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BILL VIOLA

FIRE, WATER, AIR

7 June – 26 July 1997
The Fruitmarket Gallery is pleased to present Fire, Water, Air, an exhibition by world-renowned American artist Bill Viola. The exhibition features two of Viola's most recent large-scale video projection pieces, and is his first showing in Scotland.

Born in 1951, Bill Viola is recognised internationally as one of the world's leading artists working with video and media technologies. Since 1973 he has created a large body of single-channel videotapes and installations that explore the phenomena of human consciousness and sense perception as a language and avenue to self knowledge. With roots in the history of both Western and Eastern art, he has drawn upon many disciplines and philosophies to present a broad view of contemporary art's relevance in the modern world. His work can be found in the collection of many leading international museums and galleries, and in 1995 he was selected to represent the USA at the 46th Venice Biennale. During 1997 he will be the subject of a major career retrospective organised by the Whitney Museum of American art, New York.
Fire, Water, Air is the collective title for two of the artist's large-scale video installation pieces, The .Messenger and The Crossing, both made in 1996. Together, these works represent the metamorphosis of the human body through the action of three elemental forces: fire, water, and air (as embodied in human breath). In both works, the passage of time and the character of the elements are given a stunning physical presence, and the images refer back to the history of the representation of the body in Western art. Both works were recently donated to the Guggenheim Museum SoHo by The Bohen Foundation, and showed there in celebration of the acquisition in January 1997.

The Crossing

Showing in the lower gallery, The Crossing was commissioned by The Bohen Foundation, New York, and was a collaborative project with the Festival d'Automne a Paris and Savannah College of Art and Design, Georgia, USA. The work features two simultaneous projections of a man walking through a dark space towards the viewer, his image gradually filling the screens on which he appears. One of the projections shows the figure gradually being consumed by flames; the other the same figure being engulfed by water. A trickle of water turns into a stream which becomes a deluge, enveloping his . entire body. The images slowly fade into darkness before the cycle is renewed. The form of the work refers back to the tradition of large-scale religious paintings and sculpture throughout history, such as the great canvases of Titian and Caravaggio. The erasing of the figure through fire and water suggests that the primary elements are the matter from which we emerge and to which we eventually return, whilst at the same time evoking the passage of the human soul.

The Messenger

In the upper gallery, The Messenger was commissioned for Durham Cathedral by the Chaplaincy to the Arts and Recreation in North East England in September 1996. The work shows a naked man gradually emerging from the depths of a pool of water. Upon breaking the surface, he takes a deep, audible breath, shattering the silence of the image. After a few minutes he closes his eyes, inhales deeply, and slowly sinks back into the depths. Designed to be seen in the spectacular setting of Durham Cathedral, the image evokes "the vulnerability of human beings in some of the primal experiences of life: birth and death, the overwhelming of the human spirit and the birth of hope."

The Fruitmarket Gallery thanks Bill Viola and his studio. The Chaplaincy to the Arts and Recreation in North East England and The Bohen Foundation for their cooperation and support.
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