NOW 36 born and raised

Michigan, living in Canadasince 1972,
Tom Sherman is a fairly high-ranking
official in the cultural branch of the
federal government. He heads the
Media Arts Section of the Canada
Council.

Sherman is also a productive artist
of some distinction within the orbit
of Canadian video and performance
art. How an artist gains distinction
there remains a mystery since we
have yet to read discussions of Cana-
dian video or performance art equip-
ped with the critical competence to
grant artisitic distinction. But that is
another problem. Let it suffice that
Sherman is respected by his peers and
has succeeded institutionally. Gallery
curators and journals devoted to art
approve of him.

Cultural Engineering is a retrospec-
tive gathering of Sherman’s writings
between 1974 and 1982. The book is
notintended to stand asawork of art

onits own, like a novel or aplay. Itis
an anthology of texts accompanying
Sherman’s video and performance
pieces accompanied by bits of critic-
ism and some highly prescriptive es-
says on the destiny of Canadian video
art, Most of the texts are a pleasure
to read, frequently both diverting
and amusing. It is useful to mention
these impressions, first because
Willard Holme's introduction is
heavy going, second because the
book comes dressed in the drab
cover of a government report or
policy statement and third because
the illustrations, taken from Sher-
man's art shows, are set out with
modernist pretension.

For as long as it can, Culftural Engi-
neering avoids the sinister topic
broached by its title. The arrange-
ment of the texts postpones colliding
with the idea that the traditional (i.e.
Romantic) artist is doomedin a world
of technological ‘information’ and is
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When playing SF dystopian ironist
Sherman still cannot abandon his in-
curable fascination with the techni-
ques of fiction-writing. This needs to
be qualified, but let it wait. The tra-
jectory of Cultural Engineering does
take the reader to the high-tech
frontier of ‘My Brand of Video Aes-
thetics No.2" and Sherman’s shop-
worn  exercises in ‘information
theory'. However, the book is not
schematic. In fact, mostly Sherman
dawdles and the real interest in the
texts lies in the importance dawdling
has for Sherman’s authorship. The
essays, like 'Video Aesthetics’ and
‘The Rabbitt Theory of Data Trans-
formation’ and *Videoactivity in Can-
ada Generates a New Breed of Time
Killers’ do get snappish when they
take on the velocity of logical argu-
ment. What is so interesting about
the fictive texts is Sherman's devo-
tion to a rumative rhythm, to depic-
tions of solitary, directionless voices,
to the mise-en-scene of aimless isola-

tion and the daily comings and goings
of a banalized but sensitive and often
witty persona. This persona, in equal
parts TV viewer and protagonist,
forms himself and reforms himself as
the central character, the digestive
presence really, through which Sher-
man’s narratives pass.

And they are narratives. On first
encountering ‘How to Watch Televi-
sion’, ‘Television's Human Nature’,
‘Picture Window View', sections of
‘What Channel Are Your Readers on
Tonight? and ‘Time-Sharing Be-
tween Friends’ {to mention the best
things in the book) the reader might
imagine Shermar is another autobio-
graphical video artist. This is not the
case. The voice that speaks ‘' here
and the author are as distinct as they
would be in Dickens. The fictional
voices throughout Cultural Engineer-
ing, just like the book's economy of
incident and metonomy of descrip-
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Edited and with an introduction by
Willard Holmes

{Ottawa, The National Gallery,
1983)

tion, are those of short-story writ-
ing. But the style in which these con-
ventions are executed, Sherman’s
flat, literalist prose, is not that of a
‘creative writer'. We are back again
at the question of Sherman’s literary
writing. Let us sample some of this

writing .
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quent in Sherman—the poor guy has
to eat his lunch alone. The previous
paragraph has just detailed his aban-
donment and looked to the past.
Now ' locks forward to his after-
noon. Suddenly, at ‘Parc La Fontaine’
the tense shifts to the present, at
first apparently a ‘frequentive’ but,
by the end, a specific present of the
ball game score. By that point, the
character has almost vanishedinto an
impersonal list of descriptions. The
shifting point comes just after ‘exhib-
itionism and voyeurism’ and their
tone of sexual resentment soon to
be replaced by the presence of radios
and ‘a few portable TVs'.

Apart from the whining, some-
times a feature of Sherman when he
wants to inject some ‘psychology’ in-
to his protagonist, the prose here
belongs to a diarist or essayist or plain
note-taker. The composition, how-
ever, the structure, traces the action
of afiction.
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S herman makes
him/her out to be an
artist, a painter.
Amid a shower of

- one-sentence stories,
- listings of the

= objects, etc.,

. Sherman proves

- she/he cannot

« possibly be an artist
but goes on asserting
she/he is an artist.
The joke is, of
course, that the very
idea of an artist is
beyond Sherman’s
method of literal
accounting.

Stills from Cultural Engineering
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In this way, Cuftural Eng
manages what Young could not sus-

126%)
this

man mark out the contours of that

contemplation-within-routine.
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When they try they whine, wheedle
and cannot do their work. Sherman
has the good sense to say simply they
needto be inlove, and to be at work.

be what they want to be

th

‘More Dead

The later texts, like

Artists',

ion in Sher-

tion

iminu

mark a d

man’s Cultural Engineering and it is no

wonder

that he so long postpones

them. The style of the book changes
to clumsy parody. ‘More Dead Ar-

A
ian ar-

rehearses

tists’, for example

Modest Proposal’ using Canad

ift.

tists for the Irish babies of Sw

‘TBDF is a fair but unremarkable im-
itation of |.G. Ballard on a bad day.
Sherman’s critical essays, a thorough
discussion of which would take a

whole other review, may be consid-
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