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Time and memory have been long-standing themes within the realm of art. Through a multitude of media, artists have explored the subjective and fleeting nature of time and the ability of memory to both shape and distort it’s perception. In discussing the interplay between time and memory in art, Hal Foster (2004) notes that "if time is always other, even if it seems to return, then memory is always otherwise, even if it seems to remain."  
As semiotic concepts, they are not just concerned with the literal representation of time or memory but rather with the ways in which they are represented and constructed within artistic practices. In the context of art, time can be thought of as a sign that refers to a temporal dimension, which can be divided into past, present, and future. Time is a construct that artists can manipulate in various ways to evoke different emotional responses from their viewers. For example, artists may use time to create a sense of nostalgia, longing, or anticipation. Memory, on the other hand, can be thought of as a sign that refers to a mental representation of the past. According to Brady and Haapala (2003) Memory is an essential aspect of human existence and is crucial to our understanding of the world around us. Artists often use memory to connect with their viewers on an emotional level, evoking feelings of nostalgia, loss, or longing. The semiotic concepts of time and memory are closely related and are often used in conjunction with one another within artistic practices. Many artists use memory to create a sense of timelessness, evoking the feeling that time has stopped or that the present moment is somehow connected to the past. This creative process is also a form of self-reflection, introspective of the memory and ourselves and our own experiences in time, that can be relational to the viewer. The faculty of memory serves as the preserver of the fundamental dialectical construct that shapes the antiquity of the past, specifically, highlighted by Ricoeur (2004)  the interplay between the "no longer," which signifies its state of having transpired, been invalidated, and surpassed, and the "having-been," which denotes its initial and, in this sense, enduring nature.

Bill Viola is widely recognized as one of the most influential and innovative video artists of our time. Throughout his career, he has explored various themes, including human emotions, spirituality, and the relationship between time, memory, and perception. This essay seeks to explore Bill Viola's use of Time & Memory in his work, and how it contributes to the emotional and conceptual impact of his art. Examining how Viola has used these concepts to embody the consciousness of the work. In his practice, Viola posits video as a mode of apprehending reality, with the objective of engendering a uniquely dynamic and transformative visual experience that situates consciousness externally, or fuses it organically with the surrounding environment. It is noteworthy that Viola had envisioned the emergence of virtual reality technologies as early as 1981. Viola equates the perspective of the camera with that of the conscious observer: “I have been interested in how we can move this point of consciousness over and through our bodies and out over the things of the world . . . I want to make my camera become the air itself. To become the substance of time and the mind” (Viola, 1999).
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Fig. 1  The Reflecting Pool (1977) 

With reference to Fig. 1 Viola uses slow-motion footage to capture the reflection of a tree in a pool of water, emphasising the transience of natural phenomena. This is a great example of his time manipulation and editing in early work, utilising the use of keyframes to alter the reality of the piece. Also notably, one of the few pieces by Viola in which the water is still, depicting a serene and meditative scene centred around the body of water as a main focal point. The reflection in the water is a metaphor for the distorted and diffused memory, that is fragmented, and the passage of time is elevated by the editing style and use of keyframes to distort the composition. The mise en scene is carefully framed, surrounded by a minimalistic landscape. The pool itself, as an embodying element, performs as a threshold between reality and reflection, the material world and the inner realm of thoughts and emotions. The video captures the play of light and shadow on the water's surface, creating a captivating interplay between the tangible and the intangible. The Reflecting Pool (1977) represents seminal work in the development of video art. Viola's ability to capture the nuances of human experience and translate them into a visual language is a testament to his artistic prowess. The installation seamlessly combines aesthetics and concept, offering viewers a profound and thought-provoking experience that bridges the gap between art, spirituality, and self-reflection. Viola (1985) goes on to explain

 I was trying to get at the original notion of baptism, in a way. A process of cleansing or clearing away, the idea of breaking through illusion. Water is such a powerful, obvious symbol of cleansing, And also of birth, rebirth, and even death. We come from water and, in a way, slide back into its undifferentiated mass at death. There is the emergence of the solitary figure. The process of differentiation or individuation out of an undifferentiated natural ground. There is also the suggestion of the events of this world being illusory or transient. Since they are only visible as reflections on the surface of the water, the direct reality is never perceived. Like Plato's cave? 


[image: ]

Fig. 2 The Passing (1991) 


Similarly, ’The Passing’ (1991) traverses the terrains of both the conscious and subconscious mind, as well as the desert landscapes of the Southwest, interweaving the realms of sleep, dreams, and waking life into a breath-taking masterpiece. Bill Viola, the centrepiece of this introspective exploration of altered time and space, embodies his own mortality in various guises, such as a glistening new-born, his deceased mother, and the artist himself, floating and submerged under water. Rendered in stark black and white, the video associates the image from a photographical perspective, and thus take the image more seriously, Boyd (2015) explains that the “black and white image was photographies defining feature”, strangely enough, it was the undeniable unnaturalness of monochrome that brought out the optimal impact in a photograph. The Passing reinforces the notion of a permeable boundary between reality and surreality. An inescapable soundtrack of Viola's laboured breathing during both sleep and wakefulness propels the viewer through an ethereal landscape highlighting the ephemeral nature of life. The works are a testament to the power of semiotics, and more specifically Viola's unique perspective to explore complex and abstract concepts, and to challenge our understanding of time, memory, and consciousness. By utilising video, this piece is capable of exploring the deeper philosophical concepts that underlie human experience. Viola's use of slow motion creates a contemplative and reflective mood, allowing the audience to fully immerse themselves in the man's final moments and to reflect on the nature of time and mortality. The imagery of the fragmented memories evoke powerful emotions that transcend the present moment. 

A consistent theme in Viola’s work is the use of water as a metaphor. In 1957 he had a near death experience where he sank to the bottom of a lake. He describes this experience as being in another dimension. “I didn’t even know that I was drowning… For a moment there was absolute bliss. I was witnessing this extraordinarily beautiful world with light filtering down”( Viola, interview Sanchez, 2015). Viola creates a sense of memory as a living, breathing force that connects us to the past, the present, and the eternal through the element of water. His work encourages us to reflect on the meaning of our own lives and our place in the larger scheme of things, and elicits within the power film has to transcend temporal space. Viola has said that the installations are intended to evoke "the idea of memory as a kind of emotional resonance that connects us to our deepest selves" (Viola, 1987).  

Charles Sanders Peirce's semiotic theory of signs posits that signs can be classified into three categories: icons, indices, and symbols. An indexical sign is one that has a direct relationship to the object it represents. In other words, it is a sign that is causally linked to the object it represents, rather than simply resembling it (as in the case of an icon) or conventionally representing it (as in the case of a symbol). Using iconography, Bill Viola's work often incorporates specific natural symbols such as water, fire, life and death etc. He frequently uses video technology to capture and document the physical world through signs and symbols rather than abject conventional interpretations. His elemental use of water, as a strong symbol, is deeply rooted within his spiritualistic approach to existence. 


For the Persian poet Rumi, each human life is analogous to a bowl floating on the surface of an infinite ocean.  As it moves along, it is slowly filling with the water around it.  That's a metaphor for the acquisition of knowledge.  When the water in the bowl finally reaches the same level as the water outside, there is no longer any need for the container, and it drops away as the inner water merges with the outside water.  We call this the moment of death.  That analogy returns to me over and over as a metaphor for ourselves.

  (Bill Viola, 2012) 



What the artist is referring to in this statement can be likened to the state of enlightenment. One could argue that Viola’s work is “a picture of something that never existed” (Steyerl, 2014). However, Kracauer (1960) argues that “Film brings the whole material world into play. It does not aim upward toward intention, but pushes toward the bottom to gather and carry along even the drags. It is interested in the refuse. Just there, both in and outside the human being”. Film could then be considered as a whole as a distortion of time and by extension - memory. Particularly in the case of Viola’s work, which seems to create its own space of reality. Much like Kracauer's comments it gathers from the bottom, cycles and recycles the elements of what it is to be human, and that of the human experience, what it is to encounter and what it means to perceive these intellectual concepts.
One of Viola's most well-known works that challenges the audience's perception of Time is "The Messenger" (1996).
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Fig. 3 The Messenger ( 1996)
The installation is described by Tate Modern (Quoted in Sparrow (ed.) 1996, p.18) as:

A large image is projected on a screen. The image sequence begins with a small, central, luminous, abstract form, shimmering and undulating against a deep blue-black void. Gradually the luminous shape begins to get larger and less distorted, and it soon becomes apparent that we are seeing a human form, illuminated, rising toward us from under the surface of a body of water. The water becomes more still and transparent and the figure more clear on its journey upwards towards us. We identify the figure as a man, pale blue, on his back rising up slowly. After some time, the figure breaks the surface, an act at once startling, relieving and desperate. His pale form emerges into the warm hues of bright light, the water glistening on his body. His eyes immediately open and he releases a long-held breath from the depths, shattering the silence of the image as this forceful primal sound of life resonates momentarily in the space. After a few moments, he inhales deeply, and, with his eyes shut and his mouth closed, he sinks into the depths of the blue-black void to become a shimmering moving point of light once again. The image then returns to its original state and the cycle begins again. 



This piece in particular, as with most of Viola’s work, is a love letter to this submerged world he experienced through what some may call a ‘traumatic’ event in his past. This experience shaped the way in which Viola tackles death as a subject, and instead plays around with the personification of water, air and the temporal experience of breathing itself, as relief, as a narrative structure revealing and unravelling its meaning. According to art historian John Walsh (2003), water holds a crucial role in expressing Bill Viola's spiritual concerns, Walsh (2003) suggests that water, both in this specific piece and in Viola's broader body of work, serves as a powerful means to evoke and convey these spiritual themes. Describing it as a “luminous void of unknown dimensions where the laws of physics seem suspended and the borders between the infinite cosmos and the finite human body merge”. Further to this point, Jasper (1996) insights that “[r]ather his central concerns provoke the possibility of theological reflection and inhabit the extremes of human experience which theology seeks to articulate.” The dialogue of the image, or the "reflection" exposed to the viewer, reconnects them through imagery, to a memory. The piece is orchestrated and embodies the common theme of water as a universal tool for thought. The sparity of his breath further implementing the symbolism of time and the cyclical nature that often patterns its way through Viola’s work, is an homage to the finiteness of the form, and the endless dimension of water, and which lays beyond our understanding in terms of spirit. This piece is almost dreamlike, with the subject awakening, the dramatic intake of breath serves as a concept of the importance of air, most notably the concept of ‘prana’ (life force) in eastern philosophy (Sparrow, 1996). This spiritual, elemental and almost (Yoon, 2010) religious context to Viola’s work is pivotal in deciphering its evocative nostalgia, and how it connects the viewer to a subconscious realm, from the earthly counterpart. 

In "Photographs as Objects of Memory," Elizabeth Edwards (1999) seeks to reinstate the photographic object's significance and underscore the crucial role its material attributes play in the recollection process. The author argues that it is not solely the image as an abstract entity that serves as the focal point of reflection, remembrance, and nostalgia; rather, the physicality of the photograph, augmented by its mode of presentation, serves as a central component of its function as a socially relevant object. The material components of the photograph engage in a dialogue with the image, enabling the creation of meaning and the establishment of a reference point for memory and recollection. Her compelling take is that

 [t]he photograph is literally an emanation of the referent. From a real body, which was there, proceeds radiations which will ultimately touch me, who am here (…) A sort of umbilical cord links the body of the photographed thing to my gaze: light, though impalpable, is here a carnal medium, a skin I share with anyone who has been photographed. 

(Edwards,1999)


According to Barthes (1982), the studium of a photograph, or any cultural artefact like artworks, films, texts, etc., refers to its general appeal or interest that produces a vague and unfocused liking or attraction. On the other hand, the punctum is a specific detail or aspect of the photograph that disrupts the studium and creates a piercing and even unsettling effect. Barthes describes the punctum as a personal and unique response to a photographic detail that simultaneously attracts and repels, creating a poignant and bruising experience. In short, the punctum is the accidental and striking element in a photograph that pricks the viewer. Barthes (1982) deduction of the essence of the photograph, inspires the reduction of indexicality, and how as a medium at its core, it benefits from the relativity of the human condition. What can be imagined beyond the terrestrial body, through consciousness, is observed within the living image, and is relative to the subject's own perception. The subconscious plays a crucial role in the ability to share an experience, a renowned memory that is shared as a collective consciousness, as an earthly being, (Decety & Lamm, 2006). Semiotics and symbols also impact the perception and understanding of the art and are as unique and justified as each individual viewing them, however, there are elements within life that are shared deeply, beyond the conscious mind, that an audience is able to feel emphatically, and is distinct to its genre or specific attributes. Barthes (1982) describes the individual impact of specific signs and symbols (semiotics) that are unique to the audience. The punctum directs attention to specific elements in a photograph which evoke or communicate a significance independent of any familiar symbolic framework. This form of meaning is subjective and varies based on the personal response of each viewer to the image. The punctum acts as a punctuation mark within the studium, penetrating and deeply affecting the viewer. Viola’s work is reminiscent of cyclical nature and naturally follows the trope of the Jungian ‘Hero’s Journey’, the cyclical nature of his work, emanates an element of relatability towards the viewer, working hand in hand with the use of the element water, of which subconsciously is a representative to us, the audience, as time immemorial. For in the beginning, antediluvian, water was a measure of time. The Clepsydra dripping and falling, elicits something primal within us (McNown, 1976). Furthermore, water symbolism extends (Slingerland, 2011) beyond its literal representation. It can be used metaphorically to convey abstract ideas such as emotions, spirituality, and the subconscious. Water is a powerful life force and can represent the depths of the human psyche, the ebb and flow of emotions, or the hidden realms of the unconscious mind. The fluidity and malleability of water make it a versatile and evocative symbol in semiotic analysis.

We have to reclaim time itself, wrenching it from the “time is money” maximum efficiency, and make room for it to flow the other way—towards us.  We must take time back into ourselves to let our consciousness breathe and our cluttered minds be still and silent. This is what art can do and what museums can be in today’s world. 

(Bill Viola, 2004, as quoted in Buddha Mind in Contemporary Art)


Interestingly, the phenomenology of memory begins deliberately with an analysis turned toward the object of memory, the memory (souvenir) that one has before the mind; it then passes through the stage of the search for a given memory, the stage of anamnesis, of recollection; we then finally move from memory as it is given and exercised to reflective memory, to memory of oneself (Ricoeur, P., 2004). The distinctual relationship between humans and water allows for Viola’s work to encourage reflection and recollection (anamnesis) from the audience, a more ‘collective’ experience that can be shared.
Many of Viola’s works feature slow-motion imagery, rippling, that stretches time and allows viewers to see and experience things in a new way. This manipulation of time creates a space where Viola, highlights the transience of life and the inevitability of change, challenging mortality and the water as an elemental force of life which reflects on the darkness and the depth to create space and take away, illuminating the sacred force of life, and the fragility of the temporal existence. This specific manipulation of time within Viola’s practice aligns with Barthes' idea that photography (and by extension, video) not only captures moments but also allows for the exploration of time itself. By disrupting and distorting the flow of time, Viola pushes the boundaries of temporal representation, provoking contemplation on the transitory nature of human existence and the spiritual dimensions of our lived experiences. Bellour (1985) describes Viola’s work as ‘Paradoxical and Illusory’ giving the impression of reality, a spatial and temporal continuity that is achieved by utilising special effects and editing to create iconic imagery that permeates the mind of the viewer. The innovative use of time as a thematic and conceptual element adds depth and significance to his artistic expressions. Viola's deliberate manipulation of perceptive reality serves to heighten emotional and sensory experiences, immersing viewers in a profound and meditative encounter with his art. By prolonging the duration of the imagery, Viola invites the audience to concentrate for an extended period, while also fostering heightened awareness of intricate details, movement, and transitions. This approach aligns with Viola's intention to revive the enduring connection between artistic expression and spiritual experience. “Unlike all the other art forms, film is able to seize and render the passage of time, to stop it, almost to possess it in infinity. Film is the sculpting of time” (Tarkovsky, 1989).

Conclusion 

In the realm of art, time and memory are not mere concepts to be represented literally, but rather semiotic elements that are constructed and conveyed through artistic practices. Artists employ visual, auditory, and sensory elements to capture the essence of time and memory, allowing viewers to engage in a transformative and introspective experience.
In a broader sense, the exploration of time and memory in art reminds us of their fundamental role in shaping our understanding of the world. Time, as a construct, can evoke nostalgia, longing, or anticipation, while memory, as a mental representation of the past, connects us to our personal and collective histories. By delving into these themes, artists like Viola not only engage with the subjective nature of time and memory but also invite viewers to reflect on their own experiences and their place in the larger scheme of things. In essence, the interplay between time and memory in art is a powerful tool for self-reflection, introspection, and emotional resonance. It reminds us of the ever-changing and elusive nature of time and the transformative power of memory in shaping our perception and understanding of the world. Through the creative exploration of these themes, artists like Bill Viola invite us to embark on a journey of introspection and contemplation, deepening our connection with ourselves and the world around us. Fury (2019) states that “the only thing we truly own in this life is moments in time”. This would reveal that Time and Memory are fundamental aspects of human existence, and as such can be represented through symbolism and indexicality rather than their literal component, since their simplicity allows for deeper artistic creation, and relies on the fact that the subconscious mind and the relativity of man can so easily resonate with the themes themselves. 
“I have come to realise that the most important place where my work exists is not in the museum gallery, or in the screening room, or on television, and not even on the video screen itself, but in the mind of the viewer who has seen it” - Bill Viola 1973-1994, Reasons for knocking at an empty house.
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Blain Southern Gallery, London - The Chapel of Frustrated Actions and Futile Gestures by Bill Viola - 5th June 2012 to 27th July 2013
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A scene from ‘Ascension’ (2000) by Bill Viola - in the exhibition “I Do Not Know What It Is I Am Like: The Art of Bill Viola,” at the Barnes Foundation.
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‘The Veiling’ (1995) by Bill Viola - inside one of the five rooms in the US Pavilion during the 46th Venice Biennale in 1995. Video and sound installation, including two channels of colour video projections from opposite sides of dark gallery through nine scrims suspended from ceiling, two channels of amplified mono sound, and two speakers.
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