[ think our society doesn’t value these times and [ wonder why is
that? Are we afraid of being thought crazy? Are we afraid people
won't believe us? Or that they will? When people tell me their stories
of visions and experience, there's a gentleness and quietness. It's as
if they ve been opened up in a way they can’t forget. I think the
world can use more of this gentle flame.—Lesley Dill, in a letter to
Reyerend John Mendez

Life is big. fast, and complicated. What we perceive as reality
is only the reflection of a system of learned and manufactured
responses to our environment and our culture. We are bom-
barded inescapably by messages that we're too fat, can't
function without new gizmos, need to invest in promising
stocks, and are helpless when it comes to global warming or
voting fora president. Distracted by such fare, we paytoo little
attention to the tiny acts that connect us to one another. We
overlook life’s poignant moments, those that give substance
to mystery.

In Tongues on Fire: Visions and Ecstasy, Lesley Dill looks be-
yond the limited mask of reality—or, as she refers to it, "the
normal cadence of life.” Her artistic investigation began with
the seemingly simple yet complex act of availing her soul to
hundreds of residents from this region, in the process mak-
ing herself very vulnerable. Her selfless generosity opened
many doors, led to the formation of strong personal relation-

ships, and charted a vibrant new direction for her work and
life.

In January 2000, Dill was asked to partake in a resi(iency at
the Southeastern Center for Contemporary Art in Winston-
Salem as part of the museum’s Artist and the Community series,
aprogram that dates back to 1994.. This landmark series brings
nationally recognized artists to the Piedmont region of North
Carolina to work with diverse community groups in realizing
projects that are both specific to this area and challenge the
artist to seek new directions of activity. In some cases. such as

this one, the effects on the artist, the community, and even the

contemporary art museum experience, can be transforming.

According to Lesley Dill, “The project started from a seed
of an idea, and a curator and a museum saying yes, and then
ultimately a community saying yes.” She followed this state-
ment with a quote from Emily Dickinson: “There is a small
italic seed, a blossom of the brain.” Early discussions of the
project generated a host of seeds. some falling to the side and
others taking root, slowly taking shape and gaining direction.

Tongues on Fire: Visions and Ecstasy evolved into a multi-
tiered project: an exhibition of new works inspired by more
than 700 vision statements collected by the artist; a series of
large billboards strategically placed on a major North Caro-
lina highway and duplicated in the museum for the exhibition;
an opening night Spiritual Sing with the Emmanuel Baptist
Church Spiritual Choir; a documentary film by the North
Carolina School of the Arts chronicling the history of the choir
and Dill’s involvement with it; and finally. two publications,
this catalogue and an edited printed collection of the 700
vision statements.

As ayoung teen, Dill had a vision, one that she had kept hid-
denuntil this project. "I grew up in Maine and had a bedroom
window that looked out onto some woods. One morning when
[ was fourteen and was getting dressed for school, I sat on the
bed and looked out the window at the dark leaves against the
sky. Somehow, my whole visual screen was suddenly filled with
asort of weblike spiral of images that appeared black on white
or white on black. At that moment, I was given to understand
the world. I understood pestilence, sorrow, and the hugeness
of everything. I understood that there was a pattern threaded
through all things—and that it was all right. This was accom-
panied by a feeling of bliss, which I had never experienced
before.” During this project, Dill discussed this vision and
other experiences at every public presentation. Her willing-
ness to share her thoughts and visions on such a personal level
erased the barriers between her and her audience. It also fos-
tered an environment of respect in which everyone’s voice was

equally important.

the sky at the top of a tree in amazement. There were two flames. i1






