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Where have you gone? The tide is over you,
The turn of midnight water’s over you,

As Time is over you, and mystery,

And memory, the flood that does not flow.

Kenneth Slessor, from Five Bells [1]

Bill Viola has long been recognized as one of the world’s most
influential artists working in film and video. From the outset of his
career—after graduating from Syracuse University, New York, in

1973 —his devotion to new media, music and experimental forms

of art-making was absolute, enriched by the acknowledged influence
of a key mentor, Peter Campus, and early involvements with luminaries
such as video art pioneer Nam June Paik, while also performing with
composer David Tudor as a member of his Rainforest ensemble.

Viola’s inspired understanding of video as a radical electronic medium
that is ‘live” and eminently transportable, has led to a body of work
that—while technically simple in its original form, like the early

Sony Betacam medium itself —more recently employs the complete
arsenal of high-end film technologies and professional actors to realize
productions of great artistic ambition and theatrical power. He now
shoots on high-speed 35mm film at almost seven times normal speed,
a procedure that facilitates extreme slow-motion effects. This

is transferred to high-definition digital video, and typically displayed
on flat-panel screens.

His art consistently explores themes of human experience, memory
and the mystery of existence: birth, death, sentience and eternity.
Water, in which as a young adult he once almost drowned, features
recurrently. He creates compelling voiceless narratives in which
individuals or groups of people express profound emotion, an

effect magnified through the slow motion of their movements and
expressions, the rich colour, and an imaginative, often-dramatic use
of sound. Viola’s ‘stories’ evoke questions of human life, love and loss,
and they arouse our emotions as viewers in powerful and involuntary
ways. His own deep engagement with Buddhist, Sufi and Hindu
philosophy informs everything. Increasingly, his works are conceived
expressly for display as installations in churches: he is currently creating
two permanent digital altarpieces for St Paul's Cathedral, London,

a commission ‘that explores the encounter between art and faith'.

Bill Viola first came to Australia in 1977, when then La Trobe University
director of cultural activities, Kira Peroy, invited him to exhibit his
videotapes. She subsequently joined him in New York where they
married and began a lifelong collaboration in which—as director

of the Bill Viola Studio in Long Beach, California—she manages,
photographs and creatively assists production of all his videotapes

and installations.

Viola has exhibited in Australia with growing frequency. Major projects
here include The Messenger, 1996 and his opera-related The Tristan
Project: The Fall into Paradise, 2005, at the Art Gallery of NSW,
respectively in 1999 and 2008; two further parts of The Tristan Project:
Fire Woman and Tristan’s Ascension, 2005, sponsored by John Kaldor
at St Saviour’s Church in Redfern, Sydney, in 2008; and in 2005 the
National Gallery of Australia presented twelve works from The Passions
series, as well as the installation Five Angels for the Millennium, 2001.
Viola works have been shown at Australian university art museums

(Curtin and Monash), and his three-screen installation, Ocean Without
a Shore, (first exhibited at the 15th-century Church of San Gallo during
the 2007 Venice Biennale) is currently on semi-permanent display at
the National Gallery of Victoria.

An exhibition that toured to the MCA Sydney and ACMI Melbourne

in 2007, Centre Pompidou Video Art 1965-2005, included a haunting
1991 Viola videotape, The Passing, that anticipates the drama of love
and loss explored in Observance, and embodies many of the recurring
themes in Viola’s art. A meditation on the death of the artist's mother,
Wynne Lee Viola, The Passing slowly ruminates through random
scenes: we see a toddling child’s happiness, bodies drifting like
corpses under water, desert landscapes and the sky at night. The richly
furbished house examined room by silent room, reveals a cultured life
that will soon be lost to the flood. It is as if the dying mother, lying
poignantly in coma and whose laboured breathing punctuates the
film, is experiencing those residual memories of greatest meaning from
her life, now dreams in her fading consciousness. Through it all is the
sadness, and the loss.

In Observance, 2002, the experience of personal loss and grief

is amplified to an extent that makes it difficult for the viewer to
suppress emotion. We see a column of people facing us, each slowly
moving forward in turn to eventually occupy a position in front of
camera. All are intimately linked by the press of bodies, or by gentle,
reassuring touches and anxious glances, as they strain and jostle to
see ahead at what is to come. The scene is one of pervasive sorrow
and shared grief. As they take their turn at front, their gaze is fixed
downwards, beyond the frame—the intensity of their emotions now
unconstrained—observing something that we, the viewer, do not see.
Yet, unmistakably, we recognize and understand the scene, and share
the grief. We too are observers and now also participants, and we
perhaps mourn for Christ Himself, or someone as loved.

Observance is one of an ongoing series that comprise The Passions,
produced by Bill Viola from 2000 after working as a visiting scholar
(during 1998) at the Getty Research Institute. The experience
intensified Viola's study of the history of art, particularly religious works
of the 15th and 16th centuries relating to medieval devotion and the
depiction of emotion. Observance is based upon Albrecht Direr's Four
Apostles, 1526 (Alte Pinakothek, Munich). The painting is a spiritual
evocation of shared grief.

(1) Kenneth Slessor, One Hundred Poems, Angus & Robertson, Sydney, 1944

Ross Wolfe is an artist, and is Adjunct Curator, Samstag Museum of Art.
He was formerly Director of the Samstag Program at the University of South Australia.

Bill Viola Observance
14 May-16 July 2010

Anne & Gordon Samstag Museum of Art
University of South Australia

55 North Terrace, Adelaide SA 5000
Telephone 08 8302 0870
samstagmuseum@unisa.edu.au
Www.unisa.edu.au/samstagmuseum

ISBN 978-0-9807175-2-5

image Bill Viola Observance, 2002

colour high-definition video on plasma display mounted on wall

120.7cmx 72.4 cm x 10.2 cm

Alan Abelew, Sheryl Arenson, Frank Bruynbroek, Carol Cetrone, Cathy Chang,
Ernie Charles, Alan Clark, JD Cullum, Michael Irby, Tanya Little, Susan Matus,
Kate Noonan, Paul O’Connor, Valerie Spencer, Louis Stark, Richard Stobie,
Michael Eric Strickland, Ellis Williams

Copyright © Bill Viola, the author and the University of South Australia



