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It took artist James Cambronne seven long months to create the spatial installation he has titled “Tonus.” It will be exhibited for two short weeks in his basement studio at the Anderson Ranch Arts Center—then be taken down, never to be seen again. 

That is, of course, the ephemeral nature of installation art. It is created as a conception to be briefly experienced; not as an object, as in traditional art, made to last and be passed on to future generations. 

“The art is as much about the process of conception as about execution,” says Cambronne with a gentle shrug. “I don’t feel bad about the installation disappearing now that it is finished. It wasn’t there before, it won’t be there later it is like life.”

“I believe there is not just one truth, one reality, but many,” he explains. “But one of those truths is the transitory nature of life and that is a subtext of this work.”

Cambronne’s creation, of course, is about more than the passing nature of existence. It is about Cambronne’s broader preoccupation with space and matter and their multi-leveled interactions in the mind and eye.

To walk into the middle of “Tonus: in the studio that has been Cambronne’s during his winter tour as an artist-in-residence at the Ranch, is suddenly to lose one’s moorings in space. 

One walks down a flight of steps, each labeled with words “to heal,” to be enveloped in a room that has become a chimera of altered perceptions. Normal reality is challenged at every step through a four-walled room where the accustomed spatial relationships shaped by the eye are put into constant, shifting question.

Transparent scrims of colored cords dissect the studio into spatial sectors whose boundaries shift constantly with each step, each focus of the eye. Spatial divisions exist one moment and don’t exist the next. 

Formalistic geometric patterns have been painted in warm earth tones of mustard and burnt sienna on floors and walls. Enigmatic phrases and numbers on grids hint at a formalistic subtext of the artist’s concerns.

Soft ethereal light filters through the air from blue and red draped fluorescent lights whose monotonous hum is offset by distant and indefinable tones of electronic pulses that add aural dimension to the work. 

The installation space seems to be disembodied from its physical confines. Distance and closeness are blurred by the transparent walls of cords stretched from ceiling to floor; they appear rigid and tense lineal dividers from one sight plane, only to become gentle parabolic curves from another. To walk through “Tonus” is to walk in a constantly changing environment where the confines of physical walls are somehow offset by an airy openness that bespoke freedom, both spatial and spiritual.

“In part this reflects my concern with the threshold of perception—that is where the visible becomes invisible,” said Cambronne, a South Dakota—born artist who now lives and teaches in Portland, Maine.

It is a concern that has dominated much of Cambronne’s oeuvre, and which, for all its current, stark, abstract, modernist formalism, harks back not so much to aesthetic theories he learned at the Yale School of Art, but to the philosophy of the Native Americans, mostly Sioux and Crow, around whom he grew up and lived during childhood and early manhood in Idaho, Montana and South Dakota.

“The Sioux believe the world is in constant flux between the visible and invisible worlds,” said the soft-spoken Cambronne. “Shadow, or Naji, is the intermediary between these two worlds.”

Cambronne makes clear his is a vision which seeks to conceptualize the shadow as intermediary, establishing a dialog between seen and unseen, the particular and the general, and what her terms, in subtle signs in his installation, overt and covert knowledge, the rational and the intuitive.

That underlines Cambronne’s preoccupation with the relationship of the body in space and how a physical presence defines the space in which it resides or moves. “What I have come to, is trying to find the bridge between opposites, such as my body and the space around it.”

A recurring symbol in the piece is the square that in recent years has dominated Cambronne’s abstract paintings on canvas. It represents, he says, the “Magic Square” of ancient cultures, the symbol worm on amulets used by ancient cultures in the healing process. It is an image, painted on corners of walls, on the floor casting its shape through the space in the cords, that the “to heal” message on the steps refers.

Like so much of Cambronne’s aesthetic, this too comes from his contacts with Native Americans in South Dakota and Montana, especially a Native American painter named Oscar Howe.

It was from Howe that he learned to see the importance of symbols as keys to demonstrating meaning, a concept that to this day dominates his art. 

Cambronne attributes his involvement in art not to his youth among the Sioux and Crow, but to an exposure, at the age of 17, to Rembrandt’s “Lucretia” in a museum show in Minneapolis. “It was a total revelation,” he says. “After seeing that painting, I knew I had to be a painter.”

He studied art at Augustina College in Sioux Falls and devoted the next ten years to figurative painting in South Dakota. Then he went east to graduate school at Yale and his figurative painting gave way to the abstract works that are at the root of “Tonus.”

Cambronne admits to certain duality of cultural and intellectual heritage that reflects his roots in South Dakota and his current influence of East Coast modernism. It is reflected in his mix of Native American beliefs with those European based culture, his figurative past with his abstract present, his efforts to bridge the visible and the invisible, the physical and the spiritual.

It is this duality that has set him apart from most of his contemporaries. And given him a most unique and intriguing visual vocabulary to explore some of the broader unanswered mysteries of the universe.

