
In our everyday lives, we travel the well-worn paths of our
routines on the land. They are familiar and reliable, offering a
way for us to move through the environments where we live

and work, but they can also lead us to take our surroundings for
granted. Sometimes we need to be shaken up a bit to remind us
of the bigger picture, so that we can become reflective about
our engagement and responsibility to these places. The 19th-
century French Situationalists had a term for this—détournement,
an unexpected diversion or interruption from a known path—
and there is a long history of these artistic interruptions, intend-
ed to make us reexamine our attitudes and rethink our individ-
ual or collective behavior.

Robin Lasser creates and photographs staged interruptions in
our natural and cultural landscapes as a way to address her con-
cerns about the use of the land. For Lasser, based in northern
California, these include well-known sites like Mt. Shasta and
Mono Lake, or the wind-swept beaches near the California/
Mexico border, and the paths that she travels every day—down-
town San Jose, where she is a Professor of Photography at San
Jose State University, and the salt flats along San Francisco Bay
that she drives by on her commute between home and work.

Lasser was born in Buffalo, New York and lived on the East
Coast until the age of 12, when her family relocated to La Jolla,
California, just north of the Mexico border. After finishing her
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undergraduate studies at UCLA, Lasser moved to the San
Francisco Bay Area in the mid-‘80s to attend graduate school at
Mills College in Oakland. She has become attached to this
Western landscape, so different from the Northeastern home
of her childhood. California is bright, sunny, with rolling hills, dif-
ferent color palettes, and a variety of ecosystems—desert,
mountains and ocean. The California landscape is breathtaking
and powerful, but also fragile.

As an artist, Lasser has been all too aware of this fact, and
she has spent most of her life as an artist/photographer trying
to understand, through close observation and considerable
research, this fragility and change. “We don’t think of some of
these places as changing, or even changeable, but they are,”
Lasser reminds me. Her work is site specific, but intertwines
political, social and environmental relationships with a global
message, which is one of the reasons her work has gained an
international reputation.

Lasser’s two most recent bodies of
work,—Dress Tents: Nomadic
Wearable Architecture and Floating

World: A Tent City / Camping Ground for
Displaced Human and Bird Song—employ
the same device: they are staged, tempo-
rary events, alterations of the landscape
designed to create new photographic
narratives to consider.

In the Dress Tent series, begun in
2004 and ongoing, Lasser has collaborat-
ed with artist/photographer Adrienne
Pao to create a series of photographs in
which larger-than-life female construc-
tions occupy the landscape as a place of
shelter, but also play on that old adage
about “what lies under a woman’s skirt.”
Lasser says she and Pao are interested in
playing with associations between sexu-
alized fantasy and the female body in the
landscape, and through these images
they explore this relationship from a
female-centered perspective.

“This work stems from legacies of
both performance and photographic gen-
res,” notes Lasser. Looking at Dress Tents,
I can’t help but think of Oscar Gustave Rejlander’s historic and
ironic collaged images about life and culture of the Victorians,
theatrically staged for his camera, and in the long and rich history
of photographers who have employed these theatrical tactics,
Lasser and Pao are interested as well in the work of a diverse
group of contemporary artists, among them Lucy Orta, Hanna
Wilke, Cindy Sherman and Nikki S. Lee.

Lasser’s contemporary take on this strategy is not so much
about the specific characters that are pictured in her images,
but how they echo the landscape where they are portrayed. In
the Dress Tent series, the female figures become as iconic as the
land where they are placed. Ice Queen: Glacial Retreat Dress
Tent takes us to the base of Mt. Shasta in Northern California,
one of the few advancing glaciers in North America, while the
Salty Water: South Bay Salt Ponds Dress Tent celebrates a Bay

Area environmental victory: the restoration of the artificially
made salt ponds flanking the southern shores of the bay back
to its original wetlands eco-system. As photographic narratives,
both of these images become celebratory markers for impor-
tant transitions of the land. Greenhouse Dress Tent is Lasser and
Pao’s wink to the current “fashion of being green.” Other Dress
Tents are more explicitly political, addressing troubling legacies
like Ms. Homeland Security: Illegal Entry Dress Tent, which re-
imagines this politically charged landscape, and Missionary
Muumuu Dress, created to honor the indigenous Hawaiian
women (Pao is Hawaiian) who where forced by Christian mis-
sionaries to conceal their bodies.

Each of these photographs is the result of careful prepara-
tion, but the nature of working in the landscape requires a flexi-
ble and adaptable approach. Lasser relates: “When installing the
Muumuu Dress Tent at Kailua Beach, the trade winds began to
pick up. We thought we would need to give up the photo

shoot, as the winds were blowing so
fiercely. I noticed Adrienne’s shirt, billow-
ing in the wind. We had this ‘aha’
moment: If we staked and installed the
dress tent facing into the wind, the fabric
would blow up like a giant air balloon.
When this happened, everything pulled
together for us. Now the exaggerated
shape of the dress tent supported the
idea of the Hawaiian cover-up. We
clicked the shutter at the moment the
wind gusted, and the photograph we got
was much more powerful than we ever
could have imagined.”

When Lasser first started to work
in the medium of photography
some 30 years ago as a student

at UCLA, she began by working in black
and white, but as her work became
more complex in meaning, shooting in
color became necessary. “For me, work-
ing in color allows for certain tensions to
coexist between the real and the illusion
I create. Adding color to my palette
complicates the transitions between the
fabrications and the environment they

are photographed in. Color adds another layer to control when
camouflaging the installation with place. I love color, high color,
lush, sensual color. Color photographs are more connected to
the way we see things. Color is connected to desire. Color is
culturally coded and can have very different connotations in dif-
ferent cultures. Much of my work is a celebration and critique
(with a wink) of my culture, and thus based in North American
color coding palette.”

Lasser’s photographic process is straightforward: “I shoot with
large format cameras, so that I can print large scale images, scan
the film, and utilize digital darkroom techniques to control value,
contrast, and color management. I do not collage or construct
imagery within the Photoshop environment. Working this way
allows me to permanently merge the installations we construct
with a unique environment.”
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Collaboration has also been an important part of Lasser’s
process. She reflects, “The work is the way it is because
of these collaborations—I love talking through ideas.

Sometimes I need to say it out loud to clarify what I’m thinking.
Collaboration provides a perfect forum for the exchange of
ideas. Creative collaborations across disciplines have become a
necessary survival skill for the 21st century. Our world is so
complex and we are in crisis. Integrating expertise and ways of
thinking may be one of the most important tools for the sur-
vival of our planet.”

In Floating World: A Tent City / Camping Ground for Displaced
Human and Bird Song, Lasser collaborates with artist Marguerite
Perret. Using a well-worn path in bustling downtown San Jose,
they created a floating world, commissioned by the city of San
Jose’s Public Art program in collaboration with the ZER01 Art
Biennial. Lasser has been a Professor of Photography at San Jose

State University for the last 16 years and has spent plenty of time
looking, observing and envisioning her ideas in this urban space.
So when she and Perret began to explore the issues surrounding
the flood plain of the Guadalupe River, which cuts through
downtown San Jose, they knew they were onto something.

As an installation, Floating World is experience-based, honing
our attention to sound that emits from the installed tent
encampments floating above the river (recorded sound tracks
of naturalists talking about history of the river, captured bird
song from the environment and operatic songs that explain the
chemical makeup of the river). Each tent is lit, giving us the
impression that these small shelters seem alive and bare the
history of that place.

As a photographic series, Floating World reveals just how
many vital sub environments exist in any one place in our urban
landscapes. “The photographs show people, light, and place, in a
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utensils are made out of the same material that is being ravaged
from the site. For instance, in Santa Barbara where the oil der-
ricks dot the coast, the utensils are made out of coal and oil.
The combustible materials were set ablaze to create the photo-
graphic image. The large eating utensils are a way of framing the
way our culture consumes itself.”

In Eating Disorders, Lasser looks at the cultural, historical and
personal phenomena of ravaging the physical self, an issue that
has plagued many, including Lasser herself as a young teen. Both
of these bodies of work stem from the transition as a young girl
from her home in the Northeast to Southern California—but
play on what she refers to as the “pastiche lifestyle” of Southern
California, the cultural urge to have more, no matter what the
cost to the environments or to our own state of being. Looking
at these two earlier bodies of work you can see how Dress

Tents and Floating World grew out of them—they are the next
iteration of her view of our fast-paced culture that may not be
paying attention to the things we cherish most—taking care of
ourselves and the places we love.

If you are of the mind that art has the power to change lives,
this was never more present than in Lasser’s Eating Disorders
in a Disordered Culture project in collaboration artist Kathryn

Sylva. This series of photographic images have been put into the
culture on public billboards, devoted website and in galleries and
museums around the world. Lasser remarks that, “We won-
dered what it might mean when a visual culture like ours has
almost no public representation of a serious social issue like eat-
ing disorders? We consciously place our images, that express
what it feels like to experience an eating disorder, in highly visi-
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controlled moment of time,” Lasser observes. “You’ve got three
stories of concrete and this river. It’s like a cathedral. The pho-
tographs of Floating World were made at twilight, that magical
moment between day and night that balances perfectly with the
light emitted from the lanterns sequestered inside the tents. In
that moment, the lit tents in the photographs appear to float
over the river. The photographs also allow us to add to the nar-
rative of the installation, as the homeless living below the bridge
can be seen with the ‘FEMA’ tents floating above them.” Since
Katrina, the images of tent encampments are etched in our
minds as a symbol of displacement, much the way the space
under the Floating World installation reveals to us a place that
houses the homeless and displaced of the city.

“I would revisit the site, photographing over and over again,
until I understood the light, until I understood how the fabricated

elements of this piece connected pictorially to the social and polit-
ical landscape when presented in two dimensions. Could a photo-
graph be made that parallels the experiential quality of the site-
specific sound and light installation? I think there is room for both,
the photograph and the installation, in a symbiotic relationship.”

When you look at Lasser’s two earlier bodies of work,
Eating Disorders in a Disordered Culture and Consuming
Landscapes, you can see the throughlines of her work

from past to present. Both of these works address the nature
of human consumption, but from different vantage points. In
Consuming Landscapes, Lasser looks at the ways in which we as
a culture “project our own desires on the land in order to justi-
fy its plunder.” She further describes this work: “The pho-
tographs are place settings, both literally and figuratively. The

OIL DERR ICK OFF THE COAST OF SANTA BARBARA—1992 -1997

H A Y C O W —1992 - 1 9 9 7

C L O U D S — 1 9 9 2 - 1 9 9 7

M O N O L A K E — 1 9 9 2 - 1 9 9 7 D I N I N G I N T H E D U M P — 2 0 0 2



0000

ble venues, such as billboards and magazines, as a way to begin
to fill a huge void in terms of the visualization of eating disorders;
and as a way to subtly subvert the visual language often present-
ed in these venues that sometimes play on the vulnerability of
those who suffer from eating disorders.” And this strategy
worked—a billboard placed along the highway route driven by
many politicians on the way to the state capital in Sacramento
was seen by Assemblywoman Helen Thompson, who then con-
tacted Lasser. These images influenced her to place anorexia
nervosa and bulimia on a mental health parity bill that was
passed into legislation in California on September 27, 1999.

Following the long career of Robin Lasser, I too have been
stopped in my tracks, re-routed along my path and made
to rethink what I knew about the landscape—physically,

emotionally and intellectually. In some regard, Lasser’s work is a
slap into consciousness, to remind us what we miss everyday on
our well-worn paths. Her work creates a place that engages the
viewer both physically and emotionally, and incites a necessary
dialogue about historical and contemporary social ideas and
geological events. They take us on detours from our daily rou-
tines, allowing us to step right into them, to explore what we’ve
overlooked, or lost, or what we deeply desire.

� CONTACT INFORMATION
www.robinlasser.com; rjlasser@earthlink.net
www.dresstents.com
www.afloatingworld.com
www.eating.ucdavis.edu
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