BEACON, N.Y. — Nineteen seventyone was an eventful year in this country: Half a
million people marched on Washington to protest the Vietnam War; riots broke out at
Attica prison in upstate New York; the Supreme Court ruled unanimously in favor of
busing to achieve racial desegregation in schools; and The New York Times started
publishing the Pentagon Papers, detailing a history of American political and military
involvement in Vietnam. It is also the year Electronic Arts Intermix (EAI) was founded
in New York to support “moving-image” art, which, as shown by the 23 films and
single-channel videos in “Circa 1971: Early Video and Film from the EAT Archive” at
Dia:Beacon in Beacon, N.Y., was closely aligned with the politics and ethos of that
moment.

Video itself was a radical medium in 1971. The artists featured in “Circa 1971 were
the first generation to grow up with television and witness the mid’60s introduction of
the Sony Portapak, a portable camera that put television technology in the hands of
artists and activists. Like performance or experimental music and dance, however,
video wasn’t shown regularly in commercial galleries or museums, and EATI’s founding
coincided with the birth of many alternative, nonprofit spaces in New York in the early
70s.

“Circa 1971” showcases rarely seen activist videos alongside canonical works by John
Baldessari, Joan Jonas, Vito Acconci, Eleanor Antin, Nam June Paik, Nancy Holt and
Robert Smithson. As the EAI executive director, Lori Zippay, who is guest curator,
points out in an accompanying essay, the exhibition “presents a snapshot of a cultural
moment — or, more accurately, a countercultural moment” in which “television had
become pervasive, and radical political movements had upended longheld cultural
assumptions.”
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