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KEITH SONMIER

Keith Sonnier's mastery of neon sig-
nals his awarenass of our society's lech-
nological desting—his sense of its des-
ey Bing dependent on A% Means, nol
its ends. The guastion m Sonniar's art is

whather thesa lechnical means can be
made {0 emblematize a universal goal of
transcendance, an almost Buddhist mi-
rage of wibhmale meanng Higs art de-
pends an the swift mental conversion of
obpect inko image inbe sign mdo syrmbol
and back inlo object. it is only the com-
plation of the circle that allows for tran-
scendence. Thiz hermetic complete-
ness, ganarally coded in bipolar Jerms,
rn@kes his peeces the ideal icons of a
consciousness eager to achiave a Sl
lass state. Sonnier has dissected
medilation and reconstructed ils re-
maing in the terms of modem technolo-
gy, the skelgton on which our sociaty
hangs its flesh; he shows us thal lechnal-
ogy an alse be a cabalistic code forgur
spirifuality

The Sirangendgss of SONMIEr's 3, then
is that his constructions, while techno-
logical, are mandalas. This is nod just a
matier of updating the mandala look, or
of creating an arbilrary athnity of fradi-
fional and modemn forms, but rather of
Sonniers discovery of a profound inner
relatanship between spirual and tech-
nological codas. He Goes nol jus! criale
the shape of a holy lether in aluminum, or
imeant new holy letiers for an ald alpha-
et but recovers the commeon import of
forms in both codes. Pictogram N, Preto-
gram ill, and Runic Aol I, all 19840, are
basic cluas o his work. Thi pictograph
and the rung are both idecgrams
graphic symbols of wdeas: it may be
argued that ultimiabe iceas can only be
represented in idecgrams—can be
emblermnatecally pictured but not put into
words. For me, Sonnier has offered some
O 1he DOIGES], MOSL IMPOant, and sub-
tlest meditative emvisionings of such
ideas, or final truths, By e oS deleCate
of esthetic means. He reminds us of
what, alter all, is the basic task of ab-
straction: 10 provoke us with the possibil-
ity of our own Rhigher CoONSCIOUSNess. 10
demonstrate 1o ws in living form the
absolutes tasgated by meditation For
Sonnier absiract lorm gnee again func-
tions philosophically, as for the puonesr
absirachonisis, The speckal power of his
an ke that it ks instananaously and effon-
lessly able o conver matenal informa-
ton albowt our society inko abstract spir-
itual form. One can say hat Sonnier, [ike
an alcharmisl, has earmed how o cool ot
material, reading it as language if not as
the perlect embodiment o spirit

Triped, 1981, with ils radio on the low-
e halt of one black leg and its micro-
phone on the upper hall of ancthar (a
ceniral while leg is between them), is not

simply a hallucinated robabe Tegure
the Duchampian tradition, but also a
coded form. Thi rysical conceplion of
spinituality as the power to unify oppo-
sites, and o make the unity slick. echoas
ther computer use of & binary system. In
Neon Wrapping Meon, 1969, where a
neon right angle i repealed and re-
varsed, in space and on the two diman-
Sines OF Thie wall, Gnd on Sach wWirks as
Ovieans Swite (Ba-0-Ba Series), 1977,
whara again a foem, itsell made of oppo-
site (ransparent and opague) elements,
is repeated and reversed. banary undly
becomes emblematic of spintual in-
tensity. The “beauty” of the pune neon
pigces, also sysiems of coded contrasts,
15 that the impure elemans of black
rubbanzed winng and omnous Black
power Do (unpainted gray inone piece)
are integrated into the structuras. adding
another element of contrast to heighten
the intensity. The invisibility——the Black-
riesg—of the power system in conbrast
with the radiance and wisibilty of lihe
nEon also Qensrales an unconscious/
conscious, powerform duality, in which
i Sll'f'll.l|',afﬂllll.‘fl:"| thiz 1eams eslablishes
thdr spinfual interconnecton.

Sannier, than, is nat imahed in socal
comment, &5 such examples as Channe!
Mix, 1972, or the “Star Lament” Seres,
1980, with its use of newspapers, might
mply. Whatewar i inoaies ol juxapos:-
tion when the Sesame Street Cookie
Monsber and a news announcer appeas
siche by sidde on the same video monitior
i Charmad Mik, 1hig information uning ane
rrgre suggesive of the matnx of chaos
out of which elamentary form and abe-
FAGALARY MEANING eMmerge—or, rathar,
are forcefully litted by the anargy and
effort of the artisl, Sonnier gives one the
gensa that in the process of masiering
the form and power of technology he
discoverad that it was not really in &5-
SENCE AN Insrumen or 3 meaium, bul
rather, unaxpectedly, embodied a uni-
varsal code which was an end in ilsell
Technology existed not to be deci-
pherad but io be expariencid, S0 that s
quality of being an end in Mself could
maka aone selflass. This is why e code
exisis a5 a vision without an inferpreta-
fion. Like some of tha biblical propkets,
Sonnies 15 reporing a viskan in the sky,
fathomabla only through its effect on us




