilys
Downey, a weaver and wife of the Chilean video artist Juan Downey.
Marilys suggests | go to the YMCA on 51st Street in NYC to study
weaving with American weaver Claire Freeman. | do that and in a
short period of time learn to weave. | am fascinated by the loom and
its creation of abstract patterns based on numerical structures. |
am quickly drawn to learn more about this ancient tool while creat-
ing new video works and | sit on the subway studying people’s cloth-
ing and realize that those sitting opposite me, wearing twill cloth
jackets, have no idea that they are wearing 4/3/2/1 patterns.
If ever | have an epiphany it is during that period of time when |
simultaneously have intensive experience working with one of the
most ancient of communications technologies, the loom; one of the
most modern, video; and the most prevalent, print. It is a revelation
to me to realize that the information in all 3 is encoded and de-
coded in lines, though at greatly different speeds and through very
different processes. Time is a component of all 3 in terms of how
information is encoded, stored and retrieved. While instant storage
and retrieval systems characterize modern technology, tactility and
human memory remain earmarks of more ancient tools. This con-
nection of ancient to modern becomes a crucial foundation for my
work, and at the time | apply the insights gained learning loom pro-
gramming to the programming of multiple channels of video.

Babel 1, 1980, pigment on handwoven linen.

| am drawn to video experiments that challenge the delivery system of
broadcast tv itself. Multiple channel installations (common now) forced
people out of the traditional tv viewing space (prevalent at that time)
and into a public space where the small tv box can be multiplied and
stacked, and time can be played against itself from channel to chan-
nel. By physically juxtaposing information horizontally or vertically you
can extend the scale of an image and play in a very physical way
with specific time qualities and rhythm. At a time when people were
extolling the newness of the medium | was looking for precedence.
People assume that | must have been a weaver first who came to
video afterwards since the loom is an older technology and why
would anyone go "backwards". But, in fact, the conversations with
my friend while working on Radical Software and making my first
single channel videos, awakens me to the loom, to its stature in the
history of ideas and its role as a really early communications medi-
um. The punch card technology of the Jacquard loom in 1800 is the
absolute forerunner to the modern day computer, more commonly
known now that the computer is so central to modern life.

The minimum number of threads to bind a cloth is 4, called a plain
weave or tabby structure. Threads (1 and 3) and (2 and 4) form the
interlocking thread combinations to bind the cloth. When applied
to my first video work, Dachau 1974 channels (1 and 3) and (2 and
4) form the interlocking paired video images which move in time
to take the viewer through the space of this former concentration
camp recorded in 1974 as a strange type of tourist site. Each pair of
channels is edited with slightly different rhythms of image and grey
pause. From outside the camp’s walls to inside, barracks far away
and close up... paired images take the viewer on a journey through
this site. It is a wordless work but the ambient sound of murmuring
voices and shuffling feet of tourists is crucial. The narrative struc-
ture applied to the multiple video screens is based here not on lit-
erary devices or words, but on visual structures suggested by the
organization of threads on the loom itself.

VA — The correlation you've identified within com-
puting, weaving, and printing assembles a unique
study of encoded histories. How do you view the re-
lationship between encoding and narrative? Do you
view your work as an exposure or analysis of this vi-
sual language?
BK — In part my work is an investigation into the relationship be-
tween image and word, pattern and text. In the case of the multiple
channel video works, it elucidated an ancient narrative structure
inherent to both loom and video technologies.
Text and Commentary (1977) continued the exploration begun in
Dachau 1974 but here | literally wove the work for the camera. A
dialog is created between 5 channels of video, 5 weavings, a 30
minute pictographic score of the video and traditional hand drawn
weavers notations. How do we know anything from just one source?
Each element here describes or visualizes the same information but
encoded into different communication systems. The same event or
story is told in different ways, but within the descriptive limitations
of each medium — a subtext to the bygone tactile world of loom
technology facing off with the image making capacities of the cam-
era. In installation the viewer sits between the 5 weavings and a wall
containing the 5 video monitors which face one another about 10
feet apart. The weaving process is revealed on video from close ups
of hands tying threads to a warp beam, to feet treadling harness-
es raising and lowering pre-programmed threads, sometimes seen
from above. The close up development of pattern line by line seen
on the tv screens occurs simultaneously with the invisible scanning
of 525 video lines at 30 frames per second. The weavers notations in
the same room elucidate the pattern in the weavings with feet and
hand instructions reminding us that this sophisticated technology
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of the ancient world, the precursor to the computer, was anchored
(sometimes literally) to the human body.

The roots of the word weave (texo) and text (textus) share the same
latin root and are familiar now. They weren’t when this early work
was made, and | often wonder what people think about now beyond
that linguistic fact. For me, at the time, it set off an exploration of
using the grid structure of woven cloth as a source for creating my
own language, an analog to the roman alphabet. It made me think
about the first pattern created line by line on the loom thousands of
years ago as an early expression and precursor to the actual encod-
ing of words on a page (or stone or papyrus) to be read.

Language as still life, sensing the tactile world becoming more re-
mote, | immersed myself in 1980 in creating works based on this
abstract language. Language as our interior landscape, what does
thought look like? | wove my own canvases on which | placed the
markings of my language beginning with a translation of the Tower of
Babel text, an early text about technological innovation and its im-
pact on human behavior. This was a way of contemplating the shape
of language itself, what thought looks like, devoid of specific mean-
ing. Small packets of information (words) placed on the grid of the
handwoven canvases with space in between as the necessary voids

Installation view, Text and Commentary (1976-1977), Museum of Modern Art, New York, New York, 2017-2018.

to delineate meaning, as rests in music to delineate time, on or off,
0 or 1, under/over: without which just noise.

VA — In tracing the appearance of thought, I'd love to
further discuss your works that examine the Tower of
Babel, specifically Babel 1, Babel 2, and Babel: The
Seven Minute Scroll. Within these works, you explore
language as a source for both analog and digital me-
diums. The implementation of your own language
creates a direct discourse between video and weav-
ing. Babel 1 (1980) and Babel 2 (1980) render narra-
tive into a system expressed via hand-woven linen.
Babel: The Seven Minute Scroll (2006 - 2007) fur-
ther elucidates how you transform the Roman alpha-
bet into a gridded structure. The use of animation
guides the viewer in comprehending both English
words and pictograms. How does working across
mediums, particularly from ancient to modern tech-
nologies, allow you to further examine thought?

BK — At the time | was thinking about the shape of language, and

how drawn pictographic images ultimately became letters signifying
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those images. For example, in Hebrew the word for house is also
the name of a letter that looks like a house, the letter b or bet.
So there’s that image/sound/shape interconnection | found so illu-
minating as one thinks about the relationship between spoken and
written language. Somewhere in the back of my mind was also the
book The Shape of Time by George Kubler which | read while | was
a student. | think that book shaped my thinking in general about
looking back to see how forms evolved through extended periods of
time. | was also looking at the Torah, or 5 books of Moses, and was
intrigued by the story and commentaries of the Tower of Babel text
as an early story about technological invention, uses and misuses.
Coming out of years as co-editor of Radical Software | developed
a kind of mindset towards technology... fascinated and excited and
concerned at the same time at the power of the new tools and the
rate of change impacting the social environment. Also, at the loss
of the human hand in making works of art: that shift away from the
close relationship between hand and eye.

The world of Babel in Mesopotamia, approximately 3000 BC, refers
to a period of time when humankind was moving from a herding
society to one more agricultural and urban. Where are we now...
analog to digital? Then it was a world impacted by bitumen used
as mortar between fired bricks as society transitioned from a God
centered to a more human centered world, and where larger num-
bers of people gathered in one place to live. And about the same
time is the actual development of written language, a truly transfor-
mative communications technology. The unity expressed in the first
line of its text “and the whole earth was of one language and of one
speech” is displaced at the end of the story by a scattered race of
humans who no longer understand one another. The abstract coded
language itself can be contemplated as pure form as it reveals the
universal shape of all language: small packets of information sepa-

rated by spaces and placed in a linear manner, whether horizontal
or vertical, language as still life to which I've already referred.

The first 2 handwoven canvases (Babel 1 and Babel 2) simply trans-
late the Babel story into my coded grid language. The language here
can be contemplated as purely abstract markings visualizing how
we organize thought. The handwoven linen is the ground onto which
the grid language is painted: tactile, not virtual. When | made Babel:
The Seven Minute Scroll, 26 years later, | actually created the scroll
in the computer and then animated it. Large black grid squares
replace the smaller markings of the language painted on the linen
threads, but here they float on top of the English text, clearly as a
separate entity. One language is superimposed on another, and the
squares themselves in some cases become a space in which | draw
small figures to tell the Babel story once again. The discrete layering
possibilities in the digital realm here create a dialog with the original
scroll from which it is animated. The large black coded grid squares
replace the phonetic alphabet as we move to a world where visual
language has re-emerged with such dominance. The work implies
that there are many languages for describing the world. Does it ne-
cessitate confusion, or greater richness so that in time we come to
a more comprehensive understanding?

VA — The grid is a unifying force, inviting informa-
tion and meaning alike. Your recent inquiry of tactile
materials, the digital embroideries 2012-17, found
new formats—thread in combination with drawings
on paper. Do you implement the grid language into
these works? What is programmed or encoded into
these materials? What are you working on now?

BK — Actually, let’s rethink “thread.” In the early 70’s when | began

to make my first video works we talked about threading the video
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tape recorder. The tape passed the erase head, wrapped around
the head drum, passed the sound and control track heads and set
in between the pinch roller and capstan. The tape was magnetic and
if you didn’t thread the machine properly you could not record or
playback properly.

In 2010, after an exhibition of my video works at the Aldrich Muse-
um (1977-2010), two works (Florence and Etty) used real time video
imagery from snowstorms and windstorms and boiling water as the
source of the imagery. These moving images were cut into vertical
and horizontal thread like structures to create the image. In front
of these structures words floated from the top of the screen to
bottom at different time rates, sometimes falling in-between the
threads of this very flat space.

Though weaving and drawing was evident in a work like Text and
Commentary (1977), and after in the 1980°s with my embedded
language painted on the grid of handwoven and traditional canvas,
basically that pursuit was the road not taken. But the real break
from mostly screen based work was in 2010 in that Aldrich exhibi-
tion when | installed Text and Commentary which | hadn’t seen in
over a decade.

Beginning with a group of drawings derived both from the abstract
weavers drafts from Text and Commentary in ink and pencil, and
afterwards a group of drawings called Curves which reference the
human torso, my preoccupation with the relationship between
the handmade and the machine made moved in a new direction.
Threads sewn on the surface of the paper with a digital sewing ma-
chine interact with the drawings which sometimes reference the
numerical system of abstract pattern. Instead of building up sur-
face with pigment, here programmed threads on a sewing machine
allow the original drawn markings to be seen in a new way, adding
surface and depth and even transparency to the layer below. The

Detail from Babel: The Seven Minute Scroll, Inkjet on paper, 2007

sewing machine is programmed to sew the paper in predesignated
areas. The kind of stitching, its shape, and degrees of being open or
closed to the drawing beneath alters perception of the hand drawn
aspects of the work. While satisfied with the end result, the sewing
machine is not my tool. Rather, it is the loom which served as the
basis for decades for my screen based work as a thinking tool.
Currently, it is the act of weaving itself and the myriad of pro-
grammed possibilities inherent to the loom that sustains my inter-
est. It creates the fabric onto which we paint, or for some the ta-
blecloths on which we eat, or the space suits that let us travel into
outer space. Long cast solely as a craft within the fine arts field (in
the West, that is) it is now gaining currency in part because of its
programming aspects and relationship to the computer. For thou-
sands of years it produced works of enduring beauty while at the
same time protected those living in castles or much more humble
dwellings from the wind and cold.

As for my current work, | constructed a very primitive loom which
allows me to use different materials to weave. | work with my com-
puter and several other tools to generate the imagery. With some
preparation in my studio beforehand it gives me the flexibility as
to where to work, whether in a rental apartment far from home or
in the studio. When | am early in the process of making new work
| don’t talk much about it. But it’s wonderful to be as excited to
be in the studio now as when | was a young woman. In a sense the
new work continues the thinking of the earlier work, and its relative
portability, as it continues to engage the dialog between machine
and hand.



