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BILL VIOLA:
TELEVISIONARY

+~=<Bilt Viola knows as well as anyone how trite a word like “spiritual” can sound in

print.

hen I arrive, Bill Viola
is on the phone
negotiating for a
35-foot-long dead tree
to be used in The Theater of Memory, an in-
stallation that just opened at the Museumn of
Contemporary Art. Shown at last spring’s
Whitney Biennial, the tree lay on its side
with the roots exposed, hung with some 50
flickering electric lanterns. Behind the bare
tree branches, an enormous screen also
flickered with Viola's tape. Images drawn
from TV or film flashed on the screen
briefly and hovered as afterimages before
being drowned out by video snow and
static; the soundtrack was a crackle of elec-
tricity. The wind from an unseen fan gent-
ly rocked the lanterns. It was like watching
a scan of the human brain trying to grab an
idea, struggling to retain it, losing part,
then reclaiming it. Verbal description
never conveys the fugitive quality — the
subliminal recognition — of Viola’s work.

““The tape makes people aware of the
viewing experience itself,” says Viola of
The Theater of Memory. *‘It's making an
image become more of an object and mak-
ing an object become more of an image (to

present] a of the physical and
mental worlds. In theology, that would be
known as the body/soul split. In
philosophy, it would be the body/mind
split. We are physical subjects — but our
thoughts, what are they? It's like hardware
versus software, This tape is like the
visualization of memory in action, the
sparks of thought.”

It was in Tokyo in 1978 that I first
waiched one of Viola’s yid and

Jeeger Kotos

so intensely personal that there was no con-
text, no jargon for discussion. The 1970s
were populated by artists working in video,
but even in his earliest work, Viola was
separating himself from the kids running
around with a Sony Portapak. Although he
established a technical prowess very early
in his career, attempting sophisticated
editing and working in color, the real dif-
ference was his vision, his commitment to
revealing the transcendental in the mun-
dane. These terms tend to make cynics and
art critics gag in these relentlessly secular
times, but Viola speaks out bravely for the
transformative powers of art,

At 34, Viola has been institutionally

knowledged by fellowships from the
Guggenheim and Rockefeller foundati
a grant from the National Endowment for
the Arts, and numerous awards, such as
this year's First Annual Polaroid Interna-
tional Video Art Award. He has had *‘mid-
carcer’ retrospectives at the Whitney
Museum of American Art in New York
and the Musee d’Art Moderne de la Ville

. de Paris, as well as at dozens of group

shows and solo installations, Two of his
most recent installations, and a selection of
nine tapes from 1977 to 1983 are on view in
view in the MOCA exhibition,

This sort of attention tends to brew
monstrous egos in young artists. But Viola,
who has come to be considered the best of
the second generation of video artists, does
not have a summer home in the Hamptons,
nor does he bring out platters of cocaine for
visiting critics, He eschews the hustle of
SoHo, and since 1981 has lived in a modest
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“*redlized that his art was utterly new. It was * *

galow in Long Beach wuh hn wn‘e.
photographer Kira Perov. . ¥

by Hunter Drohojowska

Anthem, by Bill Viola.

jola is a tall, graceful man
whose dark, intense eyes and
soft, romantic features reflect

his Italian heritage. He wears his dark hair
long. His mustache grows down into a
shaggy goatee. Although his sources of in-
spiration are monks, poets and visionaries
— William Blake, Rainer Maria Rilke, the
13th-century Pcrsinn sage Rumi, assorted
Zen Buddhists and Sufis — Viola is,
paradoxically, tough, pragmatic and droll,
like a Medieval warrior-monk. And if art is
often considered the new religion, Viola is
a heretic, opposing the organized art clergy
whose bible is Artforum and taking a stand
for the heightening of awareness at an in-
dividual level,

Revealing this position is Room for St.
John of the Cross, also installed at MOCA.
St. John, a Spanish mystic and ascetic
reformer, was condemned during the In-
quisition to nine months confinement in a
small, windowless room. A sympathetic
guard slipped him writing implements
with which he wrote a series of
hallucmalory poems about flying fmc over

--the mountains and cities,

Kira Perov

]

Viola has re-created St. John's quarters
in the same dimensions, but a small win-
dow allows us to see the dirt floor, simple
table, chair, pitcher of water and glass, and
a small television monitor with the color
image of Mount Rainier, still but not
frozen. Occasionally, a breeze will move
the grass or leaves. Within this room, the
poems of St. John are whispered in
Spanish in a manner evocative of prayer.
But this is barely audible because of the
soundtrack of roaring wind in the outside
room, which accompanies a tape of the
Sierra Nevada mountains in black and
white, jerking spasmodically on an enor-
mous screen. We are transported by St.
John's hallucination, soaring with him to
his liberation in death.

Viola’s convictions are at odds with
prevailing tendencies in contemporary art,
especially the new painting, which tends to
refer 1o its own origins in art history. He
believes that such insularity has sapped the
power of art in Western society, as com-
pared with the integrated position of art in
non-Western cultures in which artists are

continued on next page
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often considered shamans.

**Art about art creates a greenhouse ef-
fect,” he says. *“The sun gets in, but can’t
get out. It’s a false environment. Now we
have this incredible regression, a parody of
art with new painting that acknowledges
itself as art about commodity. My disdain
comes from its disconnections from life.’

Viola uses video to expand the range of
human perception to observe the in-
dividual in relation to society, and, on the ~
most personal level, to address the spiritual
dimension. He wants to articulate a vision
of man’s place in both physical and
metaphysical realms.

Viola cites Henri Bergson’s proposition
that the human senses act as *‘limiters’’ of
the total range of energy/information, and
further suggests that ‘‘the teleyision
medium, when coupled with the human
mind, can offer us sight beyond the range
of our everyday consciousness.”’ Viola
hopes that by removing screens imposed
by our senses — as well as by history,
memory and self-consciousness — there
can be greater access to and harmony with
the natural, social and spiritual worlds.

Yet during this discussion, Viola cringes.
He knows as well as anyone how trite 2
word like *‘spiritual’ can sound in print.
He would rather quote from William
Blake’s *‘The Marriage of Heaven and
Hell’: *“If the doors of perception were
cleansed, everything would appear to man
as it is, infinite."”

jola has shot videotapes in
Japan, the Solomon Islands,
Indonesia, the Himalayas, Ita-
ly, and Tunisia. His house is a treasure
trove: Javanese puppets, illustrations of the
Indian deities, calligraphy by a Japanese

Zen monk, photographs of fire-walkers ..

and crumbling ruins.

““Travel has become very important in
my work,” says Viola. *‘I consider the
world as a medium, so that culture
becomes a resource. A sense of place has
always been of primary importance to me.
Sometimes the landscape becomes the sub-
ject, other times it shares the moment in
balance with an action taking place in it.
Yet its energy is always present and felt for
what it is — the natural raw material of the
human psyche."

Viola doesn’t document the landscape so
much as allow its symbols and subtle
character to affect the imagery. ‘‘The most
important image for me is that of the emp-
ty bowl; much of my effort goes into trying
to remain as much as possible like an open
vehicle. It is a vulnerable position, but also
one of ultimate strength, as Japanese
culture has shown the West.”

Ultimately, time is the most basic
material of Viola’s work. The influence
from his early training in electronic music
separates his work from that of artists
trained in the visual arts. At Syracuse
University in the early 1970s, Viola was
chafing in the life-drawing classes and
devoted his time to playing drums in a rock
& roll band. In 1973, as a founding
member of the Composers Within Elec-
tronics group, he collaborated on electronic
music and toured with David Tudor. (As
recently as 1980, he executed a sound in-
stallation in the mountains of Japan with
fog/cloud artist Fujiko Nakaya.)

Along with the music, Viola became
fascinated with electronic images. He in-
stalled a two-way cable system and color-
video studio at the university and worked
as a studio engineer. That his video became
a visual extension of music was most ap-

continued on page 30
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Viola continued trom page 28

parent in Chou el-Djend: A Portrait in Light
and Heat (1979), an optical fugue that
mesmerized the cognoscenti of avant-garde
film and video. J. Hoberman of the Village
Voice described it as **visionary documen-

tary ... coaxing special effects out of
unmediated reality.” From the snows of
Saskatchewan to the sands of the Tunisian
Sahara, Viola recorded 28 minutes of shim-

mering mirages playing across fields of
light while the roaring ambient sound rose
and fell like wind in your ears. The artist
aptly likened it to being physically inside
someone else’s dream, ““The extended-
duration shots are longer than people ex-
pect, but I'm interested in what happens if
a scene doesn’t cut away every five
minutes,” he explains. *‘I'm interested in
how thought is a function of time. There is
a moment when the act of perception be-
comes conception, and that is thought.
What you are ultimately doing is capturing
this experience that will be released when
you show it to someone. It's a seed.”

improbably titled ‘‘Editing, Composi-

ton and Consciousness.” ‘‘I had
students stare at a coffee pot for 45
minutes, It fills and becomes your
thoughts and becomes you. The object is
changed; perception becomes projection."’
Viola cites Javanese puppet shows and
Japanese Kabuki as examples of art events
where extended periods of concentration
are commonplace. *‘I want to point out
that these things are part of a living tradi-
tion in other cultures and not inventions of
the moment."

For all his interest in anthropology,
psychology, and philosophy, Viola has as
much technological savvy as anyone work-
ing in video art today. After college he
worked as technical director of
Ar/Tapes/22, a video art center in
Florence, Italy. Since then, he has been
artist-in-residence at the television
laboratory of WNET (PBS Channel 13) in
New York, where he was the first artist to
develop sophisticated editing systems on
their computer. It is telling that during a
trip to Japan in 1980 on a Japan/U.S.
Creative Arust Fellowship, he spent the
first year studying Zen with a monk and
the last six months as artist-in-residence at
Sony Corporation's Atsugi plant,

Two tapes in the MOCA show
demonstrate the results. Ancient of Days
(1979-81) and Hatsu Yume (First Dream)
(1981) were edited on Sony's state-of-the-
art equipment. Hatsu Yume, which won
the Grand Prize for Outstanding Achieve-
ment at the U.S. Film and Video Festival
in 1983, is a metaphor for the cycle of
birth, death and enlightenment revealed in
the natural and artificial landscapes of
Japan.

For Viola, making art is an act of faith,
**Art is biological, not a vocation or some-
thing you decide to do. You have no
choice. One hundred years ago, I would
have been a painter. It depends on the time
you are living. I work in video because 1
live at the end of the 20th century."

But Viola's choice of video frees him
from some of the constraints of art history
and allies him with minimalist New Music
composers enamored with Eastern
philosophy and religion. What would he
like us to get out of his work?‘‘Nothing,"
he laughs, ‘‘in the Zen sense of fulfillment
through emptiness. But growth is the
ultimate goal — awareness and intellectual
growth, In a way, that's why the work is so
fundamental. I'm just baffled when people
don'tgetit.” M

In 1984, Viola taught a class at Cal Ants



