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Diana Gaston in

with Stephanie Syjuco?'_f__f’;lo Whaley

[ M1ana Gaston: b

Jo Whaley: Being on the left fringe of the
country inspires a liberty to play with tradition
and our art institutions have always fostered a
rebellious experimentation. Only recently did
[ become aware of Stephanie Syjucos work
through an exhibit at the Haines gallery in San
Francisco. In her freedom ro engage in social et
tique and in her unusual use of materials, | recog
nizc [l‘{‘ continuance \‘f [!1l |'K"\:1(‘[].|l art .\}‘”l[ I:i‘l

example, Pere Voulkos' daring approach to ceram

Funk art movement of the '70s, with its mixrure
of high and low culrural signifiers, are echoed in
her approach ro art. Stephanie and | come from
two different generations, but I can see that the

tendency rowards the offbear in the Bay Area art

scene st I“ persises.

; O OIS = T SRR T Collectively, the Bay Area had a significant im-
293, Chromogenic photograph, 30"x24’ pact on my development as an artist. In addirion ro its artists and
P e, Fig r the series The V art institutions, [ believe thar place itself persuades. By thar I mean

surroundings. Visually, the atmosphere of alternaring fog and light

and the spectacular narural geography left its mark on me, as did

ics and the spirited disregard for refinement in the

thar location marters and as an artist you will be influenced by your




the intellectual stimulus thar comes from the wide ethnic diversicy With each of my series, | study the arc history as it pertains to

of its population. It has always struck me thar subject. My research goes beyond the visual, however, in that
POF ) ) ) ! )

thar the Bay Area, with its Asian influence, is like a contemporary [ like to study the subject itself for ideas. For example right now
version of fourteenth-century Venice, in that it is a cosmopolitan [ have rerurned ro an earlier project called “The Theater of Insects,”
city on the edge of the sea, poised berween the Eastern and the (figs. 10 & 12) which will be published by Chronicle Books in

Western state of mind and barhed in an opalescent light. September 2008, and the phorographs will be in a traveling exhibit

If it sounds magical and exortic, well the Bay Area is. that opens at the same time at the National Academy of Sciences

.‘\h'}\h.mir Sy Juco: isnt aware of Ji mn \.\'.lahfngnm. D. C. For this series, | have read l.'XT.“IL\'i\'t'lI\' on the
! subject of entomology and have regular conversations with an ento-
¢ i mologist, Linda Wiener, who is writing an essay for the book along
i help with Debra Klochko from MOPA, San Diego, where the exhibit
enet ept vorks fro will travel. Linda looks at my photographs and comments on them
i
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JW: Research is an important and very pleasurable aspect of
my art practice. Coming to photography through an education in from an entomologist's point of view and shares her research and

painting, [ was naturally exposed to the serious study of art history musings on the insect world. This in turn leads me to new ideas

at UC Berkeley. Berween my undergraduare and graduare years thar I incorporate into phorographs. It is fascinaring and stimulat-

Sometimes not knowing the “right" way to
depict something can be a great thing.
Research can be fabulous, but sometimes | think
approximation and estimation can be more interesting.—Syjuco

[ spent six months in Europe with very little money, but thankfully ing. Ironically, I had thought the project complete until I started do-
[ had an international museum pass. | spent four to six hours a ing further research.
day studying the collections in museums, There is no substitute to SS: [ had the grear k

seeing art and architecrure first hand. designier at a.science museum in San Franci h
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Above. Fig. 3: Stephanie Syjuco. Detail from Five Days Towards a New
Modernism [After Charlotte Periand: Beijing). 2007. cardboard, paper.
oil, mixed media, 82" x 42" x 22"

Right, Fig. 4: Instaliation view of Five Days Towards a New Modernism

jing)

|after Charlotte Pemiand: Be

Opposite. Fig. 5: Jo Whaley. After Zurbaran, from the Natura Morta senes
enic photogroph. 24"x30"

c. 1992. Chrorr

ng and reworkir these images tor 2a modern, twenty hrst-century .] W: In our times, visual language seems to be very pervasive
and persuasive. Images are used extensively in fields outside of art
In a kind of fip side, sometimes not knowing the "right” way and people today are visually very literate. The collective engage-

» fabu ment with the Internet nnly reinforces the power of images in our

timation can b culture and makes them instantly available on a global scale, which
if you're depicting a scien is very significant. For example, the Abu Ghraib images had a

orrectly means you are trying to recall a collective mem strong immediate impact across the world and were a frightening

rions and sad comment on the war. It is a profound change in visual com-
ppen in making these mistakes 1s an essential munication that anyone with a cell pfmm' can take a picture and

wman condition. Here I'm thinking about the sculp sost it globally.
F )



Stephanie, as someone
who uses the Internert tor
! .‘.\U.ll 'Il‘h(‘.]'ll]l. ‘.\!LI‘. LEL‘ Vyou

feel about this issue?

T
nortion of technological advancement and the ¢
| SCC T|1L' 1'L'\"\ll[\ 45 4 EL‘|':'|'| of narrative i n.
Qg
14
I'W: Art is artihce. Somewhere .1|x‘|‘.3j the line, | \E:hrra'_.n ded the
!l\: 'l]-” rhl\l(\".:!'.l‘l‘ll‘] can 1\( :.l.'il'l_‘: o :'('kl‘:ti '-L‘.E}H'n'. |]‘-l'|\‘ 1S []\l
concept that “Theater is the lie thar tells the truth.” By being obvi
ous abour the fiction, you can * the viewer in a suspension
._nI. Lil.\l‘t‘llt'f \illxi present I.iL‘.i\ 1|1.il otherwise \‘.Ul}]\{ 1.‘L' {OEI{:O&'C['\]J[.
.\E'\' .l}‘;‘l'l‘-]l_]: o }‘h\“\“;:_]'.q‘h.\ 1S TO {.ll\" '.'ll':nl'“[.\ t.rl‘”'. narture .||1Li
our urban culture and re-contextualize them on the proscenium DG
stage of 1|1L' ‘~';'.|i life. The ar rangement of these Li::‘\“‘l‘ki.”]t \‘ll':l‘n'lt[\
15 \il‘”{' l‘\ 1:'\'\' A550C1aton .\]]\! mruirion '-':'![]] Just a \'-I:;_‘\lil' nooon of
y allowing myselt ro work loosely and subconsciously, iro W: My process is what I call ‘the theater of photog

I "
ippear and new questIons are posed-—questions about the when he sai

nd Barthes assessn

and | agree with Rol




r tir | lar 1ge seems to be very pervasive
and persuasive. Images are used extensively in fields
outside of art and people today are visually very literate.

The collechve engogemen’r wnh the Inferne’r only
reinforces the power of images in our culture
and makes them instantly available on a global scale,
which is very significant.—Whaley






15 4« E'.E\Et‘ torm ot !jh'.l[l I.“ I ..Hl'. n my carccr, l t'.!l!'ui'\] ol

t, painting sets for Zellerbach Playhouse and
a and Baller companies. [ still am creating

now ir is for the camera. My studio looks like a cthearrical

Lt |
, with backdrops, a prop room, lights, gels, and consrruc

"}'I ] ]1.]‘.{' \'(‘Ht'-'T('\i over [J]L' years, I \'.]H

1 T |
10N tO0is. |}‘.[' ',‘!'U}‘_\ wi

visual oddiries, v wving a unique atrribure. It could
1 - . ted watch § .
0¢€ 4 [orn wasp nest or a rustea watcn race, w

th the hands missing.

in the object thar artracts me. In const

|

a still life, I move the elen

15 SOome sp1

by looking abstractly at their

'nts .il."\\’.

color, .\.|1.'.=r‘v. and form unrtil the magic of the image appears.

The still life Ul‘_lt_‘\.'i.\ a

» as actors on a stage and their position rela

tive to each other establishes a dialogue. The studio lighting is key

ng the inanimate still life and unifying the disparate ele-

| - T e Boawr Frare & nhe L .
The conrent seems ro low from this subconscious

Y .i.".\i l j:.i'.:' |\‘.'s‘.1‘.|';i TO [rust T|1r.‘ Process, !'.i[]!t‘[' ':h.i]} L]('\!;“J}II)Q

the piece before constructing it. Artifice and illusion are part of the

thearrical tradition thar fuses the imaginary with real and [ have

incorporated this practice into phorography.

S
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[t is more immediate and intense to do my

work physically, rather than say digirally. An opera

singer once told me thar singing is being inside the mu-

sic, not outside of it, listening. It is a complerely dift

ent way ot e '[‘l‘l'lt‘: ~Ang !]M' CcOMPpOosers wot I' [ [(‘('{ I!

same way abour crearing images. By physically being in
the studio, | am within the world of the image, not just
¥ :L\'\‘.ll‘-}: 1L. l]){' l'.".'}‘l'r‘.L"l'.'l." 1S more [1kl' . ‘~\.lL.:]1‘1z Li]'L'.i”‘.
[..iI('l‘_». [ ]].l\!' l‘l'l‘n '1E1\“‘:||'|_\_‘_ W !tl! 4 L{:‘;:'H.'ll camera,
because it frees me up crearively. Since there is no film
COSL Or i‘]'\?l l"~.\|[]:;_‘. t{l‘\\ n rime, I can l\l' CVEr more ¢x

perimental and see the resules of a shoor immediately.

However, the sets and lighting effects are scill physi

cal and the digital processing is only used for standard

darkroom [‘]lh L'\{lll':‘\. not ro construct '-lll' imagre. I 4m

s0 happy to be released from the darkroom, w ith all its

|

chemicals, and find digital photography to be a won-

derfully creative rtool, yet the reality is thar I cannor sit

r abour the

for too long and much prefer to be movi
studio than being in front of a compurer.

SS: |

sect world with its strategies of mimicry, camouflage, and meta

morphosis. In an image, it you can show thar one object echoes

My inspiration comes directly from my study of the in

another visually, then subconsciously the viewer equares the two in
rer

their mind, leading to new interprerartions. There is a dynamic ten

sion when you successfully fuse two opposing elements in a single

piece—beauriful with ugly, light with dark, enchanrting with hor-
rific, brashness with subtlety, cool colors with warm, structure with
chaos, technology with nature. Embedding borh visual and

{

lecrual dichoromies in a single piece adds contrast anc

complexiry of life.

ter do follow

Both of our works, while different in subject n

ul fusing of opposites. Whar I admire

a similar strategy in
about Stephanie’s approach is her mimicry of urban design, with
its perfectly machined mass production; yet her work is purpose
fully hand made, with all the subtle telltale signs of the hand and
its inherent imperfections. By combining these two opposing

forms of construcrion, she is creating an engaging social commen-

[ary that poses a question .1I1\i| ‘ ]1\\\'_\ tor various interprecations
! I I
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I'W: In the "Narura Morra” series, | was referencing a historical
style. Bue in the “Theater of Insects” project, I am actually fusing the

scientific theory of Industrial Melanism with the Japanese aestheric

of wabi-sabi.

Each project suggests its own direction and influences based
on the imagery itself. I would say thar the one unifying theme that
weaves itself through my work is the notion of the disconnect be-

tween our urban culture and the narural world. This "Global Folly”

is in turn exemplified by the classic theme of vanitas. Ultimarely,
decay and entropy take their roll on every human endeavor and all
is vanity in the face of Nature.

SS

JW: I hrmly believe in seduction. Art is color, composition, line

Above, Fig Stephanie Syjuco and Gall Pickering, | Love Technology and form. It is meant to be seductive, like music for the walls. On

the other hand, crearive forces in the world are always tempered

by destructive ones—from the molecular level to world wars. So

- Frai if, as an artist, one is holding up a mirror to reflect the reality of

our times, then there will always be the dichotomy tha life itself






presents. The critic Robert Hughes said, "all
great art simultancously stimulates the senses,
the imagination and the intellect.” I strive for
[IEI.‘.‘-L' l‘i}.l-‘['). Si'\ill\ C ,inL{ ?\11!'[‘!'].‘\(' :]!l' VICEWCT,

[Ilt'!] \l]‘\'(' I]]t‘ﬂ\ h“!'lli'[]l[:ul o ]‘llll\.i{".'.

I'W: You make reference ro culling information on the Phil-

ippines from the Internet to connect with your birthplace. Have

g. 13: Jo Whaley. Water bufialo and plums, market

you returned to the Philippines since you were a child? This year |

Above. Fig. 14: Jo Whaley. Tire Trash Ums. Luang Prabang. Loa: spent a month in Southeast Asia, the experience of which gives me
= _ 3 :

an mmmediare visg i'['.]] Ll[h{t‘1':~t.1[1u:]1\_§_ L‘} some l‘r ‘_.'l‘l][' \\'L‘I'L. on {]‘t‘

t‘.\'plt‘lt.lrh‘l‘- thar comes with ;1[nl‘.,1]|:'..17:u:1.

SS:
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globalization, and they critique it and turn it upside down in clever
and humorous ways. Manila especially is a crazy place, a mix of
both developing and developed worlds, and I was struck by how
the artists there are literally “living it” as opposed to merely depict-
ing it. | can't imagine not going back to see more art there!

JW: That clash of pre-industrial traditions with modern tech-
nologies that you describe, I find so stimulating. There is such a
huge gulf berween our capitalistic consumer culture, with all its
privileges and the rough and rumble “Third World," with all its
limitarions and its ad hoc economies. | see many evidences in your
work that are based on this chasm:”La Maison Tunisie,” the "Coun-
terfeit Crochet” project, the “Black Market” series. In these projects,
I see you celebrating manual skills and ingenuity versus the mecha-
nistic multinational approach to producing consumer goods. 1
would posit that the notion of modern day piracy in the black mar-
ket is more than a disrespect for intellectual property and corporare
concerns, bur rather it comes from a distinct culrural difference in
attitude. Free form and using anything and everything available in
the production of objects is after all the norm in the third world.

8S: Whar | find culrurally so fascinating abour piracy and
black markets is thac the disregard for international copyright
laws circumvents traditional channels of capiralism and creates a
means by which folks can directly acquire thar which they could
not otherwise afford. My main interest in it stems from how DIY
(‘do-it-yourself”) it can be when the average person decides they
can claim the auchority to make their own version of something,
even if it’s just a copy. One of my ongoing collaborative works,"The
Counterfeir Crocher Project/Critique of a Political Economy, (hg.
7) is both a critique and an homage to the culture of the commod-
ity in thar it acknowledges the lure of the high-status object yer
urges crafters to hand-make their own translations of them. I like
to think that the original is so overrated, anyway.

JW: In the past American artists went to Europe for inspira-
tion, whereas we are both traveling to developing countries (a mis-
nomer in itself ), which for me ar this time offers greater stimulus. |
feel as though T am witnessing an energetic and strange new furure.
The ingenuity and creative re-use of marerials is really inspiring. 1
see art everywhere; not just that which is sanctioned in museums,
but rather art thar is in the chaos of the streets. For example, this
year in Luang Prabang I noticed unusual trash cans in thar small
town set in the remote hills of Laos. To my amazement, they were
made from large truck tires that had been reformed to the shape of
an ancient urn and lid (fig. 14). To me this is art...an inventive re-
use of marerials thar references the past, made by hand, and sensual
in form. An anthropologist once said that one of the purposes of
artin all culrures was to make special and ritualize the common-
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place. This one example of “urban trash urns” illustrates the imagi-
nation and resourcefulness of the so-called Third World.

SS: How do you see this visual experience and intake influenc-
ing your projects?

JW: Already I use junk in my sets and these travels only rein-
force my penchant for refuse and its creative re-use. | have an at-
traction to manufactured objects that have been partially reclaimed
by natural forces: water, fire, earth, and air. Burnt or rusted meral,
plastic pitted by the sea, glass turned iridescent in the earth are all
candidares for inclusion in my still-lifes. They represent literally a
fusion between the urban and natural world, as well as the tran-
sience of life. Whatever humans create, entropy and decay are not
far away.

My travels also free me from thinking of art only in the context
of art institurions. Art should be everywhere. While still participat-
ing in the art world, I feel very free to step outside of it. Some of my
images are licensed through Gerty to be used as book covers and
edirorial illustrations, which brings the work into the commonplace.
For the “Theater of Insects” project, I am specifically seeking out
Natural History Museums to exhibit in. The context makes sense,
as actual insect specimens can be shown with the photographs,
which will provide a richer experience for the viewer.

Stephanie, you mentioned thar you were going to try and pur-
sue returning to the Philippines. Why and how do you see your
work changing in the future in response to working there?

SS:The "Galleon Trade” project that I was a part of in Manila
Wis as f'n.ul-'h -ﬁ‘ollf !.I'IEL"I'SCC{[“L}_' .\l'l.l.l I‘ﬂffrfd\‘”]g \\'Hh L'OI'[[L'F!'[P(‘I’.“'Y
Filipino artists as much as ir was about showing our work in their
CONICXt, SO we h.-]d some ."“J:l‘llg \.h.llﬂgllf.‘; 1‘0“‘.’1‘(1] us .Uld l was
privileged to see a range of high-caliber work. I'm extremely excired
to go back and pick back up on the dialogues we started, and make
work directly in the context of Manila as opposed to"imporring”
work there. [ started a few ralks with artists abour collaboraring,
and these seem ro me ro be the most exciring direction. I'm pretry
ready to throw my practice wide open and not think too much
abour a pre-determined project, bur work with others ro see whar
springs up. In the past, I've had successful collaborative endeavors
\\'hl'll [I\'l.' (‘Pl.'n{.'d |'l‘}'?"\l'“- ll].‘ [oa new Sltll.ltit‘ll ‘!lui was Jl"ll‘ o hfl.'}_‘
outside of my “known” practice a bit ("I Love Technology and Tech-
nology Loves Me," 1999, in collaboration with London artist Gail
Pickering in the Czech Republic) (fig- 11).

Specifically, several of us are interested in the idea of a"tropical
gothic”—the idea of a dark bur playful side to the kitsch and hybrid-
ity that is the Philippines, where you have high-rise condominiums
and posh shopping malls side-by-side with shanties and slums. Two

artists I'm thinking of are video and installation artist Yason Banal






