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TRANSFORMATION

In Y;'ans][ormation, her latest site-specitic
installation, Margo Sawyer reduces her
palette to l)laclz, cllarcoal, wl'lite, and golcl.
She does not, llowever, in any way reduce
the rich array of associations present in
her always complex and evocative work. In
fact, in title alone the new piece signals a
whole series of the transformations it pre-
cipitates—trom its materials, to the space
it occupies, to the viewer herself. Sawyer
seeks and delivers the best of all possil)le
worlds from installation art, painting, and
sculpture, and Transformation evokes and
makes reference to historical prece(lents

in each arena.

Sawyer states that the present installation
was inspire(l t)y the Jcemple garclens at
Totuleu-ji in Japanl, her own pllotograplls
of which grace the entrance walls of the
gallery and the exhibit’s invitation. These
images, taken after a substantial snow,
are dominated l)y stark blacks and wllites,
empl'lasizing the exquisite geometries of
the gar(tens. Her experience of these g‘lorious
spaces—-—tlxemselves reduced to black and
white—has clearly influenced Sawyer’s
palette in ﬂansformation. A section of the
garclen teaturing a clleclzerboarcl of snow-
covered shrubs and squarecl stones is echoed
in a distinctive section of the gallery floor.
As with so many decisions in her complex
worl?s, the artist’s colors here are rich with a
multiplicity of meanings, not least of which
are their symbolic ones. Within Buddhist
iconograplqy, for example, white syml)olizes
cleatll, charcoal the transformative and
puritying nature of tire, black the unlenown,
and golcl transcendence. This is apparently
not such a limited palette after all.

Sawyer’s floor installations have a way of
pointing in two opposing directions simul-
taneously, for example, toward the macro
and the micro. Tl’ley may resemble aerial

views of crowded architectural vistas covering

F‘ansformation, 1008 - 09, wooc/, paint, dutch go/al, c/mrcoa/,
white ammo (g/ass twaf/s), 11/27 x 33" 10” x 22°. Photo Credit: Bill Kennealy

vast lancls, and tlley may just as strong‘ly
evoke microscopic views of cellular or cligital
structures’. Sawyer insures this indeter-
minate sense of (represented) scale within
the work lJy insisting that the viewer not
enter its space—except visually. If one
could only get Closer, the viewer imagines,
the constituent ol)jects migllt reveal their
architectural nature, their cletails, perl1aps
even their inhabitants. Conversely, if one
could gain a more distant view, perllaps from
l’ligl'l above the floor, the composition mig‘l’lt
resolve from a sort of (tigital l)itmap into

a recognizal)le image. Of course, neither
is possil)le within the purposetul constraints
of Sawyer’s presentation. In the brief his-
tory of recent installation art, we have
become so accustomed to entering into the
space of the work tllat, inclee(l, one of the

chief instruments of this art’s power has
been precisely that piercing of the picture
plane——tlle privilege(l “window onto the
world.” Sawyer is able to denerate an
extraorclinary, quiet power in her work

tl'n'ougll (lramatically clitterent means.

By separating the viewer's space from that
of the installation itselt, she l)egins the
process of transtorming the work’s con-
stituent elements—the ot)jects themselves
—from the quoticlian to the sacred. It is no
accident that Sawyer draws her inspiration
from the sacred architecture of Japanese
temple garctens. There, in long—ritualizecl
practice, nature and the manmade are
intended to co-exist in a mutually beneficial
arrangement. Of course, the ostensil)ly

natural elements ina Japanese temple gar(len



are usuaiiy manipuiate(l in some fashion—
e.g taken out of their “natural” context

and repositioneci in the g‘ar(len, or, in the
case of siirui)i;ery, prune(i or trained to grow
in speciaiizeci ways. Sawyer's works rely less
on such a ieigne(l naturalist purity. All the
elements of her installations are ciearly

marimacie, while it is their arrangement that
seems to vacillate between overt geometries
and a seemingiy more spontaneous, intuitive

—or “natural’—order.

Transformation’s humble materiais—simpie,
i)oxy wooden constructions—are pigmen’ceci
with a severeiy limited paiette of colors.
Most are painte(i wilite, either flat or peari-
escent, some with the grain of wood s]iowing
tiu'ougi'i. Others are painteci black or are
litera“y burnt to a charcoal finish. A few
gol(i-ieafeci blocks punctuate the sections
of preciominantiy black or white, and create
both respites from the sea of black and
wiiite, and (iazziingiy reflective points of
interest aiong the way. In between the i)iocizs,
strung like pearis or iiiiing flat, squareci
areas of their own, are tens of tiiousan(is
of opaque white giass balls. Ti’lese, Sawyer
points out, are manufactured in Mexico as
ammunition for the siingsi'iot—a primitive
weapon—one used in sport and mischief.
These marble sized balls are ioacieci, there-
iore, with the potentiai for vioience, even
as ti'iey function here as noti‘iing short of
exquisitely beautiful ornament. Despite
the pre(iominance of iviociey, three-dimen-
sional forms, the additive accumulation of
these various means of “marizing" the
floor suggests an intuitive and surprisingiy

painteriy appl‘OaCi‘lfi

As Sawyer works on the floor (one migiit
even suggest that the floor here serves as
canvas, given Transformation’s numerous
bits of exposeci, raw, undecorated a):ea) n an
improvisational manner, one can i’lar(iiy i‘ieip
but think of Jaclzson Pollock. The enormous
scale and the sense of horror vacuii in
Transformation resonates with his worie, and

Sawyer’s insistence on a strict rectangular

perimeter recalls Pollock’s habit of cropping
his improviseci fields of paint. Yet, Sawyer’s
installations remain on the floor where tl'iey
are created. Here, Lyn(la Beng‘iis may come
to min(l, whose poureci acrylic works of
the eariy 1970s were simiiarly improvisa-
tional —using floor as “canvas”—and

remained floorbound in their presentation.

Periiaps Mondrian comes closest to proviciing‘
a prece(ient in painting for Transformation.
Think of Broaalway Boogie Woogie, and

the way in which its composition has been
read as a jazzy improvisation of New York
City's streetscape, seen from above. If
Mondrian sougiit to evoke the colors of the
city, its riiytiims, its architecture and its
streets—using a carei:uiiy reduced set of
means—peri'iaps so too does Sawyer evoke
the garciens at Tofuizu—ji. She uses her own
iiigiiiy refined elements to construct an
equaiiy improvisational suggestion of a very
different place—an(i attempts to capture its
coiors, its quietu(ie, its sacred gar(lens, and
its meditative mood. Her work exists as an
inspire(i, improvisational three-dimensional

variation on the theme.

In the 1970s, Michael Fried and other
critics decried the theatrical qualities of
Minimal scuiptures, reproacin'ng the works’
reliance on viewer interaction for their
activation—for their very life. Sawyer's
individual elements may often resemble
such Minimal primary structures, and her
installations do indeed assume a viewer’s
participation and interaction. However,
this activation is any’ci’iing but a theatrical,
exterior spectacie. Ratiier, Sawyer’s viewer
is invited to experience the ciiaiogue in-
war(iiy, peri’iaps as meditation. Stanciing
outside its perimeter, one is overcome with
Transforrnation’s quiet power and filled

with awe.

Just as Sawyer's individual elements are
transformed i)y their very juxtaposition
and presentation in a space now marked

as sacre(i—ti'irougi'i its scale and restricted

entry—so too does the viewer find him- or
herself transformed. He or she is requirecl
to look in new ways—to absorb quietiy,
reﬂect, ponciei', be still. The work expertiy
enacts its titie, transforming everyti'iing it
touches—its elemental materiais, its envi-
ronment, and u]timateiy its unsuspecting

viewer/participant.

i\/iargo Sawyer’s Yi‘ans ormation

Don Bacigaiupi, Ph.D.
Winter 1999

! Totuku-ji was rebuilt in the late 19th century and mid-
20th after fire destroyed its Kamakura era original, The
redesigned gardens by Miret Shigemori (c. 1940)—
which include arrangements of standing stones, raked
white sand wilh stepping stones, and a squared grid of
clipped shrubbery—nhave been hailed as a pivotal moment
in Japanese garden design. Moving beyond the faithful
replication of the master traditions, Shigemori's work
stands al the precipice of modern sculpture, designing
in space with traditional garden elements. See Giinter
Nitschke. Japanese Gardens: Right Angle and Natural
Form, KoIn: Benedikt Taschen, 1993. One might think
also of the many uses ol nature and garden materials
as art in the intervening decadcs, from Isamu Noguchi

10 Michael Heizer to Meg Webster. Sawyer's installation
represents a different, yet equally successful, means of
moving beyond tradition.

2 The composition of Sawycr’s floor-bound installations
may even remind us of [ractals—simple mathematical
formulac that can produce astoundingly complex visual
and structural arrangements, often strikingly similar 1o
patterns found in nature. ['ractals retain consistent pat-
terns of organization from the narrowest microscopic

Lo the broadest macroscopic views.

3 In its accretion of monochromatic (especially black
and white) structural elements, Sawyer's work might
also call to mind the sculptural work of Louise Nevelson.
Nevelson's works often have an organic quality in their
arrangement, bul we are always aware of their struc-
Lure—the fact thal they are carefully constructed to
remain stable and static. Sawyer's work, by contrast,
seems almost weightless, able to mutate instantly,
truly improvisational.
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Now celebrating its 20th anniversary, Women
& Their Work presents over 50 events a year in
visual art, dance, theater, music, literature, and
film. The gallery features on-going exhibitions of
Texas women artists and brings artists of
national stature to Texas audiences. Since its
founding, Women & Their Work has presented
1581 artists in 184 visual art exhibitions, 81
music, dance, and theater events, 19 literary
readings, 12 film festivals, and 122 workshops,
in programming that reflects the ethnic and
cultural diversity of this region. Nationally
recognized, Women & Their Work has been featured
in Art in America, ArtForum and National
Public Radio and was the first organization

in Texas to receive a granl in visual art from
the National Endowment for the Arts.
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Women & Their Work reaches over 5,000 school
children and teachers each year through gallery
tours. gallery talks with exhibiting artists, par-
ticipatory workshops, in-school performances,
dance master classes, and teacher workshops.
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