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[ have an intense interest in primtive cultures,
anthropaligically, , dut when
if cormes £o actually makimg wark, [ feel that [ have
fo comtain my infermartion in a real 200h-century,
e-age context.!

VER THE PAST TWEMTY YEARS,

American artise Keith Sonnser has syathesrzed

widely disparase sources to produce an impar-
tant body of work inthe medium of neon. While ke has
also mastered o diverse arry of materials from bamboa
o video, he is pe ket knomm for ki neon sou
ture. The five in this echibition exemplify
Sonnier’s major work in peon from 1969 o 1988

Born in Momoa, Lovismns, Ssnnies i i the
rural isolation of this French-speaking, Cajun comma-
nity. His father owned 2 hardware and electrical |upj:i{
sore. Sonnier recalls, 1 was always incerested in art.

rew up ina t surroanding, had a ot of free
lIiml. er‘:!uﬂ:uﬂ abour 200 miles umril | was
sbout 21."2 Sanmier studied fine ares st che Ulniversity
of Southwestern Louisians Ll-l'-l{ﬂ'[c Afrer zﬂduﬂ.—
tion 1n 1963, he left the South for the cosmopalitan an
workl. His first encounter with the work of such artises
s Mlatisse apd Prasso during a year-long sojourn in
Paris convinced him ra EI1III-I':HF the moders erad tion,
He lazer remarked, ™ Museums wre mansaleums -
where one goes to view baautiful cadavers!?

Returning to the United States in 1965, Sonnier
sertled in Mew York City. Awarded a ate fellow-
ship ut Ruegers Univemity, he studied under Robert
Morrisand joined the so-called Ru G roup, & loose
wssociation of anists who hed developed a kind of
Minimal Are frem fousd industral metenals such as
felr, vacuformed plastics, and extruded aluminum,
During the lste sixties, be produced wall reliefs and
floor-bound sculprure in cheesecloth, foam rubber, and
similar soft macerials, In 1966 Somnier’s sculprure

of wood, fabric, and an akeraately inflating
and d!ﬂlﬁﬂslirlﬂh‘l red im Foremerae Abeirar-
fion, an exhibition at the Fischbach Gallery, Selected
by the critic Lucy Lippand, the exhibition wasdevoted
to the newly identified trend away from the susterity of
Minimal Ar. By using unorthodox maerials, Soanicr
and hi fellow wrtmts, includi Eva Hesc, G.;,-
Kuehn, and Bruce Nauman, b upan the Dads sed
Surrcalist traditson of eollage and assemblage.

From the beginning, Sonnier's interest in materials
and texture extended the purely formal valse of
such experimentation. He has set himself apart from

botk the Minimalists and the Pag amtist. “In coptrass
with certain American arrists ( Morris, Judd, Rausch-
enberg, Ssella, Johms) who were exhibiring in New
Tork when | began working, | was seeking, through the
use of vasious materials, to makea more open with
n different rale for the artise."™ Sopnier uses a wide
variety of media to evoke culturl, psyehilogeal, and
mystical associations.

It i in ehis context that Sonmier's neoa work must he
understood, In 1968 he began using necn in combina-
tion with cloth. He also expennmented with other light
sources, sech a3 incandescent bulbs, but be soon dis-
wovered that nean suited his pu o 1t was just an
easier kind of light to handle. | could span more space
and could alter 5 sinsation much ququ:Er than [with]
other |incandescent] lights, and 1 was very interested in
enlor. ™ Sonner ulso traced hin affiniey Er neon to his
memories of Lovisiana, “About the most “religiou”
l'l:p-ﬂ'i!II:E I"ve ever had in Louniana comving bedk
from a dance bite ax might i driving over this flax land
and, all of a sudden, socing these waves of [meon ) light
ﬁi up and down in this thick fog. Just incredible!

uch better than sny kind of | mmac Cancepts
o Ascension sceee | have ever viewed in church!™®

Mo Wn;ppl'f (ncandercent Light: Try
Loop, 1960 ( I}, vac of Suanicr’s carliest ﬂ
pieces, differs from the wark of such COmEEm oLy
neon artids as Scephen Antomakos or Chrysa in s
frank informality and expressive Bnearity. Sonnier has
Juxtaposed the karsh, bght light of incasdescent bulbs
with the subtler, more suffused illumination from the
entwining loops of neon tubes, Both the tubes and the
cupoied wires cast shadows that am inh_-l-r.] to the
composition. Sonnier slso incorporated a hummi
rramsformer in the work, & pracrice that ke has fall
in most of his subsequent neon picces,

Sonmier's deliberate use nfn?l“d-ir“ and umcan -
cealed transformers stems from the panciple of “truth
£e matcriaks,"" This practice differs from the pure neon
work of such artists ae Antonakos aad the vernacular
wse of neon signa in commercial advertisiag, The soond
of the transformer adds a multi-sensory dimension to
Sonnser's work. This auditory element 1 relared o his
video, installation, and satellite transmissios picces, all
of which wsc sound. Sannier has credited the composer
Richard [J.m‘.lr:r wiath ﬂ-lﬂ'lug; him 1o the pesaakilicy
“thar ame could see and feel sound.™

Somnier’s multi-senssry approach to meon is alss
relared 6o his concurrent work in environmental in-
stallations, During the carly seventies, he produced
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number of prEces com p-m.h! of [ p]pu- E'l“. and
mirrgrs. [ he gETETIC Smame for this series, "HBA-(-
ih\.l- comees (roam the Haician Creole |!||l:|.u; r-||| “||“|'||_
bath."” In their t]r“ml:g:q.-n«r:r:.' and word Ipln.:.-. sheur
works reflect Sonpier's interest ia cootie culraral
sources and the muerplay of form end langaage.

fi-ulr:equrnr travels to Indiz snd the Far Fast have
reinforced thn direction 12 Sonnier's neon worke It
was not untal | begas working in the Cnent thar | was
sble to ‘retrieve’ the formalisn cradivion.™ Sef FIT,
lwer, 1077 II'I-q.; 4}, 15 one of & seres of meon works
ingpired by ancient Chinese calligraphy. “Sel” the
serwes name, refers to an early, puciogmphic fomm of
writing, which also symbolizes humanity.® The simple
array af red, white, green, and yellow neon and argan
tulbes forms a schomatic figure. UnBke such wrriscs as
Bruce Mauman or Joseph Kosuth, who have created
wards and phrases in nean, Sonnier has svoided explicit
writing. He prefem instead to evoke the mystenous
eryging of language with a calbgraphy of light.

Sonmicr's masery of lincar neon calligmphy is
spparent in the " Pierogram ™ series, which evelived di-

rectly from the *Sel™ series. He explained that it i the
“actof writing which interests me and not the word, or
haw e hrg'lr-l to form l'!.'mbu:il."'-' In Hr.:'.l'urum .‘.
1980 (fig. 1), Sonnicr has united counterbalanced ara-
besques of red, green; yellow, wnd blue light within an
encampaiiing white neon circle. The immediscy of
such light compostions dermves from his ese of drawing
1o discover and 1o visualiee his wdess: 1 muost kave
ﬂu'!ql. il contact even of 1t n nr|1. ‘nrdrlw:lrgl =o' BT
:I-'U.'ﬂ:l-l'd!- | work with a techmician.™! The resulting
noen  Pictograms” symbolize a reconciliation of Essteran
m}'lﬂ:’l'iun with Wexterr gﬁ'hnnlg.g:r'_

Ir ke most recent neon work, Sonnser has extended
this drlogue between high rechnology smd exotic
caltares inta fully three-dimensional sculpeure, He
now combines peon with aluminum [-beams in monu-
meninl reliefs and free-seanding pheces. In ol Slock
IT, 1988 {cover), Soanicr ks counterpoised two open
loaps af yellow aeen on a cruciform aluminum srma
ture. [ncontrmt with hisearlier neon work, this mived
media relied Featanes concealed red and blue neon tubes
that create & suffused glow behind the intersecting
sluminum [-heama, The transformer, mounted behind

Fig. & Provagprass [, /989 Meos, 720 % s Lec Consrll Gallivy, New Tork



Fig. 1 dptym Faries, 178 Neon msd semmen, #0106 § Y s Les Coiels Oallery, Kaw York. Pl Seve Tl

the lefr meral plate, is partially hidden. The primsny
celor scheme of this neon piece and the orthogonsl
design of i3 metsl dlements recall the compasitsanal
principles of the Dutch avant-garde movement De
Seijls A the sanse time, the slightly asy mmetrical com

|'h'rli||l"il1 and the ihltl‘l.'ll:_‘:.'ul- P Jl1|'| |_-|-c.-“l-:. rectilimesr
Forms resemble the planar formar of the sculptor David
Smith’s Cadir, In 3 alf Slarh 1, Sonnicr has reused
the formalst tradition of modern 55t to create 8 monu-
mental semaphaore.

Sonmer subordinstes ethereal [ighe vo architecturl
siructure i his fully chree-dimensional works. In
.55,".‘51.{]'.\' Forrfron, 1988 (l’.F- 3.1. he han mountcd o,
:.rellnznw. and blue meon rules os 5 roher-like "lp}rnx J
compased of aluminum [-bearss, Multi-colored Lights
emanate from ths mechanistic apparition, T he ngid
prometry of thn miece derves from his earlier miced-
media sculptune. Werks such as Aesrderpod, 1982, ia
which a working pay l:i!|-tP|'L|:I-I'|d and relevision ser arc
attached to a parnted aluminum armarere, s an

srthmpamorphic chimcter. Saneier has likered the
spatial impact of these works io “wallkking through *primi.
tive’ architecture,” which “creates 3 very sculptural
spamit.”" ¥ I Js'p-imx HMarefran, Scnnier summons the
mywnerses of ancaent Egypt with 20th-cenfury maseriaks—
meon and J.lum.lru,lm.

Theough the medivm of moon, Keith Sonnier links
high rechnology and mam communication with srehai
subcultures and the ongias of language. His sean wark
achieves its enigmanic power throwgh this recomciliation
of opposing materials and themes. Within this com ples
becly of work, 3t is possible to discem a progressian from
expressive informality in the carly peeces (o geomerric
orderin the moat recent sculpture. Sonnier explodts the
tramscendent possibilivies of neon with wit and elegam
restraant

Judith Zilewer

Avroctate Curator of Painting
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