Bill Viola: A 25-Year Survey

Whitney Museum of American Art, New York, 1997
“It is not the monitor, or the camera, or the tape, that is the basic material of video, but time itself.”1
The Whitney launched an impressive retrospective of Bill Viola’s twenty-five year career. His work is displayed on three floors of the museum (plus two off-site installations). Each piece is ensconced in darkness, a technique that serves to disorient the viewer yet adds to one’s appreciation of the work. Viola’s films arrest and illuminate the ways in which we experience sensory perception, and do so quite adeptly. He masterfully guides us away from the atrophy created by too much television watching, into a contemplative and engaging full-sensory experience.


The medium of video can be thought of as a series of static images strung together and enlivened by velocity. When contrasting video and photography, the biggest and most obvious dissimilarity is time: the still image as compared to the image in motion. Viola writes, 

“In film, . . . the basic illusion is of movement, produced by the succession of still images flashing on the screen. In video, stillness is the basic illusion: a still image does not exist because the video signal is in constant motion scanning across the screen.” 2
While both photography and video are lens-based technologies, and while video would not have come about were it not for photography, Viola believes that video is more closely allied with audio technology than visual technology: 

“A video camera is closer to a microphone in operation than it is to a film camera; video images are recorded on magnetic tape in a tape recorder. Thus we find that video is closer in relationship to sound, or music, than it is to the visual media of film and photography.” 3
Bill Viola does not consider sound to be separate from image. He works with the medium of experience, taking all the senses into account as he designs and exhibits his work. Thus, the viewer is not simply an observer of art, but a participant as well. Viola steers us into chairs with headphones attached (Reasons for Knocking at an Empty House, 1982), or, in another example, as we peer into a microscopic drop of water we simultaneously see ourselves being video-projected onto a screen at the other side of the room (He Weeps for You, 1976). Photography does not allow such a full experience in the manner of video. When looking at a still image, we are only engaging our partial senses. We can’t “hear” a photograph; we can smell one, but this does not enrich our appreciation or understanding of the image before us. We can’t participate in the experience of the photograph, but with video, and especially with Viola’s work, interaction with the pieces is unavoidable. 


Viola often speaks of his work as referencing consciousness. Landscapes, which figure prominently in his work, symbolize “the natural raw material of the human psyche,”4 or, if you will, the landscape of the mind. He describes video as a “movement of human consciousness itself.”5 He considers imagery produced by the camera to be no different. But what sets photography and video apart for Viola, is duration. When we look at a photograph, most of us do so for only a few seconds before moving on to the next image. With video, the viewer must wait for the camera to display the next image. Viola often plays with time by slowing down each frame, or by recording subject matter that deliberately disorders time. In this way, the artist is controlling not only time, but how long one might really see an image, and accordingly, how long one might think about the image. Viola believes that “perception over time equals thought.”6 When considering the movement inherent in video, if is fascinating to ponder his skill in getting the viewer to slow down and process our perceptions. Thus, Viola’s work helps us to sharpen our awareness skills and in so doing, to expand our consciousness and appreciation of his art. 


To expound further on Viola’s ideas about time, one must understand that his personal philosophy is grounded in spirituality and mysticism. While not adhering to any one religion, Viola takes from many religions—especially Eastern religion and philosophy. Most of us think of time as unfolding in a linear fashion. Through Viola’s historical research on the idea of time, he found that it was always described as a spiral: 

“Growth became concentric—a radiation, not a line. Things happened from the inside out, not from down to up . . . ideas can grow too.”7
If one tries to locate Viola’s work within the structure of Western concepts of time, it exists in a no man’s land. He doesn’t employ narrative technique, making it feasible for us, the viewers, to construct alternative meanings for ideas about time. With a still photograph, history is stamped on every print. Photographs can and are imbued with a sense of timelessness, yet one immediately acknowledges that the “event” depicted has already happened. Because video records in real-time, and perhaps because video art does not carry as much historical weight as photography does, the imagery does not confine the viewer to the past, but instead frees one to explore other possibilities. 


Bill Viola’s artistic vision empowers his patrons with rich, sensory discoveries. His artistic treatment of themes such as spirituality and time infect the viewer with a lush banquet of thought and emotion—at times intellectual, at times soothing or even disturbing. It is as if one emerges from a physiological drought, one that is mundane and parched, into a deluge of stimulation. A wonderful example of this is The Crossing (1996), in which a male figure is immolated by fire on one side of a very large video screen, and simultaneously drenched by water on the opposite side of the same screen. These antagonistic forces—fire and water—rattle us as we see and hear a man’s destruction. Then, as the loop replays, he is reborn again. The two sequences happen in the same span of time; this jars the senses even more. The piece offers a metaphorical mélange of insight into spirituality, and our thoughts on creation, faith, and the mysteries of life. The nonlinearity of Viola’s work enables us to immerse ourselves in a medium that is fluid and non-narrative. While we enjoy mining photographs to elicit memory and feelings of nostalgia, these are static exercises that only partially utilize our faculties. Viola’s videofilms allow the viewer time to fully assimilate the image and our perceptions of it into our minds and spirits. There the moving pictures may ebb and flow amongst our revelations.
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