PAUL RYAN

VIDEO PIONEER

WS:  Who are you, Poul Ryan?

PR: For the readers of Video 80781, I'm someone
wha rode the video anomaly for ning years, from '68-
76, and have had the 133t five years to think aboul it.

WS: What do you mean “video anomely”?

PR: Ananomaly is something that doesn't fit normal
expectations ...

WS:  Like a five-legged dog?

PR: tLikea fivedegged dog. When | started with
porlable video L was brand new. You edited by
developing the sync marks on the video tape with a
chemical selution, cutting the video lape, lining the
marks up on a splicing block and laping the twa ends
together. In that first rush it seemed that video would
fit everywhere. In fact, it didn't reaily work anywhere,

WS:  Cen you be specific?

PR:  Well, the normal expectations of the education-
&l world were conditioned by the lincar, sequential
paltern of print. They didn't know what to do with
the feedback loops video provided, so video equipment
got Jocked in closets, The psychotherapeylic commun-
ity was used to dealing with the "subconscious” based
an dreams and ialerior monologues. Seeing evidence of
the “subconscious” suddenly embedded on video Lape
by the movement and posture of the body was dara
that they couldn't deal with, Lots of grassroot radicals
began gathering infornation on vides that they felt
was politically relevant, bul the political procedures
don't really include ways to handie replayable events,
candid information, or “on the street” interviews.
“Uniy Lhe art world with its "tradition of the new” was
willing to deal with video a1 all,

WS: Thinking of video and art then, it's probobly
fair 10 say that there were two basic brands: “'Video
Act" and “Art Video,"” People like Bruce Nouman,
Terry Fox, Vito Acconci were established visual urtists
before they were videoists; they pul their art before
their videa, The other group, the Raindancers, the
Video Freaks,‘f’uup.'e s Video Theatre and allied video
rakers, usad video os their primary medium ahd core
from video fnto art, rather then the other wWay around.

PR: Yes.

WS:  You are among a witole group of early people

wio were devoled 1o video to see what it could do,

and IF it could be seen as an art, so much the betrer,
What were the things you did with video then?

PR: [ learned from working with video and Montes-
sori kids for six months. { did a lot of lecedback with
myself, hanging the camerz from the ceiling, runaing
ateund, fiving with it for years. Werked with high
sthoel kids and cabie TV, Worked with actors. Did a

fot of consulting work. Did a picce in the Howard

Wise "TV As A Crealive Medium® show where people
coufd see Lhemselves on video in private, and then

bave it erased, Worked with Lhe alternative video group
Raindance, 3id a twelve-hour Video Weke Tor my father
when he died suddenty of cancer in the spring of '71.
The tapes were played back immediately far peaple in
my Riverside Drive apariment. Later, in '76, | reenacied
the wake-live—at the Kitchen Center,

WS: Was that alf you did?

PR:  No, !aiso used video in an atlempt to ¢reate an
intentional community that would use video for sell-
correction. ldeatly, the community would decode the
ecology and feed it back 10 a local community over
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cable TV, | also invented a repertoire of behavior
patterns that would work far three people the WAY YO
works for an individual, | developed a method of video
tamera work based on T'ai Chi movement. Developed a
video fandscape methodalopy at the Great Falls in
Paterson for <ix peaple. Spent a year studying 2 water-
fall with a video camera, Wrote essays aboul video for
Radicel Software. My writings were published by
Doubleday Anchor in 1974 under the title Cubernetics
of the Sacred,

W5 How did you get on 10 the "video anamaly "7
PR: i understand the experience in Lorms of evolutian.
When the forms that organize iife no fonger work, no
longer hold things together, a sporting lime enstes-a
search for new forms. When the sporting time of the
605 hit, | was in a Roman Catholic monastic preaching
order. Ileft in February '65, found my way to Mctuhan
and worked with him at Fordham University in '67-68.
During that year, { gol hold of some Sony potlabis
video equipment and went sporting for new forims,

WS: You were in @ monastery?
PR: Iwasa teenage monk. (Loughter)

Paut Ryan (a1 right] asa Passionist monk, 1964

WS: From a leenage monk to a video barebock rider,
From something very old to someliing very new,
Exploring anomalles is supposed 1o yield new paredigms,
Have you a mew paradigm, a new modlel?

PR: Yes.

WS:  Tell me abouwr it.
PR Well, it starts with the piece in the Howard Wise

show "Everyman’s Moebius Steip.”

WS fremember your work first from Howord's show
on 57th Street. Was thet the first time you showed in
art ort gaftery?

PR: ‘yos,
WS How did that hiappen?

PR: 1 was reluctant to do it. | didn't think of mysclf

as an artist bul .,

WS:  How did you get involved?

PR; Howard Wise called me at the suggestion of Nam
June Paik, whom [ had just met through his Boning
Gallery show, and he was inleresied in me, partly be-

cause | was working with McLuhan and partly because

I'had equipment in my home and was doing work, So
Floward asked me Lo oxhibit a piece. That pul me in a
quandary because |thought thal showing in an arl gab
lery was something not ...

Interview

WS: You hadn't dane it before. And your work wa
produced with thet kind of inscaliation in mingd?

PR: No.

WS: So you hed (o decide whart to do in that hind
o siluation.

PRI Right. So what | canstructed was this privale
boatl, "Everyman's Mackivs Strip. A videolape o
person was fed back after the recording and then or,

WS You brought your own equipment into the
gallery and put it ir @ confessiomil-type booth, didi
you?

FR: Yes.

WS: Explain what the piece looked tile.

PR: The participant walked into a curtsined-oif ¢o
aer chair. An audio lape started thas ran dor Two mir
ules Laking them through cerlain very gentle oxerciv
like “Touch youn face,” “Yawn" ...

WS: They were on camera?

PR: Yes, but they coubdn't see themselves, No mor
tor. “Touch your face.” “Scratch your neck.' "Rea
to certain people.” Things like that. Then the tape w
stopped and played back for them alone.

WS How?

PR: An antendant, who worked with the picce ali
time, turned the monitor and let them see themsehve
on a video tape. They uaderstond that they weie the
only ones wha woutd see i, | was very interested in
process and the possibiifties that video seemed to afin

WS Then the next recording wus toped on top af &
fase?

PR: And the other was erased.

WS How did you decide upon the wort?

PR: 1 was thinking aboul how TV could work as a
creative medium; you know, "TV As A Creative Mec
um®'l | never went to art school. | don't know the
jargon; don't know the vocabutary) 'm not that
interested. 1amin a very deep sense but not in the .

WS: Yes,

PR: So, il just seemed to me that thal was a fegitim
thing o da--16 provide peopie with the expesience o
themselves rather than 2 painting one could do or an
object,

WS Howis that an anomaly?

PR: Peopie don't expect to go into a gaflery and see
themsebves in private on a videotape that will be e1asc
It's an experience that doesn't easily fit intn the ant
tradition. But the more subtle anemaly involved was
the difference between vides feedback and mirror
feedback. i you attempt 10 shake hands with yoursel
in a mircor, the simulation will pot wotk, if You allen
Lo shake hands with yourself in a1 video Teediack situ
tion, the sinulation wiff wark. There is no reversal of
image. This manner of taking i your outside can be
mapped onte the Mocbius strip. The Moebius strip is
what you get when you take 2 long piece ol paper,
give iU half a twist and 1ape the ends together, Now,
the Mocbius strip is itself an gnomaly -2 mathematica
curiosity from the fast century that reatly docsn't (i,
(1 has ro orientition. No upfdown, lond fiaack, or
inside/foulside. The model or feamal parackigm | devel.
oped involved moving from the Moebius strip 10 a
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six-part relational circuit, z complete and consistent
nion-orientable circuit which makes it pessibie to use
the phenomenotogy and semiotics of C.S. Peirce
cybernetically, in communications and tefecommuni-
cations applications,

Ws: Can ydc}‘giue me a brief description of your lake
on Peirce's phentomoanslogy ond seriolics?
PR: | can, but 1t's prewty abstract stuff,

WS e brief,

PR: in Peirce's understanding, every phenomenon in
the mind can be comprehended in three irreducible
categories: “Firstness,” “Secondness™ and " Thirdness.”
Firstness is the category of spontancity, freshness and
originality, Secondness is reaction/resistance~being up
against the “thisness” of something. Thirdness is the

category of mediation between firstness and secondness—;

of law, regularily and habit, OQut of these calegories he
developed semiolics, or the inquiry inlo signs. A sign is
something that stands in place of its abject, lor an
interpretant, His three categories exfofiale inlo sixty-
six sign classifications.

WS: Whet does Peirce, the American philesopher
with his sixty-six signs, have to do with your idea of
eybernetic communications?

PR:  Among other things, communicalions is the
creation of redundancy patterns. Cybernetics under-
stands creating redundancy patterns partly in terms of
self-correcting circuits. Self-correcting circuits atlow
ane to identily and ciiminale error in establishing
communication, The more coherent and complex the
circuit, the more capacity it has to identily and clim-
inate error. The six-part “circuit | developed out of
the Moebius sirip anomaly, makes it possible to use
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Peirce's three calegories and sixty-six sipns (o create
very reliable elecironic communications systeme. The
“refational cirguit™ s poth simple-in that it is based
on three irreducible categories—and complex--in that
it has, in eflect, sixty-six subcircuits.

WS: From “Everymuan's Moebius Steip' to “Ryon's
Relational Circuit,” How long did it toke?
PR: Over a dozen years.

WS Why did vou concentrate so much on relational
circuits rather than on, soy, producing and promoting
your owrt tapes?

PR: i just seemed (o me that without the deveiop-
ment of some formal principles, the real cubtural
opportunities inhierent in video would be fost, The
real possibilities of video wouid stay mired in a spa-
ghetli city of narcissism, careerism, mythology and
madness, You don’t get beaulifud, lree-standing Greek
slatues by chance, Without a principie like contrapasto,
stlone remaing stone,

WS:  Why do you think that you got hooked on the
Moebius sirip anomealy in video?

PR: Well, { was always fascinated by the non-orienta-
lion of the Mocbius sirip, The reflexes in my body are
oriented in opposilion Lo most people. | mean, I'm
tef(-handed and in things like high diving ! lind it easier
to thraw my chin up and {lip backwards, Most people
find it casier to tuck their chin and flip forward. For
me, it's easier o do a full gainer —go off the diving
board frontwards and [lip backwards—than do a simple
front Mlip. Somehow the fact that in the Machius strip
up and down, lelt and right, front and back didn't
matier—somehow (hat facl got me going, Sone of Lhe
early lapes | did with video infoiding and feedback

could be taken as a series of back {lips with a le!
ed twist. And, of course, | parachuted inte the ¢
of the sixties from a medieval monastic file, 1w,
the alert for whatover chues might help me make
out of what was going on. Anomalies are cullur;

WS:  When were your in the monasiery?

PR: [ went into the Passionist Monastic Ordes
high school in September 1960 and stayed four
hall years, until Febroary 1965,

W5: Why did you go into the monastery?

PR: | thougiit | had a vocation, a special callin
Catholic scnse, Andrew Anshro, a preacher fron
arder, came threagh my high school with an ing
impact and | decided Lo apply there. In retrospc
was laoking for something challenging, somethi
would demand discipline, Partly, | think that 11
undeslying Tear that without it would have lrc
willt the drink, as my {ather had, Addiction ane
cism. The decision Lo go inlo the monastery lie
where in there,

WS Wit was if Hke?

PR: Chanting for two and a half howrs 2 day,
ing breaking your sleep in the middle of 1he nig
an hour. The chanting was part of the fiturgy, U
Opus Dei, singing the praises of God. Meditatio
ancther hour and a hall, Solitary walks, Silente
al sludying, mainly philosophy and spivilality
in sitenee, sometimes with a spiritual book bein
aloud. After meals, briel periods for talk, One
week (or recreation, a day of manual work,

WS Did you fike it?
PR:  Oh, yes, That's an old tradition, monasiic
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They knaw how Lo get high and siay there. The arder

{ was in had fols of good men. Real joy in community,
§ had a masier of novices whose explanation of fove
included Aquinas’ understinding of the rofe of charity
in the pursuiz of wisdom and Carson McCullers’ insights
in “A Tree, A Rock, and A Cloud.” |was young; |
believed it all. It all worked, t had a friend there who
used to sy, Same people are called 10 serve God;
we're calied 1o enjoy Him."

WS Did you tuke vows?
PR:  Yes, temporary vows of poverty, chastity and
obedience,

Ws: Poveriy?

PR: 1 owned nothing. Not even tanderwear. We

shared the reggies.” Every week they'd fssue you twa
sets of ihese great [hanned European 191h century under
wear that one wore under ang's robe. The vow of pover:

ty left your mind very free. No worry about rent, food,..

clothes, talls, cie.

WS Chastity?
PR: Mo women, Out of sight, out of mind {mostly).

WS Chedicoce?
PR: Worked reat when there was faith, When the
doubis came with the Vatican Council, it was rough,
You'd be given orders just ta reinforce authority, Blind
obedience. We calted il "watering the diy stick.

WS: Telf me mare.

PR:  There was also a special voww 10 preach the
Passion of Christ. The order had been founded in the
aorth of Rely in the 1700s by o med Pack Dan-
eo ta preach 1o the poor. The ideal was six months of
monastic contemplation and six menths on the road
preaching the Passion. The order was called "'The
Passionists,” and its founder is Saint Paul of the Cross.
The monks toid 4 story about hit § really fike, Asan
old man, e was once seen shaking a stick at the gar
den flowers. "Quict, guicl,” he was saying, "you
shout 1eo laud of the Glary of Goed.”

WSy Wy did your leave?

PR: It was complex .. A group of us got radicalized
by a new undersianding of the Catholic Church comiing
out of the conflicts in the Vatican Council in 1964,
Qut of my original class of about thirty “postulants,”
only four were ordained.

WS:  From a monk {6 on artisl. Fron tie ascetic to
the aesthetic, If you were to found an acsihetic order
now, Pawl Ryan, what would it be like?

PR:  The death throes of faith as the birth pangs of
art-it's a good question. The ascetic orders of the West
are a sort of holding action against ihe destructiveness
af resentment. The hope that these orders hold is that
the human specics would someday be free of resent-
meny, jealousy and revenge, Now these emotions arise
maostly when one is excluded, The slave resents being
exluded from the masier’s power. The jealous lover is
one who fears his or her place will be taken by another,
It a sense, & monk is 2 voluntary exiie who would
uther be cloistered than become what Nietszehe calls
a ““whirl of revenge."”

WS {see that you have read Nietsache closely, Are
there orher autlrars who have influenced your (hink-
ing deeply?

PR: Besides Peirce and Nietszche, Gregory Batesen,
Rene Thom, Wallace Stevens, Warren McCulloch and
Marshall McLuhan have been impartant to me. But, 1o

“awithout the development of some fornal prizciples ..
the real possibilities of video would stay mired fu
spaghetti city of narcissisin, eareerisi, mythology wind
mmdiress.”

continue this business of cesentment and exclusion: ol
has deep roots in human intergction, | did over thiny
hours of people spontancously interacting in sets of
ihree, One paitern recurred: 1wo persons woeuld com-
bine 10 exchude the third. The function of the triad is
1o reinforce the dyad. The third party is extruded in
the process, Now, in she face of this extrusion patiern,
what | did was set oul ta “invent” wikdic behavior. |
can show you a serics of tapes done from "71-76, The
Triodic Tepes, {ive and a half haurs edited from about
forty-five hours of raw tape; they are half-inch black
and whites and they embed the invention process.
Wit | acwatly invented was a relational practice that
works for three people the way yoga works for an
individuzl. Yoga praciiced on 2 regular basis can stabil
iz¢ health, The refationat peactice, done reguiarly, can
stabilize a three-person interactive process in which ne
ane is excluded. In normal experience, our heaith be-
gins 1o break down without some exercise fike yoga.
in normal three-person tnteraction, the relationships
are rowtinely subsumed by acts of chofee. The dynam-
ics between Tomy, Dick and Jang are normaliy such
that Jang is forced 1o choose between ick and Tom.
I he relational practice, the offects of choice on
relationships are newtgaiized.

fNote: For Ryan's explication of the relptional prac-

ice, see “Relationships,” Ryen, Vol 1, [ssue 4, 1980
pp 44-55 “Tathing Wood,” Box 364, Pompton Lakes
N 0744215}

$6, 10 begin 10 answer your question, Willoughby, |
would base an aesthetic order on this refational prac-
tice. The practice is inherently acsthetic, It frees
people from ihe fear of Leing forced to choose one
over another and ailows Lhe sont of chaiges that go on
in a paimies’s mind as he builds relationships amony
colors.

WS:  Would there be ¢ vaw of poverty fir this order?
How would such on operation be supported?

PR: I would probably need an endowment to gel
going, but such an order would have 1o make its way
i the information economy. Rather thaa a vow of
poverty, engage in intransitive profit taking.

WS:  fntransitive profit taking?

PR:  We're moving from an energy/money cconomy
to one based on infarmation. [nformation is a matter
of differences thal make differences going around a
circuit. Video production, 1o video distribution, ta
home viewing, 1o changes in habiz that viewing makes,
around 1o ew these habits effect further video pro-
duction. Each transformation of difference represents
a possible focus of profit taking. Bot if the profit taking
is surch that you fail Lo cultivate the clreuit or break
the ¢ircuil, vor're destroying vous chance for long:
term stability in the information economy.

WS: Say mgre acbout s information economy,

PR: 11's just emerging. 1U's not clear what shape it
will take, $0 i a way it’s only passible to make bread
generplizations that appear obvious, Certalnty ls ata
prommium and, s always, ¢rror is expensive, Creating
coherent redundancy patterns generates certainty;
identifying and eliminaling crror saves money. For an
organization to make it in the infarmation cconomy,
e it acsthetic order or whatever, it needs the soci of
capacily lo generate certainty and climinate erior that
the relationat circuit | deseribed te you carfier makes
possible,

WS: And would ihis oesthetic arder have a vow of
obedience? Would they water the dey stich?

PR Qledience by & aution frahed tp o langiicge com
mands, As childhen e developing micy
ceplual system s stumed and linked up 1o laingaage
sammands. “No. Don’t wouck The oven is ot Usioy
video and the elationa] prictice, it would be possible

Pity Gl ulo Pwt

o develap a system af information ransmission

married ta cnvitonmental realities and not compeling
and oflen contradictory commands of varines fanguage
authorities. The wark ol this desthetic ordes would be
10 produce such a system based ne 4 shaced perceiion
of the environment. They wouid take theil
from the figures of regulyiton they Tound @ the ectio-
ay. They would now be wasimg tme watering dry siiche

I

WS IWhar gbowt sex? Would there be g vone of celiba-
oy dn Hs triaddic aesthelic order?
PR: QOnly for vau, Wiloughby, onfy for you,

WS Cmon, | rhought Lwn i for g menage T 4an,

iy to devetop a shared pereeps

PR Towork siad
o 0f the envirenment i one thing; 10 idkdie with
the propagation of the spodics is enother, Peic bording
protects the potsivilily of 4 next generstion., and 1o
atempt 16 undo that mechznium might be just plan
siuphd, We coutd wird up with gecfatric wisesaat: with
oul any young 1o care for them. We'te not g triseual
species, that mach s ¢ Quir bisenuality Hiows s
four possidle cases of wiadic combinations: shree
maies, ihree females, two mades and & female, and lwa
fermates and a male. Given these combinations, there
are o sumber of ways peaple could organize then
soxual differences riadieatly. One way would be coft
bacy, ihe way ihe Shahers Gid o, Another would be
@ preserve monegamy and lel commitied pics

wor k inosets of three to reinforce their reletionships.

et e help

HETE

\ cuve couhd
stabilize family interaction. Opening up 4 paileis of
recombiniat triagdic refations that included serualiiy
is as explosive as it is fascieating, The closest that
peaple have porien Lo this &y 17 O 1 200w n the
Oneida Cammunity, which sunvived (o0 thirts Jhe
yiars wrnd generzied childress without monagime,

WS How did they do thar?

PR: Partly through the charisma of the feades Noyes
partty 1hrough 2 mechanism whereby overy 4t of
copulation wis mediated by 3 third pa iy, No one
wids over approached directiv, One muakes guostion
would be whether ke relationad praciice could be
wsed 1o restructure the primitve emaotions w sflow .
group of people Lo engage in frisesuat interaction
aracetuliy. Yoga hus ity Kendading; | dun'l boow it
tils refationzl pracrice could have an explicit sexual
eiension, Don't even hnow it it desirable, fs the
sort of thing thal could be explared v a contest
cleasly merked expani Jovhdes e, but its not
sort of thing 1o fool anound with in one's fite.

WS Sowhy nol stort an desthelic cider?

PR:1Us certaialy something 1o tbmk ghout beyond
being just & wseful device for this interview. With
James Watt now running the Department ot the later
jor, backed by 1he Morad Mijority of Bibic readers, 1t

daes seem that traditional refigion and the Federt
govemment are both courting the destruction of 1he
world. We seem 10 need 10 try other forms a1 institu.
tions that will take fong-term responsibitity los the
ccasystem of the plinel. An acsthetic greder that pro-
duced an efecitonic signal systemt dbout e coviton:
mental limits might be woirth trying,

WS: You hove ¢ Befghrencd sease of Qur endangered
planet that has motivated u lot of your werk. If you
had g cable channel at your disposad v an urban set-
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" ting—say New York—what would you do with it?

What difference might it meke in deoling with our
endengered planet?

PR:  Thal would be a tough proposition, S;ncc |
moved to Hoboken, |'ve spent a fot of time down by
the water thinking alrout this sort of thing. The prob-
lem is that New Yorkers live on a space platform, They
don'lL know thal they live at the fool of the Manhattan
fiord; that the Palisades were gouged by glaciers; that
we have a salt water/fresh water estuary ecology to
care for, New Yorkers think that the nuclear issue be-
longs to Isracl; they have no idea that the issue isin
their backyard, Al the top of the fiord is a precambri-
an rock formation loaded with high-grade uranium.
Thal's something 10 reckon with.

WS:  So what would you do with a coble channet?

PR: 1 would use Peirce’s phenomenology and semio-
lics Lo make it possible for people Lo ground their
inlelfigence in a sharabie perceplion of the aclual
place we live in, { would use Lhe wire architecturally

Lo make sense oul of the bioregion we live in. We're a

" coastal cily al the foot of the fiord, in the Easlern

Woodlands. Water issues, lood sources, local znergy
issues, questions about living in this place in Lerms of
long-range biological continuities.

WSr Most people aren’t in (guch with thet,

PR: 1agree, it's difficull. Part of the reason is thal
the media so [ar has induced Us Lo forego the unmedi-

aled experience of each other and of our environment,

| would use the cable channel to encourage people 1o
get ovt and get to know the place they live in through
their skin.

WS You mean what people see on cable they could
efso go out and see live?

PR:  Exaclly. Gain some direcl understanding of how
the pereeptible living biosphere actually funclions
here, The shared perception of the eavironment via
cable could be verified by live perception of the real
envi!onmunt.

©IPEI Pan

WS: That's very interesting. You cen't do tha
C8S. But if your community figd ¢ wire {o (he
region and a fot of programming hod live pare:
you cotld choose between tive and video grid
about the difference. Sounds frof, Before ask
final question would you be willing (o indicot.
ait interested reader might-be eble (o conltact

PR: Sure, | keep a mail drop in New York:
Earthscore, Box 862, NYC 10268

WS Finel guestion. How would you focete )
principef contribution to the cufture?

PR: My chiel contribution is the principie of
{ationad circuil. | would focate thal principle it
of cultural evolution, { Lhink thal principle ma
sible twa things that were not possilie belore.
the relational practice, which may eventuaily |
10 [ree us {rom resentment, The olher is the pe
of an information lransmission system based o
pereeplion of enviranmental cealities, somethin
belote done in our evelution. 0



