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AN INTERVIEW WITH TERESA BAKER
Conducted by Sarah Beth Wilson
SBW: What role does your Native American heritage play in your art?
TB: I am from the Fort Berthold Indian Reservation in Mandaree, North
Dakota. I grew up mainly in the northern plains states; North Dakota,
Montana, Oklahoma for a few years and Nebraska. I lived in New York City
for eight years and San Francisco for four years before moving to Beaumont
in May 2015. I am half Mandan and Hidatsa and half German. My Native
American heritage plays a role sometimes subconsciously and sometimes
directly. I believe that the aesthetics of where I was raised have influenced
the way I see. The plains states are wide, vast expanses. Staring at those
landscapes for so many years, where you have horizon lines and seemingly
barren lands, one starts to become aware of the smallest details and those
details become the focus within the large, blank slate around them. I grew
up in and around my Mandan and Hidatsa culture, the colors, patterns of
beadwork, clothing and ceremonial objects come in and out of my work
in the same way as the landscape. My work is a combination of the many
shapes, colors and lines I see in the world that form together into a piece – a
piece that has been reduced to its most vital elements.

SBW: How does your exhibition title relate to your art and the viewer?
TB: The exhibition title relates directly to the material of the vinyl coated
mesh. This material has created an entirely new set of possibilities and
limitations to work within. There is the grid pattern that is inherent in the
material, which makes unique sets of shapes and lines. Once I start to layer,
fold, cut or add more marks, additional shapes and lines appear for the eye
to respond to. My art changes constantly, because of the properties of the
mesh, as you move and interact with the object, space, and light. The vinyl
mesh plays tricks on the eyes, sometimes affecting the ability to focus. It
interacts with what is beneath or on top, sometimes adding subtle elements
of color, or depending on the play with light, shifting moiré patterns.

SBW: You often use nontraditional media, including vinyl. Why does vinyl
appeal to you? What other forms of media do you hope to explore?
TB: For a long time, I did not like plastics as a material, and I still think sheets
of plastic are not easy to use because of their visually repellent properties,
such as reflection and glossiness - properties I am not drawn to. Vinyl coated
mesh, however, is not glossy. It has a matte finish, and has tiny square holes so
you can literally see through it. In some of my work I cut strips of fluorescent
vinyl, which allows for moments of play between the glossy plastic and
matte plastic. I started working with vinyl coated mesh as a result of using
felt for so long. The core concepts of my practice have remained the same
for many years, but what changes is the material investigation. Felt became

dense and too fluffy. I wanted to
start having moments where I could
break up or see through the felt. So,
I began thinking about the complete
opposite of felt that would allow a
certain transparency. I discovered
vinyl coated mesh while looking at
plastics. From that point on, I began
to focus completely on the vinyl
coated mesh and fluorescent vinyl –
the polypropylene is a new addition.
I have a few ideas in mind for future
materials, but usually on the way to
exploring a material I think I will like,
I discover one that is better.

SBW: Why do you create art?
TB: I believe in process and the power
of an object. I love performance for
its process and its inability to be
completely captured. There is the
moment of actually being on stage,
and what is so exhilaring is the
unknowing of how that moment will
go. Failures and successes are all added together. A performance changes
every time - you can never have the same performance twice.
I wonder how to bring some of those same ideas, moments and liveliness
to an object. I am a process artist. I enter my studio without a direct sketch
in mind, but start with a shape or color and often times my decisions are
responding to what the material needs - and ultimately what the piece
needs. I am interested in the power of an object having the ability to move,
not literally, but emotionally, spiritually and figuratively. I can never make
the same object twice because the subtlest actions change it entirely.
I want to make objects that have a sort of life or energy of their own – that
live in spaces and are not static, they are not just a design element, but also
have a presence.

This exhibition is generously funded, in part, by the City of
Beaumont, the Wesley W. Washburn, M.D. and Lulu L. Smith, M.D.
Endowment Fund, the Texas Commission on the Arts, an award
from the National Endowment for the Arts. Art Works and the
C. Homer and Edith Fuller Chambers Charitable Foundation.
Likeness (detail), 2016, fluorescent vinyl on vinyl coated mesh, 56 x 54 x 6 1/2 in., photography by Sherri Miller

