
239. The Crossing 

Bill Viola. 1996 C.E. Video/sound installation 

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fHqhaH6m9pY 

 Article at Khan Academy 

 a room-sized video installation that comprises a large two-sided screen onto which a pair of video sequences is 

simultaneously projected 

o They each open in the same fashion: a male figure walks slowly towards the camera, his body dramatically lit 

from above so that it appears to glow against the video’s stark-black background. After several minutes he 

pauses near the foreground and stands still. He faces forward, staring directly into the lens, motionless.   

o At this point the two scenes diverge; in one, a small fire alights below the figure’s feet.  It spreads over his legs 

and torso and eventually engulfs his whole body in flames; yet, he stands calm and completely still as his body 

is immolated, only moving to raise his arms slightly before his body disappears in an inferno of roaring 

flames.  On the opposite screen, the event transpires not with fire but with water. Beginning as a light rainfall, 

the sporadic drops that shower the figure build up to a surging cascade of water until it subsumes him 

entirely.  After the flames and the torrent of water eventually retreat, the figure has vanished entirely from each 

scene, and the camera witnesses a silent and empty denouement 

o  

 shot using high-speed film capable of registering 300 frames per second, thus attaining a much greater level of 

detail than would be discerned by the naked eye. In postproduction, Viola reduces the speed of playback to an 

extreme slow motion—further enhancing the level of definition to a dramatic and scrutinizing effect 
o use of slow-motion is meant to invite a meditative and contemplative response, one that requires the 

viewer to concentrate for a longer duration of time and simultaneously to increase his or her own 

awareness of detail, movement and change 
 This is consistent with the artist’s intent to reignite the longstanding relationship between artistic 

and spiritual experience. A devoted practitioner of Zen Buddhist meditation, Viola has explained 

that after “fifty minutes of quiet stillness in a room of solitary individuals”—a description that 

could, just as easily, reflect a museum-goer’s experience of his installations—“time opens up in 

an unbelievable way.” 
 inspired by a rich variety of spiritual traditions, including Catholicism, Hinduism, Buddhism, 

and Sufism. Viewers may recall, for instance, the ring of flames that surrounds images of Shiva 

Nataraja (left) in which he sets in motion the continuous cycles of creation and destruction 

through his cosmic dance, or the biblical tales of fire and brimstone, rapture and the Great Floods. 

Throughout such narratives, the elemental forces of fire and water often symbolize change, 

redemption, transformation and renewal 
 guided by questions of “how we see, how we hear, and how we come to know the world.” 
 (Italy) inspired Viola to design installations that mimicked the forms of devotional paintings, 

diptychs, predellas and altarpieces—formats that encourage intimate contemplation of religious 

icons  
 (He) observed the same active level of engagement with art. In Tokyo, for instance, he witnessed 

museum visitors placing offerings at the feet of sculptural bodhisattvas or other religious statuary 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fHqhaH6m9pY


 The Crossing can be interpreted in light of a host of religious associations, the act of “self-annihilation” 

represented in the figure’s disappearance at each conclusion also serves as a metaphor for the destruction of the 

ego. In the artist’s words, this action “becomes a necessary means to transcendence and liberation,” 
o the experience of viewing Viola’s works need not be spiritually inscribed. In many cases, his works 

appeal to or reflect raw human emotions (the theme of his acclaimed exhibition The Passions) or 

universal life experiences 

            


