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Deceptive Solidity: An Interview with Weston Teruya

By Resonant City

Weston Teruya is a Bay Area artist working in paper constructions that explore complex spatial
and social relationships.

In your work you create environmental or spatial responses that seem to result from the
dislocation of meaning and the rearrangement of, potentially didactic, cultural signifiers
such as progress and development. These elements are reconfigured into forms of
disjointed places, piles, and contingent objects. It seems that these dislocations create a
visual commentary about society, critiquing class, race, and capital and its spatial
arrangements. None of the work has solidity or integrity of form, each piece is
fragmented/broken/fractured/splintered space. Is this a commentary on crisis or collapse?
Tenuous nature of building things....? Natural versus man-made disasters..?

I'm interested in the process of rebuilding; the way that framework presents a potentially
useful means of viewing the world. This destabilization and the resulting moments of in-
between-ness help me to understand the way these physical and social elements relate
and rely on one another in everyday life. There is often a deceptive solidity to the visual
landscape that helps to mask the social dynamics that you mention. So | hope itis less
about my commentary as it is a tactic of viewing and dissecting our physical and social
environs.

Weston Teruya, Many times under the ornate canopy, spraypaint and drawing media on paper sculpture 37" x 60" x 55"
We think of landscape as a highly contested term loaded with social, political, and

economic aspects dependent on the specific history and properties of the space in
question. How do you define landscape in relationship to your work?
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I think landscape is intimately tied to viewership—the power to be the one who sees,
knows or possesses. What remains unseen or hidden also haunts the landscape and
implicates the viewer and framer. It's also about movement through space, where and
how that movement is enabled, allowed or challenged—and from that, the interactions
between groups or lack thereof. In my work | like to hone in on the physical, social, or
historical elements of the built environment that help to shape movement or viewership.

What societal dynamics are revealed by geography and the built environment in your
work? Have your experiments in site-specific work revealed any other insights into these
dynamics?

That's a huge question so I'll hone in on a smaller part of it. All of the spatial references in
the work are tied to specific sites; in most of the work I've been focused on one site in
particular. In this site there are two County-run institutions: a juvenile hall and a public
country club. Those curiously paired entities, forced into spatial dialogue because of their
proximity, reside in a

broader suburban area layered
with additional histories and
narratives. Across the street from
the golf course sits a renowned
medical facility that emerged from
what used to be known as the
County Farm or the “poor farm,”
a care-facility tending to destitute
patients who in turn worked the
land. In subsequent waves of
modernization, the hospital shed
its agricultural past selling off plots
that eventually became suburban
homes, apartment buildings
dotted with “For Rent” signs,
schools and the golf course and
juvenile hall.

After more recent waves of
budget woes, the medical facility
pulled in even further, leaving
behind blocks of their old
campus, boarded up and fenced

Weston Teruya , , off—the largest evidence of the
The gracious city at the neighbor's edge site’s complex past. These

15££?Z/<p1aér(1)t" ?(ngdzgr;l(\)/\{l?g media on paper sculpture grounds have their own

mythology, propagated through hearsay and YouTube videos by groups of self-described
paranormal experts claiming the site to be a haunted, abandoned insane asylum. Leaving
aside the asylum fabulations, the ghost hunters present a useful lens to grapple with the
persistence and simultaneity of the past (and future) within the present.

The juvenile hall itself is cartographically invisible. Even when physically approaching the
hall, one must travel through the buffer formed by the golf course, detour around the
parking structure that obscures the entrance, and pass through the heavy concrete walls.
Yet the spatial narrative of social progress offered by the suburb and the golf course
continues to be haunted by the embodied spectre of containment and criminality. The
entire site has a repeated relationship to the spirits of rehabilitation and control as well as
the related concepts of privilege and success.

There are references to development and/or the environment in your bodies of work,
specifically a topology of resorts and golf courses, which are highly coded and exclusive
along class and race divisions. Can you talk about your interest in these forms and/or
spatial arrangements and what they mean in terms of social critique?
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Weston Teruya
An abundance of gatherings (the earth turned over)
spraypaint and drawing media on cut paper on paper 48.5" x 38" 2009

The golf course as a visual symbol certainly carries with it the traces of those race, class,
and gender dynamics. But what | find the most interesting about how it operates within
that specific site is the way it plays a very clear role in real estate value and, as you noted
earlier, landscape. One of the ways it functions is to buffer the hall. It creates a very
clear, but seemingly open barrier that separates criminality from suburban life, and
therefore protects land value. In a way it operates as a kind of massive front lawn—the
neatly manicured and constrained version of nature that is presented as the portal
between the streets and the protected domestic space.

[t's also one of the areas that really makes the connection back to the historical context
for the site. One of the symbols on the golf course that | find very interesting is a carved
wooden sign on the front putting green right next to the golf club house. The sign
marks the course as a former Men's Club, including the date it was founded decades
ago. Since itis now a public course, the clientele is fairly racially diverse and usually has a
good number of women playing there at any time. So the sign becomes a historical
marker, something that recounts a restrictive past that has now been overcome. The
spatial narrative instructs us that even in this elitist sport, women and people of color
have made progress. This in turn can be read against the presence of the juvenile hall
right next door. With the golf course seemingly functioning as a space of economic and
social progress, the incarcerated youth are further marginalized narratively, because they
have been unable to come along this trajectory of success.

Just to reiterate, it's the public nature of the course that exemplifies the complexity of
how these dynamics play out. I've noticed that the club house there is often used for
wedding receptions, quinceanera ,and other community gatherings, precisely because it
is a more accessible gathering space. So even if there's this initial polarization between
these two institutions, there’s a nuance to the specific way the spaces actually operate.
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| also want to note that part of the reason that | keep returning to this golf space is
because it implicates me and my position in all of this as well. I've never golfed, but |
definitely come from a golfing family. | grew up hanging out at the driving range as a
little kid when my dad would go there on weekends and to this day my grandma is
religious about her weekly mini-tournaments. So like the club house issue, | hope
there's space to grapple both with the spatial-sociopolitical narrative, while also
acknowledging the complicated ways it actually intersects with people’s lives.

Borders, barriers, fences, and other objects of control are littered throughout most of your work.
Do you think of these barriers in terms of physical impediments and blockages or more as
metaphorical or discursive barriers that need to be overcome?

I try to minimize working in metaphor, but | am interested in these as more than purely physical
barriers. All of these objects act as grounded impediments, but also have social, legal, historic, and
economic roles and implications. So while there is a certain visual pleasure as an artist in playing with
arrangements of objects, | also hope | can bring to bear the way they operate within those systems.

~

Weston Teruya
In which the lingering properties of men’s club signage are explored (site study 5)
spraypaint, drawing media and cut paper on paper 15" x 20" 2009

Paper is a very ephemeral material and yet you use it to construct somewhat rigid
forms. Many of the objects you create in paper simulate construction materials and
other elements of the built environment. Why did you decide to build with paper (both
2d & 3d) and what does this use of simulated form convey in your work? And to follow
up on the material considerations, what are benefits and drawbacks of working with
paper?

| love the malleability and everyday nature of paper. It has a craft and tradition, both
ancient and very DIY contemporary, that gives it a social context while it remains such a
fundamental material with which to experiment. The commonality of it as a material has a
conceptual resonance for me, but there's also an aesthetic pleasure and accessibility to
that as well; for myself and hopefully for audiences. As much as outsourcing and
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fabrication have been a part of artistic practice for quite some time, | root my own
practice in a hands-on process. | think of artmaking as a form of knowledge building and
working through my more conceptual concerns. Working in paper allows me to continue
that process myself and to continue rooting my thinking in materials. It is cheap,
relatively easy to find and shape, easy to prototype, fail, and remake.

| also think that working within the limits of my own hands roots everything within my
own perspective as an artist. I'm dealing with spaces and issues that have a number of
sociopolitical layers and ramifications. Defining that scope is one of the ways | make sure
the voice in the work remains very connected to the falliability of my own perspectives
and limits.

Of course, paper can be maddeningly fragile and difficult to use in certain ways. It
reminds me of building spraypaint stencils—it requires a certain way of looking at objects
and images, knowing what is possible and what needs to be fudged a little; the little
workarounds necessary to make something happen. On one hand it can be much
easier to transport because it is so lightweight and on the flip side |'ve had pieces
destroyed, damaged, and warped. Ultimately you have to just embrace the drawbacks
and incorporate them into your thinking about the material.

For instance, I've recently been thinking a lot about haunting. Fredric Jameson has a
great quote where he mentions that the importance of haunting is not the existence of
ghosts, but the way it points out the false density of the living present. | feel like that
sense of fragility is what underpins my interest in creating these elaborate constructions
from such delicate materials. Hopefully there's this sense that these seemingly solid
institutions that make up our social and visual landscape are not only layered and
propped up by one another, but that the only things keeping them from collapsing in on
themselves are other, very precariously positioned pieces of the same puzzle.

= 28

Al

\ T ;
‘:‘%S[{:‘. ey _ AT

—Sec. W ram

Weston Teruya
From which it was built (division of lands)
spraypaint and drawing media on cut paper on paper 22.75" x 29.75" 2008

Looking at the body of your work, there are common threads that seem to return to a
story about progress and social concerns. What is the overarching narrative of your
work if any?

Hopefully some of the other answers touched on this a bit. But | should note that | used
to have a number of different loose narratives or scenarios that would fuel some of the
work, especially the drawings. More recently I've been moving toward a more clear
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exploration of my research into the real site. | think there's also something about the
shift into thinking sculpturally that has lended itself to less narrative thinking and more
about the function and relationships of the objects themselves. Perhaps it is less about
the binary and more about how the shift in mediums allows for some things to come
more to the fore

How much of your upbringing in Hawai'i or other parts of your personal history made
its way into your work or subject matter?

At different times in my career, |'ve tried to create work that explicitly deals with Hawai'i
and the sociopolitical dynamics there. It's something that I'll probably return to every so
often, particularly since | don’t think any of the work has really started to dig into the
things that | think are very particular and interesting about Hawai'i, like contemporary
racial dynamics, local identity, and what it socially and politically means to be an island in
the middle of the Pacific. There are also ways | think growing up there (and leaving) has
shaped my worldview. So in a roundabout way, it influences some of my artistic
interests, but outside of the Hawai'i specific work it's not something you can necessarily
point out.

Teruya’'s work is included in Bay Area Now 6 at the Yerba Buena Center for the Arts in San
Francisco. The show runs from July 9 to September 25. And he will have work at the Atlanta
Contemporary Art Center from July 15 to September 18 in a show called Material Deposits.



