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Sonya Clark: In Power, Precision & Poetry
Bill Gaskins

In each encounter I have w ith  the work o f Sonya Clark,

I am always struck by her continuing evolution, and the 

im portance o f considering her images and objects on non- 

Western terms. Clark’s work is not lim ited to  the academic 

question of what art is. Clark is also focused on harnessing 

what Curator Sarah Lewis calls "aesthetic force,"'and 

exploring what that force can do as a producer o f informed 

images and objects. Clark also draws upon an assortment 

o f visual trad itions and philosophies, from  what Robert 

Farris Thompson calls “a certain people specially armed 

w ith  im provisatory drive and brilliance.”2

In Oaths and Epithets, Clark makes intrepid 
demands on an assortment of materials that 
engage the viewer w ith an appealing beauty 
and skill o f execution through her expanding, 
technical and formal vocabulary. Beyond 
the beauty is a peerless conceptual rigor, at 
once nuanced and dynamic, exploring and 
extending the terms of contemporary art, 
and laying bare the false distinctions often 
made between formal, conceptual, and social 
concerns in the production and evaluation of 
visual and material culture. At the same time, 
Clark is boldly wrestling w ith the question 
of what it means to be an American citizen 
in the tw enty-firs t century.

Prior to the 2015 shooting of nine members 
of Mother Emanuel Church in Charleston, 
South Carolina by 21 year-old Dylan Roof, 
Clark began Unraveled, a celebrated project 
that invited people to assist her in physically 
dismantling the Confederate Flag thread 
by thread and learn how hard it is to 
accomplish. Unraveled, through its elegant 
complexity and sim plicity is the most 
powerful work in the show, and a fitting  
metaphor for the collective work required 
to dismantle the symbols and substance of 
white supremacy in the United States.

The works Abacus, Cotton Drawings, and 
3/5ths  are subtle and rebellious meditations 
on issues associated w ith pre- and post-Civil 
War America. The works reflect upon the 
ideological war in the United States over the 
Trans A tlantic trade in human beings from 
the continent of Africa, the “original sin” of 
slavery in America, the fractional political 
value placed on the African in America, 
the economic foundation and the legacy 
wealth slavery produced for corporations, 
colleges, and families in the United States, 
and the tim e between 1863— the year 
of the Emancipation Proclamation —and 
the present.

Through the work titled  Monumental Cloth 
Old Truce Flag, Clark as social historian, 
textile scholar, vexillologist (one who studies 
flags), and artist, produces a replica of the 
towel used by Confederate soldiers who 
surrendered in early April o f 1865 to end the 
Civil War. This less muscular and humble 
emblem of the defeated Confederacy, and 
her careful recovery of its warp and weft is 
the most surprising work in the exhibition.

This group of works from Oaths and Epithets 
reminds this viewer of the sobering fact that 
the post Civil War reunion of the dis-United 
States was based on subversively restoring 
the system of slavery by shifting its shape 
from the plantation to the penitentiary, and 
through the political alchemy of interposition  
and nullification. For while the 13th 
Amendment to the United States Constitution 
ended slavery, President Lincoln required 
only ten percent of the population o f the 
Confederate States to pledge their allegiance 
to the United States of America, nullifying 
the 13th Amendment in those states.3



Considering how that nineteenth century 
American political alchemy is being amplified 
in the tw enty-first, the relevance and cultural 
currency o f Oaths and Epithets cannot be 
overstated.

The work o f Sonya Clark rewards viewers 
seeking an encounter w ith contemporary art 
that offers engaged and engaging points of 
entry through its power, precision, poetry 
and puzzles. Oaths and Epithets also offers 
a bridge for anyone seeking freedom from 
fear and ignorance about the complexities, 
contradictions, and consequences of slavery 
in America —then and now.
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SONYA CLARK

Born: W ashington, DC, 1967 
Lives: R ichm ond, VA

EDU CATION

1995 — M. F. A., C ranbrook 
A cadem y o f A rt,
B loom fie ld  Hills, Ml

1993 —B. F. A., School o f the 
A rt Ins titu te  o f Chicago, 
Chicago, IL

1989 B. A., A m herst College, 
Am herst, MA

Photo: Taylor Dabney

SELECTED ONE & T W O  PERSON EXHIBITS

2016: Follicu lar, Taubman Museum, Roanoke, VA; Bitter, Sweet, 
and Tender, Second Street Gallery, C harlo ttesville , VA, 
Generations: Joyce S co tt an d  Sonya Clark, Goya C ontem porary, 
Baltim ore, MD • 2015: Sonya Clark, U n ivers ity  o f M ichigan, Ann 
Arbor, Ml * 2014: Same D ifference, Reynolds Gallery, R ichm ond, 
VA, Black and  W hite  and  Thread AH Over, G eorge Mason 
University, Fairfax, VA • 2013 Boxes, Combs, and  Constellations, 
University o f Delaware, Newark, DE; A head o f  Hair, C ontem porary 
W ing, W ashington, DC; M ateria l Reflex, C ra ft and Folk A rt 
Museum, Los Angeles, CA * 2012: Converge: Sonya Clark and  
Quisqueya Henriquez, McColl A rt Center, C harlo tte , NC; Sonya 
Clark, Snyderm an W orks Gallery, Philadelphia, PA

SELECTED GRANTS & AWARDS

2016: Anonym ous Was a W om an Award; University D istinguished 
Scholarship Award, V irg in ia  C om m onw ea lth  University, 
D istinguished Research Faculty Fellow, School o f the  A rts  •
2015: D octo r o f Arts, honoris causa, A m herst College, School 
o f the A rts  Faculty Award fo r D istingu ished Ach ievem ent in 
Research 2014: A rtP rize  Juried Grand Prize co-w inner, 1858 
Award fo r Southern C ontem porary  A rt, G ibbes Museum o f A rt • 
2013: C raft Research Grant, Center fo r C ra ft C rea tiv ity  and 
Design • 2011: V irg in ia  Museum o f Fine A rts  Professional 
Fellowship; Culture W orks Grant; A rt M atters Grant; United 
States A rtis ts  Fellowship; C ranbrook Academ y o f A rt 
D istinguished M id-Career A lum ni Award 1 2010: Sm ithsonian 
A rtis t Research Fellowship

PUBLIC COLLECTIONS

Arizona State University Museum, Tempe, AZ; Cranbrook A rt 
Museum, B loom fie ld  Hills, Ml; Indianapolis Museum o f A rt, 
Indianapolis, IN; Madison Museum o f C ontem porary A rt, Madison, 
W l; Montreal Museum o f Fine Arts, M ontreal, Quebec, Canada; 
Musees dA ngers, Angers, France; Museum o f Fine Arts, Boston, 
MA; National Museum o f W om en in the Arts, W ashington, DC; 
Philadelphia Museum o f A rt, Philadelphia, PA

SELECTED RESIDENCIES

2017: A m erican A cadem y in Rome, Italy, VCUarts A ffilia te  •
2016: BAU Institu te  Residency at Cam argo Foundation , Cassis, 
France; Gibbes Museum A rtis t in Residence, Charleston, SC • 
2012: C ivitella Ranieri Foundation Residency, Um bertide , Ita ly • 
20 06 : Rockefeller Foundation Fellowship, Bellagio Residency, 
Bellagio, Italy 2005 : Red Gate A rtis t in Residence, Beijing, China

This biographical m aterial is selectively com piled and no t m eant to  be exhaustive,

EX HI B I T IO N CHECKLIST
(Measurements are height x w id th  
x depth. Measurements are in inches.) 
Photos: Taylor Dabney

Abacus, 2010
Human hair, wood, metal
5 x 5 x 1

Albers In teraction  o f  Co lor (#36), 2013 
Fine to o th  plastic pocke t com bs and 
thread 
5.5 x 4.5 x 1

Am erica Warp, Ghana Weft, 2013 
Plastic com bs and plastic straws 
Made in co llabora tion  w ith  Castro 
Kissiedu 
20 x 65 x .5

Bow fo r  Sounding the Ancestors, 2013 
Ed ition o f 10
Found vio lin  bows, a rtist's  hair and 
b londe hair; Sound: L ift  Ev'ry Voice and  
Sing and Star Spangled Banner 
25 x 1 x 1 each

Braille Em ancipation Proclamation, 2011 
Ed ition o f 10
Inkjet p rin t on archival paper 
120 x 60

Cornrow  Chair, 2011 
Upholstered chair and thread 
36 x 20  x 20

Encrusted. 2016-17 
Ed ition o f 5, F ive-dollar b ill w ith  
sugar crystals 
3 x 6 x .25

Ladder, 2013 
Human hair 
108 x 9 x .5

Hair Necklace (b lack to white), 2012 
Hair o f a rtis t and her m other 
28 x 4 x .5

Hair Necklace (branches), 2012 
Human hair and w ire 
16 x 13 x .5

Hair Necklace (chain), 2012 
Human hair and metal 
16 x 6 x 1

In Her Own Words, 2008 
Combs and thread 
Ed ition o f 3
Q uota tion  by Madam CJ Walker 
48 x 144 x .25

M onum enta l C loth (sutured), 2017 
Hand woven linen c lo th  reproduction  of 
the dish c lo th  used as the Confederate 
Flag o f Truce, tea stained linen and silk 
suture thread 
42 x 16 x .25

Pearl o f  Mother, 2006
Hair o f a rtis t and her m other
3 x 3 x 1

Proclamation, 2017
Cloth w ith  pulled threads. Printed image 
from  the Em ancipation Proclamation 
Approx dimensions 5 x 10

Oaths and  Epithets: Works by  Sonya Clark is made possible by the Allegheny Regional 
Asset D istrict, the E lizabeth R Raphael Fund o f the P ittsburgh Foundation. The Heinz 
Endowm ents, Pennsylvania Council on the Arts, and the W indgate Foundation. (As of 
February 2017)
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Reconstruction. 2017 
C o tton Confederate Battle  Flag 
reconfigured as Am erican flag 
Co llection o f Ivan Jecklin and 
A llison Weinstein 
56 x 16 x 5

Seven Layer Tangle, 2006 
Fine too th  plastic pocket combs 
30 x 30 x 8

Skein, 2016
Human hair, num ber o f hairs 
(approxim ate ly 8 0 ,0 0 0 ) is the num ber of 
A fricans fo rc ib ly  m igrated in one year at 
the height o f the Transatlantic slave trade 
5 x 5 x 5

Spools (Entanglements and Journey), 2016 
Ed ition o f 5
18k gold thread on ebony spool, 
measures inches to  miles the distance 
from  Ghana to Virginia 
"b londe" hair in ebony spool,
1.75 x 1.25 x 1.25 each

Sugar Chain, 2016 
Cast sugar 
14 x 1 x 1

3 /5 ths, 2010
Men's dress shirt and co tton  thread 
30 x 21 x 3

Twisted Diaspora, 2011 
Canvas and black thread 
60  x 84

Uncurl, 2008 
Black plastic combs 
78 x 10 x 10

Unraveled, 2015
Unraveled co tton  Confederate
Battle Flag.
14 x 30  x 7

U ntitled  (co tton  drawings), 2016 
A ppropria ted images o f cotton 's 
production  on co tton  handwoven hand 
spun khadi clo th 
Dimensions variable

U ntitled  (a version o f  history), 2017 
Pencil and human hair 
7 x .25 x .25

W hite Canvas, 2013
W hite canvas stitched w ith  unraveled
edges
84 x 60

ON THE COVER 
Skein, 2016
Human hair, num ber o f hairs 
(approxim ate ly 80 ,000 ) is the number of 
Africans fo rc ib ly  m igrated in one year at 
the height o f the Transatlantic slave trade 
5 x 5 x 5


