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‘Passage into a Paper Se ’, 1994, handmade paper, millefiore

‘Spider and the Buddha’, 1 99, boze

EMPIRE OF ADORNMENT

Sha Sha Higby is a contemporary performance
artist who breathes life into intricately constructed
ephemeral sculpture during haunting presentations of
complex theatre events. Text by Robyn Tudor.

S an artist Sha Sha Higby occupies a nether-
world. In a place only ever imagined, objects
of her making spontaneously spring to life,
briefly share her dance and lapse back into repose as
she moves on to explore adjacent dimensions in her
solo performances. The narrative is implied and the
objects tell but half the story. Abstract energy and
a plethora of meanings rise up like dust in that space
separating the inanimate from the animate. Objects
are defined in relation to the performer who breathes
life into the finely wrought costumes, body sculp-
tures, masks and puppets. Yet the paraphernalia of
the dance is vaguely familiar. It retains powerful

memories, like the much-loved doll slumped in the
corner of a child’s room after the play has ended
and the adult is grown and gone. The work, however,
never gives way to nostalgia in its surreal investiga-
tion of the significance attached to the experience
of things.

At best the objects are entirely subsumed within
the event. They appear transient, like the audience’s
fleeting glimpses of Higby’s creative spirit. The
objects represent shards of the art experience, scat-
tered about the stage or temporarily left behind in
exhibition, reminiscent of a half-remembered but
persistent dream.
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Nevertheless, a fierce creative tension surrounds the
garments Higby creates. They conjure up whimsical
notions of life journeys, metamorphosis and death.
In performance, the fantastic fabric and fragile mixed
media costumes are worn, scuffed and crumpled,
tenderly manipulated, not revered. They momentarily
come to life as the dancer first inhabits and then dis-
cards them. Displayed in the San Francisco Craft &
Folk Art Museum (concurrently with the American
Craft Council Craft Fair in San Francisco, August,
1997), however, they sat provocatively still, shifting
occasionally in a faint draught of warm air in the
small gallery space. There was a hint of past experi-
ence and the promise of kinetic movement in the
carefully articulated forms with their delicate hinges
and flexible joints; flared, pleated and ruched fabrics,
similar in some cases to the decorated blades of a
collapsible fan worn as skirt, collar or wings.

Her current repertoire includes titles such as The
Spider and The Buddha (1995-96), which she refers
to as a ‘journey through memory and experience, a
fantastic mystery woven into a timeless trance-like
dance of a spider’s adventures into a wooden Buddha’.
Other works, such as Passage into a Paper Sea (1993—
94), represent an examination of ‘the fluffy marrow
of the lower backbone studded with tiny prismatic
jewels and chips of gold arranged in decorative pat-
terns ... floating onto a tiny island in the sea ... with

a lacy network of intricate vines, organic passage-
ways and brocaded arches’. This particular piece is
made of silk, wood, handmade paper, millefiori and
wire. It is dominated by pink, cream, white and grey
striated masks, with faces that are cracked, split and
dangling limp. A life-sized wire armature provides

a cylindrical cavity for the dancer’s body. The cos-
tume is adorned with multiple interlaced fabric

‘Sasadahara in
Javanese Moonlight’,
1982, buffalo hide,
152 x 183 x 122 cm

‘Pineapple Sunset’,
1991, silk saris, shell,
paint, Faipur minia-
ture painting
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‘Moon Puppets’
(detail), 1985, silk,
paper and sticks

Top right: ‘Great Tin
Duck’, 1988-89, silk,
shell, paint, glass

shapes in long strings painted and edged in rainbow
hues, pink and gold. A fanned collar of glued paper
and fibre creates a superstructure, echoed by wing-
like extensions made of sticks wrapped in colourful
thread and long, dragging trains of lace edged with
fabric units interlinked with thread. On display, this
work was framed by papier maché carved architec-
tural elements used as staging in the dance. Five

moulded masks, with pearl and feather appendages
hanging from the chins, decorated these brocaded
arches made in Benares, India for which Higby
acknowledged the contribution of M. Jafar Ali.
Pineapple Tent under a Pink Moon (1992) is another
work, or rather two, ‘emerging into one’. Higby
explains: “The feathered body of a thousand sweet
faces is clothed in textured adventures through a

“Tin Tewin’, 1987, buried in a neck of smocked feathers,
Sha Sha Higby’s face splits into fire during her

Left: Costume detail showing beads, silk, sticks, f
forest of marbled heads casting beams of pastel sun-
light onto obstacles of delight that cross into its path-
way. Unloading fluffy boxes filled with miniature
beaded shoes enlace a spinning fan that clicks out
rhythms for a tiny corset that dances. It is the urn
of life. Bicycles and spinning creatures coated with
patterns of millefiori run about the stage, like the
madness of entertainment of cities”

It may take Higby a year or two to complete each
work using a wide array of exotic materials and a
highly specialised range of decorative skills and tech-
niques. Pineapple Sunset (1991) and The Tin Twin
(1989) are other current pieces, while older works
3 . Duck in a Box of Wind (1988), 4
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Bee on the Beach (1987), Cows Under a Pepper Tree
(1986), Through a Gold Window (1985), Moon Pup-
pets (1985) and Sasadahara (1983).

In her performances Higby creates a very sensual,
intimate space on stage for herself and her objects.
In a Pool of Stones is a recent work where the space
is pregnant with the expectation of the voyeurs in
the audience, unified by smoke rising from small
pseudo-Mayan votive or ancestral figures placed
judiciously about the stage. The lone performer sits
cross-legged in an elaborate costume with impas-
sive false face, rocking slowly back and forth amongst
a gritty spiral of sand scattered with pebbles, sticks
and twigs. The atmosphere heightens gradually with
the physical, psychological and creative exposure of
the lithe body as it self-consciously frees itself from
metres and metres of binding and other ornamen-
tal encumbrances. Strongly coloured lighting creates
a shifting fantasy mood as the audience is deftly
robbed of objectivity and drawn into the event. As
people enter the theatre noise makers are provided
to contribute the cricket-like sounds that punctuate
the performance with random clicks, chirps, pops,
whirrs, rasps and rattles. Tension builds, the slowness
of the performance is both fascinating and excru-
ciating. Shockingly, the creature continues in what
seems perpetual transformation. At one point the
garment is hoisted aloft, spinning angel-like to reveal
yet another visage, double-faced in split mask, who
takes up striped sticks to toy with the discarded
headdress, replacing it purposefully in another posi-
tion. Extra arms and small puppets rise from figure
and floor. The mask unhinges further to reveal a
smaller face within and the dance continues to its
climax where image within image jitters and gyrates.
Higby is a contemporary performance artist who
has spent a lifetime constructing intricate apparel
and appendages for complex theatre events such as
this. Exhibition of her small sculptures, large body
armatures, textiles, puppets, masks and props lays
open to close scrutiny the carapace and the nest left
vacant once the dance has ended. The resting place
is tidy, but the inspiration and the secrets are never
fully revealed, only the context in which they might
have existed. Each new performance creates its
own reality.

In childhood, Higby created theatrical fantasies in
“peek boxes”, comprised of layered cut paper land-
scapes inside shoe boxes viewed through a peep
hole. She progressed to decorate Easter eggs, sew
ornaments and finger puppets until, as a teenager,
she began making moody, handcrafted dolls for toy
stores. Doll making provided the stimulus for her
early artistic career. She first exhibited with other
local artists working in a similarly intricate vein at
the Lester Gallery in Inverness on the west coast

of southern California, USA. Displayed in plexiglass
boxes, Higby began to show her sparse, monochro-
matic dolls with plain faces, dressed in their own
dark cream and earthy coloured wardrobe. In time
the boxes became an unacceptable constraint, tend-
ing to impose an inhibiting preciousness onto the
artwork where scratches on the plexiglass boxes
demanded more attention than the objects within.
Her first performance released these sculptural forms
from their boxes. ‘I wanted the pieces to move, to
perform,’ she explained in an interview for Vox
Magazine (Vol. 1, No. 1), ‘to be like an apparition.
This exhibition took place in a wooden house which
she described as ‘full of magic’.

As a result of various travelling scholarships and

Sha Sha Higby

‘Mechanised Car’,
1994, ornamented
with Fimo and sticks
as a prop for one

of Sha Sha Higby’s
performances

“Tea on a Twig’,
1996-97, silk,
handmade paper
and gypsum,
228 x 102 x 91 cm
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