it could exceed language. So, as much as | try, | don’t think
I'm going to get to the heart of it using words.

AN: You’re now doing research for a new piece and thinking
about Imelda Marcos?

TB: Yeah, she wrote a book about photosynthesis and how
it's a process that relates to the Filipino heart. None of it
makes any sense, but it has the shape of sense. I'm kind
of obsessed with it. Imelda was notably Roman Catholic:



the Spanish colonization of the Philippines brought in the
religion, which is an impressively image-fetishy and drama-
filled religion. It's so pagan because you're, like, literally
eating the body and blood of Christ. And | think confession
has this funny function where it reabsorbs the Catholic
population’s sinful desires and repressed energy, which are
then manifested again in the religion’s imagery. Catholic
imagery is so violent and sexy and graphic. The light of God.

And the Philippines is a country where people crucify
themselves for show during Easter. They build a cross out
of two-by-fours and stuff, they carry it up that hill, and all
their friends pray and take pictures. It’s just such a spectacle.
The Philippines sometimes seems to behave, | think, like a
cover band of other people’s cultures—or like other cultures
in drag. Like when Imelda and Ferdinand were ousted, she
went on her balcony and sang a song in front of all these
people hired to cry. It’s basically the musical Evita. In the
1950s, American pop culture arrived, replacing the subjects
within this sexy Catholic narrative. And that’s how you end up
with ceramics of Winnie the Pooh characters reenacting the
nativity—which you can find right now at my aunt’s house.

AN: How did the footage from Japan end up in this piece?

TB: It was a place | could go to for free while | sublet my
apartment in New York. I'd never been to Japan. | have a
real belief that | can make art out of anything, and | was
excited to work with this new landscape. (Hashtag Mountain
Dew bottle mentality!) After my road trip with my family, |



actually approached Japan with a hope to reconcile my own
position as an outsider to language. | would go back to Asia
as an artist working on an exhibition—which usually includes
a certain amount of support—but the whole experience was
flooded with a surprisingly enormous amount of racism in
both professional and personal ways. Up until the day before
the opening, they wouldn’t listen to any of my installation
instructions because they thought | was the assistant to
the white person | was traveling with. That frustration and
loneliness—specifically related to racial stuff—became part
of The Voice after that iteration.

AN: That’s really terrible to hear. Now thinking back over
its various iterations, | do see how a whole new layer of
complexity was added to the piece after that version. Did
the abstracted sense of language that you encountered in
Japan resonate with your experience on the road trip in the
Philippines?

TB: Yeah. And the alphabet is different. You don’t even see
the letter “A” or anything. For me, the language became
really far gone, moving into a space of drawing. The absence
of something—in this case, the absence of literacy—is always
an opportunity for creative thought. (Hashtag Mountain Dew
bottle mentality!) This is something that was ingrained in the
work from the start—its first iteration was called Ghosts, and
a ghost is a thing you create from traces of what’s absent.

AN: The ghost is a complicated recurring entity in this work.
Did it function as a formal or narrative device?



TB: Yeah, | think a ghost is always there, as long as there are
cracks. And my work is just cracks, cracks, cracks. And things
slipping. Ghosts are within all those little places in your head
that make you feel those pangs and stomach drops. Or, put
less dramatically, ghosts are in the atmosphere of every
thought, and the negative space of everything that’s been
forgotten, and how you fill it in. | think it’s about positive
space versus negative space. For example, the recalled
melody of “Poor Unfortunate Souls” is also a ghost in The
Voice. Because all you get in the film are homophones of the
lyrics framed as subtitles, but if you are at all familiar with the
reference, that thumping diva melody is gonna start playing
in your head. And how it’s remembered will be different for
everyone.

AN: And | like that some people can see it or hear it, and
some people can’t. Because so many people are going to
watch this video and never pick up any relationship to The
Little Mermaid. But the people who know will see it. | think
that’s how ghosts work, too.

What | find really powerful and unique about your work is
your ability to articulate the ghosts in language, how you
manifest those gaps and resonances. You bring an abstract
experience of language and meaning into a visual space.

TB: It’s nice to hear that it works! | think opening these
pathways is the first step to enabling radical thought. B
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Biologue is co-presented with the Images Festival,
April 12-20, 2018. For more information, visit
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