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Given her first sewing machine at the age of 9, 
Lisa Kokin has been sewing anything and 

everything for decades – not just fabric but 
wood and metal too. We meet the artist 
herself and discover what makes her tick

THINKING  
OUTSIDE THE BOX
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Clockwise from top left: 
Moment detail; Panacea 
Pizpireta; How To Be;  
A Little Afraid.

Lisa, for our readers who don’t know 
you, please tell us a little about yourself 
and your work.
I live in El Sobrante, California, USA, 
which is about 20 miles outside of San 
Francisco, with my spouse Lia, three rescue 
Chihuahua mixes (Chico, Cha Cha and 
Chula) and Bindi the cat. I grew up outside 
of New York City, the only child of parents 
who were in their early forties when I was 
born. I was spoiled and doted on, and 
although we didn’t have a lot of money, 
I was encouraged to take art classes and 
every Saturday I went to Manhattan to 
study drawing and go to museums and 
galleries. My parents were first generation 
Americans whose parents had emigrated 
from Russia and Romania; Jews who came 
to America in search of a better life, free 
from discrimination.

I have a Master of Fine Arts degree 
from the California College of the Arts in 
Oakland, California. I am a working artist; 
I make my living by the sales of my work 
and by teaching, primarily in my studio. 
I work mostly with found materials with 
a textile sensibility. By that I mean that I 
tend to sew things together, even if the 
things are made of wood or metal. I like 
ephemeral materials, shreds, fragments 
and discards. I like to transform these 
materials into art using a minimum of 
intervention, just enough to transform but 
not so much that I destroy what initially 
attracted me to the material.

I have made a lot of books and 
book-related objects, as the book was an 
important element in my upbringing and 
in my life in general. If readers visit my 
website they will see that my work looks 
many different ways; I like to challenge 
myself and once I have made enough 
pieces to have figured out what I need to 
figure out, I move on to another challenge. 
I like to think that there is a common 
thread, as it were, that links all of my work, 
and that my hand and vision are visible in 
everything I do.

How did you become a textile 
artist? Was it a journey or a natural 
progression for you?
My parents had a small upholstery shop 
and I spent a lot of time there as a child. 
My maternal grandmother, like many 
eastern European Jewish immigrants, 
worked in the 'needle trades', in her case, 
in a tie factory in New York City.

I think that because I grew up around 
sewing and fabric, it was natural to 
incorporate it into my work. I was given 
my first sewing machine when I was nine, 
and I have been using sewing, both hand 
and machine, as a means of attachment 
and embellishment, for decades.  Anything 
that can have a hole drilled into it can 
be sewn, as I found out in the mid 1990s 

when I became interested in sewing the 
un-sewable ie. wood, metal and other rigid 
materials. 

Once I discovered the free motion 
foot for my sewing machine, I began to 
draw with thread using a water soluble 
stabilizer. I have made several bodies of 
work using this technique with thread by 
itself or in combination with zippers, small 
metal sewing notions and other objects 
and fabrics, especially lace and found 
linens previously embroidered by others.

Your work is exciting, interesting 
and innovative; where do you draw 
inspiration from?
Sometimes I will get an idea from the 
materials and sometimes I have an idea 
and find the materials to support the 
idea. It works both ways and I like it that 
way. For example, my series of thread 
works that were in Raveling, my solo 
show at Seager Gray Gallery in 2012, 
drew their inspiration from the death 
of my mother. I had been working in 
thread and I continued to work with that 
material, although in a slightly different 
way, incorporating text that had to do with 
my mother’s last days. 

The ‘Lace Cowboy’ series came about 
because one day at the recycling center I 
found dozens of pulped cowboy novels. 
I began making horticulturally-inspired 
pieces from the covers and pages of the 
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Panacea Pizpireta detail; 
Leotard detail; Adapt or 
Perish; Origin of Birds

novels. The horticultural imagery came 
from our move in 2009 to a semi-rural area 
of El Sobrante. 

I was not initially drawn to the cowboy 
books because the imagery was repugnant 
to me. I grew to like them for their 
potential to make a commentary on guns 
and violence in American society. After 
using the books themselves to make a 
series of work, I decided to make cowboys 
from lace and other 'feminine' types of 
materials. I wanted to present a paradox: 
images of gun slinging cowboys made out 
of ephemeral and traditionally feminine 
materials, shooting guns which, alas, are 
loaded only with flowers. 

I try to remain open to what is around 
me, what I discover, what people give me. 
A few years ago I went to a fabric give-
away that a friend of a friend was having. 
She had a bag of zippers that had most 
of the fabric part trimmed away. I loved 
the way they looked, had no idea what I 
might do with them, but I took them and 
they were in my studio for a few years 
until I pulled them out a few years ago and 
started making pieces with faux text made 
of zipper fragments. 

This is another example of 
encountering a material that holds some 
fascination for me but for which I have no 
concrete idea. My rule of thumb is that if 
I am looking at or fondling something for 
more than thirty seconds I should buy or 

take it regardless of whether I have an idea 
or not. Time and again this little rule of 
mine has proven right.

The materials you use are varied and 
seem to be largely ‘found objects’, books 
or things that have a profound meaning 
to you – how do you incorporate these 
into your work?
I reassemble, cut up, dismantle, fragment, 
and rearrange the materials to transform 
them into something that might bear 
some resemblance to their former selves 
but which ultimately become something 
completely different. Sometimes the 
original material is recognizable, sometimes 
not, depending on the specific piece.

Please tell us about the techniques you 
use to create your textile art.
I have worked in many mediums and 
techniques. I like to say that my art is 
content and materials driven. I try to find 
the best way to express what I want to say 
and use whatever materials and techniques 
best convey that. I am not overly 
concerned with technique, nor do I see 
technique as an end in and of itself. I work 
mainly with found materials such as old 
books and ephemera, and more recently 
thread and found textiles. I have used 
everything from lace to rusty shovels. I 
acquire technique as I need it and this ad 
hoc approach has served me well.
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Left to right: Where Do  
I Begin; Cacophony

How would you describe your work? 
Which is your favourite piece of work 
and why?
Some adjectives would be: labor-intensive, 
recycled materials-based, content-driven, 
lots of sewing, serious but also humorous 
at times.

I have lots of favourites, and because 
each body of work is so different, it’s like 
apples and oranges. I can’t really pick one 
absolute favourite. 

Tell us about your installations and 
sculpture.
My installation and sculptural work 
are about memory and history, both 
personal and collective, and the area in 
which the two intersect. I am interested 
in representing the human condition by 
using the objects we leave behind. Many 
of my installations address the themes of 
Jewish history and the Holocaust, which 
cast a deep shadow over my childhood 
despite the fact that my family had 
immigrated to America long before the 
war. Other pieces are interactive book 
installations which invite the viewer to 
participate by reading the books.

Do you specifically research for a project 
or just let your inspiration lead you?
I do some research if necessary but mostly 
I respond to the materials and to the ideas 
that spring from them. I use the Internet  
to look things up and find information  
as needed.

How can our readers find out more about 
you? Do you teach or run workshops?
Readers can find out more about me  
and my work by going to my website, 
lisakokin.com. 

I teach workshops, classes and facilitate 
critique groups in my studio. I mentor 
artists in my studio and also via Skype, 
which enables me to work one-on-one with 
people who live anywhere in the world. 
Your readers can find out more about my 
mentorship program by going to “Studio 
Teaching” and clicking on Coaching/
Mentorships on the drop-down menu.

Thank you for your time Lisa, we’ve 
loved looking into your creative world.
My pleasure! BC 

www.lisakokin.com

“I LIKE TO CHALLENGE MYSELF 
AND ONCE I HAVE MADE  
ENOUGH PIECES TO HAVE 

FIGURED OUT WHAT I NEED 
TO FIGURE OUT, I MOVE ON 
TO ANOTHER CHALLENGE”
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