Art Institute of Chicago (exhibition material)
Noél Jones

One of my most rewarding writing challenges for the Art Institute of Chicago was writing a transcript that
would help both visitors with low vision, and visitors with low hearing, to engage with Gretchen Bender’s
video installation, Total Recall.

This contemporary exhibition was often challenging to connect with, even for visitors with full vision and
hearing. It required a more descriptive writing style, dispensed in short sentences, and laid out in a
sequence that would help these visitors digest the information, step by step, as they were experiencing
the exhibition.

To test the efficacy of this transcript, | asked people of various backgrounds to either read the script to
themselves (as a person with low hearing would) or to listen as | read the transcript aloud (as a person
with low vision would) and then describe how they imagined the arrangement of the room and
monitors, as well as the sounds and moving images that were part of the exhibition. Then | iterated
according to the insights gleaned from those interviews, resulting in the transcript below:
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Transcript for Total Recall by Gretchen Bender

(for museum visitors with low-vision and/or low-hearing)

This is a description of a video installation entitled Total Recall. This work was created by Gretchen
Bender in 1987. Total Recall is part of the Art Institute of Chicago’s permanent collection, and is one of
only four such video installations in existence. This piece is comprised of an 8-channel video installation:
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24 monitors, 3 projections, color, and sound. The running time is 18 minutes. Many images and sounds
repeat as motifs throughout the work. These motifs will be identified along the way.

You enter the space from an open doorway at the back right corner of the room, like the doorway of a
theater. It is a small room, and wider than it is deep. All is dark, except for light coming through another
open doorway across the room to your left. Silhouettes of visitors pass through the other doorway, as
they find their way into the installation. Two marble benches sit in the middle of the room.

The work itself is installed in front of you, at the far end of the room. It is made of rows of what appear
to be black box TVs from the 80s, but are specifically vintage CRT monitors, facing you, seven across at
the bottom row. Each row is set above and behind the one before, forming graduated rows of televisions
resembling a staircase formation. At the top center is a small projection screen. At ground level, slightly
larger projection screens are situated on each side of the stacked televisions. All of the screens are blank,
but the TVs give off a dull glow. Some screens appear purple in the dark; others look green, red or blue.
There is no sound, aside from the shuffle of other visitors making their way into the room. They sit on
the benches in the center, or stand along the walls, waiting for the next cycle to begin. If you stand
against the acoustic padding of the back wall, you are able to feel the vibration from sounds involved in
the installation, once it begins.

A white image appears on the TV screens. The projection screens remain dark. The image is an oblong,
geometrical shape, drawn in white on a black background. It is layered upon itself, and rotating in 3D at
the center of each TV.

Off-screen male voice: | think | can learn to live with what has happened. The pain will go away to a big
degree. But there will always be moments, when I’ll sit and I’ll think, and the pain will start to creep back
in. But then | can move on with my life, and the pain will slide away again.

The geometric shape on the screens bursts into a rapid succession of multiple images. Each image is
matched on several screens, but not all screens at the same time. The images are a random collection of
shapes and media images that change too quickly to make out each image clearly. This continues for a
few moments until...

Visual motif #1: All screens sync to the same line drawing of a white X shape on a black background. The
white X shape is horizontal and seems to vibrate or flutter in the center of each TV screen, like the rapid
wingbeats of an insect. As the white X shapes flutter, you hear...

Sound motif #1: A loud, electronic chirring sound, like a forest of cicadas at night. It sounds like it could
be a layering of familiar sounds, sped up to a higher pitch at a faster rhythm than when recorded. It is a
high-pitched, agitated vibration of sounds that reminds you of everything from oscillating sprinklers, to
flying bugs, to the whirring of helicopter blades, police sirens in a high-speed chase, and ray guns firing in
an 80s arcade video game. The sound is too distorted for any one sound to be distinct, so you can’t be
sure. The overall effect sounds like you are being overtaken by a flying swarm of robotic alien insects.

The white Xs stop fluttering and disappear. The sound shifts into a low-pitched wavering drone that sets
an ominous mood.

Visual motif #2: The logo for GE appears at the center of each TV screen, with its slogan at the bottom,
“We bring good things to life.” The logo rotates on an invisible vertical axis at the center of each TV.



The droning sound continues as you see images shift simultaneously on all TV screens at once: A happy
couple embraces in an airport. An expectant mother rejoices at learning about her fetus through her
doctor’s use of a sonogram machine. A woman facing the camera dances at the front of a crowd. A
couple on a yacht turn on a stereo to listen to music as they sail. An elderly couple at home watches
another elderly couple dancing on TV. A chemistry teacher, instructs his students in a school lab. A
woman, and the sick child she cuddles in bed, are visited by another child. A woman with flowing blonde
hair rides a white horse, racing alongside a speeding train. The GE logo motif reappears, then disappears.
Children wave at police marching by, but the video runs backwards, making the officers walk backwards.

The video returns to the expectant mother rejoicing at the results of her sonogram, then back to the
dancing woman. The camera pulls back farther from the dancing woman this time, revealing that she is a
fan at a boxing match, celebrating as two men pummel each other in the ring. This is followed by the
image of a family’s Christmas around the tree, from the viewpoint of someone standing outside in the
snow, late in the day, looking in through a window. This image is followed by a clip of office workers
excitedly watching the same computer screens together. We see women baking together in a kitchen,
putting bread into an oven. Next, a strip of light in a dark hallway; a door is slightly ajar. A child in
pajamas, dragging his blanket, retreats from what he sees or hears. The embracing couple returns, but
this time the video is played in reverse, so that the couple breaks apart immediately and begins
searching for each other in the airport. We watch footage of a passenger jet coming in for a landing, but
played in reverse, as if the plane is taking off backwards.

The GE logo returns. The droning sound continues, the logo disappears. The sound shifts to....

Sound motif #2: A crashing gong and cymbals are heard, along with a quick drumroll, and a slow, heavy
hammering sound, reminding you of forced labor in prison camps. An orchestra of stringed instruments
swells in a tense chord of yearning that slowly resolves into a resting chord. The movement back and
forth between these two chords is in 4/4 rhythm. The tension chord sounds on the fourth beat, moving
into resolution for three beats. The gong, cymbals and drumroll, are repeated on every fourth beat of
the hammering, lending an ominous sense of suspense to the yearning feeling of the tension chord.

The white X graphic appears again. But this time it is a tall, skinny, vertical X shape that appears to be
flowing in a repetitive stream down through the center of the TVs. It almost gives the impression of a
close-up camera angle moving down a white drawing of a chain-linked fence. The hammering continues
as the chords repeat, creating tension and resolution, over and over again, as the skinny white Xs
continue to stream down the TVs. The emotional effect is heightened every other time the chords
repeat, as the last eighth note at the end of the resting chord lilts upward, changing the chord quality
and driving emotion into tension sooner, before resting again. The overall effect is both disturbing, and
strangely soothing, as it lulls you in a predictable sequence of tension and resolution that feels like a
meditation.

This motif is abruptly interrupted by the screeching sounds of the first sound motif that sounds like the
alien swarm of robotic cicadas. This time the motif is made even more cacophonous by the added layer
of crashing cymbals and sounds from 80s arcade games in the background, as well as the distorted sound
of someone smashing many piano keys at once. The white Xs disappear, and we see...

Visual motif #3: Each TV screen appears to be split horizontally in half, with an image on the top half and
bottom half. On the top half of each screen is the top half of a flower blooming in time-lapse



photography. On the bottom half of each screen is the bottom half of a golf ball, suspended in space,
rotating. The flower images are close-up and sensual. The first flower image is pink, but it changes into
flowers of other kinds and colors. The dimples in the golf ball become increasingly more geometrical in
shape. The golf ball sometimes looks like a rotating disco ball, and at other moments it looks like the
spiked ball at the end of a medieval flail, before the image recedes back into a normal golf ball, a disco
ball, then blooms into spikes again. Most screens share the same split image, but some screens change
to show full images of a blooming daffodil, a pink rose, a purple daisy, and other flowers. Finally an
orange lily bursts into bloom on multiple screens and the sound shifts into...

Sound motif #3: Industrial club music with an urgent, driving beat.

Visual motif #4: White squiggly hand-drawn lines moving against a black background on the TV screens,
to the beat of the club music. This goes on for a few minutes, until the squiggles turn pink.

The club music and squiggles are suddenly interrupted by a snippet of motion graphics, as we hear...

Sound motif #4: A dramatic, pumping soundtrack that sounds like it might be the opening of a news
program.

The graphic shape spins away, morphing into other motion graphics shapes before any specific program
is easily identifiable. Then an image of an American flag spins into view before the TV screens shift into a
scene from Oliver Stone’s 1986 film Salvador.

Two men walk through dusty, war-torn rubble without speaking. They appear to be going somewhere
together, or looking for something. Their hair is not short, so they don’t seem like soldiers. The image of
the men is interrupted by overlapping motion graphics that give us the sense that we are watching a
breaking news program or an action movie. Its high-drama soundtrack keeps pumping behind the images
as they swirl around on screen.

The spinning shapes begin to suggest the shape of military weaponry: the cannon of a tank, then a
grenade. Some TV screens show the rubble images, while shapes and block letters spin around at a
dizzying pace on others. The sequence shifts and changes quickly. The soundtrack keeps pumping its
driving beat. It is hard to keep track of all screens at once, or to focus on any one screen. All of the
images distract attention from each other. Toward the end of the sequence, we see the shape (but not
the letters) of the CBS logo. Shapes appear and disappear. A strip of movie film flows off a reel. The
shutter of a movie camera lens slowly opens as it turns toward the viewer.

Flat gold rectangular shapes fall from the top to the bottom of each TV screen in stops and starts. The
earlier motif of the spiked golf ball—but in gold this time—is also spliced into the sequence. Images of a
distant explosion at night might be a bomb blast, but the image is unclear. Motion-graphics suddenly
make it appear that we are zooming over the circuit boards of computers. Over and over, the men in the
movie reappear, continue walking through the rubble, then disappear. Fireworks too, appear and
disappear. A few white comet-like images on black TV screens swirl into join the electrons of the white
diagram of a atom in black space. We see swirling motion-graphics images of audio equipment, including
a close-up of the spindle of a turntable penetrating the hole in the center of a record.

Abruptly, the music cuts out, and all TVs resolve to an aerial shot of cumulus clouds passing in the sky, as
if seen from the window of an airplane.



Man’s voice #2 (a deep voice, possibly suggesting the voice of God): I saw you...you saw me...l saw
you...you saw me...

The image of the clouds cuts away to...

Visual motif #5: A white line drawing of a cube, rotating on a black background at the center of each TV
screen. As the cubes rotate, the sound goes silent, except for an occasional whip sound that suggests the
swing of a golf club. Whip... whip... whip... whipwhip. The sound bursts back into industrial club music.
Abstract white line images appear and disappear frenetically on a black background. Eventually the
music gives way to silence and the whip sound of the golf club again, as well as a scratched metallic
sound that hints at a DJ scratching records. These two sounds call and respond. Scratch tat-tatatatt...
Whip. Whip. The exchange sounds playful, and repeats a few times, but it gives way to...

Sound motif #5: The sounding of a deep gong, a crash of cymbals, and a low drum roll of tom-toms,
followed by a slow repetitive strike of tom-toms back and forth between two notes that builds a sense of
drama. The sound resonates as a vague yet familiar sense of importance, grandeur, excitement, danger,
and suspense.

Layers of various familiar sounds begin to filter into the tom-tom beat, suggesting everything from the
sizzling of a frying pan, and the sound of water spraying from a hose, to cars passing on a highway, and a
plane taking off from a runway.

In response to the shift in sound, the TV screens shift to motion-graphics showing flat, arcing bands of
warm colors that seem to rise up the screen. As the tom-toms rumble in a drum roll, the image seems to
suggest dawn on some great horizon. As the camera “pulls back” from the bands of color, we see that
they are actually ridges that collect into a circular shape. The circular shape turns blue, and morphs into
the ABC logo. Blue motion-graphics images of various geometrical shapes and patterns burst across all
the TVs, swirling in space. Then all screens go black. The slow strike of the tom-toms continues.

Stars appear, as if lifted from the American flag. They swirl into view, and morph into the letters from the
CBS logo. A flood of random images continues to flash across the TV screens. Sometimes the images
appear in unison on some screens, but never for long. The deep tom-tom sound drones back and forth,
even when the screens go black for a moment.

Indiscernible layers of electronic sound begin to filter into the back-and-forth tom-tom beat. These new
sounds seem to suggest outer space and the advance of technology. Random images begin flooding the
TV screens again. This time it is an array of images that suggest fast cars and slick, glittering cities. Golden
block letters of the TRW TOMORROW logo pass through all the TV screens at once, then disappear. The
repetitive tom-tom beat begins to sound familiar. Motion graphics that tumble into view reveal the NBC
logo with the Olympic rings and torch below. You realize that those two low tones are the tom-tom
strikes from the symphonic theme song of the Olympics.

The sound motif of swelling symphonic chords of tension and release over the hammering sound of a
prison camp returns. The mood feels poignant and yearning. For the first time, images appear on all
three of the projection screens, as well as the TVs.



On the projection screens, people walk in slow-motion on crowded sidewalks, presumably walking to
work or between meetings in big cities. At the same time, a montage of TV footage runs across the TV
screens. Only a few images on the TV screens ever match, and never for more than a second or two.
Footage of athletes, office workers, a home video of a little boy moving around the house, a doctor in a
lab, a welder in a manufacturing plant, more commuters walking to work in slow-motion, the long zoom
lens of a camera pulling away.

This visual montage continues, but the sound shifts back to the motif of industrial club music with its
driving, urgent, beat. The mood shift seems to suggest that everything happening on screen is cool,
fast-moving and urgent. Among the flashing images, we see a giant blue GE logo covering a set of double
doors in an office. A group of employees push through the double-doors, smiling. Mixed in with other
random TV clips, we see images of hands operating GE stereos and other appliances. Later we see a
janitor vacuuming a large blue circular rug in a lobby. The rug is the GE logo. While all of this is
happening, we continue to see the people walking in slow-motion on the three larger projection screens.
GE logos eventually overtake most of the TV screens, except for a few screens that show athletes in
motion.

The club music stops. Instead we hear the ambient sounds of indiscernible voices with a light rattling in
the background that gives the sense of ambient noise in a casino. On both the projection screens and on
the TVs, images flash between shoppers going up and down escalators, to people walking to work, and
what appears to be ferris wheel lit up in neon colors at night.

The rattling sound gives way to the rush of passing cars on a highway. The projection screens show
blurring footage of a forest as if shot from a fast-moving car. The TVs flash from clips of office employees
at work to various movies and TV shows. The shows range from historic to futuristic, showing soldiers
preparing for battle, mixed in with recruiting ads for the Army and the Marine Corps. The blurred images
of the forest on the projection screens give way to blurred images of traffic lights in the city. The TV
screens begin shifting quickly through video clips of explosions, tanks, jets, and parachutes dropping
supplies, the sounds of war that go with these images can also be heard.

The projection screens go dark, and most of the TV screens are suddenly full of the zeros and ones of
binary code. The sounds of war continue: explosions, soldiers warning each other to run for cover. A few
TV screens show images of military troops relaxing and laughing. All of the TV screens burst into stars
from the American flag, before shifting into motion graphics, and images of stereo and movie appliances.

The sound shifts into what sounds like it could be a pop/rock intro to a TV show from the 80s, as images
of flowing film strips from movie reels swirl around on the TV screens. Motion graphics images of the
inside of an arcade game begin to spin and swirl.

You hear a choir of angels singing one long extended note of “ah.”

Spinning images of the center of a movie reel flash across the screens, mixed in with the arcade graphics,
and the explosions of fireworks. Then the logo and tagline of Rockwell International appear on all TVs at
once.

The singing stops. You hear arcade sounds from 80s video games. Some TVs show swirling images of the
building blocks of video game environments. These are juxtaposed against other TVs showing close-up
footage of waves in the open ocean.



Suddenly we hear a high-speed, pumping electronic club beat. All of the TV screens go wild with a rapid
firing of logos, celebrities, motion graphics and clips of intimate scenes, violence, horror and high-speed
chase scenes from shows that change too quickly to recognize.

The swelling symphony chords of tension and release return. Titles of movies and TV shows flash in
white block letters across black TV screens. The titles vary on screens and change quickly. It is impossible
to keep track of all of them. Movie titles such as: THE MAIN EVENT... THE DEER HUNTER... COAL
MINER’S DAUGHTER... GREASE... DELIVERANCE... THE ENFORCER...

The music stops. We hear sirens and car alarms. The movie titles continue:

SWAMP THING... BODY HEAT... BRAINSTORM... RESCUE... BLOODSPORT... NO WAY OUT...THE
CALLER... DIRTY DANCING... FATAL BEAUTY... REAL MEN... BULLET PROOF...THE DEAD... STAKEOUT...
PREDATOR 4... FLAWLESS... CANDYLAND... CHINA GIRL...

The sirens stop. On the larger projection screens, footage of red and white explosions of fireworks plays
in reverse. On several TV screens, a woman stands alone outside a house in a rural area, looking off into
the distance. This image is interspersed with other TV screens showing the two men still walking in
slow-motion through the rubble, and other random shapes and images, including a woman walking
alone on a rural road.

Off-screen woman'’s voice: | was having these dreams for a long time, that you did die. And then I'd wake
up, and Id realize, that if you did, there would be no way | would have of knowing.

The pumping soundtrack suggesting an action movie or the opening of a news program returns. Images
of exploding fireworks appear on the larger projection screens, but played in reverse. All previous images
seen so far begin to flash rapidly across the TV screens. The two men walking through the rubble in
Salvador reappear on several screens. They appear to be moving into a new area of the rubble, still in
slow-motion. The other TVs flash in a rapid-fire succession of all images seen so far. The fireworks on the
projection screens continue to get bigger. The coursing soundtrack continues as the TV images flash and
change faster, except for images of the two men hiking through the rubble in slow-motion, which stay on
screen longer than everything else.

Then, on several TVs, we see the body of a dead young girl, lying in the rubble. The pumping soundtrack
and fireworks continue, as random images flash on the other TV screens. One of the men sees the girl.
We now see only this man’s image on all of the TV screens, still moving in slow-motion, which, when
combined with the music, lends a sense of heroism to his every move. He raises a camera and takes a
picture of the girl’s body.

The soundtrack stops and everything goes quiet. For a moment, the fluttering white Xs appear on all TVs
at once, then disappear. All the TVs go black.

On the projection screens, the fireworks footage continues to play in reverse. Fireworks silently engulf
the larger screens, then they too go black.



