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Making art with 
moving images
Stephen Brown sees 
new films about Bill 
Viola and Hitchcock

THE film Bill Viola: The road to St 
Paul’s (Cert. PG) is about to have 
one-night screenings at various 
cinemas over the coming weeks.

It is directed by Gerald Ford 
(Leav ing Home, Coming Home: A 
portrait of Robert Frank, The Funda
mental Gilbert and George) and 
features two permanent video instal-
lations at St Paul’s Cathedral. They 
are the first art commissions of their 
kind to be displayed in St Paul’s, and 
are on long-term loan from the Tate 
Modern. The artist is Bill Viola.

I first came across his work when 
the late Canon Bill Hall arranged, 
via his North-East Arts and Recrea-
tion Chaplaincy, for one of Viola’s 
works to be exhibited in Durham 
Cathedral. There is something 
deeply transcendental to his output, 
slowly meditative and yet, at the 
same time, confronting us with those 
truths about ourselves — birth, 
death, and everything in between — 
that evokes awe and wonder in the 
beholder.

Martyrs was completed and on 
show first in 2014. Viola uses four 
naked models/actors on different 
plasma screens to depict aspects of 
witness to their beliefs, even if this 
leads to suffering and sacrifice. The 
elemental properties of earth, water, 
air, and fire, crucial to life, have also 
the potential to deprive us of it. At 
some point or other, Viola tells us, 
we all turn our backs on this life. We 
may embrace it or do so unwillingly. 
Either way, dying can still be beaut i-
ful. In the case of Martyrs, no one 
takes away their lives. They lay  
them down freely as they resolutely 

move through death into the light.
Last year, Mary was also placed  

in the cathedral. Resembling an  
altar triptych, the Holy Mother is a 
woman for all seasons. The meta-
phors are wide-ranging. Peaks, 
wildernesses, rain, and snow as well 
as flowers relate the impact of 
Mary’s life on today’s world. Viola 
says: “Mary is the Christian embodi-
ment of a universal female figure 
present in nearly all spiritual and 
religious traditions. She maintains 
an infinite capacity to absorb and 
relieve the pain and suffering of all 
who come to her. I see this piece as 
the embodiment of the feminine 
principle, related to ideas of creati-
vity, procreation, inner strength, 
love, and compassion.”

Viola has deep interests not only 
in Christianity, but also in Sufism 
and Zen Buddhism. One feels that 
he is not ready settle down with one 
faith alone. We can rejoice at his 
catholicity, one that seeks and unites 
religious traditions. A cath ed ral 
surely includes this aspiration in its 
aims. Visitors won’t neces  sarily 
claimallegiance to Chris tianity, but 
many will hope to experi ence a 
sense of the numinous there.

Bill Viola: The road to St Paul’s 
has taken 12 years to reach its 
completion. The director first began 
filming when Viola was measuring 
the relevant dimensions of St Paul’s. 
Clips from several video installa-
tions allow us to build up an under-
standing of Viola’s spiritual preoc-
cupations. The film well demon-
strates how these appeal to people of 
very different spiritual traditions 
and cultures.

The film will be screened on Wednes
day (8 November) at Picturehouse 
Central, corner of Shaftesbury 
Avenue and Great Windmill Street, 
London W1, and subsequently at 
other venues. picturehouses.com

THE shower scene in the 1960 film 
Psycho has 72 camera/lighting set-
ups and 52 edits. Had we realised 
that this thriller is, among other 
things, the director Alfred Hitch-
cock’s examination of his Catholi-
cism?
 Film personnel in an im pres  sive 
new documentary 78/52 (Cert. 15) 
think so. Marion (spoiler alert) 
steals $40,000 and drives from 
Phoenix, Arizona, towards 
California. Heavy rain forces her to 
stop at a motel run by Norman 
Bates (Anthony Perkins). During a 
shower, Marion is fatally stabbed. 
Norman, discovering the carnage, 
deposits the body in a swamp.

Several 78/52 participants suggest 
that, for all Psycho’s innovations, 
Hitchcock had frequently chastised 
us for failing to see how unsafe the 
world is. Joseph Cotton’s character 
in Shadow of a Doubt (1943) calls 
the world a pigsty. We are a fallen 
race, forever needing redemption. 
Marion’s attempts at cleansing her 
sins are doomed. Neither rain nor 
bathwater can do it. She tells 
Norman that tomorrow she will be 

driving back to Phoenix. This act of 
repentance preludes what in effect is 
baptism.

In the shower, Marion finally 
looks happy; but breaking God’s law 
(adultery, theft) cannot go 
unpunished. Hitchcock concludes 
the murder scene with Marion 
tearing down the shower curtain, 
thereby deliberately replicating a 
similar shot straight out of The Ten 
Commandments (1923).

This is where Hitchcock’s true 

Catholicism manifests itself, the 
director, Guillermo del Toro (Pan’s 
Labyrinth), says. Sin cannot be 
washed away by water alone, but 
also requires blood (see 1 John 5.6). 
Marion has made a moral decision, 
and look what happens to her.

Some cineastes interpret this as 
Hitchcock’s despair at an uncaring 
universe. Others argue that Psycho 
forces us to acknowledge our fragile 
mortality. Camera positions mean 
that we look into the eye of death 
and it looks back at us. Hence the 
spiralling close-up of Marion’s 
lifeless eye. It is only one of many 
God’s-eye points of view which we 
are invited to share throughout the 
film. Hitchcock gives us the cine-
matic equivalent of a “Thou, God, 
seest me” Victorian sampler.

What this documentary never 
touches on is resurrection. Nobody 
picks up on the choice of city where 
the film begins. It is Phoenix, named 
after the mythological bird that rises 
from the dead. Marion’s intention 
was to return to the site of rebirth. 
Nor does 78/52 make any mention 
of the final two shots of Hitchcock’s 
movie. Mrs Bates’s decomposed 
head superimposed on Norman’s 
mad face is a Golgotha moment in 
which the place of the skull swiftly 
gives way to a dissolve of Marion 
being raised from the swamp. 
Justice triumphs, though sacrific-
ially. It is an Easter story, one in 
which Hitchcock refuses to be dis-
tracted by any references to Chris-
tmas despite the opening caption 
“Friday, December 11th, 2.45pm” 
heralding its imminence.

All subsequent references to dates 
and times through dialogue, calend-
ars, or newspaper headings make no 
earthly sense. Is Hitchcock, in his 
inimitably thrilling way, taking us 
on a rollercoaster adventure where, 
momentarily, sequential time 
(chronos) yields to eternity (kairos)? 
However provisionally pessimistic 
we are about life, Psycho is telling us 
that all shall be well when this 
world’s ride comes to an end.

Pietà: above: an 
image from 
one of the 
works by the 
video installa
tion artist Bill 
Viola (left) in 
Bill Viola: The 
road to St Paul’s

Musical musing on the Baptist Roderic Dunnett hears 
Halifax’s new oratorio

UNDER its music director, John 
Pryce-Jones, Halifax Choral Society 
has long had a reputation for 
daring programming. The quality 
of its massed chorus, especially 
when beefed up, as here, by the 
compar able forces of the Sheffield 
Phil harmonic Chorus, can easily be 
compared to its neighbour, the 
famous Huddersfield Choral 
Society; and to similar ensembles in 
Leeds. Founded in 18I7, it predates 
the societies that formed the Three 
Choirs.

To celebrate its anniversary 
season of 2017-18, Halifax has not 
just contented itself with reprising 
Haydn’s Creation, the first work 
that it undertook, plus — a typically 
original West Yorkshire enterprise 
— a version of Handel’s Messiah, 
ingeniously arranged for brass 
band, together with its regular col-
labor ator, the Black Dyke Mills 
Band from Queensbury (founded, a 
remarkable coincidence, in 1816); 
but has also performed and re  -
corded (with amazing spirit and 
accuracy) a brand-new oratorio.

The work’s title, The Holy Face, 
relates to various traditions about 
the city’s patron saint, St John the 
Baptist. In many opinions the 
town’s name, Halif-ax, derives from 
precisely that: the head of St John 

the Baptist, which some even be -
lieve was brought to this spot, is on 
the town’s coat of arms.

The composer is Philip Wilby, 
whose work in all types of composi-
tion displays meticulous design, co -
herence, grasp of all genres both 
modern (including serial) and tra-
ditional, employment of insistent, 
brilliantly developed Leitmotivs, 
and at times magnificent brazen-
ness, as in several movements here. 

Founder of Leeds University Lit-
urg ical Choir, Wilby has penned 
many sacred choral works, and his 
at times gorgeously muted and 
aptly lulling response to the 
community of Iona, which he has 
visited often, is a moving example. 
But Wilby is best-known for his 
intricately judged writing for brass 
bands — for the national band 
finals at the Royal Albert Hall and 
other occasions.

In his introductory talk, he was 
joined by his librettist, the Bristol-
based Canon Neville Boundy, who 
has woven texts from the New 
Testa  ment with new writing in a 
seamless way so as to produce a 
fresh take on the prelude to Jesus’s 
baptism and the ensuing tussles 
with Herod and his wife. A passage 
from Bonhoeffer is transmuted 
into St John’s imagined reflections 

in his incarceration: “Bonhoeffer 
yet un   born still asks with me You 
who see me face to face Lord who 
am I? Am I these hands and arms? 
These eyes or beating heart. . . ?”

With the fire of the opening 
move ment (John 1, more usually 
set in hushed tones), with its salient 
brass and pummelling woodwind, 
one gathers that Wilby is a master 
of the unexpected. A huge orchestra 
was deployed, with bells, trom-
bones, and tuba.

Several times, as at the crux 
between this and the next move-
ment, Wilby transits without break 
(attacca); so the emergence of the 
tenor solo (Peter Harris, particu-
larly appealing and lucid) felt all 
the more bracing. For all the fortis
simo (there was plenty to come), 
Wilby writes some of his most 
mesmeris ing passages, engaging 
not just the four soloists, but the 
choir as well, for a kind of mezzo 
forte or mezzo piano. In other 
words, musically, he prises out the 
inter stices, some thing important 
and effective in a work whose text is 
so insightful and delicate.

The rocking, undulating duet for 
solo upper voices (“Mary arose and 
sped hastily into the mountains and 
greeted Elizabeth”, sung by Catrin 
Pryce-Jones and Emma Stannard), 

a delicious pastorale, was typical of 
the range of Wilby’s writing, not 
least the well-calculated fine detail 
of his orchestration.

The choir, fresh from the record-
ing, had done its work, and the 
writing for a representative en  sem-
ble from the Yorkshire Youth 
Choir, ideally designed, drew posit-
ive but also poignant results. All 
came to  gether, even searingly, in a 
sur pris ingly scherzoid Magnifi cat. 
But the movement that held me 
most was “You brood of vipers! 
What diet! What dress! We piped — 
he stood still; we mourned — he did 
not weep.” This came from Jerome 
Knox, a Scottish baritone, whose 
gor geous tone was a real find.

To have a resonant Mendelssohn 
work written in the 1830s and sub-
se quently dedicated to the Hali fax 
Choral Society, Da Israel aus 
Aegypten zog (“When Israel came 
out of Egypt”: Psalm 114) as well, 
even though a slightly functional 
setting, was treat enough. But for 
Pryce-Jones to give us Bruckner’s 
Te Deum as well made a thrilling 
and dramatic conclusion.

The Holy Face is available with the 
Halifax Choral Society and brass 
band (WOS 123). 
halifaxchoralsociety.com


