Transformations: Tamiko Kawata

by Whlliam Baran-Mickla

Satety pinst more or less mvisible o
most people, 1o Tamikeo Kawara they
are the quintessencial artistic medinm.
Her discovery of safety pins as ar
vesulted from an inttive explocation
that combined ber professional back-
grovund as g designer in Japan witl
the practical soludon of pining Amer-
ican clothes to fir ber |apanese frame
after her arrival an rhe United States in
1982, In a pile of pins ac Woelworeth's,
Kawara saw her futurs medium,

Trawmed 10 sculproee ar Tokyo Unsver-
sity of Education, Kawara uses safery
pins in category-defying wars, in works
that range from experimental jewelry
oy autdoo 1dl|l|!lllJ!'|:5'. i',|-_|c Lenar
Larsen and Mildred Conseantine
metuded Kawara's work (Listed under
“Ferguson,” her name at the time) In
their seminal book The Art Eabric:
Meinstrdans [1981), grouping Kawara's
wall pieces with rhose of Lenore
Fawney, Harry Boom, and Mapdalena
Abakanowice,

The themes of Kawata's work range
Fronm poetic statements of relationships
and urban desails to political symbol-
ism. Her work upends the wdea thar
there is a limited color palete o indus:
trial safety pins by seducing the eye
with a richness of paverning and the
pmexpected visual exeitement created
by masses of ping.

Strncrorally, the work @ inpenious,
Kawara does nor use glue, solder, or
other forms of arachment, yet some
pieces use over 100,000 meerconneceed
pins. Their structural characreristics,
such ad weigle, rension, temper, and
mnge mechamisms, become large engi-
neering 1ssues, Merseverance 1s a0
invaluable asser when worling in this
i,

WKawats's enrly worle with safety pins
straddled the felels of textile and meal
arts: Early wall works, like fabric
samples, consisted of patches of pins
assembled in squares that alrernared
their direcrion o cover o Aeld, The
availability of different colors of pins
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allowed ber to cleverly thread colors
v create visual interest, These fla
works display & weaver's precision,
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tlar work from the wall, she discovered
thiee unusual qualicies of safety pins

that she would later exploic draman-
cally: fexibility, ractility, and gravity,
Fields of safery pmns doubled over make
elegant statements, taking on dimen-
sionzl qualities and mystery. Soft Box
(1996 is intrigaing, its mctile sensation
of gently shitting pins oddly comfortng.
Flexible Square, Mawneain Wawe (1991}
wses the safety pin's limiced flexibility
to bunch up the square formar into an
asymmerrieal heap, Ag the saeface pat-
tern changes and the density mereases,
the form-sottens from its original toe
mality, adding an emotional element
that apens up preatsr possibilities for
sculptueal applications,

Kawara's karge draped and clustersd
safery pin msrallanons were recently
seen on thegrounds of LongHouse
Reserve, East Hampron, New York,
in the show “Transformations: The
Brifliant Art of Tamiko Kawnara,™ Tn

Instailation on Troes, 1989, Salaty pins, 20
ft. long, Twwo details of hao-part installation,

Crertian Clasters (1999, one group of
L1 pin baslers, encrusted with colored
paper pulp, cccupies 4 position berween
the gronsd and che rise of 3 ree: The
chfect is surreal, somewhere between a
multicolored coral habitat and a pile
af discarded induasteial paper Bashkers,
This poraon of the mseallision sits in
vibrant congrast o the surrounding
landscape. & second serof 25 baskets
startles as ane looks vp, expecting the
greens and browns of the tree, and
seeing nutead a cluster of red, vellen,
ard white baskets dangling from-more
than seven fear overhead, like 50 many
bananas or perhaps o Dale Chibuly
hanging glass cluster, The effect of
these spreading forms 15 futuistie, as
the steely presence merges with surreal
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Laft and detall: Gentian Clusters, 1998,
Salety pins and paper, 23 x 12 ft. One part
ol a two-part installotion. Below: August
Growve, 19949, Safety pins and pine bark, 30-
foot space containing cylinders 18-40 in.
high,

for sculproral possibilicles, Kawata
has aften wsed these rubes i groupings,
varving their height and color within
A line or H:'|L| prerteril, 1y wirks AR
from small to large, The lasgest of
these arcangements to dace 15 A past
Growe (1999, 4 tube cluster installa
nan at the LongHouse Reserve, The
T-colimn culpture exemplifies the
cultural/paliical ranue of her subjects,
bur has personal dimensions as well,
[Mhese tube forms symbolize the mod

ein-day laniems secadeifr o small
lakes e rivers in [apaing i the tradi-
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