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buttons whimsically grow larger as the dress expands into a tent. The 
element of sound has also been incorporated into this installation. 
It comes from the amplification of the energy waves of uranium, 
a substance of great importance to the city of Yekaterinburg. The 
tone emitted is like the sound of church bells ringing. Another layer 
of meaning is thereby revealed, as the bells are a reminder of the 
Church On The Blood and the bell-shape of the Dress Tent.
 Hidden beneath Ms. Yekaterinburg’s dress, lies a secret camera 
obscura,  a darkened room that functions like a camera by allowing 
light to enter through a very small opening. In this case, the opening 
is in her front pocket. An image of the scene outside is cast onto a 
floating white background suspended in the darkness inside her 
skirt. In a phenomenon of optics, the image is flipped upside down 
and backwards. Viewers may lift the flap of her back pocket and 
sneak a peek at the diaphanous image that floats beneath her skirt. 
Those fortunate voyeurs will discover the surreptitious scene that 
interests Ms. Yekaterinburg in her outside world.
 As we study the photograph of Ms. Yekaterinburg and learn her
story, it’s like peeling back the skins of an onion, revealing layer upon
layer of what lies beneath the surface. This idea of public/private is
yet another layer and is a common theme in the fabric of the two 
artists’ work. Found within this Dress Tents series is a wonderful 
dichotomy of truth and fiction with humor at its core.
 Lasser and Pao are not only playing with our vision but also
with our psyches. As we come to know ourselves internally, we
understand others more deeply. This transformative moment, this 
moment of moving from public to private, from external to internal,
allows one to see the world from a new and unexpected perspective.
Lured into the magical space of Ms. Yekaterinburg, and the many
other Dress Tent photographs, we find ourselves face to face with
compassion for others and compassion for this earth we tread upon,
as shared in the thoughtfulness and humor of these two artists.

Nancy Sevier
Curator
2016

“In every single element that’s being thought of in design, nothing
is arbitrary, absolutely nothing.”
—Alfredo Jaar, Documentary photographer and architect
       Art in the Twenty-First Century

Seduced by the magical wonder of their sheer scale and beauty,
these spectacular Dress Tents draw us in. Once engaged, we come 
face to face with identity issues, concerns over climate change, and 
homeland security. These nomadic Dress Tents provide a catalyst for 
political and cultural dialogue.
•  These mobile Dress Tents are hybrids of fashion, sculpture,
 architecture, performance art and photography.
•  The space in which they sit is never arbitrary.
•  In-situ, the landscape both frames and contextualizes, bonding  
 an alliance between the architectural Dress Tent and its  environment.
 Collaborative artists, Robin Lasser and Adrienne Pao, began their 
Dress Tents series in 2004, bringing issues of the female body and 
its relationship to the landscape to the forefront. The Dress Tents 
were made for the purpose of being photographed and the resulting 
documentary images continue to be of primary importance. At 
times, the site of the Dress Tent is also a place of performance, a multi-
media installation that invites the public to participate through sound 
and video beneath the dress.
 As part of an exchange with Russian artists, Lasser and Pao 
designed Ms. Yekaterinburg: Camera Obscura Dress Tent. It was
commissioned by the US State Department’s General Consulate office 
in Yekaterinburg, Russia. This Dress Tent would be photographed in 
front of City Hall in San Jose, California and then again in front of the 
Church On Blood in Honor of All Saints Resplendent (aka Church On 
The Blood) in Yekaterinburg, Russia.
 Ms. Yekaterinburg: Camera Obscura Dress Tent is a multimedia 
installation. She stands in-situ in the town of Yekaterinburg. Her 
domed form is mimetic of the Russian onion domes atop the Church 
On The Blood as seen in the background of the photograph.
 She is the embodiment of an undercover agent who observes
and gathers information about the immediate world that surrounds 
her. Made of military fabric, her dress is fashioned after a historic 
uniform, right down to the buttons. Except, Ms. Yekaterinburg’s 
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ROBIN LASSER 

Lasser is a Professor of Art at San José State University living in 
Oakland, California. She produces photographs, video, site-specific 
installations and public art dealing with environmental issues and 
social justice. Lasser often works in a collaborative mode with other 
artists, writers, students, public agencies, community organizations, 
and international coalitions to produce public art and promote  
public dialogue.  
     Lasser exhibits her work nationally and internationally. Recent 
international exhibitions include installations at museums such as: 
the Metenkov House Museum of Photography, Yekaterinburg, Rus-
sia; Recoleta Cultural Center in Buenos Aires, Argentina; and Caixa 
Cultural Center in Rio De Janeiro, Brazil. 
     Lasser also participates in international biennials such as ZERO1: 
Global Art on the Edge, San Jose, California; Nuit Blanche, Toronto, 
Canada; and the Pingyao International Photography Festival in 
Pingyao, China. Earlier national and international exhibitions include: 
Aronson Galleries - Parsons School of Design in New York City; 
Wave Hill Glyndor Gallery in the Bronx, New York City; L.A. County 
Museum of Art in Los Angeles, California; the De Young Museum 
and the Exploratorium Observation Gallery in San Francisco, the 
Osaka World Trade Center Museum in Japan; and the Academy of 
Film in Prague, Czech Republic. 
     Lasser is currently the U.S. project lead in cross-cultural art 
exchanges and public art festivals with Russia, Iran, and India. 

ADRIENNE PAO 

San Francisco Bay area based photographer, Adrienne Pao, is 
currently engaged in two culturally and photographically based  
projects. Hawaiian Family Portraits examines the influences of 
Hawaiian fantasy on individual identity in the present day. Her 
provocative collection of Dress Tents, developed in collaboration 
with artist Robin Lasser, brings images of 21st century females into 
sharp focus. Both projects investigate notions of tourism in real and 
imaginative landscapes, and involve a combination of performative 
and staged scenarios.
 Pao’s work has appeared in fashion and pop culture magazines,  
as well as art journals around the world including Modern Luxury 
(Honolulu ’14); Happy (Russia ’11); COLOR (International ’11); Top 
(Brazil ’09); Dazed and Confused (London ’08); Space (China ’08); 
Craft Magazine (US ’08); Amica (Bulgaria ’07); Metro News (London 
’07); Playboy (South America ’06); and many others. Her work has 
been shown nationally and internationally in the Museum of African 
Diaspora in San Francisco, California; Recoleta Cultural Center in 
Buenos Aires, Argentina; Caixa Cultural Center in Rio de Janeiro, 
Brazil; Metenkhov House Museum of Photography in Yekaterinburg, 
Russia; and the Wing Luke Museum of the Asian Pacific Experience 
in Seattle, Washington.
 In 2013, Pao’s Hawaiian Cover-ups photographs were featured
in the book and traveling exhibition titled War Baby/Love Child. 
In 2014, her work was featured in the Prologue Exhibition titled  
Chain of Fire for the Honolulu Biennial. 
 Pao received her MFA in Photography from San Jose State 
University in 2005 and has been a photographic educator in the San 
Francisco Bay Area since 2004. She is currently Associate Director 
of the Graduate School of Photography at Academy of Art University 
in San Francisco, CA.

Missionary Muumuu Dress Tent (Installed at Kailua Beach, Oahu), 2004
Photograph: 40” W x 48” H Chromogenic Print



Missionary Muumuu Motion Study, 2004
Photograph: 55”W x 8”H Archival Dye Infused Metal Print



Three Dress Tents Camping in a Faux Hawaiian Rainforest (installed in Golden Gate Park, San Francisco, CA), 2004 
Photograph: 36” W x 30” H Chromogenic Print

Lava Tube Top Dress Tent (Installed in Kilauea Crater, Hawai’i), 2004 
Photograph: 48” W x 40” H Chromogenic Print



Picnic Dress Tent (Installed in green tailings off of Highway 5 near Tracy, CA), 2005
Photograph: 48” W x 40” H Chromogenic Print

Cross Dress Tents (Installed at Fort Point, San Francisco, CA), 2005
Photograph: 36” W x 30” H Chromogenic Print



California/Mexico Border Fence, 2005
Photograph: 48” W x 40” H Chromogenic Print

Ms. Homeland Security - Illegal Entry Dress Tent (Installed beneath the California/Mexico border fence), 2005 
Photograph: 48” W x 40” H Chromogenic Print



Ms. Homeland Security Motion Study 
Photograph: 55”W x 8”H Archival Dye Infused Metal Print



Tanning One’s Hide Dress Tent (Installed in Monterey Sand Dunes, Monterey, CA), 2005
Photograph: 36” W x 30” H Chromogenic Print
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ROBIN LASSER AND ADRIENNE PAO
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be derailed from these paths, to remember our responsibility to the 
places we live, so that we can become reflective about our engagement 
in the world. As I have followed the work of Robin Lasser and Adrienne 
Pao’s Dress Tents: Nomadic Wearable Architecture series, I have 
been struck by the way it has stopped me in my path. The French 
Situationists had a term for this, détournement, an unexpected 
diversion or interruption from a known route, derailment. Lasser 
and Pao use the Dress Tents as temporary events that are meant 
to create an intervention in that place, a new narrative for us to 
consider, or conceive of that space, asking us to rethink our relation-
ship to the landscape and to the body equally. They are site-specific, 
charged with a mixture of humor, political, social, and environmental 
relationships that function as cultural stratums, derailments for us 
to ponder, sometimes a reflection on that natural site, but always a 
reflection on cultural behavior towards the land and a point towards 
our own public and private cultural desires.
 Lasser and Pao have collaborated on the Dress Tents since 2004 
to create both installations and photographs that conflate multiple 
layers of meaning. As installations, they occupy the landscape as a 
place of shelter and as a body of work that challenges our no-
tions of private desire by creating an entry to a long charged social 
space—the underside of a women’s skirt. Placed in a landscape that 
is iconic and changing, these larger than life female constructions 
play with associations between sexualized fantasy and the female 
body in the landscape as sites of cultural desire. Through these 
installations, Lasser and Pao have created an investigative space 
to explore this relationship from a female centered perspective. Ice 
Queen: Glacial Retreat Dress Tent and Salty Waters Dress Tent, both 
installed in the California landscape, conjure up Oscar Gustave 
Rejlander’s historic and ironic collaged images about life and culture 
of the Victorians, theatrically staged for his camera. In the long and 
rich history of artists who have employed these theatrical tactics, 
Lasser and Pao are interested in the work of a more contemporary, 
diverse group, among them Joseph Beuys, Lucy Orta, Hanna Wilke, 
Cindy Sherman, and Nikki S. Lee. The Dress Tent’s contemporary 

Imagine walking the landscape of Southern California—this land of 
sand dunes and ocean washed beaches, rolling brown hills, desert and 
barbed wire fences, your feet moving one step at a time alongside 
the border where two countries meet, the United States and Mexico. 
This place, beautiful and dramatic, is the backdrop of a long history 
of surveillance and violent conflict, a border that millions have tried 
to cross seeking a new life.
 As you walk along this border, you come upon a woman who 
appears monolithic, larger than life. She is wearing a flowing ten-foot 
dress made of U.S. military camouflage that falls to the ground 
forming a tent. With her shoulders and back bare, she stands erect, 
hands on her hips, as the sides of her tent dress ruffle and flap in 
the wind that whips along this landscape. She turns her body from 
side to side looking out over the border keeping watch, looking 
for movement. Standing under the guise of the U.S. military, she is 
searching for refugees to harbor safely under her flowing skirt. The 
tent opens on two sides permitting entrance—either from the front 
in plain view, or the back through a secret slit. Under her skirt, are 
cots for resting that double as a place to inscribe a message on the 
canvas slats, adding to the litany of voices that have passed through 
this way station. This is the public installation and performance of 
Robin Lasser and Adrienne Pao’s Ms. Homeland Security: Illegal Entry 
Dress Tent, installed at the U.S./Mexico border, south of San Diego, 
California. As an installation, Ms. Homeland Security is a force to 
be reckoned with—absolute, her body is a spectacle rising larger 
than life, an unexpected interruption, a diversion, an intervention. 
Her presence here halts our assumptions of the U.S./Mexico border 
fence that marks this landscape, and for the passing visitor, she creates 
an unexpected opportunity for social engagement that elicits new 
meaning and understanding of the daily routines and events that 
continue to unfold along this highly charged, well-worn border path.
 In our everyday lives, we travel well-worn paths that map our own 
routines on the land. These paths offer us a way to move through 
the environments where we live and work, and have become for us, 
often unconsciously, something we count on. Sometimes we need to 

take on this strategy is not so much about the specific character 
that they portray, but how they echo the landscape where they are 
situated, the female figures becoming as iconic as the land they live 
on. The Ice Queen: Glacial Retreat Dress Tent is photographed at the 
base of Mt. Shasta in Northern California, one of the few advancing 
glaciers in North America. In this image, the Ice Queen becomes the 
advancing glacier that is Mt. Shasta, while the white weather balloon 
she is holding becomes the moon. But this work reinstalled in an 
urban environment, as has happened at festivals and arts gatherings 
around the world, becomes an actual working weather station that 
can be worn by a female performer and experienced by the audi-
ence walking into the tent—the underside of her skirt. Glaciers are 
perhaps the most visible barometers of climate change. Lasser and 
Pao note that photographing the Ice Queen installation in its original 
environment helps to promote connections between a specific place 
and themes around climate change.
 Salty Water: South Bay Salt Ponds Dress Tent celebrates a Bay Area 
environmental victory: the active restoration of the artificially-made 
salt ponds flanking the southern shores of the bay back to its original 
wetlands ecosystem. Again, Lasser and Pao have done their research 
for this piece: Salty Water Dress Tent, as an intervention in this 
landscape, then as a photograph, becomes a documented marker for 
this important transition of the land back to its original state. Then 
there is the Missionary Muumuu Dress—a colorfully flowered Dress 
Tent that places another historical marker on the land as a reflection 
about Pao’s own Hawaiian ancestry, created to honor the indigenous 
Hawaiian women who where forced to conceal their bodies from the 
Christian missionaries.
 Humor is paramount in many of the Dress Tents and Lasser and 
Pao’s brand of humorous whimsy eases a path for us to explore the 
fears we face culturally and geologically. In Greenhouse Dress Tent, 
their wink to the current fashion of being “green,” they started by 
asking the question, “What does it take to be green in contemporary 
culture?” Installed and photographed at Color Spot Nurseries 
greenhouse, in Lodi, California, the Greenhouse is seductive in this 
setting —a manmade bio she-dome reminds us that “Mother Na-

ture” is always present watching our every move. When placed as an 
installation outside of its original landscape, the Dress Tent interior is 
filled by plastic, dancing, flowers you find for sale at your local Walgreens. 
Here they become animated by audio sound compositions playing 
inside the greenhouse, chanting ditties that ask the viewer about 
their own “green” routines. Lasser and Pao say that these images 
are meant to create engaged conversations with the viewer, ignite 
a sensual response—but it’s complicated. The artists note that they 
are interested in engaging political fires, bringing the dark horse to 
the foreground and have them be encompassed as complex ideas 
in their architectural eco–domes. Once the artists have slipped into 
the tent dress forms, a kind of electric sensuality ignites the space 
around these tents, and the landscape takes on a new pulse, creating 
a live, breathing form on the land. Stepping inside, we cross a border 
of our own between public and private thoughts and assumptions.
 After following the evolution of the Dress Tent series, I have 
crossed that border between public and private, been re-routed 
along my path and made to rethink my understanding of the 
changing landscape. In some regard, the Dress Tents are a slap 
into consciousness, to remind us what we miss every day on our 
well-worn paths. Seen live, we experience the real time details and 
particular moments of performance within these environments. 
Seen as a photograph, they become frozen politicized moments, 
depicting scenarios that render our complex relationships to the land 
and the body as sites of conflict and desire. In all of these forms, the 
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 routines, by inviting us to step right into them, 
to explore what we’ve overlooked, or lost, or what we deeply desire.

Trena Noval is an artist, educator, curator, and writer living in  
Richmond, California



Bound to Leisure Dress Tent (Installed at Ho’omaluhia Botanical Garden, Oahu), 2005
Photograph: 36” W x 30” H Chromogenic Print



Edible Garden Dress Tent (Gazebo with Edible Garden installed in Saratoga, CA, at Montalvo Arts Center), 2011
Photograph: 36”W x 30”H Chromogenic Print



Edible Garden Dress Tent Motion Study
Photograph: 55”W x 8” H Archival Dye Infused Metal Print



Furry Dress Tent (Installed in Oakland Hills Redwoods, Oakland, CA), 2005
 Photograph: 30” W x 36” H Chromogenic Print

Cave Dress Tent (Installed at Castle Rock State Park, Santa Cruz, CA), 2005 
Photograph: 30” W x 36” H Chromogenic Print



Ice Queen: Glacial Retreat Dress Tent Installation and Interior Detail
 (Installed at Zero One Biennial, San Jose, CA), 2008

Ice Queen: Glacial Retreat Dress Tent (Installed in Mt. Shasta in front of an advancing glacier), 2008 
Photograph: 48”W x 40”H Chromogenic Print



Ice Queen: Glacial Retreat Dress Tent Installation 
(Installed at Nuit Blanche 24 hour festival, Toronto, Canada), 2009

Ice Queen: Glacial Retreat Dress Tent 
(Installed at San Jose Museum of Art in conjunction with 01SJ Biennial  San Jose, CA), 2008, Photograph by Kirk Amyx



Salty Water: South Bay Salt Flats Dress Tent, (Installed in Salt Ponds transitioning to wetlands near Redwood City, CA), 2010
Photograph: 36”H x 30”W Chromogenic Print, 



Dirty Towel Dress Tent (Installed at Santa Cruz Beach Boardwalk, Santa Cruz, CA), 2005
 Photograph: 36” W x 30” H Chromogenic Print



Greenhouse Dress Tent Installation and Interior Detail
 (Installed at Santa Cruz Museum of Art, Santa Cruz, CA), 2008

Greenhouse Dress Tent (Installed at a former working greenhouse for commercial plants in Richmond, CA), 2008
Photograph: 48”W x 40”H Chromogenic Print.



Ms. Yekaterinburg: Camera Obscura Dress Tent
(Installed in front of Chuch of the Blood), 1 of 7 grids documenting 7 days in Russia

Ms.Yekaterinburg: Camera Obscura Dress Tent (Installed at Church on the Blood, Yekaterinburg, Russia), 2011
Photograph: 48”W x 40”H Chromogenic Print.



Ms.Yekaterinburg: Camera Obscura Dress Tent Motion Study
Photograph: 55”W x 8” H Archival Dye Infused Metal Print



Ms. Yekaterinburg: Camera Obscura Dress Tent as Russian Dolls Detail
(Installed at Montalvo Art Center Studio), Archival Dye Infused Metal Print

Ms. Yekaterinburg: Camera Obscura Dress Tent as Russian Dolls
Installation: Five Oval Prints between 10 – 30 inches. Archival Dye Infused Metal Print



UNHCR (United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees) Refugee Dress Tent Proposal 
Exterior/Interior Renderings by James Stone

Hot Chick Chicken Coop Dress Tent Proposal
Exterior/Interior Renderings by James Stone

Included here are two Dress Tent proposals that have not yet come to fruition.  The UNHCR Refugee 
Dress Tent and the Urban Farmer Chicken Coop Dress Tent. The Refugee Dress Tent was requested by 
the UNHCR (United Nations High Commissioner on Refugees) as part of a promotional series for their 
organization to be installed for public access in The Hague, Netherlands.
 
The Hot Chick: Urban Farmer Dress Tent  is approximately 15 feet high by 11 feet in diameter at the base. 
The chicken run, extending like a dress train from the back of the dress, is about 24 feet long and 16 feet 
wide, narrowing to 4 feet where the chicken run connects to the dress itself. This was part of a proposal 
for a semi-permanent installation at Montalvo Arts Center in Saratoga.



CENTER FOR  
PHOTOGRAPHIC ART

The Center for Photographic Art (CPA) inspires the artist and the 
audience by nurturing the personal growth inherent in creating and 
appreciating art. CPA’s mission embraces a belief that photographs 
comprise a dynamic and powerful language for expressing and 
interpreting the depth and breadth of the human spirit. For more 
than a quarter century, CPA’s legendary home at the Sunset Center 
in Carmel, California—inherited from its predecessor, the Friends 
of Photography—has served as a nonprofit focal point for photo-
graphic discovery. CPA not only honors the distinguished tenets 
of mentorship and respect for craft of traditional West Coast fine 
art photography, it also inspires new generations of photographers 
who imagine and engage in diverse and innovative approaches. 
Through a year-round commitment to artistic development, audi-
ence engagement, creative inquiry and cutting-edge instruction, 
CPA offers unique exhibitions, publications, workshops, lectures and 
critiques that together foster appreciation for all subjects, methods, 
techniques and materials—illuminating the entire history of the 
photographic arts.

NANCY SEVIER

Nancy Sevier is a teacher, curator, and artist. She first met Robin 
Lasser while earning her Masters Degree from San José State      
University, and was fascinated with the nomadic photography 
project that Lasser and Adrienne Pao were working on.
 She has curated several exhibitions of kinetic and other contemporary 
sculpture and teaches photography at Hartnell College in Salinas. 
She has her own darkroom and incorporates photography into her 
work with found objects. 
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Дружба народов
Это истово «советское» выражение как нель-

зя лучше характеризует возрождающиеся отноше-
ния городов-побратимов – Екатеринбурга и Сан-
Хосе, Калифорния. По инициативе Генерального 
консульства США в Екатеринбурге при поддержке 
администрации города организован фотографиче-
ский проект «Фотографируй город! Екатеринбург – 
Сан-Хосе: глазами друг друга». Проект дал новый 
импульс культурным отношениям между двумя 
городами. Со стороны Сан-Хосе 11, 13 и 14 мая 
в Екатеринбурге был показан проект представи-
тельниц современного американского искусства 
Робин Лессер и Адриенн Пау. Они создали специ-
ально для столицы Урала арт-объект под названи-
ем «Платье-палатка» около четырех с половиной 
метров в высоту.

Фото- и видеосъемки этого платья, с Мисс 
Екатеринбург внутри, на фоне Храма-на-Крови 
и в окружении военного оркестра впечатлили даже 
самых далеких от искусства людей. «Мы уверены, 
что современное искусство, прежде всего, призва-
но пробуждать эмоции в людях, в прямом смыс-
ле впечатлять и вдохновлять», – говорят Робин 
и Адриенн, для которых Екатеринбург стал первым 
городом в их знакомстве с Россией. 

Скоро в Сан-Хосе состоится ответный визит 
фотографов из Екатеринбурга. Вероятно, что со-
вместные проекты российских и американских ху-
дожников и фотографов не заставят себя ждать!

The Dress Tent series has popped up in art, fashion, lifestyle and 
pop culture magazines around the world in 8+ languages including 
COLOR (International ‘11), Lucky (Russia ’11), TOP (Brazil ’09),  
Craft ‘08, Dazed and Confused (London ’08), Space (China ‘08), 
Vision (China ’08), Metro News (London ‘07), (Bulgaria ’07),  
Playboy (South America ’06), Flaunt (US ’06), and many others. 

www.robinlasser.com   
www.adriennepao.com
www.dresstents.com
www.russianamericanexchange.weebly.com
www.edibledresstent.weebly.com
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