Viviane Silvera:Praying Hands
511 GALLERY atthecell Theatre

BILL CLINTON AS YOU'VE NEVER SEEN HIM BEFORE
by Michele S. Brown

Photos of President Bill Clinton in 1998, at theghé of the Lewinsky scandal, seem to
come with an implied, if subliminal vocabulary. @rg Intern. Impeachment. Perhaps
even guilty. Or Liar. But with politics removed atitche gone by, artist Viviane Silvera
has translated those images of the Presidentantod portrayals of humanity.

With Praying Hands, a series of oversized Clinton portraits drawmifnoews photos and
magazine covers, Silvera set out to transform fipemages from popular culture into a
universal idea—an experiment in art, measuringitmgact of time; and fine art, on a
seemingly indelible face and unmistakable momentinre. The resulting works are
timeless portraits of a man rapt in emotion. Hang man of sorrow, in any time.

With thousands of red and pink pencil marks, Saveoignantly explores how art distills
the immediacy of photography and renders Bill @i face timeless, almost

anonymous. Though he is recognizable, Silvera'se:zlaps are cleverly cropped, the
edges blurred—so Time Magazine’s image of PresiBdhClinton in crisis becomes a

man we can relate to, first, and identify later.ith\Praying Hands, Silvera has created

images that beckon empathy from news photos tgihaHy called forth judgment.

In person, the six-foot canvases emanate an alstat energy buzzing around them.
One can't help but stare into the deep eyes anthliegmagine the dialogue running
through the subject’s mind—and feel a sense ofgpaisrelevance: I've been there, I've
felt that. And that is precisely what Silvera set to do.

Here, a conversation with Silvera about her inspirafor Praying Hands, and the
transformative power of art:

Why Did You Choose Bill Clinton as Your Subject?

| was interested in people that had invented angepied public identity for themselves.

| actually started with Marilyn Monroe—or rather idea Jean becoming Marilyn—what
made her identifiably one over the other: the addibf the false eyelashes, the beauty
mark, and | experimented through cropping the mdeatifiable characteristics to see
when she became recognizably "Marilyn" to the viewgvas also looking at Princess Di
at the time, as well as Clinton, and was workingbhree simultaneously.

In the end the Clinton images are the ones thakdiacause he was the only survivor—
whatever happens he just keeps on going—and | lthagdabout him.



What inspired you to explore this transformation?

My art school training is in figurative art, angpent many years drawing and sculpting
from Old Master works. Because of that, | am alwlap&king for the connection between
the world | see around me, and the world portragegteat art from the past. To me, the
most potent quality in art is its ability to traaeh; the ordinary into the extraordinary,
the ugly into the beautiful, something painful adifficult to look at into something
beautiful and wonderful to look at. In any workd,dhat element of transformation—in
this case in medium (photography into drawing), andcale (from a magazine to six-
foot canvases)—is the key element.

What is the meaning behind the title Praying Hands?

It is named after Albrecht Durer's 1508 drawing. &ihl first selected the photos that
most interested me from the Picture Collection &rgr | noticed that Clinton's hand
gesture in the photo | was working from echoeditbeic Direr drawing almost exactly.

It was at that moment that | realized that allithages | had chosen were about the act of
prayer... of course this makes sense, as it iS\vensal gesture that we all can relate to:
hands clasped asking for help, redemption, andvengss...

Who and what were your influences for this series?

Durer is the most obvious influence. But even beftirat, came my interest in movie
close-ups—which really reveal the face as a lanusch was in movie close-ups that |
noticed the closer you are to the actor's face, l&ss identifiable and the more
anonymous the face is. | love the overwhelmingbnomental scale that gives you the
sensation of being enveloped by the face as lapdseath valleys and hills. | was also
interested in the tension between the monumentafityye scale, and the intimacy and
accessibility of the cinematic image.

What are you working on next?

I am working on a series of paintings about Therappecifically from scenes in movies
and television shows such &s Treatment and Ordinary People. I'm interested in the
body language that reveals the dynamic betweeapigtrand patient. Again, I'm looking
to pinpoint universal, iconic gestures—only thimei with the whole body rather than a
detailed look at the face.

Praying Hands can be seen from March 22 to April 22l cell, 338 West 23rd Street.
The Therapy series will be shown &11 GALLERY in Chelsea, this coming September.



