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Organized by the Whitney Museum of American Art in New York, Bill Viola's retrospective - the first of his career - opened first in Los Angeles, at LACMA (Los Angeles County Museum of Art). It is also the first time that fifteen video installations, in a labyrinthine dark space, shine their time based audiovisual life for a mass of families with children, students, visitors of every age, all clustered like bees around the drop of water (He Weeps for you, 1976), looking for their own reflection in it, or searching in each room for a place where perception and self awareness can slowly reconnect.  Another part of the exhibition glows in downtown Los Angeles, where the common life flows. On the second floor of the Central Library, a vertical plaza full of people night and day, the Nantes Tryptique is born again an individual, a fragment shaping life in a sculpture of time. People sit in front of it and stay and cry without shame. There is no door. The ambiance is completely different for The Crossing, a double sided 14 foot screen that bursts flames and pours a cascade of water on a slowly disappearing figure. No museum in the world could replace the dreary beauty of the Grand Central Market basement, smelling of Chinese and Mexican food beneath the floor of a real market that is an antiquity for L.A., built in 1917. The Crossing stands in the middle of the empty space like a vertical page wrapped in doom; its sounds, though very loud, melt into the general noise. Both the edifice and the art piece are like the Henry Miller's "monstrous dream built entirely of reality and yet not reality itself but merely the vessel in which the mystery of the human being is contained". Peter Sellars, with David Ross one of the two curators of the show, has probably put his finger on this topographical choice. 


At LACMA, Slowly Turning Narrative (1992 )fills the first room. "People step into the installation right from the street," says Bill Viola, "and no wall text frames the concept of the show. You are immediately inside, and more: inside the piece, inside the image that has been projected on you and is moving around the room. It's like diving in the water. People have to get wet to see the work. Not even wall labels from a piece to another, like Peter Sellers said: 'Pirates of the Caribbean do not have wall labels.' David Ross wasn't happy, but eventually the three of us have privileged the immersive experience, which is part of people's life in the late twentieth century: they go to Disneyland, to Universal Studios, they travel the Internet. Rooms with projected images in a dark space are in amusement parks all over the country, so this show by its form is automatically in a language that people understand, a kind of vernacular they are familiar with, probably more familiar than a quiet room with paintings. When I started working with video twenty years ago, spectators and critics as well were very caught up in the technological spectacle of this new scene of big electronic images. This doesn't happen anymore."


Slowly Turning Narrative is a special, problematic piece: images have been changed at least twice. It's nature and form seem to follow your own life in a flexible way. Though the physical structure is rigid - a central pivot sustains the huge turning screen, a kind of doubting blade - the real dynamic happens in multiple reflections. Not only mirroring or rethinking the identical, reflection seems to be mainly alteration, and the real center isn't a geometric or architectural entity, it's a center that makes sense only in a chaotic situation, like the inner source of human experience that we can feel, without knowing exactly what it is like. How do you explain it?





" The blade, a wonderful way to name it. I made a drawing about it in my notebook, and one page has a line just in the middle and a quote from Saichi, an old  Japanese Zen poet: 'What is the division between this land and the land of bliss? The eye is the division!' That is what the camera is:  both an intellectual device, the blade that cuts up analyzing, grasping, describing, and the act of perception itself that actually connects. The division goes between these - the two sides of a line of sight. So does the camera, being just an instrument cutting, almost intellectualizing the world on one level, and bringing everything together. Connect everything to being, that's in there. The center  is inaccessible. It is like one of those supernovas in the universe that are spinning, and keep throwing out matter like a garden hose spaying around. You can never get to the source of the water. Just a moving thing. Not only that the center in that piece is never attainable, everything is getting thrown back out: the closer you go your reflection comes back, and images from the world come back with you... it all starts turning  around the wall. The opposite happens in The Stopping Mind, which is also about the center. It was made earlier, in 1991. Here you can't find the center but, when you do, a voice comes right into your head, a perception of calm in a chaotic room where images suddenly move in a disturbing, disorienting, violent way. Those two pieces say the same from completely different points, one from inside out, the other from outside in. At the Whitney they will each be the central piece on two different floors. They were both done after my mother died, and have a lot to do with losing and trying to find yourself."





Isn't it the same in the Nantes Triptych?





"That's true, in fact the central image is not even an image, it's light going through a piece of cloth. The other two are very real as images on a screen surface, luminous and solid. They are shot in a documentary vérité style, right 


in your face."





Following George Steiner we could say that your installations in a fundamental, pragmatic sense are "lived", more than  heard or viewed: he asserts that the encounter with the esthetic, together with certain modes of religious and metaphysical experience, is the most ingressive, transformative summons available to human experiencing. Can you reshape the idea of realism in this context?





"The realism of feelings and emotions, perceptions and experiences is the realism of experiencing an object, not the object itself. Museums come from an age preserving and evaluating material objects. The way we discuss  art comes out of a system that is concerned with preserving valuable objects, giving power to the owner, not to the viewer. Then, these objects are surrounded by the experts in an infrastructure that further isolates the viewer. I have absolute respect for people who have devoted their life to studying the works of art, but their intellectual power does create a situation in which a single person approaching that object feels disempowered, unable to trust her/his direct emotional response. Maybe unconsciously, what I have tried to do is much more about encountering works of art as well as a landscape or the world around -from within the perceiver's point of view. When I first walked into Santa Maria Novella in Florence and saw Giotto's frescos up high, I realized they were not an art show -someone was praying, a little kid crying in the corner. I guess when I started making these rooms I was more interested in creating arenas for someone else to come into and have an experience like I had."





 Like a psychological fiction in which both the author and the spectator break the boundaries of their identity, discovering how much they are function of time. In a 1989 statement, you wrote about time as a conceptual space. But what you do is not the same kind of conceptual art practiced by Douglas Hubler, for instance "I do not want to make objects anymore", or by John Baldessari "I will not make any more boring art".





	"The medium I use (basically computer controlled video) is a time display system dealing with fragility and mortality, a real connection to life. The beauty of life comes from the fact that everything always changes. This medium gives us an image whose whole existence is light on the screen. It is not like a film strip that you can physically roll out and look at all the pictures in a row and hold it in your hands. It's another dimension, just electromagnetic impulses. As your craft improves, you can predict what is happening, but never absolutely... there is always a surprise, at least I hope so."





Are you bothered by the fact that everybody can read your time based rooms in a different way?





"No, they have to live in that way. It's problematic for me when I see students cutting up art work like surgeons: they read a lot of theories, maybe not enough poetry, or books about human perception or stories from someone in prison. That's what they should be reading, not Artforum (What Bill Viola says here is the same that John Baldessari wrote, underneath a picture of Artforum: "This is not to be looked at", 1968). Human beings are systems that process the world and spit it out again. Whether through shit or thoughts, it's all the same, a transformation of raw material. What you expose yourself to and how you do it is extremely important. This is why I'm interested in getting art out of the museum. The Crossing at the L.A. Central Market, it's perfect, that place reminds me of when I was a kid in New York City, before we had supermarkets."





Your last installations, The Greeting 1995, The Messenger 1996, The Crossing 1997, seem desperately wanting to explore the surface of magnified human bodies. Isn't  the surface the only appearance we have? Vanishing paintings destroyed by the same energy that creates them?





"It's true, but surface is only an appearance, not at all the reality of life. What I am doing is more than revealing the surface, it's penetrating through to deeper structures. This is happening all around us in our culture. For exemples take  the human genome project, the attempt to encode the complete human genetic structure. The genome project is the triumph of conceptual culture, the software culture. It's aim is to decipher a human being in terms of code and language, beyond the physical form. Decoding the material structure is a high degree of specialization coming from the intensive penetration of the material reality; once you have the code you can describe many other things... The same process we find in chaos mathematics: the biggest break was to abandon try to determine  the exact location and velocity and mass for every single particle. You just describe the essential behavior of the elements in the system, then you can have configurations that are exactly alike, but never the same."





You have just added another theoretical and practical element to your realism's description, reintroducing the two sides of the blade: reflection and alteration, the need to unveil the 'other' hidden in a living matter that we can intellectually grasp only through a code, an abstract artificial creation.   Representation is not the key of your realism.





"Absolutely. The key point is that memory is a process of the present tense. In a drop of life human beings are the reflection of the universe. Fragility, impermanence, feelings and emotions are human ineradicable traits. If you look at the place emotions have today in our lives, you will see them pretty much relegated to private individual experience. Take a culture like Tibetan Buddhism, you will find a very sophisticated and advanced technological system, aimed at understanding and developing what we call private subjective experience."





What you do right now is hard to still call video-art. The stream of images are translated from a medium to another, manipulated, computer controlled, eventually projected, they become a statement of vitality after meeting with death. Tiny Deaths is one of the most interesting pieces you ever did. Are you angry at the technological limitations?





"There is always a limitation. The tools are the obstacle and the path to working, the physical form you put feelings and ideas into, but they become limits to the total possibility, and nothing is as broad as human mind, always channeled in something narrow. As time goes on, I curse the machines, I am becoming less patient with them, spending less time discovering the latest products on the market. I have just done an interactive computer piece in Germany  - maybe this is bringing me into a new era -  but I do not have the motivation I had when I was younger. When the new video machines appeared I was all over them, devouring them.  A lot of ideas for me and many of my colleagues came in the past from technical possibilities discovered in the machines; though still appreciating them, and I always need to know what's possible technically, I do not feel impelled to master them myself. With my recent work with 35mm film for exemple, I had a director of photography, Harry Dawson, a great cameramen. I did not feel I had to learn how to use the film camera. This now frees me to be submerged more and more into the world of my ideas and thoughts and my experience of encountering the world.


		My work is a perpetual evolution and development of a series of ideas that I had when I was younger; it's not to me a chronological sequence.  It has been very instructive working on this show. I had never before seen these pieces made in completely different times at different points in my life all put together in the same space, where they can talk to each other, and be with each other. If I walk into Reasons for Knocking at an Empty House, from 1982, I feel as good about it as if I had made it last year, even if today I would not do a piece exactly like that.  Curious things were said to me during two recent lectures, one of them at Harvard. I showed Anthem, from 1983, and the video channel from The Crossing, from 1996, with the guy who gets the waterfall on him. Anthem was preferred because it was more political, more about the world, The Crossing was felt as isolated and mainly centered in the effects, which I did not agree with. Trying to respond, I did see that the recent installations, the large scale pieces with the human figure, occur  in a space that is not in this world. The man walking toward you in this black space, he could be anywhere. His  presence emerges from an internal place that is at once the location of the recording and a completely internal, self-contained world. It is a mental image, not an optical one, and you couldn't have a more real, personal, untouchable place to explore."	








Los Angeles, December 10, 1997
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