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Bob Paris frequently uses appropriated imagery to form critiques and explorations of mass media and popular culture. 
His work has screened at a variety of international venues including the Whitney Biennial, the Image Forum Festival in Tokyo, 
and Documenta IX in Germany. Paris currently teaches in the Kinetic Imaging Department at Virginia Commonwealth 
University’s School of the Arts.
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All the images in this exhibition, whether mob beating, presidential speech or car commercial, aired during the time of  the L.A. riots: April 30—May 2, 
1992. • During this period I haphazardly recorded small portions of  this televised  disaster...and then soon forgot all about it.• When I happened to come 
across the material years later, the images struck me more powerfully than I remembered. I found them unsettling and profoundly sad—but why, exactly? 
This question guided the making of  Disturbance. • The answer has something to do with how we live in America, how we stand removed from our own his-
tory, blind to wounds that we wish not to see, and how central a role television plays in this process. • These images have now become phantasms for me, 
emerging out of  oblivion, restless half-glimpsed figures in the social dreamscape. A past that does not sleep, even when we do.
 — Bob Paris



In the video installation Disturbance, Bob Paris remixes and reconfig-
ures footage originally recorded during the 1992 Los Angeles riots. 
Using news footage as source material for ar twork is by no means 
a new direction, but Paris’ treatment pries the material open like a 
wound and cuts way deep into the emotion seething like molten lava 
at its core.
 The volcanic is not an unsuitable allusion. Much of  Paris’ 
visual manipulations melt and flow in unexpected directions. Slowly and 
perpetually, a collection of  media-captured images wrap the viewer in 
a hallucinogenic web whose effect comes not from a critical, aesthetic 
distance but from the immersive whirlpool of  dread that Paris depicts. 
As images cut, as they flow between monitors, as they disappear for 
a moment to leave the viewer enveloped in a purely auditory moment, 
we are held in a kind of  rapturous dread. 
 There are formal references that enhance the—no pun 
intended—alienating experience of  Disturbance, as we sense that we 
have tapped into a broadcast from another dimension of  dementia and 
psychosis. The admonition from a 1960s tv show that we are “control-
ling transmission” and “do not adjust your set” are entirely appropri-
ate here. 
 Altering all the original color footage to black and white reit-
erates the sensation that all the images collaged are integral compo-
nents to the same situation, the same problem, the same emotional rip 
tide. Paris wisely uses the Rodney King beating footage with economy, 
but it surfaces with regularity as it remains the rosetta stone of  the 
riots. The aquittal of  the law enforcement officers who savagely beat 
King ignited the riots, a not entirely surprising outcome at the time.
 Freakishly, Paris’ treatment of  the event is hardly hyperbolic. 
As the riot continued day after day, justified moral outrage evolving 
into irrational violence evolving into crazed behavior, injury and death, 
there was a palpable sense of  a world unhinged. Paris’ selection of  
footage acutely documents the propulsion of  volatile emotions—par-
ticularly the staggering moment of  an engaged African-American store 
owner, raging in the street at the looting of  his shop and the wanton 
destruction of  the life he has tried to build. Paris’ visual manipulation 
here is star tling in the extreme, as the man’s figure is elongated and 

distor ted in perfect parallel to the pain he expresses.
 Using Rodney King’s public admonition for calm, 
Paris—again, wisely—does not rever t to the more commonly-re-
called statement by King, “Can’t we all just get along?” Rather, he 
lingers on the obvious struggle of  a man to express his deep disap-
pointment with the turn of  events, all originating with his beating at 
the hands of  police—ironically, a beating not unique in the history 
of  Los Angeles law enforcement except in its capture on videotape.
 That King’s own unfor tunate situation led to another that 
resulted in fur ther injury and even death is more unintentional shame, 
regret, and blame than any one man should be forced to endure. It is 
remarkable, in the midst of  it all, that he found any words to express 
his thoughts. By this point in Disturbance, Paris has wrapped us in the 
unfor tunate cloak of  that time so fully and so darkly we almost forget 
that daylight exists.
 The work is so effectively dark—visually and thematically—
that even those elements that in other work might appear ironic or 
even funny—a commercial for mace, the dunderheaded observations 
of  small-brained news anchors, the almost oblivious rote pronounce-
ments of  the President, or even the variety show image of  a cowboy 
arriving on the scene—are entirely grim. There is no levity here. 
Paris treats his subject with an unreality appropriate to racheting 
up the emotion and a reality that maintains its serious tone.
 It is no exaggeration to call it frightening work. Not merely 
because of  the implications it draws about race relations, class struc-
ture, or even the callous relish with which the media savors real pain. 
There is, at the hear t of  the work, the reminder that America—for 
all its undeniable brilliance and potential—remains a landscape that 
can descend, with alarming speed, into an inchoate, uncontrollable 
madhouse. 
 Even more disturbing is the possibility that such a descent 
is a regular par t of  our cultural demeanor. The piece concludes 
with an audio reference to the Watts riots in 1965 Los Angeles. It 
is unclear by this point whether the image of  the youth fleeing from 
police is from 1992 or that earlier maelstrom, so we are left with the 
undeniable notion that violence, chaos, and bedlam are not unfor tu-
nate happenstance but everpresent conditions. 
 The underlying, persistent question may not be how media 
spectacle represents and transmits social history, but whether—and 
to what degree—media spectacle is our social history. Which does 
not leave us tidy or easy resolution. If  we tend to disparage the 
notion that we construct and recall our social history through mass 
media—if  we define this as a problem or concern—what are we 
to make of  the undeniable emotional impact of  a work such as 
Disturbance? 
 It too is a manufactured congregate of  images. It represents 
actions, denotes history, recalls and draws for th authentic emotion—
it is simultaneously real and unreal. 

John Massier
Visual Ar ts Curator
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