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Father John Conliss, SVD.
Walter DUNPHY

After entering the campus of Nanzan University one of the first sights to attract attention
is a large sculpture of a globe that seems to float over the green shrubs in front of the
library. As few people know the identity of the artist who designed this intriguing work
of art, I would like to offer a brief introduction to him in the following lines.

John Francis Conliss was born in Birr, County Offaly, a small town in the centre of the
Republic of Ireland, on June 10, 1928. After finishing high school, he worked for some years
in the British Merchant Navy, including on ships delivering military supplies during the
Korean War. While he rarely spoke of his experiences at that time, from passing comments
he made it was clear that his closeness to war defined his commitment to pacifism and to
a vision of a common humanity that transcended nationalism. National passports, in his
opinion, are divisive documents that define individuals according to the place and country
where they happen to be born, and identify us according to random geographic differ-
ences. John looked forward to the day when a simple common form of individual “identity-
paper. would serve as a universal passport for everybody throughout the world,
irrespective of nationality, race or place of origin.

As the result of a casual reading of “The Word” - an illustrated family-orientated maga-
zine produced by the Divine Word Missionaries in Ireland, and intended to arouse interest
in Catholic missionary work — John joined the Society of the Divine Word (SVD) in Ireland
in 1955. After two years of preparation, he then went to Chicago where he continued the
required seminary studies and was ordained as a Catholic priest in 1963. He spent the next
three years studying art at the Catholic University of America, Washington, graduating
with a Masters in Fine Arts. He then studied the technique of stained glass in Germany,
and was assigned to work at the SVD Generalate in Rome where he was an artistic assis-
tant in the architectural office in which SVD buildings around the world were designed.
Much of his contribution during this time (1967-1980) was to produce small-scale works,
such as altars, stained-glass windows, etc., for chapels.

In the meantime he developed his own personal artistic style of “explorations” in small-
scale drawings and paintings. It is significant that usually he gave no titles to his works
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but merely identified them with letters and numbers. Many of them are on-going develo-
pments on a single theme in which he continued to explore the balance of colour and shape
that emerged from the original concept. He consistently refused to have the label “abstract
art” attached to his work. This label gives the impression that a drawing or painting is
“drawing out” something from the original design, whereas Conliss insisted that he
allowed the colours and shapes to develop and define themselves freely. To the extent that
the result may be “pleasing” or “striking” or “unusual” or even “unpleasant’, it is always
the result of “something” within the work that leads to this interpretation. But also,
because this happens by chance, its conclusion leads to further development of the shapes
and colours inherent in the ongoing exploration.
While in Rome he had a number of exhibitions of his works in and around Rome, and else-
where in Europe. These were usually held on a small scale, and in little-known galleries. In
fact it took some persuasion by friends to have him hold any of these exhibitions. This was
partly due to a reluctance on his part to draw any attention to himself, but also because
he was very critical of the “establishment” in the art world which he found to be very shal-
low in any real appreciation of art for its own sake, and prone to being led by mediocre
trends and fashions. He was also very reluctant to be associated with the art establishment
of the major exhibition galleries, considering them to contribute to the increasing distance
between artists and the wider community.
In 1980 he moved to Japan, at the invitation of Fr. J. Schubert, SVD, who had been his
classmate in Chicago while they were both preparing for the priesthood. Fr. Schubert at
the time was President of Nanzan Junior College in Nagoya, and Fr. Conliss became a
part-time teacher at the College. He gave lessons in art, and also taught classes on Christi-
anity and English. He resided at this time in the Piokan, the residence for SVD professors
in various Nanzan schools. Ill-health, however, soon cut short his teaching career, and he
moved to the SVD “Monastery” in Tajimi, a short distance from Nagoya. There he set up
his atelier anew and continued with his “explorations” in art until 2001 when due to failing
health he decided to return to Ireland. For some time he continued to work in a small
parish in Millport on the Isle of Cumbrae, West Scotland, until a series of strokes forced
him to retire again to Ireland in 2005. He died of a stroke in January 2006.
While teaching at Nanzan, and after, he used his talents as an artist to embellish the walls
of the schools with mosaics. Unfortunately some of his works were lost when the Junior
College buildings were demolished. Two major works, however, have become part of the
daily scenery for students at Nanzan University. The then President Johannes Hirsch-
meier, SVD, asked him to create “something striking” for the square in front of the newly
refurbished library. The result would become one of the symbols of the University. It is a
large globe made of stainless steel that seems to float in mid-air. Instead of continents and
countries with boundaries — which, as noted above, Conliss disliked - the world is a patch-
work of signs and letters all pointing to the word “peace.” It is one of the few “realistic”
pieces created by Conliss, and its message could not be clearer. The onlooker may not be
aware that this creation is also a masterpiece in a very different sense. Hirschmeier had
requested something large and striking in a location that has a very weak foundation - the
area forms the roof of the library stacks, and would not support anything very heavy.
Conliss solved the problem in a unique way by creating a hollow mesh of letters to form
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the globe. As a result, despite its imposing size, the weight of the floating globe is rela-
tively light.
Conliss’ other major contribution to the Nanzan campus was commissioned by
Hirschmeier's successor as president, Fr. Robert Riemer, SVD. (He also, like Schubert, had
known Conliss in Chicago.) This is the “lake” and fountain in Pache Square. This area had
originally been a large and amorphous hilly lawn, but the addition of the lake and fountain
gave it a new focus. It is not often noticed that the inspiration for the fountain was the
account of the Garden of Eden in the Book of Genesis, which describes a large river and
the Tree of Life being at the centre of the Garden. In the original sculpture water actually
flowed from the tree at the centre of the lake, but this has not continued due to technical
difficulties. Rumour has it that when the tree was being installed (in Conliss’ absence) the
builders, unsure of the meaning of the piece, mistakenly installed it the wrong way up!
Before the present Nanzan moved to this location there was a marshy area here, and in
early summer evenings one can still hear frogs croaking in the fountain area.
John Conliss left a significant legacy to the campus on both sides of Nanzan's main street.
On the one side there is a globe of a universe of languages striving for peace. It serves as
a roof over the library, a world where the searching student may find much guidance
towards creating that peace. On the other side there is the wide expanse of the Green
Area, with the symbols of Paradise at its centre. It is in fact the focus of much student life,
and is symbolic of the ideal harmony between nature and humanity of which the Bible
speaks, and which lies at the centre of Nanzan's goal in education.
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