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High-Wire Artist Ruth Asawa Edges 
Into the Mainstream
The sculptor spent her life at the margins of the American art world, but now her work is 

winning new acclaim.
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Sevenͪyearsͪafterͪherͪdeath,ͪtheͪartistͪRuthͪAsawaͪisͪmoreͪpopularͪ
thanͪever.ͪInͪ2021,ͪherͪwireͪsculpturesͪwillͪbeͪfeaturedͪinͪexhibitionsͪinͪ
theͪU.S.,ͪU.K.,ͪFrance,ͪSpainͪandͪNorway.ͪAndͪherͪreputationͪhasͪ
spreadͪbeyondͪtheͪartͪworld:ͪOverͪtheͪsummer,ͪtheͪU.S.ͪPostalͪServiceͪ
issuedͪaͪnewͪseriesͪofͪ10ͪstampsͪfeaturingͪherͪsignatureͪabstractͪwireͪ
sculptures.ͪInͪMayͪ201�,ͪaͪGoogleͪDoodleͪdepictedͪAsawaͪassemblingͪ
oneͪofͪherͪhangingͪsculptures,ͪleadingͪtoͪaͪʃoodͪofͪsearchesͪthatͪ
crashedͪtheͪartist’sͪwebsite.

Asawa’sͪposthumousͪelevationͪtoͪtheͪmodernͪartͪpantheonͪisͪtheͪlatestͪ
twistͪinͪaͪstoryͪfullͪofͪthem.ͪBornͪinͪCaliforniaͪinͪ1�2�ͪtoͪJapaneseͪ
immigrantͪparents,ͪsheͪwasͪamongͪtheͪ120,000ͪJapaneseͪAmericansͪ
internedͪduringͪWorldͪWarͪII.ͪReleasedͪinͪ1���,ͪsheͪwentͪonͪtoͪenrollͪ
atͪBlackͪMountainͪCollege,ͪanͪexperimentalͪschoolͪinͪNorthͪCarolinaͪ
thatͪdrewͪmanyͪstarsͪofͪmidcenturyͪmodernͪart,ͪincludingͪherͪteacherͪ
JosefͪAlbers,ͪaͪBauhausͪpioneer.



OnͪaͪvisitͪtoͪMexicoͪinͪ1���,ͪAsawaͪlearnedͪtheͪtechniqueͪofͪhand-
loopingͪwireͪtoͪmakeͪbaskets,ͪwhichͪsheͪadaptedͪtoͪcreateͪabstract
hangingͪsculptures.ͪUsingͪmaterialsͪthatͪevokedͪtheͪbarbedͪwire
surroundingͪherͪinternmentͪcamp,ͪsheͪcreatedͪformsͪthatͪareͪabstract
butͪstillͪevokeͪnature:ͪaͪsnailͪshell,ͪaͪspiderwebͪorͪaͪdragonʃyͪwing.
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Herͪsignatureͪtechnique,ͪwhichͪsheͪcalledͪ“continuousͪformͪwithinͪa
form,”ͪinvolvedͪoverlappingͪlayersͪofͪwireͪthatͪundulateͪfromͪinsideͪto
outsideͪandͪbackͪagain.ͪAsawaͪalsoͪmadeͪtied-wireͪsculptures,
inspiredͪbyͪaͪspikyͪdesertͪplant,ͪinͪtheͪformsͪofͪtreesͪandͪstars.

HerͪɾrstͪNewͪYorkͪgalleryͪshow,ͪinͪ1���,ͪdrewͪimportantͪcollectors,
includingͪarchitectͪPhilipͪJohnson.ͪButͪcriticsͪoftenͪwroteͪaboutͪherͪin
sexistͪandͪexoticizingͪterms.ͪInͪ1���,ͪaͪTimeͪmagazineͪproɾleͪofͪAsawa
andͪsculptorͪIsamuͪNoguchi,ͪheadlinedͪ“EasternͪYeast,”ͪreferredͪto
bothͪU.S.-bornͪsculptorsͪasͪ“Oriental,”ͪdescribingͪAsawaͪasͪa
“housewifeͪandͪmother.”ͪAtͪaͪtimeͪwhenͪmaleͪmodernistͪsculptors
suchͪasͪDavidͪSmithͪandͪHenryͪMooreͪwereͪusingͪsteelͪorͪstone
anchoredͪtoͪtheͪground,ͪcriticsͪhadͪtroubleͪmakingͪsenseͪofͪAsawa’s
sinuous,ͪhandspunͪspheresͪandͪteardropsͪhangingͪinͪtheͪair.

Afterͪ1��0,ͪAsawaͪwithdrewͪfromͪtheͪNewͪYorkͪgalleryͪworldͪtoͪfocus
creativelyͪonͪherͪhomeͪstudioͪandͪgrowingͪfamilyͪinͪSanͪFrancisco.
Sheͪlivedͪfrugally,ͪworkedͪnonstopͪandͪignoredͪherͪmarketͪvaluation.
“Theͪartistͪalwaysͪpaysͪforͪtheͪprivilegeͪofͪdoingͪtheͪwork,”ͪsheͪtold
herͪchildren.ͪButͪAsawa’sͪabsenceͪfromͪNewͪYorkͪcontributedͪtoͪthe
eclipseͪofͪherͪworkͪbyͪmovementsͪlikeͪPopͪArtͪandͪMinimalism,ͪsaid
ThomasͪP.ͪCampbell,ͪdirectorͪofͪtheͪFineͪArtsͪMuseumsͪofͪSan
Franciscoͪ(FAMSF).



Asawaͪshruggedͪoɽͪidentityͪpolitics,ͪcallingͪherselfͪ“aͪminorityͪof
one.”ͪButͪinͪ2020,ͪtheͪfactorsͪthatͪonceͪpushedͪherͪtoͪtheͪmargins—
ethnicity,ͪgenderͪandͪgeography—nowͪmakeͪherͪworkͪmoreͪdesirable
toͪcollectors,ͪaccordingͪtoͪSanͪFranciscoͪgalleristͪTrishͪBransten.
“Asawa’sͪtimeͪisͪnow,”ͪsaidͪNewͪYorkͪpoetͪandͪcriticͪJohnͪYau,
“becauseͪweͪrealizeͪweͪhaveͪsuchͪaͪnarrowͪaestheticͪthatͪleftͪtooͪmany
peopleͪout.”

Theͪrediscoveryͪofͪherͪworkͪbeganͪinͪ200�,ͪwhenͪtheͪartist’sͪfamily
calledͪChristie’sͪaboutͪsellingͪaͪpaintingͪthatͪJosefͪAlbersͪhad
inscribedͪtoͪAsawaͪdecadesͪbefore,ͪtoͪpayͪforͪherͪnursingͪcare.
JonathanͪLaib,ͪaͪChristie’sͪcurator,ͪmadeͪcontactͪwithͪtheͪartistͪand
devotedͪhimselfͪtoͪrelaunchingͪherͪworkͪwithͪgalleryͪshowsͪand
auctions.ͪAccordingͪtoͪHarryͪS.ͪParkerͪIII,ͪformerͪdirectorͪofͪFAMSF,
Mr.ͪLaib,ͪnowͪseniorͪdirectorͪofͪtheͪDavidͪZwirnerͪGallery,ͪhasͪdoneͪ“a
remarkableͪjobͪofͪattractingͪinterestͪinͪAsawa’sͪuniqueͪartͪand,ͪalong
theͪway,ͪstimulatedͪaͪdramaticͪmarketͪreappraisal.”
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NowhereͪisͪthisͪclearerͪthanͪwithͪAsawa’sͪsculptureͪ“Untitled,ͪS.ͪ�01”
(1���-��),ͪanͪearlyͪexplorationͪofͪcontinuousͪinterlockingͪforms,
featuringͪ�Òͪfeetͪofͪenameledͪcopperͪwireͪshapedͪintoͪlobesͪthat
enfoldͪbrassͪspheres.ͪInͪ1���,ͪtheͪpieceͪsoldͪforͪ®2,�00;ͪinͪJuly,ͪit
fetchedͪnearlyͪ®�.�ͪmillionͪatͪChristie’s,ͪaͪrecordͪforͪtheͪartist.

ForͪJordanͪTroeller,ͪanͪAmericanͪartͪhistorianͪteachingͪatͪthe
UniversityͪofͪGraz,ͪtheͪAsawaͪrenaissanceͪisn’tͪsimplyͪdrivenͪby
collectorsͪandͪmuseums.ͪ“TheͪpointedͪcelebrationͪofͪAsawaͪatͪthis
timeͪisͪnotͪcoincidental,”ͪsheͪsaid,ͪbutͪaͪsignͪofͪ“aͪpublicͪthatͪthinks
diɽerently,ͪaͪpublicͪthatͪsupportsͪculturalͪdiɽerenceͪandͪrecognizesͪits
vitality.”

zMs.ͪChaseͪisͪtheͪauthorͪofͪ“EverythingͪSheͪTouched:ͪTheͪLifeͪofͪRuth
Asawa”ͪ(Chronicleg.
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