


Home Video and the OTVPioblemO

Cultural Critics and Technological Change

MAX DAWSON

Ampex formally introduced the first home video recorder marketed in the
United States in the glossy pages of Neiman-Marcus’s 1963 ChrigmasBook.
Retailing for $30,000, the 9-foot-long, 900-pound Ampex Signature V
home-entertainment center appeared as one of the featured luxury items
that are a staple of the retailer’s annual holiday catalog. This “unforgettable
Christmas treasure” combined a 21-inch color television, AM-FM radio,
stereo amplifier, automatic turntable, audio tape recorder, stereo speakers,
black-and-white video tape recorder, and video camera in its elegant oiled
walnut cabinet. The following year, in a review of new video recording tech-
nologies for the New York Times classical music columnist Howard Klein
speculated that one day audiophiles would use video recorders to capture
“rare performances of never to be recorded works like Busoni’s ‘Doktor
Faust” on tape. However, Klein’s appraisal of home video’s future was con-
ditional. In a nod toward Federal Communications Commission (FCC)
chairman Newton Minow’s famous indictment of the U.S. broadcasting
industry, Klein concluded his column by predicting that “provided TV’s
cultural wasteland is irrigated properly, the home pirate will be able to hear
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his ‘Ring [des Nibelungen]’ and see it too—in color.

Max Dawson is a Ph.D. candidate in Northwestern University’s Screen Cultures Pro-
gram. His research focuses on television time- and place-shifting technologies and their
links to new consumer taste formations. He thanks Jennifer Light, Lynn Spigel, Margo
Miller, Alex Magoun of the David Sarnoff Library, Andrew Hain at TotalRewind.com,
Richard Diehl at LabGuysWorld.com, Pablo Boczkowski, and the anonymous referees
for their generous feedback and encouragement.

©2007 by the Society for the History of Technology. All rights reserved.
0040-165X/07/4803-0003$8.00

1. Neman-Marcus Chrisgmas Book (Dallas, 1963); Howard Klein, “Airchecks—
Piracy of the High C’s,” New York Times 29 November 1964. Later in his career Klein
would go on to become a director of the Rockefeller Foundation and one of the most
active patrons of video art. See Marita Sturken, “Private Money and Personal Influence:
Howard Klein and the Rockefeller Foundation’s Funding of the Media Arts,” Afteimage
14 (1987).
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The idea that the market for domestic video recorders would hinge on
or play a part in the transformation of the barren landscape of television’s
vast “wasteland” is emblematic of discourses that, during the 1960s and
early 1970s, located new consumer video devices within taste hierarchies
shaped by cultural critics’ intensely ambivalent feelings toward American
network television. When critics like Klein proposed that discriminating
viewers would use home video recorders selectively to capture rare pro-
grams of unusual excellence for long-term storage in their own audiovisual
archives, they harnessed these discourses to define the emerging medium’s
meanings and uses within narrowly conceived notions of “good taste.” Not
only were these discourses on taste, aesthetics, and technology pervasive in
the critical literature on home video, they also surfaced in marketing-strat-
egy reports, advertising copy, and sales brochures. Neiman-Marcus’s 1963
Chrigmas Book translated these discourses into images. In the catalog,
close-ups of the Signature V’s state-of-the-art hardware were interspersed
with photographs of a suave playboy entertaining a glamorous female
model in a stylishly decorated bachelor pad. Situated around the Signature
V’s hulking cabinet were pieces of Asian statuary, Corinthian columns, and
a tasteful floral arrangement. In fact, the Signature V’s very appearance in
the Neiman-Marcus catalog may be interpreted as an attempt to align
home recording with legitimate forms of middle-class desire, good taste,
and technological know-how. Enormous in size, technically complex, and
extraordinarily expensive, the catalog portrayed the video recorder as the
ultimate plaything for the discerning connoisseur.?

Early commercial and critical discourses on home video reflect the
tenor of contemporary debates over television’s place in cold war America.
During the 1950s and early 1960s, journalists, educators, Marxist critics,
and cold war liberals turned their attention—and, for a brief period, the
attention of the nation—to what Walter Lippmann in 1959 had termed the
“TV problem”: a confluence of social, moral, aesthetic, and geopolitical
dilemmas brought on by America’s most popular and polarizing medium.?

2. The linkage of aesthetic discrimination and class hierarchies to mass-produced
products in advertising materials has a long history. As Roland Marchand points out, by
the 1920s, depictions of the extravagant lifestyles of “an authentic, certified social aristoc-
racy” were a fixture of advertisements for a wide variety of everyday goods. See Marchand,
Advertisng the American Dream: Making Way for Modernity, 1920B1940 (Berkeley, Calif.,
1985), 194; see also Michael Kammen, American Culture American Tagdes Sodal Change
and the Twentieth Century (New York, 2000). In advertisements for consumer-electronics
devices, representations of class strata were commonly refracted through gendered dis-
courses. See Keir Keightley, ““Turn It Down!” She Shrieked: Gender, Domestic Space, and
High Fidelity,” Popular Musc 15 (1996): 149-77; Lynn Spigel, Make Room for TV: Tde-
vison and the Family Ideal in Pogwar America (Chicago, 1992); Cecelia Tichi, Eletronic
Hearth: Creating an American Tdevigon Culture (New York, 1992); and Kristen Haring,
“The ‘Freer Men’ of Ham Radio,” Technology and Culture 44 (2003): 734—61.

3. Walter Lippmann, “The TV Problem,” New York Herald-Tribung 27 October 1959.

525



TECHNOLOGY AND CULTURE

JuLy

2007

VOL. 48

In a flurry of impassioned books, articles, and editorials, television’s detrac-
tors accused it of stupefying audiences, warping the minds of children,
eroding traditional values, reducing popular tastes to a lowest common
denominator, and diminishing America’s standing abroad. For many of
these critics, including those journalists who covered television for large
urban newspapers and widely circulating weekly magazines, home video
represented a potential solution to the “TV problem.” Video, they claimed,
would elevate the nation’s taste levels, deliver culture to the “masses,” and
stimulate the creation of original works that exploited television’s unique
aesthetic properties as a medium. Most important of all, video promised to
shatter the national television networks’ monopoly on the distribution of
visual entertainment to the home, thereby transforming the television set
into a truly democratic medium—albeit one governed by critics’ qualified
conceptions of good taste.

This article resituates the emergence of home video technologies within
the context of these debates. In particular, it examines the mediating func-
tion that professional cultural critics—particularly the journalists who cov-
ered television for publications like the New York Times and Saturday
Reviev—played during the 1960s and early 1970s as they connected the
manufacturers and marketers of home video technologies with a niche
market of upscale consumers.’ Instead of providing a comprehensive over-
view of the uneven and discontinuous development of home video tech-
nologies in the years prior to 1975, when Sony introduced the Betamax, the
first commercially successful videocassette recorder (VCR), it considers

4. Intellectuals’ and critics’ involvement in debates over mass culture stretches back
to the nineteenth century. Landmark works in this vein include: Matthew Arnold, Cul-
ture and Anarchy (London, 1932 [1869]); E. R. Leavis, Mass Civilisation and Minority
Culture (London, 1933); Theodor Adorno, TheCulture Industy (London, 2004); Walter
Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,” in llluminations
ed. Hannah Arendt, trans. Harry Zorn (London, 1999); Dwight MacDonald, “A Theory
of Mass Culture,” in MassCulture: The Popular Artsin America ed. Bernard Rosenberg
and David Manning White (New York, 1957), 59-73; Clement Greenberg, “Avant-Garde
and Kitsch,” PartisanReview 6 (1939): 34-49. For a cogent account of this contentious
history, see Andrew Ross, No RespectntellectualandPopular Culture (New York: 1989).

5. Prior accounts of the history of consumer video technologies reveal that numer-
ous stakeholders—including engineers, electronics-industry executives, marketers, sales-
people, artists, countercultural icons, intellectuals, educators, journalists, cultural critics,
and end-users—attempted to define video’s meanings and uses during this period. See,
for instance, Margaret Graham, RCA andthe VideoDsc: The Businessf Reseach (New
York, 1986); Joshua Greenberg, “From Betamax to Blockbuster: Mediation in the Con-
sumption Junction” (Ph.D. diss., Cornell University, 2005); James Lardner, FastForward:
Hollywoodthedpanes,andtheOnslaugt of theVCR (New York, 1987); Marita Sturken,
“Paradox in the Evolution of an Art Form: Great Expectations and the Making of a His-
tory,” in llluminating Video:An Essntial Guideto VideoArt, ed. D. Hall and S. J. Fifer
(New York, 1990); Deirdre Boyle, ubjectto ChangeGuerrilla Tdevision Revisited(New
York, 1997).

526



DAWSON | Home Video and the “TV Problem”

another, neglected dimension of home video’s prehistory: the equally con-
tentious construction of video’s cultural meanings. Throughout these de-
velopments, cultural intermediaries functioned as vital links between the
producers and potential consumers of video technologies. As they did so,
they invoked the authority that their bylines, degrees, or cultural pedigrees
afforded them to intervene actively in negotiations over video’s cultural
meanings and future in the home.

Tracking the trajectories of these negotiations and the aesthetic, moral,
political, and professional agendas of television’s critics enriches our under-
standing of home video’s past. More importantly perhaps, the story of home
video during the pre-Betamax era reveals a great deal about the important
role that cultural intermediaries have historically played in defining new
media technologies. While recent studies in the history and sociology of
technology have refocused attention on marketers, salespeople, and other
inhabitants of the “consumption junction,” cultural intermediaries, and crit-
ics in particular, are noticeably absent from many narratives of technologi-
cal change.® This early chapter in video’s prehistory makes a compelling case
for these intermediaries’ inclusion in such studies as more than just princi-
pled opponents of mass culture; indeed, this episode reveals the complexity
of the aesthetic, moral, and professional agendas that may inspire critics to
become involved in debates over new media technologies.

In the negotiations over video’s meanings and uses, cultural critics and
consumer-electronics manufacturers marshaled different types of re-
sources to advance their respective agendas. Manufacturers of home video
systems invested their vast reserves of economic capital and the technical
expertise of their staffs to develop video technologies that were commen-
surate with much broader corporate agendas. Cultural intermediaries, on
the other hand, used their “cultural capital” to attempt to define home
video in a manner that shored up not only established hierarchies of pop-
ular distinction, but also their authority to act as arbiters of good taste.”
Each of these distinctive forms of capital proved to have its own strategic

6. Trevor Pinch, “Giving Birth to New Users: How the Mini-Moog Was Sold to Rock
and Roll,” in How UsersMatte: The Co-congtuction of Usersand Technolog@es ed. Nelly
Oudshoorn and Trevor Pinch (Cambridge, Mass., 2003), 248; Ruth Schwartz Cowan,
“The Consumption Junction: A Proposal for Research Strategies in the Sociology of
Technology,” in The So@l Constucton of Technologral Systens:New Directionsin the
Sodiology and Higory of Technology, ed. Wiebe Bijker and Trevor Pinch (Cambridge,
Mass., 1987). Joshua Greenberg’s work on video store owners and video distributors
compellingly argues that mediators are active agents of technological change who enter
into complex and dynamic relationships with occupants of both of these spheres. See
Greenberg, “From Betamax to Blockbuster,” 18—19; see also Frederick Wasser, Veni, Vidi,
Video:TheHollywoodEmpireandtheVCR (Austin, Tex., 2001). This article complements
Greenberg’s dissertation, providing a genealogy of the cultural meanings that his video
store owners and distributors reworked during the 1970s.

7. The terms “cultural intermediaries” and “cultural capital” are both borrowed from
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advantages. Economic capital provided manufacturers with a temporary
monopoly on the means to manipulate the technical properties of video
technologies. Decisions about features—for example, the decision whether
or not a video system would possess the ability to transcribe television
transmissions—were the exclusive prerogative of manufacturers. They pre-
sented these decisions as inevitable consequences of technological or scien-
tific facts via advertisements and other marketing materials. Critics, how-
ever, were by no means powerless to contest these representations. While
barred from directly intervening in decisions that would determine video
devices’ material properties or features, critics could leverage their cultural
capital to intervene directly and decisively in the construction of video’s
cultural meanings.

The efficacy of critics” interventions in discussions of video’s cultural
meanings warrants reconsideration of established models of the dual
nature of media technologies. As Roger Silverstone and Leslie Haddon
point out, media are meaningful both “as objects—embedded as they are in
the public discourses of modern capitalism as well as the private discourses
of home and household”—and as sources of content or messages. In Silver-
stone and Haddon’s argument, however, the meaningfulness of media as
material objects takes precedent over the aesthetic meanings of their mes-
sages or content. Their terminology reflects this priority: material mean-
ings are primary, while aesthetics, form, and content are deemed seoond-
ary.® The early development of home video complicates the primacy that
material objects assume over aesthetic sensibilities and cultural hierarchies
of taste in this and other accounts of the development of media as both
technologies and cultural forms. The technological properties of the video
systems developed in this period did not serve as the (relatively) stable base
that produced the epiphenomenon of video’s changing aesthetic meanings

Pierre Bourdieu’s research on the social logics of cultural production and consumption.
Bourdieu used the designation “cultural intermediaries” to refer to the professional
experts who adjudicate on matters of culture and taste and in the process play a central
role in the creation of art objects. Crucially, Bourdieu recognizes that cultural interme-
diaries engage in often contentious collaborations with creators (artists, authors, play-
wrights, and so on) as well as with other intermediaries (editors, publicists, marketers)
to imbue cultural goods with symbolic legitimacy. See Pierre Bourdieu, TheFieldof Cul-
tural Producion: EssgsonArt andLiterature (New York, 1993), 36-37. For commentary
on contemporary appropriations of this term, see David Hesmondhalgh, “Bourdieu, the
Media and Cultural Production,” Media, Culture & Sogety 28 (2006): 226-27. Bourdieu
coins the term “cultural capital” to describe the complex of embodied, objectified, and
institutionalized noneconomic resources that provide certain individuals with distinc-
tive advantages in public, social, and economic life. In this article’s usage, the term is in-
terchangeable with the concept of cultural authority. See Pierre Bourdieu, Distincton: A
Sod@l Critiqueof theudgnent of Taste{Cambridge, Mass., 1984).

8. Roger Silverstone and Leslie Haddon, “Design and the Domestication of Informa-
tion and Communication Technologies: Technical Change and Everyday Life,” in Com-
munication by Desgn, ed. R. Silverstone and Robin Mansell (London, 1998), 62.
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for critics. Quite the contrary, the meanings critics attached to home video
were based less on their intimate understandings of the limitations and
capabilities of the various technologies developed than they were on the
socially situated conceptions of good taste that critics policed in their tele-
vision reviews. Manufacturers eager to market video to upscale consumers
would pay great attention to these meanings, going so far as to incorporate
preexisting television taste hierarchies into representations of video’s future
domestic uses and target market.

Remediating the “TV Problem”

Prior to the first attempts to build libraries of prerecorded video con-
tent in the late 1960s, manufacturers, marketers, and cultural critics initially
imagined that home video technologies would be used to record television
broadcasts off the air for later playback.” As a home-entertainment device,
video would recirculate the programming of its immediate technological
antecedent, television. Likewise, as an emergent cultural form, home video
would remediatethe aesthetic criticisms and moralistic anxieties then cir-
culating around television. David Bolter and Richard Grusin coined the
term “remediation” to describe the complex relationships new media tech-
nologies enter into with their technological antecedents. Frequently, these
relationships are structured by an ideology of redemption in which advo-
cates present “new media as refashioned and improved versions of other
media.” According to Bolter and Grusin, “Each new medium is justified be-
cause it fills a lack or repairs a fault in its predecessor, because it fulfills the
unkept promise of an older medium.”!? Often, these faults are only recog-
nized or acknowledged after the new medium first appears. But in the case
of home video, the perception that television was fatally flawed antedated
the advent of home video technology by years. Home video accentuated
television’s widely criticized shortcomings and the unkept promises of tele-

>«

vision’s “golden age” of live dramatic programming during the 1950s.!!

9. In this sense, the story of home video’s history would seem to confirm Marshall
McLuhan’s famous dictum that “the ‘content’ of any medium is always another medium.”
See Marshall McLuhan, Understandiniledia: TheExtensionsf Man (Cambridge, Mass.,
1994 [1964]), 8. The first video recorders had no content of their own to be judged on,
so to speak; rather, in the 1960s most video recorders were marketed as having two pri-
mary uses: creating home videos with an optional camera device, and capturing broad-
casts off the air for future playback.

10. J. David Bolter and Richard A. Grusin, Remediaton: UndestandingNew Media
(Cambridge, Mass., 1999), 14-15, 59—60.

11. The term the “golden age of live television programming” is a product of critics’
nostalgia for the prestigious New York-based anthology dramas aired by the U.S. net-
works during the 1940s and 1950s. Programs typically included in this category include
Kraft TdevisionTheater ABC, 1947-58); Playhouse 90 (CBS, 1956—61); and PhilcoTde-
vision Playhous (NBC, 1948-55), which on 24 May 1953 presented Paddy Chayefsky’s
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Consequently, television’s critics found it easy to assimilate the new
medium into their longstanding critiques of the U.S. broadcast networks.
For critics concerned with broadcasters’ priorities or the nature of contem-
porary programming, the coming of home video portended an opportu-
nity to transform and redeem the television set.

In the years immediately preceding Ampex’s 1963 introduction of the
Signature V, the U.S. television industry weathered a series of scandals that
impugned broadcasters, sponsors, and the industry’s federal overseers.
The most damaging of these incidents, the so-called quiz-show scandals,
galvanized television critics who were already at the time increasingly
alarmed by the state of the medium.!? With the revelation that many quiz
shows had been rigged, these critics, whose ranks included the New York
Times' Jack Gould, the New York Herald-Tribune’s John Crosby, Variety’s
George Rosen, and Terrence O’Flaherty of the San Frandsco Chronide,
indicted the U.S. networks and their sponsors on charges of both moral
and creative bankruptcy. Critical discontent with network programming
initially crested in the years between 1957 and 1960, when the networks
replaced many of the acclaimed live, New York—originating golden-age
dramas with more profitable quiz shows and Hollywood-produced tele-
films. Critics who only years earlier had celebrated the achievements of
such television auteurs as Rod Serling, Gore Vidal, and Paddy Chayefsky
now viciously attacked the networks, equating the creative impoverish-
ment of the quiz shows and telefilms with the overall moral turpitude of
the industry."?

Marty. Each week, these programs presented live performances of one-off teleplays,
many based on original screenplays by up-and-coming young writers like Chayefsky,
Rod Serling, and Gore Vidal. Press television critics, a number of whom had formerly
been theater reviewers, evaluated these and other so-called “golden age” dramas against
the aesthetic criteria of the legitimate stage, praising the anthology series for their inti-
macy, realism, originality, and, most of all, their immediacy. See William Boddy, Fifties
Teevision:Thelndusty andlts Critics (Urbana, I1l., 1990), 80-92.

12.1In 1959, New York prosecutors opened investigations into allegations that spon-
sors regularly fixed quiz shows, including Twenty-One (NBC, 1956-58), Dotto (CBS,
1958), and The$64,00@Quesibn (CBS, 1955-58). The investigations shortly migrated to
Capitol Hill, where network executives, sponsors, and quiz champions were called to tes-
tify. Meanwhile, also in 1959, Congress commissioned a House subcommittee to investi-
gate whether popular disc jockeys had accepted gifts of cash, drugs, and merchandise to
promote records on the air. The “payola” and quiz-show scandals were soon followed by
FCC chairman John C. Doerfer’s 1960 resignation amid charges of fiscal impropriety
and graft. Finally, in 1961, Senator Thomas Dodd (Democrat, Conn.) convened the first
in a series of high-profile hearings that would for the next three years examine the grow-
ing prevalence of violence on television and its effects on children. See Christopher H.
Sterling and John M. Kittross, Say Tuned:A Histoly of AmericanBroadcashg (Mahwah,
N.J., 2002), 392-93, 457.

13. James L. Baughman, “The National Purpose and the Newest Medium: Liberal
Critics of Television, 1958-60,” Mid-America 64 (1982): 41-55. For more on the net-
works’ growing reliance on Hollywood’s production capabilities, see Christopher Ander-
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This sharp-toothed criticism would greatly influence the regulatory
agenda of the FCC during these years of transition and crisis. In 1961,
chairman Newton Minow addressed the annual meeting of the National
Association of Broadcasters and, in his speech’s most memorable passage,
described the airwaves as a “vast wasteland” of mindless sitcoms, formulaic
Westerns, violent gangster shootouts, and offensive commercials. Minow’s
speech instantly became a cultural touchstone and a new wave of television
criticism followed.!* In popular periodicals, government reports, editorials,
academic treatises, and book-length studies, critics and pundits offered cri-
tiques of television that ranged from predictions that television’s disregard
for traditional taste hierarchies was driving the nation toward Soviet-style
socialism, to accusations that the medium had produced a population that
was flabby in mind, body, and morals and consequently lacked the resolve
to wage war on communism. !>

Emboldened by the outpouring of public support for Minow’s speech,
prominent liberal commentators such as Walter Lippmann and Arthur
Schlesinger argued that only direct government intervention, including
strict quotas for cultural and educational programs, could “rescue televi-
sion from the downward spiral of competitive debasement.”!® Others pre-
dicted that the market itself would work out television’s problems. Con-
sonant with the technocratic optimism of the Kennedy administration,
Minow suggested that new or underexploited technologies—including
ultrahigh frequency (UHF) bandwidth television, subscription- or pay-TV,
community antenna television (CATV), and communications satellites—

son, HollywoodTV: TheSudio Systen in theFifties(Austin, Tex., 1994). Kent Anderson,
Televison Fraud: The Higory and Implications of the Quiz Show Scandals (Westport,
Conn., 1978), 105; Laurie Ouellette, ViewersLike You?How Public TV Failedthe People
(New York, 2002), 26-35. See, for example, Jack Gould, “Quiz for TV: How Much
Fakery?” New York TimesMagazing25 October 1959, 13, 73; and Jack Gould, “A Plague
on TV’s House,” New York Times 12 October 1959.

14. On the regulatory agenda of the FCC, see Ouellette, 31. Minow framed the mat-
ter of television’s declining aesthetic standards as a central problem facing the nation at
the dawn of the Kennedy administration. With communist tyranny on the rise in Cuba,
Africa, and Southeast Asia, broadcasters would be called on to meet their responsibilities
as trustees of the public airwaves. “[I]n a time of peril and opportunity,” Minow in-
structed his audience, “the old complacent, unbalanced fare of action-adventure and sit-
uation comedies is simply not good enough.” Newton Minow, “Address to the 39th An-
nual Convention of the National Association of Broadcasters,” Washington, D.C., 9 May
1961. In 1962 alone, at least six books investigating the TV industry and its effects on
American society were in print, including TV in America: The Morality of Hard Cash
Coast-to-Wast Face-to-flace The TdevisionWriter, TheGreatTime-Killer, and TheTde-
visionDilemma See Mary Ann Watson, TheExpandingVista:AmericanTeevisionin the
Kenned Yeass (New York, 1990), 27.

15. Michael Curtin, RedeeningtheWastelandTdevisionDocumatary and Cold War
Palitics (New Brunswick, N.J., 1995), 27.

16. Norman Jacobs, Culturefor the Millions?A Princeton, N.J., 1964), 148-50.
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would increase competition for viewers and, by extension, improve pro-
gram quality. Regardless of their position on the spectrum of 1960s liberal
politics, many of television’s critics shared Gould’s conviction that the quiz-
show scandals were “a blessing in disguise.”!” The combination of an en-
larged audience for “serious” television analysis and the industry’s tempo-
rary “hypersensitivity to criticism” convinced reformers that they had a
mandate to rehabilitate the medium. Whether market forces, industry self-
supervision, a public noncommercial broadcaster, a charismatic federal
regulator, or new technologies would be the driver of this reform remained
to be seen. It was in this climate that some TV critics identified home video
as one of the most promising remedies for the cultural ills of American
broadcasting. Their conviction that video would factor prominently in tele-
vision’s redemption would decisively shape their understanding of the cul-
tural meanings of this new medium."

“Do-It-Yourself Reruns”: Video’s First Forays into the Home

Many of the cultural intermediaries who covered the “TV problem” also
reported on the development of home video. These critics’ attitudes toward
television would color their impressions of the new medium. Critics out-
lined specific criteria for how they would like to see video marketed, pro-
grammed, and, most importantly, used in the home. Above all, they warned
of the consequences that would lie ahead if the national television networks
were to replicate their hegemony in this new medium. Initially, many of
these concerns revolved around the practice of home video recording.
Gould, for example, ridiculed the idea of “home TV recorder[s] . . . de-
signed to tape, say, ‘The Dating Game’ off the air and then play it back for
further questionable relish.”*® Similarly, Satuday Review film critic Hollis
Alpert made it clear to readers that watching “what you want, when you
want” should not entail private screenings of the Beverly Hillbillies (CBS,
1962-71) or Rowan and Martin’s Laudh-In (NBC, 1968-73). These critics
and many of their contemporaries bristled at the suggestion that viewers
would use video recorders to preserve on tape the dross of television’s
wasteland. Television tape recorders and “do-it-yourself reruns,” they
argued, only compounded the “cultural injury” the networks inflicted on

17. Gould, “Quiz for TV Thomas Streeter and Megan Mullen each chart the circu-
lation of a similarly optimistic discourse on cable television during this same period. See
Thomas Streeter, “Blue Skies and Strange Bedfellows: The Discourse of Cable Televis-
ion,” in The Revolution Wasrd Tdevissd: SixtiesTeevisionand So@l Conflict ed. Lynn
Spigel and Michael Curtin (New York, 1997), 221-44; and Megan Mullen, The Rise of
Cable Progammingin the United SatesRevolution or Evolution?(Austin, Tex., 2003).

18. Watson, 28.

19. Jack Gould, “Soon You'll Collect TV Reels, Like LP’s,” New York Times 3 Septem-
ber 1967.
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the public on a daily basis.?® Furthermore, for many critics it was incon-
ceivable that anyone would spend hundreds or perhaps thousands of dol-
lars on a device that recorded television programs. After all, they reasoned,
television already had a built-in mechanism that allowed viewers to catch
programs they had missed: summer reruns.

Representations of home video in advertisements and press reviews
remediated contemporary critical views of the TV problem. In both con-
texts, video recording was identified with specific forms of meritorious
programming (including the fine arts, live coverage of breaking news, and
critically acclaimed dramas). Marketers and critics appeared to find accord
in the notion that home video’s primary application should be for the
archiving of programs designated as worthwhile by autonomous cultural
experts. For example, in 1963, the small British firm Telcan publicly de-
monstrated an inexpensive home video format that recorded up to fifteen
minutes of video on a two-track, open tape reel. Time magazine described
the Telcan system’s TV recording feature through an allusion to one of tele-
vision’s best-received primetime dramas: “Television has finally completed
its invasion of the American home. It will now be possible to record the
family’s very own Golden Treasury of Dr. Kildareto keep forever.”?!

If the New York Timess Howard Klein had predicted that television’s re-
demption would hinge on video’s ability to bring the stage and concert hall
into the home, Timé€s reference to Dr. Kildare (NBC, 1961-66) suggested
that this much-needed reform might come from within the broadcast
industry itself. Dr. Kildarewas one of a crop of socially relevant “New Fron-
tier dramas” “based on liberal social themes in which the protagonists were
professionals in service to society.” During television’s post-quiz-show-
scandal image crisis, the networks’ public-relations departments actively
touted these dramas as contemporary counterparts to the prestigious
anthology dramas of television’s golden age. Critics welcomed these series
as alternatives to “the fading whodunits and the contrived tensions of the
sage brush.”?? With their liberal values, urban settings, contemporary
themes, and pedagogic address, the New Frontier dramas of the early 1960s
cut a striking contrast with the situation comedies, adult Westerns, and
detective thrillers then dominating the Nielsen ratings. For critics, these

20. Hollis Alpert, “The Cassette Man Cometh,” Satuday Review, 30 January 1971,
42-43; “Do-It-Yourself Reruns,” Business@ék 18 April 1964, 186.

21.“Look, Ma, I'm on TV! Home TV Recorder, Telcan,” Time, 20 December 1963, 52.

22. Watson (n. 14 above), 43—4 (quote on Dr. Kildare). In 1963, Dr. Kildare ranked
nineteenth in the year-end Nielsen television ratings, averaging an audience of 12,177,600
viewers per week. In addition to Dr. Kildare other New Frontier dramas included The
Defenders (CBS, 1961-65) and Ben Casey (ABC, 1961-66). Gould, in fact, singled out Dr.
Kildare as especially edifying, writing that “the education of Dr. Kildare is the education
of the set owner. Together they are becoming acquainted with the assorted dimensions of
medical life.” See Jack Gould, “TV: Hospital Dramas,” New York Times 12 March 1962.
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new quality dramas nicely complemented the new medium of home video,
providing a suitable source of morally redeeming—if aesthetically unad-
venturous—programming that home video enthusiasts could record and
archive. Times suggestion that viewers would assemble a “Golden Trea-
sury” of these critically acclaimed programs connected video recording to
the established middle-class practice of book collection and display. Much
in the same way as a handsome library of leather-bound volumes of the
great books of Western literature indicated that one “placed a high pre-
mium on education, tradition, beauty, and time,” a proudly displayed col-
lection of critically sanctioned television programs could be an index of
one’s cultivation and taste.?® Provided that viewers used this powerful tech-
nology correctly—in other words, to selectively view morally or aestheti-
cally redeeming programs from their personal audiovisual archives—home
video recording could become, in the eyes of critics, a respectable leisure
pursuit for America’s status-conscious middle class.

Marketing materials for the Videocorder, Sony’s first consumer video
recorder, situated home video within a comparably stratified television
taste hierarchy. Sony introduced the Videocorder in 1965 at a base price of
$995. Initial media reports predicted a future rental market for taped plays,
operas, and movies.?* While advertisements and brochures for the Video-
corder did not directly address the question of prerecorded content, they
hinted at the types of programming this device could be used to record.
These hints meshed with, and subtly commented on, contemporary dis-
courses on television’s programming and audiences. A headline in one 1967
brochure announced that with a Videocorder, “Important programs may
be seen time and time again.” Below this copy, a large photograph depicted
a middle-aged couple intently viewing a rocket launch on a tiny monitor.
“By the use of the Videocorder,” the brochure explained, “impoitant pro-
gramscan be recorded on tape in your absence. Also, if two important pro-
grams are telecast simultaneously, one may be taped on the Videocorder
while the other is viewed on a second TV set.”?

While the copy in Sony’s Videocorder brochure never explained out-
right what types of programs the highly subjective category of “important”
television might include, the inset image of the rocket launch and the pos-
ture of the models in this advertisement intimated that Videocorder’s pri-

23. Janice A. Radway, A Feding for Books The Book-of-the-Month Club, Literary
TasteandMiddle-Clas®esie (Chapel Hill, N.C., 1997), 160. For more on the history of
“great books” anthologies, see Joan Shelley Rubin, The Makingof Middlebow Culture
(Chapel Hill, N.C,, 1992), 148-97.

24. Sony’s Videocorder would eventually become the instrument of choice of video
artists like Nam June Paik and countercultural media collectives such as the Raindance
Corporation; see Boyle (n. 5 above).

25. Sony Corporation of America, “SONY for Home Video Tape Recording” (bro-
chure, 1967), emphasis added.

534



DAWSON | Home Video and the “TV Problem”

mary application was the studious scrutiny of recordings of momentous
live television transmissions. Live transmissions of events such as space
launches would no longer be lost to posterity; rather, Sony promoted the
idea that video players would allow American consumers to document and
archive their own personal collection of television’s (and America’s) most
“important” moments. Nor, for that matter, would viewers watch passively;
as is suggested by the male viewer’s posture and hands-on involvement with
the Videocorder’s controls, home recording would require active engage-
ment with both the technology and the content of video. The attentive pos-
ture of the two viewers suggested that through the magic of the video re-
corder, the living room was transformed from a site of passive consumption
to a space of interactive engagement with history.?

Whereas Timehad associated home recording with New Frontier dra-
mas, Sony’s juxtaposition of rocket ship and video recorder aligned the new
medium with live television news coverage of America’s conquest of the
final frontier. In doing so, Sony tapped into the space race’s attendant con-
notations of nationalism, human achievement, and technocratic rational-
ism. Space iconography was a common component of advertising dis-
course throughout the 1960s. As was the case in many other advertisements
that employed similar imagery during this period, Sony’s Videocorder
brochure drew parallels between travel by rocket ship and the vicarious or
metaphoric travel enjoyed by the home viewer. Video, much like the rocket
ship depicted in this photograph, was a vehicle for transportation or explo-
ration: equipped with a Videocorder, a viewer could set out in search of ex-
citing alternatives to television’s everyday content.”” Such allusions to the
U.S. space program are emblematic of the technological utopianism that
was pervasive during the years of the Kennedy and Johnson administra-
tions. Just as technological know-how had propelled the nation to a posi-
tion of leadership in the space race, so also, the brochure implied, could ad-
vanced technology in the hands of conscientious viewers help Americans
conquer the “TV problem.”?® According to this vision of video’s relation-
ship to its nearest technological antecedent, the best hope for rehabilitating
television lay with viewers who possessed the financial resources to afford
home video technologies, the cultural capital to seek out the guidance of

26. Historically, discussions of viewer posture—especially the distinction between
“slouching back” and “leaning forward”—have structured discourses on media interac-
tivity. For a critique of this trope, see David Morley, Media, Modemity and Techndogy:
Geogaphieof theNew (London, 2006).

27. Lynn Spigel, “White Flight,” in The Revolution Wasn®Tdevised (n. 17 above), 56.

28. Beyond appealing to a specific taste public, Sony’s definition of an “important”
program served to address unresolved concerns that television recording might repre-
sent a violation of copyright laws. The brochure thus stipulated that the Videocorder be
used to “transcribe . . . uncopyrighted television program|s] on tape for later viewing.”
Throughout the 1960s and 1970s, Sony would include ambiguous disclaimers such as
this one in the manuals and sales materials for its home video tape recorders.
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autonomous cultural experts, and the technical know-how necessary to use
complicated electronic technologies to navigate television’s wasteland.

But despite Sony’s and other manufacturers’ efforts to assimilate video
recording within established television taste hierarchies, critics remained
suspicious of the premise of television tape recorders. This suspicion would
lead some to endorse video systems that lacked recording capabilities. Iron-
ically, these systems were designed and/or manufactured by the parent
companies of the American television networks.

The “Software” Question

At around the same time that Sony introduced the Videocorder, Klein
reformulated his conjectures about video’s domestic applications in another
article in the New York Times If at first he aligned home video with the home
audio-recording hobby, Klein now linked video to hi-fi LP records:

[V]ideo tape could be a boon, not to the hobbyist and home recorder,
but to the serious music lover, if major record and film companies
were to produce opera, ballet, musicals, concerts and recitals. Given
sound as good as today’s average $300 component system, and video
comparable to the average home movie camera, video tape packages
of Leontyne Price singing, Arthur Rubinstein or Vladimir Horowitz

playing the piano, George Szell conducting would be worth a great
deal.

Klein’s twin distinctions—between recording and playback, and between
the home hobbyist and the “serious” music lover—anticipated the support
many cultural intermediaries would offer for playback-only video systems
developed by CBS Inc. and RCA in the late 1960s. In promoting their mag-
netic-tape video recorders, Ampex, Telcan, and Sony portrayed video “soft-
ware” as a user-generated commodity; that is, users would produce their
own programs by recording TV broadcasts off the air or by shooting their
own home videos with optional camera accessories.*® But starting in 1967,
American entertainment corporations CBS Inc. and RCA pioneered a dif-
ferent approach to defining video’s software and, by extension, the new
medium’s relationship to television. CBS Inc’s format, EVR (electronic
video recording), used miniaturized film rather than video to store up to
sixty minutes of black-and-white or thirty minutes of prerecorded color

29. Howard Klein, “The ‘Big Sound’ Is the Big Lure at the Show,” New York Times25
September 1966.

30. During the 1960s and 1970s, “software” was the catch-all term for video pro-
gramming. The use of this term may be related to the fact that some of the earliest man-
ufacturers of home video systems also were involved in the design and production of
business computing devices. During this period, magnetic media were widely used for
data storage.
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programming in a circular, disc-like cartridge. With SelectaVision Holo-
tape, RCA proposed to use what at the time were two extraordinarily novel
technologies—lasers and holograms—to store video on inexpensive vinyl
tape.®! Significantly, with both formats consumers would be incapable of
making their own transcriptions of television broadcasts at home. Users
would thus be required to purchase or rent prerecorded video software
much in the same way as they did LP records or books. The announcement
of these platforms fueled speculations that video libraries, cassette-of-the-
month clubs, and home-delivery services would soon follow.*? Surveying
these possibilities, critics imagined that the imminent video age would also
create new opportunities for professional cultural intermediaries. Much in
the same ways as readers relied on literary critics for book recommenda-
tions, so also, critics assumed, would home video enthusiasts seek out ex-
pert guidance when selecting prerecorded video programming.

In marketing their strikingly similar conceptions of home video, CBS
Inc. and RCA used the promise of original content featuring renowned per-
formers, celebrated arts venues, esteemed educators, and canonical works
of art to differentiate home video from television. The crucial distinction,
according to both companies, was between the broad appeal necessitated by
television’s economies of scale and home video’s capacity for narrowcasting
to small audiences. “Television is basically a common denominator medi-
um,” explained CBS Inc. executive Peter Brockway in 1970. “To reach select-
ed groups, we’ll go with cartridges.” Tom McDermott, director of pro-
gramming for RCA’s SelectaVision, echoed Brockway’s description of video
as a narrowcasting medium: ““We’ve got to give them something they can’t
get for nothing. . . . We’re going to win this battle by doing what they’re not
doing on TV. We'll give them Tanglewood and exciting conductors, opera,
ballets and moon landings.” To demonstrate its commitment to original
programming, RCA pledged $50 million to content development and
promised that more than a hundred titles would be available for purchase
by the time of SelectaVision’s scheduled launch in 1972.3

McDermott’s and Brockway’s statements reflect a number of the imper-

31. Karen Freeze, “A Mostly Abortive Chapter in the Pre-History of the HVE (Home
Video Era): Electronic Video Recording, 1960-1973” (unpublished paper, 1999);
Graham (n. 5 above), 104-28.

32. Speculations about video libraries and subscription services took the influential
Book-of-the-Month Club as one possible model for the future distribution of video pro-
gramming; see Radway (n. 23 above). In the short-lived 16-mm film libraries of the late
1920s, Haidee Wasson has discovered a crucial link between the Book-of-the-Month
Club and the market for prerecorded home videos that arose in the late 1970s. These
film-subscription services, and the practice of domestic cinema exhibition more broadly,
represent an important and underexplored precedent for home video’s culture of
“images on demand.” See Wasson, Museum Movies:TheMuseum of Moden Art andthe
Birth of Art Cinema (Berkeley, Calif., 2005).

33. McDermott went on to confirm RCA’s plans to develop a video-based advertis-
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atives then facing CBS Inc. and RCA. On the one hand, video programming
appealing to viewers with elite tastes—who presumably did not watch a
great deal of television to begin with—appeased board members, sponsors,
and local affiliates concerned about video’s implications for established
broadcast revenue streams;** on the other, promises of distinctive video
content enabled CBS Inc. and RCA to market their products to the wealthy
consumers that market research indicated would be video’s earliest adop-
ters. Throughout the 1960s, broadcasters fretted over the loss of the so-
called “light viewers,” an audience comprised, according to Variety, of “doc-
tors, lawyers, teachers, and business leaders. In short, the opinion makers,
the people who used to talk up the medium and who used to get excited
about its crusades and accomplishments as well as its failings.”**> For CBS
Inc. and RCA, video presented new opportunities to reach an elusive and
lucrative group of educated, higher-income consumers. One RCA market-
ing report from 1967 cited the decline of general-interest magazines, net-
work radio, and television ratings as indicators that this market segment

ing market. To reach selective audiences, sponsors could purchase space on a Selecta-
Vision cartridge’s label or at the beginning or end of the recorded program. “Don’t
worry,” McDermott assured. “Those cigarette companies will figure out how to get into
video cassettes.” Roger Kenneth Field, “In the Sixties, It Was TV; In Seventies, Video Cas-
sette,” New York Times 5 July 1970. Brockway’s remarks belie the fact that the develop-
ment of this narrowcasting model for home video roughly coincided with the culmina-
tion of a gradual shift in how the U.S. networks measured and valued their audiences. In
1970, for instance, CBS replaced many of its top-rated rural-themed situation comedies
with programs selected to deliver a more “quality” audience of young, urban, well-to-do
consumers. See Mark Alvey, ““Too Many Kids and Old Ladies™: Quality Demographics
and 1960s US television,” Seeen 45 (2004): 44; Todd Gitlin, InsidePrimeTime (Berkeley,
Calif., 2000), 205-13. For more on the development of niche marketing and market seg-
mentation, see Lizabeth Cohen, A ConsumesBepublic:ThePuliticsof MasConsumpgion
in Pogwar America (New York, 2004), 295-96. “Cartridge TV—It Could Be the Next
Boom Industry, but Is It a Threat to Conventional Broadcasting?” Tdevision/RadicAge
24 August 1970, 25-27, 53.

34. On numerous occasions, CBS chairman William Paley suspended funding for
EVR when he became concerned that it would compete with the CBS television network.
Peter Goldmark and Lee Edson, Maverick Inventor: My Turbulent Years at CBS (New
York, 1973), 190. Also, CBS Inc’s and RCA’s commitment to cultural programming can
be regarded as one dimension of these corporations’ responses to calls for increased gov-
ernment oversight in the wake of the quiz-show scandals. In the 1960s, both corpora-
tions attempted to appease federal regulators by adding educational concerns to their
diverse corporate holdings. CBS Inc., for example, acquired numerous educational sub-
sidiaries during the 1960s, including the publisher Holt, Rinehart & Winston, Creative
Playthings (a manufacturer of educational toys and games), W. B. Sanders (a publisher
of medical books and audiovisual teaching tools), and a number of correspondence
schools. According to Goldmark, EVR was developed as part of a concerted effort on
CBS Inc’s part to displace its network’s public-service obligations onto its other media
holdings.

35. Quoted in William Boddy, “Senator Dodd Goes to Hollywood: Investigating
Video Violence,” in The Revolution Wasr®Televised (n. 17 above), 177.
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valued “quality,” selectivity, and diversity in the entertainment it consumed.
To capitalize on an American middle class in the process of upgrading its
tastes, the report’s authors recommended marketing SelectaVision Holo-
tape as a prestige product “exemplifying culture in the home, whether or
not one watches cultural selections.”* For both CBS Inc. and RCA it was
imperative that video carry the sheen of high culture. To connect their
products to the fine arts in the minds of discriminating consumers, both
companies aligned their home video devices with taste hierarchies and cul-
tural value systems compatible with the aesthetic agendas of widely re-
spected artists, educators, and critics.

Despite any doubts they might have held about the depth of these com-
panies’ commitment to “legitimate” culture, as the 1960s drew to a close
many TV critics became enchanted with prerecorded video systems. The
support these critics lent to prerecorded video signaled a significant shift in
their conception of the relationship between television and home video. EVR
and SelectaVision Holotape did not single out television’s most redeeming
programs or enshrine historic live transmissions on tape; on the contrary,
critics praised these devices as alternatives to both the content and the expe-
rience of traditional forms of broadcasting. No longer was it enough for crit-
ics to attempt to steer the viewing and recording choices of early adopters;
beginning in the late 1960s, many appear to have come to the conclusion that
the competition prerecorded video posed to broadcast revenue streams
could motivate the networks to change their programming priorities.

The critics who embraced prerecorded video largely downplayed the
appeal of videos of Hollywood films or “classic” television programs, stress-
ing instead home video’s “potential for bringing otherwise unavailable tel-
evision programming into the home.”*” Even Gould, a harsh critic of home
video recording, responded enthusiastically to the initial announcements
that major entertainment corporations would assemble libraries of original
video programming. He touted the EVR home video player as a “revolu-
tionary” technology even before CBS Inc. had formally announced its
intentions to market it. On a number of occasions between 1966 and 1967,
Gould’s daily columns excitedly relayed rumors about the development of
EVR. “The economic and social implications of the disk [sid are described
as almost limitless,” he observed. “Viewers at home would have the same

36. T. O. Stanley and H. Tan, “Video Player Systems, Part II,” RCA Corporate Report
(Princeton, N.J., 1967), 3, 5.

37. Bruce Carl Klopfenstein, “Forecasting the Market for Home Video Players: A
Retrospective Analysis” (Ph.D. diss., Ohio State University, 1985), 360. Certainly, televi-
sion critics found it in their own best interests to concentrate on home video program-
ming. By focusing on future video titles, critics translated unfamiliar technologies into
terms with which they—and their readers—were more familiar. At any rate, it was eas-
ier for many of these journalists to write about programming than it was to explain the
scientific principles behind vidicons, miniaturized film frames, electron beam recorders,
and low-intensity lasers.
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freedom of choice in picking motion pictures that they now have in select-
ing long-playing music records.” He went on to predict that “[i]f TV rec-
ords can be sold, exchanged, or circulated with the same ease as books or
music recordings, the true import of the visual age would still lie ahead”
Less than a week later, Gould wrote that “[b]y far the most interesting
aspect of the innovation is its promise to introduce into the television
medium the element of selectivity that up to now has been lacking.”3®
Whereas broadcasting’s economies of scale had hamstrung television’s
development as a popular art, video was ideally suited to the distribution of
the aesthetically adventurous and intellectually challenging programs that
lacked a home on the airwaves. “For 20-odd years,” Gould observed, “there
seemed no alternative in electronics to the mass medium concept, with all
its built-in limitations. For this writer, one night with an EVR unit demon-
strated that such a concept is no longer valid.”*

“Talking Culture”

Gould was not alone in predicting that narrowcasting would inaugurate
a new age of democratic cultural production. The LosAngelesimes for
example, reported that with EVR,

[i]mpresarios of culture will finally get a crack at the television audi-
ence with the likes of Mehta, Bernstein, Cage, and La MaMa. Such
are the proposed eventual economics of the medium that the big
studio mogul will fight inch for video-tape inch with the little-
known Off-Broadway producer. The minority viewer may;, at last,
have his say.*’

Needless to say, not all critics took CBS Inc.s and RCA’s public statements
at face value. Stung by television’s failure to live up to similar expectations
during the 1950s, some critics interpreted these promises of high-culture
video offerings as cynical marketing ploys. For example, Satuday Review’s
Alpert was highly skeptical of RCA’s pledge that SelectaVision Holotape

38. Jack Gould, “CBS Developing Disk to Play Movies Through Home TV Set,” New
York Times28 February 1966. Jack Gould, “Taking Long Looks at TV’s Future,” New York
Times 6 March 1966. Endorsements for EVR also came from the Carnegie Commission
on Educational Television, which described EVR as an important new educational
instrument. Note that the report did not identify EVR by name. See Carnegie Commis-
sion on Educational Television, Public Television,a Program for Adion: The Report and
Recommendations of the Carnegie Commisson on Educational Televison (New York,
1967), 193-200.

39. Jack Gould, “Renting a Movie or a Professor to Take Home,” New York Times 5
April 1970.

40. Wayne Warga, “TV Gazes into Crystal Ball, Sees Black Box,” LosAngele3imes31
May 1970.
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would deliver “classics of every kind” and “ballets for the devotee and the
student”:

RCA is confidently corralling some programming for what it calls
SelectaVision. Seven Bolshoi ballets on cartridge, on a one-a-year
basis. . . . Olivier has been contacted. He’ll maybe do a play, and
he’ll give us an illustrated lecture on acting. Very cultural-sounding.
They’re all talking culture at the moment.*!

Although cautious in their endorsement of the networks’ video sys-
tems, the cultural critics of Satuday Review were exceptionally outspoken
about prerecorded video’s potential place in their cultural agenda for
American television (and American culture in general). In January 1971,
the magazine launched a new monthly “MultiMedia” supplement to cover
new media technologies. Saturday Review announced the premiere of this
special section with a full-paged advertisement in the New York Times “Ask
your milkman to leave you the Bolshoi Ballet, Leonard Bernstein, two
string quartets, and a dozen eggs,” the advertisement instructed readers in
large, boldface type. The ad continued:

It’s not as crazy as it sounds. There’s a report in this week’s issue of
Saturday Review about an enterprising gentleman from the Midwest
who has organized several milk companies to deliver other products
to homes along with the regular delivery of daily milk. He proposed
to one of the major corporations currently involved in developing
video-cartridge television for the home that his milk trucks be used
for a weekly delivery and pickup of rented cassettes.*?

Merging the homespun and the ultramodern, Satuday Review’s descrip-
tion of this visionary proto-Netflix pointed toward a future in which the
arts would become, like fresh eggs and milk, an essential daily staple within
the reach of all Americans.*> However, Satuday Review’s critics were torn
between those who optimistically forecast video’s potential to democratize
culture and those who hoped that video would counter television’s erosion
of the dichotomy between art and commerce and the mass market’s level-
ing of popular tastes.** For this latter group of critics, prerecorded video’s

41. Alpert (n. 20 above), 42.

42. Advertisement, New York Times 26 January 1971.

43. Netflix is the largest DVD rental-by-mail service in the United States. For a
monthly fee of between $4.99 and $23.99, Netflix subscribers may borrow between one
and four films or television programs on disc at a time. Discs are both delivered to sub-
scribers’ homes and returned to Netflix by the United States Postal Service. The Netflix
business model has been adopted (and adapted) in Europe by LoveFilm International.

44. Lizabeth Cohen astutely recognizes that as early as the 1950s, “despite concern
among cultural critics . . . that the standardization inherent in mass consumption was
breeding social conformity and homogeneity, the Madison Avenue they reviled was
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chief strength lay in its ability to service “minority” (an undisguised euphe-
mism for “highbrow”) tastes. With video, Saturday Review’s George Mov-
shon predicted, “It will become economically feasible, indeed profitable, to
serve audiences measured in no more than hundreds of thousands: to give
groups of that size a little of what they want—be it Shakespeare or fret-
work, philately or philosophy, ballet or animal husbandry.”**

Movshon’s predictions were staked on the assumption that what audi-
ences wanted to watch on their home sets wasn® TV. While the academy,
the productive avocations, and the Western canon all were appropriate
sources of content for the new medium, by their absence from this list it
would appear as if Hollywood films and old television programs were not.
Above all, Movshon insisted, video must not follow in television’s footsteps
and become a mass-entertainment medium. Rather, video would best serve
those who found television’s offerings beneath their taste levels—in other
words, individuals who respected the taste hierarchies policed by cultural
intermediaries like Movshon. Video would be an instrument for the edifi-
cation of sophisticated connoisseurs and the self-improvement of status-
conscious members of the professional-managerial class. This conception
of video’s cultural meanings accentuated the tenuous, socially constructed
distinction between high art and commercial culture, and, further, segre-
gated those who were culturally “qualified” to enjoy home video from those
for whom television would be sufficient.

Cultural Authority and Corporate Imperatives

Critical approbation for CBS Incs and RCA’s prerecorded video sys-
tems suggests that many critics may have believed that a healthy market for
video sales and rentals would expand their own influence over the produc-
tion and consumption of cultural goods. After enjoying increased power
and readerships during the moral panic that followed the quiz-show scan-
dals, television critics saw their authority as cultural intermediaries dimin-
ish during the 1960s as the broadcasting industry relentlessly attacked their
credibility and relevance. Since the 1950s, network executives, trade jour-
nalists, and advertisers had made systematic attempts to discredit critics by
portraying them either as talentless hacks or elitist and antidemocratic
snobs whose moralizing agendas were out of touch with the tastes of Amer-
ican viewers.*® The quiz-show scandals and Minow’s wasteland speech tem-

moving by the end of the decade in the opposite direction: toward acknowledging, even

reifying, social differences through an embrace of market segmentation” (Cohen [n. 33
above], 306).

45. George Movshon, “Video Revolution,” Satuday Review, 8 August 1970, 50.

46. By 1963, the audience for TV criticism was “as much as three to five times the
readership of criticism about the older media of entertainment,” and more U.S. daily
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porarily sidetracked these efforts to marginalize television critics. But by
the mid-1960s the networks switched their tactics: instead of seeking to
damage the reputation of TV critics, the broadcast industry turned its
efforts toward attempts to relocate “serious” television criticism from the
pages of newspapers and weekly magazines to university English and film
studies departments and peer-reviewed journals. American broadcasters,
through the industry’s public-relations arm—the National Academy of
Television Arts and Sciences (NATAS)—attempted to ““move’ TV criticism
out of the auspices of the popular press (where presumably it was read
widely) and into the ivory tower (where presumably it wasn’t).”*” Through
grants, scholarships, and the sponsorship of publications like the Eighth Art
and the journal TeevisionQuartedy, NATAS and its members participated
in the creation of a new “TV literate elite” whose advanced degrees and uni-
versity affiliations surpassed the cultural authority of the press critics.

Though an incomplete project, the transformation of television criti-
cism from journalistic genre to academic discipline contributed to a re-
thinking of the function and mandate of the popular press’s television crit-
ics. It was in the early stages of this transformation that some press critics
may have identified the imminent arrival of prerecorded video as an op-
portunity to reassert their cultural authority over a medium with indeter-
minate aesthetic properties. By actively intervening in debates over video’s
meanings and uses, critics attempted preemptively to stake out positions
for themselves as the arbiters of this emergent cultural form. Based on their
understandings of the taste profiles of CBS Incs and RCA’s target markets,
critics may have assumed that early adopters would be drawn from a pop-
ulation accustomed to seeking the guidance of expert cultural intermedi-
aries. Moreover, insofar as esteemed artists (including composers William
Schuman and Leonard Bernstein, and Schulyer Chapin, former director of
programming at Lincoln Center) and educators (including Eugene V. Ros-
tow, dean emeritus of Yale Law School, and the lecture agency American
Program Bureau) were among the first to sign on to produce original video
programming, it is likely that these cultural intermediaries did indeed
believe that the fine arts would in fact find a home on video. By asserting
their authority over the new medium at this early juncture, critics attempt-
ed to safeguard the future of their position within a rapidly changing cul-
tural landscape.

CBS Inc. and RCA were certainly conscious of the critics’ stance on
home video. Peter Goldmark, president of CBS Laboratories, notes in his

newspapers had television editors than had business-finance, real estate, garden, educa-
tion, or art editors. Patrick D. Hazard, “TV Criticism: A Prehistory,” TdevisionQuartery
2 (1963): 59. William Boddy, FiftiesTdevision(n. 11 above), 233-43; Lynn Spigel, “The
Making of a TV Literate Elite,” in TheTdevison SudiesBook, ed. Christine Geraghty and
David Lusted (London, 1963), 64.

47. Spigel, “The Making of a TV Literate Elite,” 67.
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autobiography that Gould’s first report on EVR inspired a run on CBS Inc.
stock. In fact, according to Goldmark, Gould’s enthusiasm for EVR alerted
executives to video’s significance: “If it’s in the Times’ Goldmark recalls one
executive saying, “it must be important.”*® A short time later, as RCA was
ramping up the development of its own video initiative, an internal strat-
egy report reproduced in large type the headline from one of Gould’s glow-
ing articles on EVR (“Soon You'll Collect TV Reels, Like LP’s”) and quoted
at length the critic’s opinions on video’s cultural and educational applica-
tions.* In the same report, RCA outlined a marketing strategy that would
initially target America’s growing professional-managerial class, a group
whose cultural needs were, according to its research, not being met by tele-
vision. Members of this market segment demanded a high degree of con-
trol over the commodities they consumed, were preoccupied with pre-
mium brands, strove to be the first in their neighborhoods to bring home
the latest products, and placed great value on presenting themselves to their
peers as cultured and urbane. The report’s authors argued that home
video’s primary strength as a consumer product was that it presented RCA
with new opportunities to profit on this free-spending, “convenience-ori-
ented,” “status-minded” fraction of the upper middle class. In terms that
echoed Movshon’s predictions about the power of narrowcasting, the
report advocated producing specialized programming suited to the tastes of
this “minority” audience. Whereas an audience of four million homes for a
televised opera would represent “a disastrously low rating in network tele-
vision terms,” the same audience would constitute “an appreciable market
segment by the measure” of home video. For home video, sales of a mere
500,000 units would constitute a bona fide hit.*

RCA’s integrated programming and marketing strategy closely followed

48. Goldmark and Edson (n. 34 above), 185.

49. The quote, in its entirety, follows: “By far the most interesting aspect of the inno-
vation is its promise to introduce to the television medium the element of individual
selectivity that up to now has been lacking. It has been said with considerable justifica-
tion that of all the so-called mass media, the long playing record is by far the most dem-
ocratic. While using the same technical facility in the home, the individual has the widest
possible range of artistic choice, from the symphony to pop, from serious dramatic plays
to nightclub sketches. A huge medium appealing to millions has thrived on limitless
diversity exercised not alone by a few smug impresarios, but rather by the separate parts
of the multitude.” Quoted in Stanley and Tan (n. 36 above), 4-5.

50. Ibid., 5 and 12. As Mark Alvey’s revisionist history of the development of niche
programming strategies demonstrates, throughout the 1960s RCA subsidiary NBC went
to great lengths to publicize its leadership in attracting upscale urban viewers. In partic-
ular, Alvey discovered, network marketing documents emphasized that NBC’s many
color offerings made it the network of choice among the very same population that
would later be identified as the primary market for home video. These parallels illumi-
nate the degree to which audience demographics were a major driving force of both net-
work programming policy and technological development at RCA and NBC during the
1960s. See Alvey (n. 33 above), 50.
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a template developed years earlier when RCA had first rolled out its expen-
sive line of color television receivers. From the start of its research on home
video in the 1950s, RCA envisioned video as a mass medium and predicted
that following the saturation of the domestic market for color television
receivers, home video players would become the next consumer-electronics
device designed and programmed by RCA’s subsidiaries. During the early
phase of SelectaVision’s life span (i.e., when the cost of hardware would
likely be out of the price range of the majority of consumers), RCA would
focus its marketing on upscale consumers, in part by affiliating video with
the high-culture canon. As production costs stabilized, volume increased,
and retail prices fell, the titles in the SelectaVision programming library
would change to reflect the tastes of a new market of consumers. In this
fashion, the home video market would expand beyond a limited niche of
early adopters; video would go from being a “class” medium to a true
“mass” medium. By carefully calibrating these discourses on taste to the
rate at which their product’s retail price declined, RCA could incrementally
mobilize consumers from various social classes, thereby ensuring steady
growth in the adoption of home video.

Whether or not McDermott’s talk of culture was ever intended to do
more than solicit the endorsement of television’s critics, his contradictory
descriptions of future SelectaVision video programs are illustrative of the
degree to which discourses of taste and cultural authority came to bear on
the construction of home video’s cultural meanings during the 1960s and
early 1970s. RCA recognized that, despite the diminishing profile of popu-
lar-press critics, their endorsement still carried weight among the con-
sumers who market researchers predicted would be the first to purchase
home video players. Therefore, even as RCA’s McDermott disclosed to
Variety that he was actively pursuing Frank Sinatra, Arnold Palmer, Elvis
Presley, and Charlie Chaplin to appear on SelectaVision cartridges, he main-
tained to reporters from the Timesand Saturday Review that future Selecta-
Vision content would include Olivier, Shakespeare, and Bernstein.’! To par-
aphrase one of the preconstituted headlines RCA suggested in the press
packet distributed in conjunction with the initial public demonstration of
Holotape in 1969, the company was confident from the very start that its
home video library would encompass both “Wagner and Westerns.”>

Ultimately, television critics’ aesthetic, moral, and professional agendas
proved incompatible with the economic imperatives CBS Inc. and RCA
faced as they attempted to surmount the considerable technological hur-
dles that stood between them and commercially and technically viable pre-
recorded home video systems. In 1971, CBS Inc. aborted development of its

51. “$50-Mil RCA Vidcassette Bet,” Variety, 28 October 1970.
52. “Tape Views,” 30 September 1969, David Sarnoft Research Center Public-Rela-
tions Collection, box 16, folder 8, p. 2.
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EVR; within a year, RCA abandoned SelectaVision Holotape for an ill-fated
magnetic-tape system.>® In the years that followed, various manufacturers,
including RCA, would again attempt to market prerecorded video systems.
However, American consumers would not embrace prerecorded video tech-
nologies that lacked the capacity to transcribe television broadcasts until the
1990s, following the advent of the digital versatile disc, or DVD. By then,
VCRs were in over 80 percent of all American homes.** The first commer-
cially successful VCR, the Sony Betamax, was a variation on the television
tape recorders excoriated by TV critics during the 1960s. In marketing the
Betamax, Sony made no promises that the Betamax would deliver original
prerecorded programming to the home. It instead focused its resources on
publicizing the VCR’s ability to record television broadcasts off the air for
more convenient playback, or time-dhifting When enterprising individuals
finally began to secure prerecorded programming for the Betamax and
its primary competitor, JVC’s video home system (VHS), they swiftly by-
passed the opera house, lecture hall, and legitimate stage in favor of popular
films. To the consternation of critics, video’s challenge to the American net-
works” monopoly over the distribution of visual entertainment to the home
would in the end have the unforeseen side effect of shoring up Hollywood
hegemony.>

In the short term, the aesthetic meanings television critics attached to
home video proved more robust than many of the devices designed or pro-
duced during this period. Although the Signature V, EVR, and Selecta-
Vision Holotape had relatively brief lives as products or prototypes, as late
as 1972 the legacy of the quiz-show scandals and the “TV problem” still
loomed large in advertisements for home video devices. To promote its
home video system to Sears shoppers, point-of-purchase installations for
the Cartrivision home video system invoked television taste hierarchies
that looked backwards toward the debates of the 1960s. In brochures and
video demonstrations, Cartridge Television, Inc., Cartrivision’s manufac-
turer, framed TV tape recording as an exceptional activity reserved for
broadcasts of unusual merit. Cartridge Television suggested that viewers
use their home video systems to record “an important newscast . . . a new
musical, a special, or a feature film.”*® For those unsatisfied with what tele-
vision had to offer, Cartrivision offered a sizeable collection of foreign
films, documentaries, and educational titles for rental. As had been the case
with prior advertisements for television tape recorders, the message was

53. RCA abandoned this system during development; see Graham (n. 5 above).

54. Sterling and Kittross (n. 12 above), 866.

55. Wasser (n. 6 above).

56. Cartridge Television, Inc., “I Am Cartrivision” (sales demonstration videocas-
sette, 1973); Sears, Roebuck and Co., “Sears Cartridge Television Center” (sales pam-
phlet, 1972).
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clear: despite its product’s recording features, Cartridge Television por-
trayed video as an edifying alternative to television’s quotidian output.

It was not until 1975, the year Sony introduced the Betamax VCR, that a
new set of discourses began to displace these taste hierarchies from their cen-
tral place within discussions and representations of video’s meanings and
uses. When Sony invited consumers to use the Betamax VCR to “Watch
Whatever Whenever,” it espoused a rhetoric of cultural populism that was
utterly incompatible with the selective and purposeful viewing recom-
mended by the critics who had originally championed video as an alterna-
tive to television. Sony’s promotional message was attuned to a changing
cultural landscape in which the profile and influence of television critics
were greatly diminished. By the mid-1970s, many members of Jack Gould’s
generation of reform-minded television critics had retired. The implications
of this generational shift were amplified by the migration of “serious” aes-
thetic criticism of television from mass-market periodicals to academe.*” For
the most part, the new press critics lacked their predecessors’ sense of obli-
gation to serve as the aesthetic and moral shepherds of the medium. Over
the course of the 1970s, celebrity gossip, plot synopsis, and coverage of the
Nielsen ratings gradually came to displace high-minded aesthetic or moral
criticism from the television pages of many major periodicals. Meanwhile,
popular perceptions of television programming were themselves in flux.> In
the early 1970s, the commercial and critical successes of a new crop of situ-
ation comedies, including All in the Family (CBS, 1971-79), TheMary Tyler
Moore Show (CBS, 1970-77), and M*A*S*H (CBS, 1972-83), inspired many
to proclaim that television was experiencing an artistic renaissance. The net-
works capitalized on their new hits’ critical acclaim and ratings dominance,
promoting these series’ “relevance” in support of their perennial claims that
television was a legitimate popular art form.>

These generational and attitudinal shifts crystallized in Sony’s mid-
1970s Betamax campaign. Orchestrated by Doyle Dane Bernbach, the cam-
paign centered around television commercials and full-page print advertise-
ments in major newspapers and weekly magazines, all of which proclaimed
a populist aesthetic that celebrated not only the new, critically acclaimed sit-
uation comedies, but literally all types of programming. One 1976 print ad-
vertisement invited consumers to “[i]magine watching the Late Show in the
morning. Or a soap opera in the evening. Or whatever whenever.”®® Whereas

57. Spigel, “The Making of a TV Literate Elite” (n. 45 above).

58. Derek Kompare, Rerun Nation: How Repeatd nventedAmetrican Television (New
York, 2004), 102.

59. Gitlin (n. 33 above), 203-20. According to Kompare, the networks’ ongoing
efforts to legitimize the medium reached a significant milestone in 1976, when the Muse-
um of Broadcasting opened its doors; see ibid., 101.

60. Advertisement, New York Times 12 October 1976.
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video manufacturers and cultural intermediaries had formerly gone to great
lengths to distance video from such banal programming, Sony presented
home video recording as an everyday practice suitable for everyday pro-
grams. Even the most critically derided of all U.S. television genres, the day-
time soap opera, was, according to this advertisement, worth recording. In
other advertisements, Sony implored viewers to “circle two” (alluding to the
practice of circling programs in TV Guide) or “make [their] own schedules.”
Aside from this obvious emphasis on empowering viewers to play an active
role in program selection, Sony’s campaign had another important message:
that after years of moral and aesthetic condemnation, it was once again ac-
ceptable to love television. Advertisements for the Betamax made no claims
that the VCR would rehabilitate or reform television. For that matter, neither
did Sony portray its product as an alternative to a medium in crisis. On the
contrary, the Betamax would provide consumers with new opportunities to
augment and preserve television’s most ordinary pleasures.

Conclusion

The story of these early negotiations over video’s cultural meanings il-
lustrates that, despite a professional ethic that mandates autonomy and
disinterestedness, cultural intermediaries are anything but impartial medi-
ators between the spheres of production and consumption. During the
1960s and early 1970s television critics used their position within the con-
sumption junction to intervene actively in discussions about video’s mean-
ings and uses. Leveraging their cultural capital against the economic
resources of electronics manufacturers, they framed these discussions in a
manner that made video amenable to their own aesthetic agendas for tel-
evision. These agendas were themselves linked to shifting conditions of
production and reception in the television industry and a rapidly chang-
ing cultural landscape. Together, these forces posed a formidable threat to
the authority critics had enjoyed during television’s “golden age” and the
years of crisis that followed. Of all the crises associated with the “TV prob-
lem,” perhaps the most pressing for critics during video’s nascence was
brought on by questions the quiz-show scandals raised about their own
legitimacy. For despite widespread popular support for Minow’s regula-
tory agenda and the resurgence of interest in “serious” television criticism,
many of the reforms proposed during this period by regulators and critics
never came to pass. What critics had interpreted as a forceful mandate to
comprehensively rehabilitate television became instead merely a short-
lived moral panic. In the years that followed, the networks proved adept at
responding to their critics, reconfiguring their programming and, perhaps
even more importantly, their public-relations efforts in a fashion that ad-
dressed reformers’ concerns without ceding too much ground to their
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agenda.®! The critics, on the other hand, were far less successful in their at-
tempts to adapt. Although the television taste hierarchies they had first
articulated during television’s golden age in the 1950s continue even today
to exert a residual influence over members of certain taste publics, by the
end of the 1960s television critics had seen their own influence over the
medium, the industry, and the audience sharply decline.

When examining the factors that shaped video’s early history, the pro-
fessional crises experienced by television critics during the 1960s and early
1970s must be taken into account, if not placed on a plane of equal impor-
tance with technological developments, marketing campaigns, and the
moral and aesthetic panics surrounding television. But reinscribing cultural
intermediaries into the histories of media technologies need not entail val-
orizing critics as the principled opponents of commerce or technology.
Matthew Arnold’s famous injunction against modern man’s “faith in the
machine” notwithstanding, cultural intermediaries may harbor agendas for
new media technologies that are by no means incompatible with the com-
mercial or technological requirements of capital.®> The cultural critics writ-
ing on video during the 1960s did not wish to halt the march of technolog-
ical “progress” or turn back the clock to the era prior to their contemporary
age of electronic mediation. Nor, for that matter, were they so principled as
to allow their grievances with the U.S. television networks to color their re-
sponses to the prerecorded video technologies of CBS Inc. and RCA. On the
contrary, foremost on critics’ minds were questions about how new video
technologies would impact the cultural hierarchies that legitimized their
authority. By intervening in negotiations over video’s cultural meanings at
this early stage of this medium’s history, critics attempted to ensure that
video was commercialized in a manner that preserved or even augmented
their power and profile. Though by no means successful in the long run, for
at least a brief period during the 1960s and early 1970s popular-press tele-
vision critics demonstrated that groups rich in cultural capital may, under
the right circumstances, subtly shape the trajectory of technological change.

61. See Curtin (n. 15 above).
62. Quoted in Rubin (n. 23 above), 14-15.
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