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Even in the most diverse cities in the country, stereotypes and clichés about ethnic groups leave 
little room for individuality. A person can be automatically judged by their perceived ethnic 
identity— even when that assumption is incorrect. Photographer Tomoko Sawada grapples with 
an especially complicated ethnic problem: the assignment of Asian identity based on physical 
features. What makes someone seem more Japanese or more Chinese? What factors make 
strangers decide on these attributes? These are the questions that Sawada tackles in her 
exhibition Facial Signature, currently on view at Santa Monica's Rose Gallery.

The project stems from Sawada’s personal experiences. While living in New York, people often 
made incorrect guesses as to her ethnic identity. Sawada was born in Kobe, Japan but 
strangers rarely thought she looked Japanese. "Quite often, when I lived in New York City for six 
years, I was perceived as being of Chinese or Korean or Singaporean origin... only occasionally 
Japanese,” Sawada tells The Creators Project. “This made me consider the intuitive process by 
which people achieve cognition of true or false archetypes. The experience led me to create this 
new project, transforming myself 300 times to look like a variety of East Asian Women.”



�
Sawada purposefully choose her makeup, hair and clothing in each photo to create subtle 
changes from one portrait to the next. The artist, however, does not reveal  information about 
why she made these choices— instead the small differences between the photographs 
challenge viewers to confront the stereotypes they might have about Asian identities.
Facial Signature is on display at ROSEGALLERY until April 9, 2016.
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Tomoko Sawada at Zabriskie 
 
 
In her first exhibition at Zabriskie, in 2003, Tomoko Sawada extended her permutation of self-portraiture 
into the world of omiai, meetings arranged by professional matchmakers to facilitate suitable marriages in 
Japan. The practice involves commissioning studio portraits of prospective brides for presentation to 
potential spouses. A maker of photographs who arranges and indicates rather than points and shoots, 
Sawada, in these studio-made chromogenic photographs, disguises herself in traditional or modern dress 
suitable to the Omiai, demurely posing in artificial light against a neutral background. In the Warholian 
moments and many faces of her "ID-400" series, shot in a photo booth, she altered her appearance, chiefly 
by the artifices of hairstyle, make-up and affect, producing 400 black-and-white self-portraits suitable for 
identification purposes. 
 
In her newest identity series, "Costume," Sawada appears in found or appropriated environments, costumed 
according to profession and status in 40-by-32-inch (or 32-by-40-inch) chromogenic prints produced in 
editions of eight. She has expanded the proportions of her portraits by introducing a medium-format camera, 
presumably fitted with a lens that will ensure a relatively shallow depth of field. Through the agency of her 
assistant, the camera's focus is entirely on her. Everything in the zones in front of or beyond her face and 
figure appears sharp and well defined at first glance, but is not. The effect replicates the way the mind 
processes and receives what the generous eye sees: the contextual information is out of focus before or 
beyond the locus of attention. 
Advertisement 
 
In these prescribed zones of attention, Sawada appears in a variety of costumes. As a nun (2003) she is 
beatific, her head, in a wimple, tilted toward heaven, a prayer book clasped to her breast. The camera looks 
upward with her gaze. As a florist (2004) she appears in profile, wreathed by tiers of blooms, pretty but 
distracted. As a woman working in a nightclub she is glamorous, attentive to her date. As a tour guide she is 
ingratiating, and with the addition of glasses and a uniform, the embodiment of a self-important cop. 
Sawada has learned to manipulate such information. Without makeup, looking directly at the camera, her 
round face is a neutral mask. 
 
Yasumasa Morimura, Cindy Sherman and Nikki S. Lee transform themselves before the camera. The late 
trickster Tseng Kwong Chi, dressed in his trademark Mao suit, appeared around the world, laughing at those 
who took him only for what he seemed. Sack-suited Zlakto Kopljar kneels before cultural landmarks, his 
back toward the camera that records his obeisance at the shrines of cultural tourism. In this genre, protean 
Tomoko Sawada mutates through her wardrobe, investing her art with the transformative inquiries of her 
masquerade in the uniforms of daily life. 
 
 
COPYRIGHT 2005 Brant Publications, Inc. 
COPYRIGHT 2005 Gale Group 



















About Face, Contemporary Photography, at

the Pilara Foundation (Photos)

February 28, 2013

Pilara Foundation

Unquestionably, San Francisco is a

photography collector's dream. The

Pilara Foundation's collection of 20th

and 21st century American photography

is an emphatic testament to that.

Pier 24, on the San Francisco

Embarcadero, houses the permanent

photographic collection of the Pilara

Foundation - over 2400 photographic images that include significant works by Richard

Avedon, Dorothea Lange, and Diane Arbus, as well as important works by Hendrik

Kerstens, August Sander, Hiroshi Sugimoto, Daido Moriyama, and Zwelethu Mithethwa.

Inspired by Revelations - the Diane Arbus retrospective at the San Francisco Museum of

Modern Art initiated the Foundation's first acquisition, a photographic portrait from Arbus'

challenging and emotive Untitled series. The emotional intensity characterizing this

photograph subsequently informed later acquisitions for the collection.

The current exhibition, About Face, addresses traditions of portrait-based photography,

with nearly one thousand photographs drawn mostly from the Foundation's permanent

collection. Displaying wide-ranging approaches to portraiture from the mid-nineteenth

century to present-day, About Face, presents works by August Sander (Face of Our Time),

Richard Avedon (The Family), Jim Goldberg (Rich and Poor), Larry Sultan (SF Society), as

well as selected works by Cindy Sherman, Hiroshi Sugimoto's series of Henry VIII and his
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six wives, Gillian Wearing, Hans-Peter Feldmann, Richard Learoyd, Yasumasa Morimura,

Tomoko Sawada, and a beautifully installed selection of hand-painted family portraits from

Brazil known as Retratos Pintados.

About Face is an intensely moving and emotive exhibition. Beginning with the Retratos

Pintados, I was reminded of childhood portrait studios in Spain and the Philippines. To my

left was a room with the only complete collection of Hiroshi Sugimoto's dramatic silver

gelatin portraits of Henry VIII and his six wives. Haunting and beautiful, viewers

commented on the portraits in hushed whispering tones. Wandering through every room of

the exhibition, each well installed and lit, my favorite room paid sensuous homage to the

wide range of photography within the collection - Hendrik Kerstens' Hairnet (2000),

Dorothea Lange's Migrant Mother (1936) - an homage to American migrant workers, a

close up of Andy Warhol's gunshot wounds, and saturated color images of somber

Africans. Before my visit, I was casually appreciative of photography as an artistic medium

of expression, and now am a devoted convert to the powerful beauty of the lens and

image.

Without wall text or descriptive labels, the Foundation purportedly wishes to allow viewers

full experience of the photography without distraction, according to curator Chris McCall.

Personally, I appreciate wall text. It provides insight and information, and to a newly

appreciated convert, it's valuable. The Foundation's presentation of intimate and personal

viewing, and peaceful contemplation, of the exhibition reminds me of the idiosyncracies of

private collections in Europe such as the Peggy Guggenheim (Venice), the Borghese

(Rome), and Rosenblum (Paris) collections. And I am reminded again, that the Pilara

Foundation Collection is, after all, a private collection.

Visits are by appointment only, timed for 2 hours, and limited to 20 visitors.

About Face is on exhibition at Pier 24 from May 15, 2012 through April 30, 2013.

Pier 24 The Embarcadero, San Francisco, California 94105

Open By Appointment. Monday - Thursday 9am to 5pm

Phone: 415.512.7424

Fax: 415.512.7456

About Face, Contemporary Photography, at the Pilara Foundation (P... http://www.examiner.com/review/about-face-contemporary-photogr...

2 of 3 9/13/13 3:55 PM


	CreatorsProject_FacialSignature_Feb2016.pdf
	Art in Amer 05 Sawada pdf.pdf
	Heavy Light Sawada.pdf
	About Face Examiner.com Sawada 2013.pdf

