


n a recent article on video artist Bill Viola, the
critic Donald Kuspit announced that one of the most
important events in the last thirty years of art history
has been the use of the new, populist, commercial
technology of television in the service of what may be
art's most ancient and esoteric ambition: “the
articulation of those inarticulate states of being, the
almost unnameable sensations and feelings that
traverse the subject’s interior silence.”*

This installation, with its 3-channel feed, does
precisely that. It takes the chattering speciousness of
TV and makes poetry out of it. It makes use of video
in a way that refuses to be a use.

Night Sky is an autobiography, part of an ongoing
search by John Conomos in the gnarled roots of
identity, an identity playfully, ofttimes painfully,
elaborated. It moves from the olive - and-silver island
of Cythera in Greece to the claustrophobia of a 1950s
Milk Bar in Tempe, the industrial suburb in Sydney’s
south. And back again. Along the way there are
memories and masks, jokes and jingles, doubles
and dreams.

Following on from his earlier collaborative work
Museum of Fire these videoscapes are about the
condition of the alien — caught between places, and
exiled from a lost time. Foreignness pushes against
the need for close emotional belonging: strangeness
and home operate together as one. The only way one
can move and live inside these working contraries
(“yes and no unsplit” to quote one of the inter titles)
is through art (that home away from home), castaway
on the pale flow of the TV monitor.

Night Sky is a kind of horoscope of his

unconscious. The unconscious is the night sky of
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one's workaday self. When it is day under one

latitude, it is night under another. Speak English and
an other, unspoken language goes under, is in the
dark. Words and images continue their antipodean
existence, unheard, unseen.

Sometimes they return, interfering with the host
language, making communication difficult. The
subject is caught between translation and
schizophrenia.

Hence those near-miss words in comic strip
neon: tost for toast, yous for you, inevitible for
inevitable, chocols for chocolate, liberary for library,
Minasaur for Minotaur. Hence the pun on “pun”
being pound. Might not Milk Bar, given this crazy
logic, incorporate opposites: mother’s milk and the
barrier to it?

The three monitors — occupying three places at
once — interweave their stories like strands of hair in
a braid. the world revolves, the camera revolves,
images live and occur, in turns illuminated and
plunged into darkness with the weight of a stone
down a well; bodies flow into and through each other:
walking, spinning, falling. In between all this is the
unbearable heaviness of non-being: underworld
textures speak surprisingly strongly. In the strange
f-stop of dream, landscapes have a numbly grasped
ominousness. The warped speed of slo-mo makes
objects press sharply into our unguarded awareness.

The past burgles the present, the present pick-

All images are details from John Conomos’ JMNight Sky
video and neon installation
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pockets from the past. A cinephile and art theorist,
John Conomos, excerpts bits of movies — Marx
Brothers, Buster Keaton, Maya Deren, Rene Clair,
1950s Australian movies like No Strangers Here — and
transfigures them in the contours of his own
emotional context: some comment sardonically on
cultural transmission, some are tuned into poetry
serenading his losses; others retrieve his body,
mitigating wounds he wants to keep intact.

Through the process of “morphing”, of digitised
transformations, family snaps bleed into each other —
his face into his dead father’s face, his son Joel
performing as his former self. In the Milk Bar of Dr
Caligari virtual space becomes more vivid, real space
more virtual. He performs his suicided Uncle Manoli,
he becomes Vito Acconci directly addressing us and
himself. Self-reflexive and self-absorbing, these
bittersweet revisitations make Conomos the bard of
melancholy, longing and ambivalence.

“The soul” said Carl Jung,”is a life-giving demon
who plays his elfin game above and below human
existence.” This elusive soul, | aver, is both the
subject of John Conomos’ work, as well as the
arranger of its human subject. And so good is this

autobiofiction one is never quite sure which is which.

GEORGE ALEXANDER

*Donald Kuspit, “The Passing”, Artforum, September 1993
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Autumn Song and is writing a critical history of Australian video. He lectures
at the College of Fine Arts, University of New South Wales and is
co-founding editor of the time-based arts journal Scan+. He spoke on

interactive art at this year's Biennale of Ideas Symposium in Sydney.
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