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Oriental/Occidental: Keith Sonnier's Tokobashira 
and Mata Hari Series 

Long before multiculturalism became fash
ionable, Keith Sonnier was a multiculturalist. Long 
before hybridism became fashionable, Keith Sonnier 
was a hybridist. Long before ethnicity and "roots" 
became fashionable, Keith Sonnier took pride in his, 
never disavowing them. Long before globalism 
became fashionable, Keith Sonnier was a cos
mopolitan world-traveller. Long before the center 
disappeared and it became fashionable to be margin
al, Keith Sonnier was a decentered marginalist. 
Long before outsiders became more fashionable 
than insiders, Keith Sonnier was an insider by virtue 
of being an outsider. That is, long before it became 
fashionable to flaunt one's conuadictions, Sonnier 
was struggling with his. 

His art-especially the explicitly paradoxical 
Tokobnshjra and Mata Hari series-is incompletely 
comprehensible without some knowledge of his per
sonal history. He was born (1941) in rural, provin
cial Louisiana into a Cajun family. That is, he is an 
Arcadian- French-American-in origin. Unlike other 
immigrants, the Arcadians did not willingly come to 
the U ailed States-to Louisiana, once owned by 
France-but fled Canada after the British defeated 
them, rather than accept second-class citizenship in 
Quebec. Nonetheless. they remained marginal-out
siders-in English-speaking American society. They 
spoke a French dialect, and further differentiated 
themselves from puritan American culture-Scarlet 
Letters don't exist in France, or else they are bejew
elled and worn with arrogant, exhibitionistic, stylish 
pride-by their Southern sensuousness and esthetic 
self-consciousness. As Linda McGreevy has sug
gested, Sonnier's Southern Cajun roots explains 
much of his art : its "coloristic sensuousness" and. 
more generally, its "slow physicality, tactility, and 
sensuality," that is, intimate and erotic quality. 

Paradoxically, its cosmopolitan aspect is also 
provincial in origin: Mamou, Louisiana, Sonnier's 
hometown, was a close-knit community of people 
with French, English, and African-Creole roots. 
Sonnier was at ease with "otherness" from the 
beginning. It was_ his "natural" environment, as it 
were, and he took to it like a duck to water. Already 
as a teenager in a local college he painted sensual , 
worldly, Matissean nudes, and in his early twenties 

moved to Paris, where he lived comfortably in a work
ing class district, painting alone-an outsider who felt 
like an insider wherever he went. It was the first of 
many trips abroad: to India in 1981, Bali in 1983, 
Japan in 1984, Brazil in 1985. In all of these places 
Sonnier sought and worked with local craftsmen, local 
styles, and local materials-bamboo and native woods, 
in the Tokobashjra and Maia Hari series. 

But at the same time that Sonnier was mak
ing these ostensibly primitivist sculptures, he was 
making-also in Japan-the high tech Aesthesiool 
series: just as constructed as the Tokobashira and 
Maia Hari series, but more obviously "modernist." 
Primitivism and constructivism are equally avant
garde modes, and Sonnier's Tokobashjra and Mi1il 
Hllli series are primitivist constructions-avant-garde 
inventions. ' 'Regressive," backward-looking primi
tivism and "progressive," forward-looking construc
tivism-in a sense, the antipodes of abstract modem 
art, as Adorno has suggested (the former exemplify
ing its expressionistic tendency, the latter its techno
cratic tendency}-fuse in them. According to Adorno, 
they're both at their best when they're at their most 
pure (this has an idealistic Greenbergian sound to it), 
but that is a modernist idea: both modes have been 
academicized-reified-by their stylization, and thus 
exhausted in the very act of becoming sophisticated 
and commonplace. Only their impure postmodernist 
synthesis can save them from themselves-use them 
to exciting new intellectual and emotional effect. 
Sonnier was among the first postminimalists, and 
postrninimalism, some critic/scholars think, is not 
just the precursor of postmodemism, but fully post
modern. 

Nonetheless, Sonnier's Tokobashjra and 
Maia Hari series have none of the "androgynous 
slickness" (to use an idea of Charles Jencks) and 
cynical irony so characteristic of postmodernist art. 
(Supposedly such irony gives it a conceptual edge, 
but in fact it is a form of self-defeat; that is, it masks 
stagnancy-disintegrative stalemate between oppo
sites.) They have a psychocsthetic subtlety, correlate 
with their constructivist subtlety: they evoke uncon
scious childhood sensation and feeling, rooted in his 
Cajun experience-"rethink and retouch aspects of 
the human experience and psyche 1 had completely 



forgotten," as Sonnier has said, specifically alluding 
to the Tokobashjra series-and reconceive construc
tivism as visceral pictography. Sonnier returns to 
and re-invents "the moment when picturing and 
writing were one," as Klaus Kertess has said-the 
moment when abstract gesture becomes, ambigu
ously, meaningful glyph and fantastic image, while 
retaining its raw organic character. Sonnier's 
Tokobashjra and Mata Hari series are at once fantas
tic, bizarre bodies-agglomerations of incommensu
rate fragments, material gestures loosely united in 
what migbt be called a gesture of "construction" or 
faniasy of system (as the partial grids on the surface 
of some of the pieces suggests); visionary writing, 
that is, a recursive envisionment of writing as a primal 
act; and sensuous extravaganzas and sexual 
metaphors, in which idiosyncratic fonns seem to 
dance with Dionysian abandonment, final.ly ritualisti
cally mating to form elusive feelings. The boles in 
Ajzen-Myoo, .liniQ, and Yamato are not just pure 
forms, nor are the pieces of wood vigorously thrust 
through them only raw materials. 

The figurative, totemic dimension of 
Sonnier's sculptures-their dependence on primitivist 
sculpture-is all but explicit in Ganesh, Nyoman, and 
WayanLl. Such sculpture is sacred, all the more so 
because it is abstract, indeed, a geometrical struc
ture, however much each of its parts is an organic 
"gesture": organic materials are abstractly combined 
to transcendental effect, as becomes explicit in the 
painted bamboo Krishna and vishny. The god is at 
his most perfect when he has been reduced to-con
centrates himself in-a letter (not just a name). which 
makes him more available for contemplation than 
his bodily manifestation. And yet the abstract letter 
is his body-a concrete poem in which the physical 
and conceptual succinctly converge. The god has 
painted his body to confirm its otherness, yet also to 
signal that the body is no more than an abstract idea. 
Finally, Sonnier bas acknowledged the shrine-like 
character of his sculptures, whether free-standing or 
relief. They mark sites of worship, of alternative 
presence, like themselves. They are charged with the 
manna that exists in holy places, and may them
selves be the last holy places-abstract an may be the · 
last, narrow site (resting place?) of the sense of the 
sacred. 

In sum, Sonnier's sculptures are ecstatic, 
mystical constructions: sacred language, incompre
hensible except in an ecstatic state-a kind of talking 
in abstract tongues-that communicates and peculiar
ly literalizes an eccentric experience of divinity. 
They convey a sense of the sacred that necessarily 
takes an abstract primitive form in our secular world. 
In fact, at bottom the sense of the sacred struggles to 
master and distill a primitive experience of the 
inescapably raw, material character of being- being 
at its most innocent. 

Donald Kuspit 
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Nyournn. 1983 
Timber. bamboo. and oil-based p-Jint. 15 x 46 x 32" 



EXHIBITION CHECKLIST 

Dimensions are given in inches, height preceding width preceding depth. 
All works are lent couitesy of Leo Castelli Gallery, New York City. 

Sculptures 

I. Gane,5h, 1981 
Bamboo and enamel paint, 51-3/4 x 22-1/2 x 11-3/4" 

2. Kali. 1981 
Bamboo and enamel paint, 38 x 19-1/2 x 22" 

3. Krishna, 1981 
Bamboo, wax, and enamel paint, 40 x 20 x 14" 

4. Sarasvatj, 1981 
Bamboo and holi color, 36 x 27 x 12" 

5. Vishnu, 1981 
Bamboo and enamel paint, 22 x 37-112 x 11-3/4" 

6. Kw1 (Mata Harl Series), 1983 
Timber, bamboo, and oil-based paint, 47 x 40 x 20" 

7. Nyomap (Mata Harl Series), 1983 
Timber, bamboo, and oil-based paint, 15 x 46 x 32" 

8. Wayane (Mata Harl Series), 1983 
Timber, bamboo, and oil-based paint, 60 x 24 x 16" 

9. Ajr,en-Myoo (Tokobashira Series), 1984 
Cedar, spruce, dry pigment, and wax, 48 x 42 x 30" 

10 . .!iniQ (Tokobashira Series), 1984 
Japanese cypress, tropical hardwood, dry pigment, 

and wax, 66 x 66 x 36" 

11. Kin.IQ (Tokobashira Series), 1984 
Cedar, sophora japonica, dry pigment, and wax, 

108 x 42 x 36" 

12. Suk11-pa-Bjko (Tokobashira Series), 1984 
Maple, cedar, tropical hardwood, dry pigment, 

and wax, 48 x 42 x 30" 

13. Yamato (Tokobashira Series), 1984 
Camphor, Chinese quince, cedar, azalea, dry pigment, 

and wax, 60 x 48 x 42" 

Ora wines 

I. Airvatu (India Series), 1981 
Permanent felt tip pen, dry pigment, and charcoal on 

paper, 78-112 x 50" 

2. ~(India Series), 1981-1982 
Permanent felt tip pen, charcoal, dry and wet pig

ment on paper, 84 x 50" 

3. Untitled St11dy (Ubud Series), 1983 
Color markers on graph paper, 18-318 x 18-3/8" 

4. Untitled Study (Ubud Series), 1983 
Color markers on graph paper, 18-318 x 18-3/8" 

5. Untitled Study (Ubud Series), 1983 
Color markers on paper, 18-318 x 18-318" 

6. Untitled Study (Ubud Series), 1983 
Color markers on paper, 18-3/8 x 18-318" 

7 . Untitled Study (Ubud Series), 1983 
Color markers on paper, 18-3/8 x 18-3/8" 

8. Untitled Study (Ubud Series), 1983 
Color markers on paper, 18-3/8 x 18-318" 

9. Enzo IT (Tokobashira Series), 1984 
India ink and pastel on handmade Japanese paper, 

42-112 x 30-112" 

10. Jio&Q (Tokobashira Series), 1984 
Pastel and charcoal on paper, 60 x 43-112" 
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