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It’s hard to call John Gillies a veteran of video. Gillies is too 
young and vital for a title like that to make sense. There’s 
nothing predictable about the course of his work either, 
meaning that it always has a certain clarity and freshness. 
Even the earliest work in this retrospective Hymn (1983) 
feels like it could have been constructed very recently. 
His work operates outside the common (museum) 
parameters of video and projection and it stands at a 
crossroad, being part of a continuing experimental 
theatre, while maintaining a unique position as visual art 
of the moving image.

Performance Space is not a mainstream venue where one 
might expect to see work of such a major Australian artist. 
It has four antiquated Victorian era gallery spaces that 
have been redesigned for this show to deal with screen 
and monitor based works, even so, the spaces could only 
accommodate a small sampling of Gillies’ significant 
output. Careful selection has ensured that this exhibition 
made perfect sense and exploited the main developments 
in his oeuvre. In addition, the reconfiguration of what is 
a notoriously difficult exhibition space made the Gillies 
retrospective Video Work: 1982-2001 into a powerful 
viewing experience.

The limitation of affects articulated in the medium 
of video is one of the defining characteristics of John 
Gillies’ work. It is in his generation of image-makers that 
we encounter an accelerated use of new media. Almost 
overnight moving image editing has been condensed into 
a quick and easy process, but evident in these works is the 
technical advantage of sophisticated digital editing, for 
both sound and image. What stunned and preoccupied 
me in these four viewing rooms was a theatrical mode, 
something articulated outside the current museum 
projection-style video works with their accompanying 
post photographic protocols. 

It is the devices of the theatre that make these video 
constructions such compulsive viewing. Throughout 
his career Gillies has consistently collaborated with 
performers and dancers and he has had a long-term 
relationship with local experimental theatre, working 
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as an associate member of the legendary performance 
group, The Sydney Front (TSF). Many of the players of 
TSF are familiar faces in both current and past works, 
and in Gillies’ pivotal stage of late 80s and 90s it becomes 
a bit difficult to distinguish it from the collaborative 
theatrical experience of the masterly director Nigel 
Kellerway and the other members of The Sydney Front, 
but this familiarity adds a greater strength and resonance 
to Gillies’ overall project. 

Gillies appears to be fascinated by the way the materiality 
of imaging and sound can be manipulated and layered. 
His innovation could be best described as a relay effect, 
for these are like moments of another performance 
staged somewhere outside the screen with figural 
elements enwrapped, overlayed and then mesmerisingly 
remastered. Perhaps there is a distortion here that’s 
worth commenting on. The artist is playing in a space 
between a continuity of an inherent narrative logic and 
a sort of gestural time writing. There exists a clarity of 
character within a reduced possibility of expressions 
– that is a kind of reduction that propels the meaning or 
‘poetic unmeaning’ in an altogether animated theatre of 
the screen.

Looking at Techno/Dumb/Show (1991) I felt swept into 
a beehive of energy, where collage and overlay crashed 
through grainy black-grey portraits and figures. In the 
exhibition catalogue Edward Sheer observed acutely 
that, “What he is doing is unleashing the performativity 
of the gestures themselves: the autonomy of an action 
broken into its component parts. At its root this is what 
montage performs”.1 It’s this oily skin of light whose 
capacity and velocity, rhythmetrics and repetitions, 
had me in a trance. The accelerated audio and visual 
syncopation emitted in this kind of video seemed almost 
operatic. Here comes that spook of theatre again, where 
you leave behind the solidness of reality, to enter a sort 
of partial hypnosis. The collage or montage element 
in Techno/Dumb/Show reminded me of the physical 
movements and cuts in Walter Ruttman’s urban classic 
film-portrait Berlin, Symphony of a City (1927). Both 
works are alive, complex and vast. When I saw French 
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‘musique-concrete’ composer Pierre Henri live-mix a 
tape collage to Ruttman’s Berlin a similar euphoric state 
overtook me. With a different expression, Gillies focuses 
his constructions on human figural dramas, with the 
stunning use of fast movements and the engineering 
of fragments that rapidly create the video collages and 
montages. The technical substance in this work is an 
innovation that has forced me to appreciate what could 
be called ‘digital-video-collage’. 

Of course velocity isn’t always rapid – any good artist 
understands that. There is often a need for dramatic 
counterpoint, where speed is used for changing the 
feeling and sense of a moving image. Gillies has modified 
the image and sound syncopation in The Mary Stuart Tapes 
(2000) to maintain the major dramatic effects. In both 
works he encases the body in ‘a timely fashion’. Using 
repetition and doubling he makes these pieces function 
at walking pace, like a sort of metronome. The performer 
in The Mary Stuart Tapes, Clare Grant, has a delicious voice 
and the audio of spoken word takes on more purpose 
than is perhaps preferable. Grant moves about in a stately 
pose. Her gown and queenly tiara match her courtly 
hand gestures. In the catalogue accompanying the 
show, Gillies states that, “Australia is the inheritor of the 
British idea of the state. Within the idea, Mary Stuart is 
buried potentially, a force trapped within.”2 The gestural 
elements communicate this purpose elegantly, with no 
sense of theatrical deviation. This performance could be 
the line of an ancient courtly dance, but placing the actor 
in the contemporary underworld her sense and voice are 
shaken somewhat. Her entrapment is most cogent. The 
metropolis like a tunnel flips from trashy sidewalks, 
to city shops and the noise of arcade life blanketed by 
night. The juxtaposition of a displaced monarch and the 
pedestrianism of the street frames the psychology of her 
walk.

In The Mary Stuart Tapes we are not permitted any firm 
ground to make a sense of history in these speeches and 
no status or any state of existence in which to identify 
the voice and its markings. Gillies has taken the script 
(re-translated from Friedrich Schiller’s Maria Stuart circa 

1800) from another century and placed it in a new set 
of circumstances. Why did cast the actor’s speeches 
in the scenery of today? In the allegorical moment of 
juxtaposition, it is this very non-correspondence that 
animates Grant’s performance. By holding the figure 
of the player central, Gillies gives the speeches a kind 
of timely meter. In The Mary Stuart Tapes Gillies makes a 
ghost story of this displaced, haunted place.

1 Edward Scheer, Live Art/Media Art: John Gillies, Performance and 
the Techno – Live, John Gillies: A Retrospective, exhibition catalogue, 
2004, p7.
2 Therese Davis, John Gillies: A Cinema of Lost Images, (Unpublished 
interview with Therese David, 12 February, 2004) John Gillies: A 
Retrospective, exhibition catalogue, 2004, p4.

John Gillies is a Sydney-based artist who has worked across video, 
sound and performance since 1980, with his work extensively 
presented in numerous international exhibitions, screening 
programs and festivals. For this retrospective Performance Space 
has made available a PDF document of the exhibition catalogue 
at <www.performancespace.com.au> 

Ruark Lewis is a Sydney-based language artist. His recent work 
Banalities/Banalitäten with Rubato Tanzcompagnie, was 
commissioned by Literaturwerkstatt Berlin for PoesieFestival 
Berlin.03 and performed at the Theatre Hallesschen un Ufer.
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Techno/Dumb/Show, 1991
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Made in collaboration with The Sydney Front
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