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Abstract

The White House is my father’s colonial-hybrid ancestral 
house (bahay na bato) in Baliuag, the Philippines. The 
White House tells a story of a dwelling imbricated within 
both national and nationless histories.  

Contemporary emplacement demands movement, 
whether through migration, travel, or transcultural 
exchange. Identity, as positioned by the postcolonial 
writer Édouard Glissant, is linked fundamentally with 
change and contact with others, and yet the loss that 
these forms of movement demand begs the question of 
what—in the most ancestral depths of our being—still 
remains. Facing these depths, the idea of home offers a 
metaphor for grounding. This thesis assembles multiple 
fragmentary, and at times opaque, individual parts into 
a hybrid that offers a response to this question.  

I position the site of the White House as a counterpoint 
to national official history and as the subject of multiple 
forms of exchange. My thesis tells a personal history 
seen through the alternating lenses of domestic space, 
public graffiti, and fine art. Through the representational 
forms of drawing, writing, and digital space—media 
that I offer in response to the physical house—the 
architecture and the histories it embodies take on new 
lives across time and geographic location. The topology 
of a palimpsest becomes the source of inspiration for 
a drawing series of the White House, extending the 
tradition of architectural drawing and culminating with 
a large-scale canvas panel mounted and installed for 
public view in Toronto, Canada. Methods of drawing, 
inscription, hachure, and erasure are used to document 
and reflect on the physical architecture of the White 
House. In the process, interactions between the 
palimpsest’s layers begin to suggest a contemporary 
framework for thinking about urban history.  

...
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Through this thesis, I grieve the physical loss of a house 
from my memory, and its metaphysical loss in the face 
of emergent site-less hyperculture. Facing these losses, 
I freely confront the future holding aspects of deep 
cultural identity that might still resist change. 
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The White House is built as a favour, a 
refuge, a repository. The objects within 
serve as ornament and as datum for the 
recollection of collective memory. They are 
a material assemblage of an archipelago: 
rattan, harvested from Southeast Asian 
jungle, the inlaid bone of provincial 
water buffalo, the shells of windowpane 
oysters in Capiz. The stair balustrades are 
the productof local industry; the shrines 
and statues of religious icons—moments 
reserved for adoration, remnants of the 
Spanish Catholic occupation.

1



Fig. 0.1  Rattan Chair from the White House series, Marker on paper, 2020
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Introduction

	 This thesis is fundamentally a proj-
ect of emplacement, and an account of 
how the project itself evolved within the 
thesis’s timeframe. The thesis references 
the topologies of a counter-narrative 
and a palimpsest and, in parallel, the 
tensions that those metaphoric topolo-
gies invoke. Illustrated fragments re-
count a journey in multiple scales: the 
geographic (from Manila, to Toronto, to 
Venice, and the moment preceding a re-
turn to Manila), the chronological (from 
fall 2019 to spring 2022), and the anach-
ronistic (by way of memories, dreams, 
plans, and ancestral stories). This jour-
ney begins and ends with a house in the 
Philippines, the White House. It de-
scribes discrete projects stemming from 
the house’s history, contained within the 
years of isolation that the COVID-19 
crisis necessitated. Rather than position-
ing the work as an ‘alternative narrative,’ 
which implies a relationship of center 
and periphery, my thesis acknowledges 
the existence of ‘multiple narratives’–in 
the spirit, perhaps, of Édouard Glissant’s 
dynamic conception of globality, as op-
posed to globalization.1 

I start with a passage written by the late 
bell hooks: 

I came to theory desperate, wanting 
to comprehend–to grasp what was 
happening around and within me. 
Most importantly, I wanted to make 
the hurt go away. I saw in theory then 
a location for healing.2 

	 My thesis does not propose a new 
building design, thus I have framed it as 
theory; yet I have found emplacement 
most profoundly through the practice of 
drawing, writing about, and disseminat-
ing built form. These acts are expressed 
through the following multimedia arte-
facts: a set of scanned drawings, a print 
magazine, a series of webpages, and a 
large-scale drawing. As in a palimpsest, 
the story of the White House bleeds 
through all of these artefacts. With the 
White House as a foothold, this thesis 
seeks continuity, teasing out the layers 
of identity that remain and refuse to be 
absorbed by the disruptions of migra-
tion, colonization, and transcultural ex-
change. This intuition comes in response 
to what South Korean-born German 
philosopher Byung-Chul Han describes 
as the emergent “hypercultural de-sit-
ing” that will have to “confront a funda-
mentalism of sites,” “ancestral voices 

1  Glissant describes globality in opposition to globalization; rather than a model that standardizes and dilutes, globality produces a 
difference from which new things can emerge. Édouard Glissant and Hans Ulrish Obrist. Archipelago. (Isolarii, 2021), 22.
2  bell hooks. Theory as Liberatory Practice. (London: Routledge, 1994), 59.

Fig. 0.2  Interior of the upstairs sala of the White 
House, Baliuag, 2020
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prophesying disaster,” and “the trauma 
of loss.”3 I wished to be an expert in 
Philippine architecture. At the same 
time, as a first-generation immigrant to 
Canada, I knew that there were limits to 
this expertise and its utility, and I wanted 
as much to locate the beauty within this 
nascent space of cross-cultural identity. 
And the part of that identity which, in 
my own case, is “Filipino”, has been 
eloquently described by the Filipina art 
historian Florina H. Capistrano-Baker as 
“not simply a matter of peeling away 
cultural layers, for the essence of Filipi-
no-ness is imbricated in the intertwined 
layers of external stimuli as Asian, Euro-
pean, and American empires successive-
ly [or] simultaneously attempted to draw 
the archipelago into their rival spheres, 
creating cultural entanglements that 
have become intrinsic to Philippine visu-
al culture.”4 Indeed, there is a particular-
ly interesting irony in claiming the term 
“Filipino” as part of personal identity, 
since it was only during the spread of 
national consciousness in the late 1800s 
that there existed a population begin-
ning to refer to itself as Filipino.5 Never-
theless, this term is my starting point.

	 The White House is a name I de-
veloped to refer to my father’s ancestral 
house in Baliuag, Philippines. At the 
onset, I was drawn to the image of the 
house as “one of the greatest powers 
of integration for the thoughts, memo-
ries and dreams of mankind.”6 I started 
by framing the history of the White 
House, my family history, along the axis 
of a narrative and counter-narrative. By 
critiquing canonical architectural history 

typically told through monuments and 
public buildings, I was able to build a 
provocation that prioritized the knowl-
edge of the vernacular, of the colonized, 
and of the family whose day-to-day 
lives were entwined with the multigen-
erational home. I found the medium of 
story-telling useful at this stage of the 
research since, as Alberto Pérez-Gó-
mez wrote, “the qualities of place were 
always enacted through myths: oral, ev-
er-transforming stories that were deeply 
shared by the people and intertwined 
with the landscape.”7

	 The irony of a counter-narrative, 
I began to learn, is that it requires a 
primary narrative which becomes the 
basis of a critique. Though useful, I knew 
that this power analysis was not funda-
mentally what my thesis was about, nor 
was it a historical thesis about Philippine 
architecture designed to exist in isola-
tion. And yet, in the particular example 
of the Philippines I have outlined, I was 
fated with the opportunity to study a 
culture that in its current form is impossi-
ble to separate from the impositions and 
influences of external sources—from the 
karaoke machines of Japanese origin, to 
the penchant for American sports, to the 
bahay na bato housing typology I had 
studied and whose literal foundations 
were rooted in the stones of colonial 
Spain. (The questions of authorship and 
origination will be discussed at length in 
the section of this thesis entitled, Ven-
ice: Philippine Copycats.) This inextrica-
ble sense of nationality is something I 
believe to be shared by many communi-
ties in our contemporary “hypercultural” 

3  Byung-Chul Han. Hyperculture: Culture and Globalisation. (Hoboken: Wiley, 2022), 10.
4  Florina H. Capistrano-Baker. “The Roberta and Richard Huber Colloquium, 2021.” NYU Institute of Fine Arts Events Archive. 
November 12, 2021. https://ifa.nyu.edu/events/archive-2021.htm
5  Benedict Anderson. “First Filipino.” London Review of Books 19, No. 20 (1997).
6  Gaston Bachelard. The Poetics of Space. (Boston: Beacon Press, 1969).
7  Perez-Gomez, Alberto. Attunement: Architectural Meaning after the Crisis of Modern Science. (Boston: The MIT Press, 2016).
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world, Filipino or not. Perhaps it is more 
useful to think about emplacement and 
architectural history as multiple count-
er-narratives, that co-exist and do not 
always follow a line of direct opposition. 

	 I then became preoccupied with 
the topology of a palimpsest, and the 
matrix of relations associated with this 
topology. The metaphor of a palimpsest 
was useful in thinking about the complex 
exchange of stylistic and cultural influ-
ences in the Philippines and the Philip-
pine diaspora, and it was furthermore 
inspiring for the various drawing explo-
rations that would eventually comprise 
this thesis. As I built a literature review 
that traced the history of architectural 
representation, I thought about a pa-
limpsest’s layers, about building layers 
up, scraping them away; the interaction 
of layers between one another; what 
might be hidden beneath, and hidden 
elsewhere. I began to see new lines of 
travel in my thinking about my White 
House within analogous “unofficial” 
lived histories—in the graffiti-covered 
walls of central Toronto during lock-
down, the hidden spatial ecosystem of 
Venice during a Biennale, and the immi-
grant and female artists exhibited at the 
Art Gallery of Ontario. The image and 
the idea of the dwelling moved through 
these places with repetitious force; these 
new contexts became the conditions for 
my artefacts to materialize. Holding on 
to the White House as a metaphor for 
the most ancestral, core parts of my be-
ing, I wished to observe what would be 
filtered out and what would stubbornly 
remain, as the story took on new forms 
for various audiences. 

	 In compiling the writing and draw-
ings that follow, I asked myself: is this a 
thesis, or is it just a slice in time? That is 
to say, that perhaps this thesis itself is a 

work in progress, or just the first chapter 
of something larger—as this research 
has ultimately changed the course of my 
professional life. It has produced a story 
and set of images that have allied me 
with communities ranging from the size 
of my own immediate family, to Filipi-
no-Canadians who relate to the senti-
ments and memories of a fading ances-
tral house, to strangers who feel inspired 
by a story and a drawing series. Their 
dissemination and exchange across 
disciplines has allowed me to see how 
architectural design and fine art might 
bridge across to one another in fulfilling 
and intentional ways. And as I reflect on 
the first and last sections of the thesis, 
which were launched in my present 
home of Toronto, I’ve also painted a 
better picture for myself of the art and 
design community with whom I share 
this city. The ways in which its program-
mers and curators are working together 
to articulate Canadian cultural heritage 
has been integral to my practice moving 
forward. 

	 And so, I will recount the joy of 
synchronicity that has come from the 
mourning and celebration of an ances-
tral house. Perhaps this thesis, sited 
temporally in the unprecedented period 
following the outbreak of COVID-19—
hindered and strengthened by reliance 
on digital tools of communication—
forced to the vast interiorities of domes-
ticity and identity as a result of the outer 
world closing itself to me—is itself a 
counter-narrative to a graduate thesis. 

5



Fig. 0.3  Universal House/Particular House, Installation daytime view, 2022

Fig. 0.4  Sunlight in my garden, Venice notebook sketches, 2021

﻿  6



UNIVERSAL HOUSE / PARTICULAR HOUSE
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The bahay kubo, a freestanding structure 
on stilts, is a garden staple that clings to 
the memory of the Philippines’ first nipa 
huts. The folk song that gestures toward 
it, as its namesake, is a catalog of all the 
plants and vegetables that grow plentiful 
across the archipelago. The garden becomes 
a communal space, a stage for singing; the 
singing bridging the human and vegeta-
ble worlds as it calls out what’s around: 
string beans, hyacinth beans, lima beans, 
peanuts and eggplants.

9



Fig. 1.1  Bahay Kubo, Marker on paper, 2020.
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Fig. 1.2  Drawing of Universal House/Particular House by Bianca Weeko Martin, Montage of detail views 
of the artist’s hand in the process of drawing. (Photo: Nam Phi Dang)
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On Drawing

	 Architectural representation as we 
know it assumes standards—operating 
in a geometrized, homogenous space 
that was construed as the “real” space 
of human action during the nineteenth 
century8—that are often taken for grant-
ed. The concepts of perspective that 
emerged in Europe in the early Renais-
sance retained implicit connections with 
classical optics, resulting in contradic-
tions in the forms of hegemonic visual 
representation emerging at that time. 
These contradictions are outlined in de-
tail by the architectural historian Alberto 
Pérez-Gómez in Architectural Repre-
sentation and the Perspective Hinge. 
Pérez-Gómez describes the “story of 
perspective” as a hinge for architectural 
representation, examining a transform-
ing relationship between practice and 
theory, and the making of images and 
the making of buildings. In the book’s 
prelude, he writes: 

Representing architectural space as 
the time of an event, the disclosure of 
order between birth and death, in the 
unpredictable temporality of human 
life itself, projection is literally the 
hyphen between idea and experience 
that is the place of culture, the Platon-
ic khôra.9

	 Nearly thirty years later, and brief-
ly leaving the concept of architectural 
representation for the concept of “hy-

perculture” introduced on page 3, I cite 
Byung-Chul Han as writing:

Our present age is characterized by 
the collapse of horizons. Contexts 
that provide meaning and identity are 
disappearing, and the symptomatic 
results are fragmentation, a kind of 
pointilism, and pluralization. This also 
applies to the way we experience 
time. There is no longer the sort of 
fulfilling time that is due to a beautiful 
structure of past, present and future, 
that is, to a story, to narrative sus-
pense. Time becomes naked, that is, 
devoid of narration. A point-like time, 
or event time, emerges. Because it is 
poor in horizons, this kind of time is 
not able to carry much meaning.10

	 What, then, would it mean to 
generate a drawing that captures hori-
zonless, fragmented, pluralized space, 
stripped of narrative time? I engage 
with architectural representation not 
only to interrogate perceptions of place 
and built form, but to meditate on a 
cultural collapse of horizons.

	 In Translations from Drawing to 
Building, Robin Evans writes that archi-
tectural drawings play a generative role, 
and that their increasing consumability 
is due to their being “less concerned 
with their relation to what they repre-
sent than with their own constitution.”11 
The drawings themselves become the 
repositories of effects and the focus of 
attention, while the transmutation that 
occurs between drawing and building 
remains to a large extent an enigma. 
This enigma can be considered a depar-

8  Alberto Pérez-Gómez and Louise Pelletier. Architectural Representation and the Perspective Hinge. (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 1997), 5.
9  Ibid. 6.
10  Byung-Chul Han. Hyperculture: Culture and Globalisation. (Hoboken: Wiley. 2022), 50.
11  Robin Evans. Translations from Drawing to Building. (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1997), 160.
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ture from the role of a traditional archi-
tectural drawing which, at 1:1, directly 
represented an artefact of construction, 
neither generative nor suggestive—but 
productive.

	 A term that might provide further 
insight is disegno. Disegno, from the 
Italian word for drawing or design, 
carries a complex meaning in art which 
involves both the ability to make the 
drawing and the intellectual capacity 
to invent the design.12 However, as 
the architect Marco Frescari points out 
in Eleven Exercises in the Art of the 
Architectural Drawing, in Italian vernac-
ular, the use of the word disegno did 
not originate in painting and sculpture, 
but in ground measuring and in con-
struction sites.13 Here, I recognize the 
limits of my White House drawings as 

12  National Gallery, London. “Disegno.” Accessed April 7, 2022. https://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/paintings/glossary/disegno/
13  Marco Frescari. Eleven Exercises in the Art of Architectural Drawing. (London: Routledge, 2011).
14  Édouard Glissant. Poetics of Relation. (Michigan: University of Michigan Press, 1997), 192.

architectural design. Yet in representing 
the real features of a built house—and 
employing the straight, orthographic 
lines that I had learned to hand-draft in 
architecture school—the series begins 
with the tradition of the architectural 
drawing. If we consider the subject 
of the White House drawings and of 
Universal House/Particular House to be 
an unreachable space from the past, the 
relation between drawing and subject 
is inevitably one not concerned with 
the realization of a new building. Can 
architectural representation account for 
the weight of generational time and mi-
gration? Perhaps the drawings’ “relation 
to what they represent” described by 
Evans is a relation more in line with the 
relation described by Édouard Glissant 
as being “an open totality evolving 
upon itself.”14 I consider drawing an act 

Fig. 1.3  Connections by Bianca Weeko Martin 
for University of Waterloo Magazine Fall 2021, 
Marker and gouache on paper.

Fig. 1.4  El Metro by Bianca Weeko Martin for 
FOLD Magazine/Design Talks Calgary, Marker 
and gouache on paper, 2021.
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of recalling and translating a memory, 
and later formatting this translation into 
an artefact that can be shared and dis-
cussed with others. Drawing is the act 
of releasing this part of identity into the 
world, with hopes and fears that oth-
ers may project their own memories or 
dreams onto it and thus, extend its evo-
lution. Drawing is research, participatory 
in the process of conceptualization but 
also in its contemplation after the fact. 

	 In the large-scale drawing Universal 
House/Particular House (pictured in full 
in Figure 1.19), I make the deliberate 
and conscious decision to have the 
final artefact read as a drawing rather 
than a painting. I return to the reading 
of Perspective Hinge, where Pérez-Gó-
mez weighs the drawings of the painter 
against those of the architect. Citing 
Leon Battista Alberti, Pérez-Gómez 
writes that, “while the painter “takes 
pains to emphasize the relief of objects 
in paintings with shading and dimin-
ishing lines and angles” through the 
methods of linear perspective... the ar-
chitect represents depth by drawing the 
footprint or ichnographia—literally, an 
inscription parallel to the plane of the 
horizon...”without altering the lines and 
maintaining the true angles.””15 Though 
I acknowledge within my work a faith-
fulness to lines and “true angles” over 
painterly shading, as well as abundant 
references to the notations of ichno-
graphia, my drawings are not aligned 
completely with Alberti’s advocacy of 
“simple, unadorned models for gener-
ating architectural ideas.”16 Conversely, 
the quality of drawing endows my work 
with what I imagine to be an endless 
state of ideation and flux. “There is of-

ten something inchoate about a sketch 
that typically isn’t present in a sculpture 
or a painting,” Larry Walsh writes in the 
introduction to Daniel Arsham: Sketch-
book.17 Drawings—especially the ges-
tural, analog kind—are in my memory 
of architecture school closely associated 
with the dynamic parti-making stages 
of a project. This is perhaps where my 
decision to primarily use analog sketch-
ing media figures in. And yet, rather 
than submitting myself entirely to art’s 
looseness and freedom, I find myself 
clinging to architecture’s beholdenness 
to structure and detail, to the built facts 
of the world. Perhaps drawing, then, is 
finding footing in bridging the worlds 
of art and architecture. To present an 
artefact of creation to the world without 
committing to changing it; to trace.

	 Retaining the quality of a drawing 
required careful consideration during 
the process of scaling up from paper to 
large canvas. Translating drawing across 
these scales (and I will return again to 
the concept of translation in following 
sections) brought technical challenges 
that urged me to learn to work with 
new drawing materials. Working on 
a 6’ tall canvas firstly meant selecting 
media that would adhere well to the 
canvas fabric and be clearly visible from 
a distance; it also required manipulat-
ing the media in wider, stronger, more 
embodied gestures. I retained the 
“feel” of drawing in Universal House/
Particular House through the use of soft 
pastel and encaustic paint sticks, which 
allowed me to achieve precise linework 
and text. For the American painter and 
sculptor Cy Twombly, whose work was 
“a lifetime effort to create a flow from 

15  Alberto Pérez-Gómez and Louis Pelletier. Architectural Representation and the Perspective Hinge. (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 1997), 27.
16  Ibid. 
17  Larry Walsh, Daniel Arsham: Sketchbook. (Princeton: Princeton University Press), 2022.
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his body to the canvas,”18 the technique 
of encaustic was taught as a method 
in which heated pigmented material 
was directly fused onto the surface of a 
panel. Apparently Twombly was drawn 
to the way this enabled underlayers to 
show through for brilliants and illumi-
nating effects, and though he found the 
medium at times tedious, he adapted it 
by doing crayon drawings, heating and 
scratching, which is “a form of encaus-
tic.”19 For myself, encaustic sticks—the 
extents of material held in one’s hand, 
unseparated from the hand by wood or 
aerosol mechanisms—bring the body in 
close proximity, at times even synergy, 
with the drawing surface itself. 

	 It is this closeness and intimacy 
that I bring to my drawings, both in 
their construction and in their subject. In 
Universal House/Particular House, the 
drawing pictured in this section’s pages, 
I obey and break the rules of traditional 
architectural representation. I do this, 
not in order to construct a new physical 
structure, but to generate the blueprint 
for its remembrance, posterity, and ex-
change. In recognizing both the history 
of architectural drawing and the limits 
of geometry within its representations, 
I welcome the contemporary possibility 
that the drawing “might move from its 
supposed status as a mirror or blueprint 
for reality” and, rather than telling one 
story of consensus, “remember and ac-
knowledge multiple, even contradictory 
versions of reality.”20

18  Christine Kondoleon, Anne Carson, and Kate Nesin. Cy Twombly: Making Past Present. (Boston: MFA Publications, 2020), 28. 
19  Ibid.
20  Katie Lloyd Thomas. “Lines in Practice: Thinking Architectural Representation through Feminist Critiques of Geometry.” Geogra-
phy Research Forum, Vol. 21 (2001): 57-76.
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Fig. 1.5  Universal House/Particular House, 
detail view, 2022
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Fig. 1.6  Drawing of Universal House/Particular House by Bianca Weeko Martin. (Photo: Nam Phi Dang)
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Fig. 1.7  Drawing of Universal House/Particular House by Bianca Weeko Martin. (Photo: Nam Phi Dang)
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On Writing

	 Writing serves various purposes, 
functional and ornamental. For the 
Uruguayan journalist Edouardo Galeano, 
one writes “out of a need to commu-
nicate and to commune with others, to 
denounce that which gives pain and to 
share that which gives happiness,” and 
“one writes against one’s solitude and 
against the solitude of others.”21 And 
for Cy Twombly, the writing of texts in 
pencil was key to a broader innovation 
concerning the introduction of language 
into painting. His artistic intention has 
been described as “making his actions 
visible,” “inviting the viewer into his 
methods and perceptions,” and there-
fore within his work, “it is not so much 
about conveying a particular message, 
but rather about evoking the sponta-
neity and emotions he associated with 
the “feel” of writing.”22 Writing, then, 
is wrought out of feeling and the need 
to share it, and it is a feeling in and of 
itself.

	 Furthermore, Twombly used the in-
scription of words as a method to recall 
and embed within his work the Ancient 
world, mostly drawing inspiration from 
Greek and Roman texts (Figure 1.9). He 
stated a preference for “the line of the 
pencil over the brushstroke of painting,” 
earning him detractors who called these 
marks scribbles or found them transgres-
sive in the way they occlude legibility. 
Writers often refer to the markings in 

21  Eduardo Galeano. Days and Nights of Love and War. (New York: Monthly Review Press, 1983).
22  Christine Kondoleon, Anne Carson, and Kate Nesin. Cy Twombly: Making Past Present. (Boston: MFA Publications, 2020), 28.
23  Bahay kubo is the Filipino term for a vernacular nipa hut, but it is also the title of a folk song that references the nipa hut sur-
rounded by different kinds of vegetables.

Fig. 1.8  (Facing) Universal House/Particular 
House, detail view, 2022

Fig. 1.9  Cy Twombly, Leda and the Swan, 
Rome, Oil, graphite, and wax crayon on canvas, 
1962. Detail view. (Image: MoMA)

Fig. 1.10  Buffed and unbuffed graffiti in Colonia 
Escandón, Mexico City, 2022
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Twombly’s work as “graffiti,” a descrip-
tion he resisted. (Graffiti is an art form 
I will discuss in this thesis at length in 
the section Baliuag: The White House, 
as well as through the photographs that 
make up Toronto: Graffiti.) My own mo-
tivations for integrating text inscriptions 
into my drawings are similarly concerned 
with locating heritage and connecting 
the past with the present. What kind of 
connection did Twombly imagine united 
him with western antiquity? I do not see 
their artists as ancestors. Yet I will refer-
ence technological contributions from 
classical Europe later in this thesis as 
they pertain to publishing, perspective, 
and religious architecture.

	 My text inscriptions draw from 
historical accounts of Philippine wars 
and events both familiar and unfamiliar 
to me, family lore, and even folk songs 
such as Bahay Kubo.23 Writing these 
historical texts into my drawing, I ask 
myself: does my quality of life improve 
by engaging with, being better ac-
quainted with, and literally writing out 
my inherited history? The inscriptions 
occasionally draw from my own original 
writing, a preoccupation which I have at 
times felt at odds with or distant from 
my drawing practice. Writing into my 
drawing integrates the two, and thus the 
drawings of the White House explicitly 
contain writings and poetry about the 
White House too. These inscriptions are 
also exercises of meditation and dis-
cipline. In Danh Vo’s 2.2.1861 (Figure 
1.12), Vo highlights the “pure labor” 
of calligraphy24 by commissioning the 
writing of his father, a skilled Vietnamese 

24  Danh Vo. Danh Vo: Mothertongue (Venice: Venice Biennale; Copenhagen: Danish Arts Foundation, 2015), 12.
25  Robin Evans. Translations from Drawing to Building. (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1997), 154.
26  Ibid.
27  Amelia Jones. “Introduction”, Performance Research 21 no. 5, 1-11 (2016), 2. DOI:10.1080/13528165.2016.1223432.
28  Larry Walsh. Daniel Arsham: Sketchbook. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2022), 8.

calligrapher. The letter which Vo asked 
his father to write out was a copy of an 
1861 letter written by a French mission-
ary awaiting execution. The fascinating 
disconnect lies in the fact that Vo’s father 
spoke neither English nor French.

	 At times, even architecture may be 
language-like without being language. 
Robin Evans wrote that to translate 
is to convey; to translate is to move 
something without altering it, and by 
analogy with translatory motion, the 
same applies to the translation of lan-
guages.25 Yet the substratum across 
which the sense of words is translated 
from language to language does not 
appear to have the requisite evenness 
and continuity; things can get broken or 
lost on the way.26 Similarly, the art histo-
rian Amelia Jones has written about the 
prefix trans-, which designates “a move-
ment or connection across, through or 
beyond the quality it precedes. It also 
signals change... Trans- connects (a 
performer and an audience, the present 
soon to be past act and future histories) 
and opens the creative arts to embodi-
ement, fluidity, duration, movement and 
change: transtemporality, transhistory, 
transgenealogy, transmigratory, trans-
mogrification.”27

	 The process of obscuring words, 
which happens after writing them, is 
one where I engage with temporality. 
It expresses various forms of erasure, 
which can be achieved by wiping 
clean or by covering over. This act 
of concealment in graffiti is called 
buffing (Figure 1.10), a term which 
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Fig. 1.11  Drawing of Universal House/Particu-
lar House by Bianca Weeko Martin, detail views 
of the artist’s hand and mobile phone reference 
photography in the drawing process, 2022	  
(Photo: Nam Phi Dang)

encompasses all of erasing, painting 
over in one color, and removing 
inscriptions using chemicals or solvents. 
Often these methods leave a residual 
ghost. Time becomes a differentiating 
factor across the layers of drawing, 
alongside the variables of colour and 
lineweight which I often keep within 
my arsenal. In this vein, I appreciate 
the description of the sketches of 
contemporary artist Daniel Arsham as 
“an act of dragging material culture to 
and fro in a fantastical time span, and 
then examining the results.”28
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Fig. 1.12  Danh Vo, 2.2.1861, 2009 
(Image: The Guggenheim Museum)
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Fig. 1.13  Robert Houle, In Memoriam, 1987 
(Image: Art Gallery of Ontario)

﻿  24



25



On Hachure

	 Hachure is defined as linework 
used for shading and denoting surfac-
es in relief, as in map drawing.29 

	 Linework plays a dual role in my 
personal act of drawing; as bold and 
singular lines they denote figures or 
the extents of walls and openings, 
and multiplied in hatching motions 
they comprise fields of colour and 
intensity. When intensity grows and 
colours layer over atop one another, 
the colours become whiteness; the 
colours become light.

	 A million incisions of colours 
and lines on or into a surface. Layers 
sitting in stacks and cross-fertilizing 
amongst themselves, sometimes 
losing oneself within another. The 
raw canvas beneath reveals itself, on 
occasion, as a presence that is new 
rather than the original slate. Hachure 
is movement that is captured as form.

	 What are the things that become 
subsumed by what lies on top? 
What are the things that remain 
unperturbed, as they undergird 
and become undergirded, resisting 
assimilation, creolization, exchange, 
hybridity? What are the forms of hy-
bridity that depart from their source 
material and take on their own novel 
shapes?

Fig. 1.14  Denyse Thomasos, Yves Bleu, 
Acrylic on canvas, 1999 (Image: Hyper-
Allergic)

Fig. 1.15  (Facing) Universal House/Par-
ticular House, 2022, detail view

29  Merriam-Webster. “Hachure.” Accessed April 7, 2022. Merriam-Webster.com.

Fig. 1.16  Carlos Scarpa, Villa Ottolenghi 
Site Plan, 1974-1978  
(Image: Architectural Review)
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	 If hachure is the single line turned 
to new form, the trembling line can be 
considered part of hachure’s represen-
tational suite. In the words of Glissant, 
trembling thinking encourages us to 
move beyond fixed identity as a single 
root.30 He writes, “even when I am fight-
ing for my identity, I consider my identity 
not as the only possible identity in the 
world.” This applies to contested per-
sonal and national identity, and within 
my practice it applies to the meditative 
act of delineating space with lines. I 
generate the marks of ichnographia 
with the confidence and boldness of a 
vector, and yet the lines contain small 
quivers. Through the lens of trembling 
thinking, I see this aesthetic quality as 
an opportunity to open drawing up to 
acknowledging multiple truths. As Car-
los Fuentes writes in the Buried Mirror, 
nothing expressed the uncertainty of 
the New World in Latin America (and 
likewise in the Philippines) better than 
“the [Baroque] art of paradox, the art of 
abundance based on want and neces-
sity, the art of proliferation based on 
insecurity, rapidly filling in the vacuums 
of our personal and social history after 
the conquest with anything that it found 
at hand.”31

	 Earlier I referenced the artist Cy 
Twombly in his use of “graffiti-like” 
inscriptions and encaustic sticks; there 
is, however, a certain tension between 
the resolution of our respective works. 
Twombly is not straightforwardly my 
muse. His paintings speak to full sub-
sumption, scenes of melted wax and 
drowning graphite more akin to the 
“collapses of horizon” that Byung-Chul 
Han invokes in his “hyperculture.” Clear-

cut figures are foregone in favour of 
inextricable, uninhibited layers, en-
meshed. In his time, Twombly with his 
emotive abstractions was looking well 
into the future. Now that I feel to be 
acting on the brink of that “hypercul-
tural” future, I instead turn to and cling 
to the deep and particular histories of 
both Western and non-Western lore for 
inspiration, as I cleave lines that delin-
eate opaque and self-assured objects 
and planes. These are objects I choose 
to preserve—the angels and saints that 
once upheld a nation’s belief system; 
sweeping baroque curves that medi-
ated Spanish and indigenous forms of 
expression; the footprint of a doormat I 
know very well. Though, at times, those 
objects give way to spontaneity and 
disorder and I, as draftsman, relinquish 
some control, my drawings are at their 
core about enabling agency, as I select 
the parts of myself that are and are not 
offered up for discovery and loss.

	 My marker-based drawing series—
which preceded the large-scale drawing 
I have just likened to trembling think-
ing and intermittent opacity—leaves 
traces of a different nature. These 
marker-based pigments forcefully leave 
alcohol-like stains, lines, and curves that 
refuse to bleed into one another and, 
on the backside of a thin surface, offer 
colourful ghosts that reduce patches 
of hachure to (I posit) their most hon-
est gestures and incisions. They are 
flattened but they refuse to be dis-
solved; they are translucent and they 
are opaque. A key dimension to these 
marker drawings is their capacity for 
translation from analog to digital media. 
As cited previously, translation involves 

30  Édouard Glissant and Hans Ulrish Obrist. Archipelago. (Isolarii, 2021), 148.
31  Carlos Fuentes. The Buried Mirror. (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 1999).
32  Robin Evans. Translations from Drawing to Building. (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1997), 154.
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movement without alteration, and yet 
things get lost along the path of trans-
lation.32 The stain-like quality of marker 
drawings imparts an affordance for 
digital space throughout the process of 
scanning, editing and publishing for the 
screen. Because digital dissemination 
figures prominently in my practice, I uti-
lize the medium of marker pigment for 
the uncanny relationships they hold with 
their pixelated counterparts. The ana-
log, palimpsestuous techniques exhibit-
ed in Universal House/Particular House, 
on the other hand, are not so easily 
compatible with digital translation, but 
the (post-pandemic) intention of this 
drawing had always concerned public 
exhibition. Perhaps, then, the two kinds 
of drawing convey separate forms of 
hachure. While pastel-based Universal 
House/Particular House is focused on 
the movement and interactions of layers 
within its surface area, the marker-based 
White House drawings move across 
physical and digital space, and form a 
continuum across this thesis document.
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Fig. 1.17  Universal House/Particular House by 
Bianca Weeko Martin, 2022  
(Photo: Jeffrey CF So)
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Fig. 1.18  Universal House/Particular House, 
Installation view in Downtown Toronto show-
ing window reflections coalescing with drawing 
elements, 2022

Universal House/Particular House

	 Universal House/Particular House 
is a large-scale drawing that was ex-
hibited at the 2022 DesignTO Festival 
in Toronto. Universal House/Particular 
House speaks to the tension between 
the universality of nostalgia and the 
specificity of sited details. The draw-
ing’s composition is based on Rattan 
Chair (Figure 0.1) from the White House 
drawing series. A sense of the familiar 
and domestic is conveyed using fields of 
colour and common viewfinding shapes 
like a doorway or window, while furnish-
ings specific to my family’s Philippine 
ancestral house, such as the namesake 
rattan rocking chair, are rendered in 
miniaturistic detail. The metaphor of a 
palimpsest offered additional inspiration 
in the ways in which material is applied 
and removed. The installation site’s glass 
wall added another layer of reflection, 
literally and figuratively.

	 The Toronto-based architectural 
and heritage conservation firm Giai-
mo acted as host venue, offering the 
window space of a luxury condo prop-
erty near Yonge and Dundas Square 
in Downtown Toronto. The installation 
was hosted in this space from January 
22 to February 22, 2022. Although the 
drawing was exhibited publicly for the 
period that Giaimo’s window space was 
available, I continued to work on Univer-
sal House/Particular House in successive 
layers and additions for the occasion of 
this thesis’s physical defence. The fol-
lowing pages summarize the drawing’s 
creation and installation phases.
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Fig. 1.19  (Facing) Universal House/Particular House, 
Installation daytime view with city context, 2022

Fig. 1.20  (Above) Universal House/Particular House, 
Installation nighttime view with city context, 2022
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Installation

	 In the window space, two metal 
pipes were installed with S-hooks to 
stretch the canvas flat and affix it to the 
overhead beam. The window glass was 
reflective, which meant that the drawing 
viewed from the outside was partially 
concealed by the refracted light of the 
nearby buildings.

Fig. 1.21  The canvas is affixed to a metal pipe 
and then hung from a beam, 2022

Fig. 1.22  The piece is moved into elevation and 
position, 2022

	 Though the reflectiveness of the 
glass came as a surprise, I considered 
the possibility that these reflected 
buildings made up an additional, spon-
taneous and palimpsestuous “layer”. If 
this drawing was meant to evoke child-
hood memories from an ancestral land, 
the modern towers now hovering near 
its surface more closely reflected the 
spaces in which I now spend my days.
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Fig. 1.23  Universal House/Particular House, Installation view in Downtown Toronto showing 
window reflections coalescing with drawing elements, 2022 
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Creation

Fig. 1.24  I fixed the unstretched canvas to the 
wall; the blankness was daunting.
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Fig. 1.25  To appease my anxieties looking out 
toward empty space, I began with the outline 
of a memory—an heirloom rattan chair, a 
staircase and capiz shell windows sharp enough 
to slice through the tropical heat and make 
themselves remembered.

Fig. 1.26  After the first pass of soft pastel—
which outlined the figures of things familiar 
to me—I used encaustic paint stick to create 
a field of colour: red. The stick adhered more 
completely to the fabric but it acted at the 
whim of the canvas’s existing texture and grain.
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Fig. 1.27  While easing into the proverbial 
state of being “lost in drawing”, I reflected on 
the White House (specifically, in plan). Taking 
inspiration from The Life of Henry Brulard 
by Stendhal, I sketched a rough sequence 
of rooms from memory, beginning with the 
threshold between the house and exterior grotto.

“When Filarete speaks about the 
process of maturing a project by 
making its drawing “in the mind,” 
it is unlikely that he would be refer-
ring to linear perspective. Instead, 
the traditional ichnographia and 
orthographia were generating devic-
es; like the seeds of a plant, they were 
meant to germinate slowly until the 
building is born.”

Alberto Pérez-Gómez and Louise 
Pelletier, Architectural Represen-
tation and the Perspective Hinge, 
1997.
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Fig. 1.28  I began to add colour, starting with 
my primaries I knew equally well. I started to 
feel the scale of the drawing through the phys-
ical application of these blocks of colour.

Fig. 1.29  In addition to introducing different 
types of pastels and paints, each medium’s 
characteristics held the potential of being fur-
ther modulated through water content, stroke, 
and brush width. This offered nuance, layers 
within layers, a matrix.
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Fig. 1.30  Scratching into acrylic paint pro-
duced sgraffito-like markings. Brushing paint 
over chalk pastel smudges absorbed the pastel 
colour, while encaustic pastel resisted the layers 
that attempted to come above it. Thus, the ma-
terials either cross-fertilized or remained alone.

Fig. 1.31  I translated the intricate interweav-
ing of rattan into a patterned grid. Grids sub-
sumed grids. Alongside their straight lines, I 
meditated on the swooping curves of the wood 
carvings, and what they wished to express in 
the Baroque of a former Spanish colony.
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Fig. 1.32  Building up layers... Fig. 1.33  Inscribing words...
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Fig. 1.34  Peeling away and concealing figures... Fig. 1.35  Finishing with colour...
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Fig. 1.36  Drawing of Universal House/Particular House by Bianca Weeko Martin. (Photo: Nam Phi Dang)

Fig. 1.37  Drawing of Universal House/Particular House by Bianca Weeko Martin. (Photo: Nam Phi Dang)
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Fig. 1.38  Drawing of Universal House/Particular House by Bianca Weeko Martin. (Photo: Nam Phi Dang)
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Fig. 1.39  Drawing of Universal House/Particular House by Bianca Weeko Martin. (Photo: Nam Phi Dang)

Fig. 1.40  Drawing of Universal House/Particular House by Bianca Weeko Martin. (Photo: Nam Phi Dang)
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BALIUAG: THE WHITE HOUSE
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Standing at the entry of the White House 
means to stand at its front gate, a bar-
rier which separates the family enclosure 
from the loud, bustling streets of pro-
vincial Baliuag. The front gate has gone 
through various changes in its lifetime, its 
first iteration (seen in blue) having been 
an appropriation of found material, an 
artefact of Philippine wartime. To erect 
it, punctured steel mattings that served as 
makeshift road surfaces for American mil-
itary vehicles during World War II were 
reclaimed and assembled into patterned 
fence panels. Bamboo and standardized 
metal now stand in their place.
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Fig. 2.1  The Front Gate from the White House series, Marker on paper, 2020
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“Continents weigh us down.They are 
thick and sumptuous. Archipelagos are 
able to diffract, they create diversity and 
expansiveness, they are spaces of relation 
that recognize all the infinite details 
of the real. Being in harmony with the 
world through archipelagos means inhab-
iting this diffraction, while still rallying 
coastlines and joining horizons. They open 
us to a sea of wandering: to ambiguity, 
to fragility, to drifting, which is not the 
same as futility.”

Édouard Glissant, Archipelago, 2021

﻿  52



A Personal History

	 Let’s begin again with two stories. 
The two stories are actually histories; 
the first is a personal history, and at its 
center there is a house. The house is 
mine, or rather my family’s—an ancestral 
house in provincial Philippines which, 
due to the colour of its yakal wood fa-
cade, and the colour its image assumes 
in my memory, I will refer to as the White 
House. When I attempted to fit together 
my embodied knowledge of the White 
House with the national history of the 
Philippines I later learned through its 
monuments and books, they did not 
come together in a way that satisfied 
me, and so I searched for other methods 
of representation and record-making 
that did not betray my desire to emplace 
myself within my paternal heritage.

	 As an immigrant child growing into 
the new life my parents had chosen for 
me in Canada, the White House existed 
in my psyche as a fragmentary memory, 
one that I associated with those par-
ticularly long summers when my family 
could not resist the pull of the home-
land. The house’s memory came to me 
in tandem with key characters who dou-
bled up as its main caretakers, every-
thing wrapped up in the distorting haze 
that only the intense heat and humidity 
of the tropics can conjure. After a pause 
of several years, we made one final trip 
to the White House in 2019 for a family 
reunion, where I learned about the full 
extent of the house’s great drama: its 

joys, tragedies, uncanny synchronicities, 
and that it would soon be put up for 
sale. 

	 Emptied of all its original inhabi-
tants, lost either to time or to the great 
global forces of migration and urban-
ization, the White House possessed a 
beautifully maintained exterior which 
belied the fact that it was now a shell 
of its original liveliness. It was my Tito 
Oyo33 whose service and diligence 
rendered the house so well preserved, 
a fact that reached me only in my adult 
years. The house was originally built 
in 1934 by his grandfather, Bernardino 
Santiago, Senior. The house is a copy; 
Bernardino was short of money and 
desperate to move out with his wife and 
child, and so he borrowed the architec-
tural plans from a neighbour to cut costs 
and expedite construction. The original 

Fig. 2.2  The White House in the 1930s 
shortly after construction

33  Tito is the Tagalog/Filipino word for ‘uncle’. Oyo is my uncle’s nickname shortened from ‘Gregorio’. Thus, Tito Oyo, a deeply lov-
ing and iconic person I saw every time my family would visit Baliuag, and who now lives in New Jersey with his husband, Tito Arnold.
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fence enclosing the plot of land was an 
ingenious appropriation of found materi-
al—punctured steel mattings that served 
as makeshift road surfaces for Ameri-
can military vehicles during World War 
II. In the 1940s, the White House was 
occupied by a Japanese military official 
during the Japanese occupation of the 
Philippines, and the original residents 
(including my Lola34) were pushed into 
the attic which then constituted the new 
extents of their own home. 

	 The White House prompted me to 
look to ancestral stories, family lore, and 
genealogy, as alternative repositories of 
knowledge that have been eluded by 
the Western canon. These are stories 
of larger historical events and colo-
nial encounters trickling down to the 
level of the civilian, the White House’s 
architecture serving as a datum point 
for the recollection of their effects. But 
there are “smaller” stories, too, which 
revolve more closely around the house’s 

inhabitants and their day-to-day lives. 
My favourite story is one concerning my 
Lola, and the stroke of fate imbued in 
this thesis’s conditions of existence. The 
only reason she and her descendants 
(my father and his siblings) were able to 
spend their lives in the house is because 
her parents-in-law had seen how hard 
she worked to perform manual tasks 
like pumping water. Impressed, they 
transgressed Philippine tradition, which 
dictated that a married woman go live 
with her husband in his family home; my 
Lola Socorro was sent back to the White 
House by her in-laws to start her new life 
with her husband there. In 2000, a stone 
grotto was constructed in the garden to 
re-dedicate the House to Catholicism 
and to commemorate family values 
(a statue of the Holy Family stands in 
substitution for the image of the Virgin 
Mary at the grotto’s center). A recre-
ational bahay kubo, or nipa hut, was 
built nearby using the excess bamboo 
scaffolding left over from the repainting 
of the White House’s facade during a 
major renovation. These renovations 
tell a story of changing ownership and 
extended familial relations—at one time, 
the front foyer was converted into a 
physician’s clinic, to provide support for 
a relative in the medical profession who 
needed a place to practice. Walls were 
knocked down to create more open 
common spaces. Rooms were converted 
into rentals for local students. In 2019, 
my Tito Oyo submitted an application 
to have the White House preserved at 
an open-air museum of renovated and 
re-assembled ancestral houses in nearby 
Laguna Province, Las Casas de Acuzar. 
It was rejected for not being “historic” 
enough.

Fig. 2.3  My father, Bernardino Jr., in front of 
the White House, 1960s

34  Lola is the Tagalog/Filipino word for ‘grandmother’.
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	 The White House belongs to a 
particular housing typology in the Phil-
ippines called bahay na bato. To explain 
the bahay na bato and its architectural 
and metaphysical significance, I will 
begin with etymology, and outline how 
the term’s meaning has evolved be-
yond literal translation. Bahay na bato 
means “house of stone” in Filipino. It is 
the wood and stone house of the Span-
ish colonial period, which became the 
epitome of the historical urban house in 
the Philippines and would eventually be 
positioned by nationalist regimes as a 
part of core “Filipino” heritage requiring 
deep preservation.35 Today, the bahay na 
bato is often simplified to the loose term 
of “ancestral house” by the Filipinos that 
make up its nostalgic fan base.36 Though 
the stone- or brick-covered ground level 
has proven relatively efficient in resisting 
the country’s frequent earthquakes, the 
bahay na bato is characterized also by a 
material transparency lent by wide, slid-
ing windows and functional adaptations 
to the tropical climate inspired by the 
indigenous bahay kubo.34 This diversity 
in manpower, technical knowledge, and 
materiality highlights the “deep cultural 
dialogue among, at least, these three tra-
ditions” of the indigenous, the Chinese, 
and the Spanish.37 The furnishings and 
decorative arts these houses carry within 
are made from natural and symbolic ma-
terials—window panes from capiz shell, 
caribao bone inlaid in rattan furniture 
(endemic to Bulacan, the province where 
the White House is located), and Catho-

lic religious icons treated like auspicious 
idols. Though the rise of the bahay na 
bato begins in the sixteenth century with 
the Filipino elite, construction of partic-
ular features gradually becomes more 
accessible over time, and the example of 
the bahay na bato typology that you see 
in the White House ironically contains 
no stone. And as previously mentioned, 
its first owner, my great-grandfather, 
borrowed the architectural plans of his 
neighbour who had graciously “offered” 
his house as a cost-efficient copy.

	 I posit that the Filipino ancestral 
house lives in the family psyche, acting 
beyond a vessel that is simply occupied 
and filled. One of the ways I do so is 
to “read literature,” which the scholar 
Lisa Lowe has described as offering “a 
space for a different kind of thinking... an 
attention to both the “what-could-have-
been” and the “what-will-be” that would 
otherwise be subsumed in the march of 
received official history.”38 In the classic 
Filipino short story, The Woman with Two 
Navels, Nick Joaquin describes the main 
character, a Filipino expatriate in Hong 
Kong, remembering his family house:

But, now, a war had come and de-
stroyed the house. It was waiting no 
longer. They might still go back, they 
could never go home now, though 
Pepe Monson, more vividly remem-
ber[ed] that house he had never 
seen... than any of the houses he had 
actually lived in.39

35  Kiyoko Yamaguchi, “The New ‘American’ Houses in the Colonial Philippines and the Rise of the Urban Filipino Elite,” Philippine 
Studies 54 no. 3 (2006), 412–51. http://www.jstor.org/stable/42633879.
36  The public Facebook group “Ancestral House in the Philippines (AHP), a page dedicated to sharing photos of ancestral and heritage 
houses in the Philippines, has 91,000+ members as of February 2022. The page defines an ancestral house as “a family home that had 
been lived in by one’s ancestors, great-grandparents and older”.
37  Bahay kubo in Filipino/Tagalog means nipa hut, referring to the indigenous bamboo-and-thatch stilted house of the Philippines.
38  Lisa Lowe. The Intimacies of Four Continents. (Durham: Duke University Press, 2015), 99.
39  Pedro Luengo. The Convents of Manila: Globalized Architecture during the Iberian Union. Translation by C. L. Rosales. (Manila: 
Ateneo de Manila University Press, 2018).
40  Nick Joaquin. The Woman Who Had Two Navels and Tales of the Tropical Gothic. (London: Penguin, 2017).
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Fig. 2.4  The White House’s original owners with the steel matting 
fence, 1958

Fig. 2.5  The front yard of the White House, showing the protruding 
windowsill, 1950s
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History of a Nation

	 The same year I bade the White 
House farewell, I was engaged in an 
architectural guidebook project which 
tasked me with very rapidly developing 
an understanding of the modern histo-
ry of Manila, with only the prerequisite 
knowledge of instinct and a partially 
formed family myth. With my family’s 
main destination of the White House 57 
kilometers north of Manila, there was no 
great need in my childhood to spend 
time in the city, and so the center of my 
memories shifted in accordance. When 
I started working on the guidebook, the 
architecture of the city came to view 
with both surprise and déjà vu, which re-
lieved me. I saw massive Brutalist palac-
es I never knew had a place in the canon 
of the tropics. I attended mass in mod-
ern churches that, having been reiterat-
ed again and again, stood as testaments 
to the complicated success of those first 
sixteenth century Spanish Catholic mis-
sions. I drove past monuments—shrines, 
government palaces, towers, carillons—
which impressed themselves on the 
landscape as physically resolved objects 
of commemoration, touted as gifts of 
some foreign power; an architectural cli-
max marking the end of a war, struggle, 
or era. All of these sights fascinated me, 
but also obfuscated what the identity of 
modern Filipino architecture was and, by 
extension, a person of Filipino heritage.

	 Though the project of the book was 
an incredible opportunity to document 
and study Philippine history, objectively 

writing about a hundred buildings was 
draining, and focusing the book’s con-
tents on just the public surface of the 
country’s architecture seemed an injus-
tice to the complexity of the archipelago 
that is today known as the Philippines. 
Nevertheless, I was able to jump-start 
what has become a deep research 
interest and commitment to Philippine 
cultural heritage, and amass knowledge 
on Manila’s buildings that would later 
reemerge in the form of more intention-
al provocations (as in the section of this 
thesis entitled Venice: Philippine Copy-
cats.)

	 Though Maynila had already exist-
ed for centuries as a center of trade for 
the Brunei Sultante, the capital city of 
Manila was founded by Spanish conquis-
tadors in 1571—a year that has been 
likened to the birth of global trade as 
the port-city made possible “substantial, 
direct and continuous trade between 
America and Asia for the first time in 
history,”41 namely through the Manila 
Galleon Trade that linked the coasts of 
Mexico and the Philippines. The public 
architecture in Manila built from 1900 
onwards can be understood, as a start-
ing point, through the following themes: 
American Commonwealth, Philippine 
Brutalism, Churches, Tropical Modern-
ism, and Neoliberal Architecture. Each 
theme speaks, in varying degrees, to an 
influence which was over time absorbed 
into the Philippine culture and consoli-
dated with buildings. 

	 Buildings of the American Com-
monwealth period were introduced as 
part of the United States of America’s 
mission to “civilize” their new Asian col-
ony. They were organized by the logic 

41  Rebecca Tinio McKenna. American Imperial Pastoral: the Architecture of US Colonialism in the Philippines. (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2017), 4.
42  Ibid.

57



Fig. 2.6  A spread from forthcoming publication Architectural Guide Manila showing the National 
Museum of Fine Art in Manila, 2020

of urban planner Daniel Burnham’s 1905 
plan for Manila, and unified aesthetically 
through Neoclassical elements such as 
columns and architraves. The US’s acqui-
sition of the Philippines in 1898 fore-
shadowed what would come to increas-
ingly characterize US power in the world 
in the coming decades: the dissociation 
of economic from territorial expansion, a 
control exercised over more abstract ter-

ritory (such as the world market) rather 
than direct control of physical territory.42  

One prominent American Common-
wealth building can be seen in Figure 
2.6, a guidebook spread detailing the 
National Museum of Fine Art designed 
by American architect Ralph Harrington 
Doane and Filipino architect Antonio To-
ledo. The building was originally includ-
ed in Daniel Burnham’s Plan of Manila 
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Fig. 2.7  Epifanio De Los Santos (EDSA) Shrine, Manila, 2019

as a designated public library before its 
conversion into a national arts museum, 
which remains its function today.43

	 Beginning with the Spanish rule of 
the Philippines through to its occupation 
by the United States and even to this 
day, the Philippines remains a majority 
Christian nation, except for the Muslim 
Moro region in the south. It is the only 
predominantly Christian country in Asia, 
with about 75 percent of its population 
historically professing Roman Cathol-
icism.44 Thus, churches are abundant 
in the capital city of Manila. Though 
churches were originally built to impose 

Catholicism on indigenous Filipinos and 
solidify Spanish rule, modern churches 
in the Philippines have been reinterpret-
ed by homegrown Filipino architects 
to now qualify as what I consider to be 
some of the Philippines’ most expressive 
and experimental architecture (Figures 
2.8, 2.9). The churches shown in these 
images (designed by Filipino architects 
Leandro V. Locsin and Dominic Galicia) 
exhibit an openness to the surrounding 
environment which echoes the archi-
tectural principles of the Philippines’ 
indigenous nipa dwelling structures. 
The success of these kinds of churches 
reflects the fervor with which Filipinos 

43  Gerard Lico. 50 Sagisag Arkitektura. (Manila: National Commission on Culture and the Arts, 2018,) 41.
44  United States. Department of State. Office of Media Services. The Philippines: Fact Sheet. Washington: Dept. of State; for sale by 
the Superintendent of Documents, U.S. Govt. Print. Off., 1963.
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45  Gerard Lico. Edifice Complex: Power, Myth, and Marcos State Architecture. (Manila: Ateneo University Press, 2003), 6.
46  Neil Brenner and Nik Theodore. “Neoliberalism and the urban condition.” City: Analysis of Urban Change, Theory, Action 9, no. 1 
(2005): 101-107. DOI: 10.1080/13604810500092106
47  Edson Cabalfin. “The City Who Had Two Navels: Introduction,” In The City Who Had Two Navels - Catalogue of the Philippine 
Pavilion (Manila: National Commission for Culture and the Arts, 2018).
48  Gerard Lico, “Bagong Lipunan Brutal: Brutalism and Post-colonial Identity Politics in Architecture,” In Architectural Guide Manila 
(Berlin: DOM Publishers, 2023).

and the Filipino diaspora hold to their 
imported religious beliefs, and also the 
phenomenon of religious syncretism 
which can be seen across the entire 
former dominion of the Spanish Empire. 
This ability to re-appropriate, reclaim, at 
times even to caricature, foreign influ-
ences extends beyond things imposed 
through direct colonization. Indeed, 
the totality of Philippine Brutalist archi-
tecture was conceived on the whim of 
a Filipino dictatorship, whose concrete 
architectural vision is often linked to the 
Soviet stylings of Brutalism in Eastern 
Europe due to their common function 
as state tools of sociopolitical control. 
The Marcos regime, as the tumultuous 
period from 1966 to 1986 is known, saw 
the erection of massive concrete build-
ings such as the Cultural Center of the 
Philippines (Figure 2.10), one out of 
an idealized series of public buildings 
which were aimed at winning over public 
support and reinforcing the myth of a 
progressive national collective.45

	 The story of modern architecture in 
the Philippines ends, for the time be-
ing, with Neoliberalism. Neoliberalism 
as a term has notably been explored in 
depth by urban theorists Neil Brenner 
and Nik Theodore after observing its 
being “increasingly seen as an essential 
descriptor of the contemporary urban 
condition.”46 In the Filipino context, the 
scholar Edson Cabalfin used Neolib-
eralism as a major point of discussion 
in the Philippine’s entry to the 16th 
Biennale of Architecture in Venice in 
2018, particularly in the development 

of business districts scattered around 
and within the urban environment.47 I 
use the term Neoliberal Towers in the 
guidebook to refer to the high-tech, 
mainly glass skyscrapers concentrated 
within the business and financial districts 
of Manila, namely Bonifacio Global City 
(BGC) and Makati. While these build-
ings are programmed primarily as office 
buildings, the shopping malls that are 
interwoven with them at ground level, 
and which dominate much of Manila’s 
urban fabric, have come to encompass 
a self-contained monolithic complex 
of retail, entertainment, dining, and at 
times, even religious spaces.48 Many are 
designed by well-known International 
architects, employing styles of building 
indistinguishable from those in Singa-
pore or Sydney.

	 This large and long-spanning range 
of foreign influences in the Filipino ar-
chitectural landscape not only obscures 
what constitutes “Filipino” architecture, 
it does very little to illustrate the lives 
of the majority of citizens aside from 
colonial, economic and political elites. 
This, compounded with the destruction 
wrought on Manila by the second World 
War, makes a strong case for reconsid-
ering the lens of architectural history 
on the Philippines—and including the 
private domestic space in its architectur-
al reading.

﻿  60



Fig. 2.8  (Above) St Andrew the Apostle, Manila, 2019
Fig. 2.9  (Below) Parish of the Immaculate Heart of Mary, Antipolo, 2019
Fig. 2.10  (Facing) Cultural Center of the Philippines, Manila, 2019
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	 The misalignments that came 
from enmeshing a personal and na-
tional history pushed me to seek a new 
framework for understanding histories 
of space and built form, and how they 
might relate to architectural represen-
tation. The metaphor of a palimpsest 
offered some direction. “Palimpsest” 
is a word I had used, intuitively, to 
describe the city of Manila, and some-
thing I thought about during my walks 
through graffiti-ravaged underpasses on 
the Lower Don trail and my outdoor lec-
tures in Rome. In Rome, where I spent a 
semester of my undergraduate studies, 
my class was taught about the deep 
excavations which constituted the first of 
the city’s foundations, a form of em-
placement which seemed at odds with 
the lightweight nipa huts that formed 
the first settlements of the Philippines. 
The modern buildings in Manila I stud-
ied, and even the White House I knew 
so well, were somehow more similar to 
the Rome that Michel Serres describes 
as being founded on deeply consequen-
tial acts of violence, tragedy.49 And yet, 
the inherent qualities of Maaliwalas50 
from the first open nipa dwellings and 
multi-family homes seeped through 
those layers—whether foundational 
or additive—like the ground beneath 
bleeding through the cracks. 

	 At home in Toronto, as I navigated 
cycling paths and west-end sidewalks, 

my eyes would latch instinctively onto 
the silent vector formed by graffiti tags, 
which constellated and coated alley 
walls and peripheral surfaces with colour 
and words. Occupying public space left 
desolate by pandemic restrictions, these 
inscriptions felt like the only noise on 
my lone walks downtown; I closely ob-
served the noise. From one day to the 
next a piece would be erased to reveal 
an unsuspecting set of letters beneath; 
a certain name might be the only part 
of a wall left alone, in accordance with 
an unspoken code; at times all of these 
layers would be covered up entirely 
with something new or feigning virgin-
ity. At this longer time scale, the cycle 
of layering and un-layering remained in 
constant motion even when the other 
parts of the city felt dead. And yet graf-
fiti is not new. In Pompeii, the ancient, 

The Need for a Palimpsest

Fig. 2.11  I watched this wall for a couple of 
months in Parkdale and noticed that the inscrip-
tions would accumulate with the passing days

49  Michel Serres. Rome: The First Book of Foundations. (New York: Bloomsbury Press, 2015), 14.
50  Maaliwalas translates from Tagalog/Filipino to clear, bright, spacious.
51  Rebecca Benefiel. “If These Walls Could Talk.” Overheard at National Geographic, Hosted by Peter Gwin, Episode 7, National 
Geographic, November 26, 2019, https://www.nationalgeographic.com/podcasts/overheard/article/episode-7-these-walls-could-talk-
pompeii-graffiti
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Fig. 2.12  Bryan Cantley, Drafting the Palimpsest, from Palimpsestuous Relationships series, 2017

52  Oxford English Dictionary. “Palimpsest.” Accessed 7 April 2022. oed.com.
53  Andre Corboz. “La Territoire Comme Palimpseste.” Diogène, 121 (1983): 14-35. 
54  Marine Declève. “Reading the Brussels Palimpsest in the History of the Nouveau Plan de Bruxelles Industriel (1910).” Urban 
Planning 5, no. 2 (2020): 229-242. DOI:10.17645/up.v5i2.2809. 

archaeologically significant Italian city, 
graffiti covering walls has been used to 
shed light on the lives and histories of 
the masses as opposed to the elites and 
leading citizens, “the ones who have the 
nice homes with the good art,” accord-
ing to Rebecca Benefiel, professor and 
director of The Ancient Graffiti Project (a 
digital resource.) She remarks that, “now 
people are interested in knowing what... 
the entire population like.”51

	 Historic and contemporary forms of 
graffiti offer one version of a palimpsest. 
According to the Oxford English Dictio-
nary, a palimpsest is “paper, parchment, 
or other writing-material prepared for 
writing on and wiping out again, like 
a slate.”52 A palimpsest is thus known 
primarily in the graphic, surface-oriented 
sense. Breaking this concept of a pa-
limpsest down into its essential ingredi-

ents and translating them into a theory 
of urbanism is not new; for instance, 
historic European cities like Geneva 
and Brussels have already been studied 
through the application of “palimpsest 
theory” in order to uncover both chang-
es and consistencies across time. The art 
historian Andre Corboz is credited with 
having formulated the notion of territory 
as palimpsest in 1983, when he studied 
Geneva’s structure of road system, land 
parcels and buildings particularly in their 
chronological evolution.53 Corboz stud-
ied these features according to three 
modalities: permanence (when traces 
are present faithfully), persistence (when 
traces are perceptible but modified) and 
disappearance (when they no longer 
exist).54 The key impacts of this study 
pointed to a “territorial turn” which 
linked the expanding territorial scale 
of public policies with the dissolution 
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of the then-prevalent city-countryside 
opposition. This binary opposition had 
previously oversimplified and limited 
the perception of what constituted the 
geography of the “urban”. At the same 
time, in Belgium, the architect Maurice 
Culot conducted a similar project which 
produced an archival visual inventory of 
architecture linked to spaces of indus-
trial production and urban transforma-
tion.55 This project has prompted more 
recent propositions for a “lisuel” (both 
readable, lisible, and visual, visuel) layer 
which encourages additional processes 
of extraction, classification, and juxtapo-
sition of archives in the visual reading of 
an archival palimpsest.

	 Artists and architects, too, have 
produced visual forms of represen-
tation that speak to the qualities of a 
palimpsest. Professor of design theory 
Bryan Cantley produced a series of 
experimental drawings in 2017 entitled 
Palimpsestuous Relationships (Figure 
2.12), exploring the sanctity of orga-
nized religion in the face of social media 
and the re-definition of “self”. Cantley 
deliberately uses analog drawing tech-
niques in order to examine the “purity 
and deity” of the architectural drawing, 
preserving a sense of tactility which digi-
tal mediums do not always offer. Similar-
ly, Perry Kulper’s architectural drawings 
(Figure 2.13) have been described as 
a “cosmos of information and possibil-
ities that resist the banal and simplistic 
reductionism so typical of contemporary 
architectural representation.”56 The key 
here is a focus on the so-called crisis of 
reduction, and how such palimpsestic 
drawings might reduce the risk of reduc-

tion during the design process in archi-
tectural practice. These two designers 
work with orthographic notation in their 
explorations of drawing, echoing Cor-
boz’s and Culot’s manipulation of maps. 

	 Beyond architectural convention, 
artists like Julie Mehretu (Figure 2.15) 
and Jean Paul Riopelle (Figure 2.14) 
work prominently with the metaphor of 
a palimpsest. Canadian artist Jean Paul 
Riopelle has made paintings that make 
use of subtraction, which is also crucial 
in the thickness and layering we speak 
of with a palimpsest. Resorting regular-
ly to spray paint toward the end of his 
career, Riopelle underwent a dedicated 
search for possible ways of presenting 
the negative imprint of an object.57 His 
1992 panoramic paintings L’Hommage 
à Rosa Luxemburg show the fuzzy spray 
outlines of geese and ferns, leaving the 
impression of absence as opposed to 
presence. Though I have likened this 
example to the action of removal that 
could be used in the palimpsest meta-
phor, we also circle back to modern-day 
graffiti through the medium of aerosol 
paint, itself a common hardware store 
product reappropriated across the globe 
by graffiti writers and street artists.

	 So, what do we do with the addi-
tional complexities introduced to us by 
the framework of a palimpsest? It is clear 
that in the examples cited, the addition-
al steps taken create rich nuance but 
complicate the way by which subject 
matter is understood, whether in the 
maps of a cadastre or a drawing meant 
to efficiently invoke occupiable space. 
The truth is that a palimpsest is compli-

55  Ibid.
56  WAI Architecture Think Tan., “Drawing Conversation with Perry Kulper.” Archinect News, Archinect. August 15, 2012. Accessed 
April 1, 2021. https://archinect.com/news/article/54767042/drawing-architecture-conversation-with-perry-kulper.
57  François Marc Gagnon. Jean Paul Riopelle: Life & Work. (Toronto: Art Canada Institute, 2019).
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cated, messy, and can place its users in 
a position of often unwanted agency. 
A palimpsest does not correlate with 
modern minimalism. Many people pre-
fer things sorted out and filtered prior 
to dissemination. Similarly, the studies, 
writings, and drawings that form the 
multiple fragmentary parts of my thesis 
each tell a story when read alone, but 
together, can act as successive layers 
illuminating something latent within the 
one before.

Fig. 2.13  Perry Kulper, Proto_Formal Section, 
2006

Fig. 2.14  Jean-Paul Riopelle, L’Hommage à Rosa Luxemburg (Tribute to Rosa Luxemburg), Acrylic and spray 
paint on canvas, 1992
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Fig. 2.15  Julie Mehretu, Six Bardos: 
Transmigration, 2018

	 The metaphor of a palimpsest for 
the Philippines operates at a few scales. 
Firstly, at the urban scale, we have seen 
that the capital city of Manila dons a 
layer of colonial public architecture—
Spanish-Catholic, American; Brutalist 
remnants of a dictatorship; Neoliberal 
skyscrapers—that obscures what we 
might be able to consider the ‘ground’ 
condition of an original Filipino archi-
tecture. At the same time, these layers 
interact amongst one another and are 
undeniably part of a national and di-
asporic Filipino identity today. Closely 
identifying and separating these layers 
out is valuable, as urban theory’s historic 
focus on a “small number of European 
and North American cities” has made it 
so that “an understanding of the in-
creasing mixing of people, cultures, and 
identities in most cities throughout the 
world has not yet been realized in wider 
academic debates.”58 Even within the 
Asian context, the Philippines is an outli-
er. In Kuan-Hsing Chen’s “utopian Asia,” 
Filipino-American E. San Juan Jr. writes, 
“the Philippines looms behind as a 
weird spectre, an enigmatic sport. While 
geographically located in Asia, the 
Philippines has not exactly conformed 
with the subalternist, homogenizing 
paradigm of Asia that global North 
theorists such as Gayatri Spivak, Aihwa 
Ong and Rey Chow have privileged in 
their mandarin discourses about trans-
nationalization and cosmopolitanism. 
The uncomfortable reason is that the 
Philippines remains a neo-colony of 
the imperial powers, chiefly the United 
States and sub-imperial allies (Hong 
Kong, South Korea, Taiwan, Singapore), 
and thus evokes the ghosts of 19th- and 

58  De Boeck, Filip. “Spectral Kinshasa: Building the City through an Architecture of Words.” In Urban Theory Beyond the West: A World 
of Cities, edited by Tim Edensor and Mark Jayne, 311-328. (Abingdon: Routledge, 2012).
59  E San Juan, Jr. “Reflections on Academic Cultural Studies andthe Problem of Indigenization in the Philippines.”  TOPIA: Canadian 
Journal of Cultural Studies, no. 29 (2013), 73-94.
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early-20th-century aborted or coopted 
revolutions.”59 I acknowledge the pio-
neering contributions of postcolonial 
theorists like Spivak and Ong, yet like 
San Juan I seek a method of represen-
tation that recognizes the particular nu-
ances of the Philippines’ cultural devel-
opment, and offers identification other 
than the disenfranchised subaltern.

	 Here, a palimpsest might offer 
agency. A palimpsest framework such 
as the one used by Corboz could be 
applied to Manila to uncover or bring 
attention to the sizable number of na-
tionally significant buildings that were 
demolished in war or are at risk of being 
demolished in the future, such as the 
art deco theaters in Old Manila which 
have garnered attention and activism 
as of late.60 Secondly, at the scale of the 
home: I have suggested that the act 
of layering embodied personal history 
with public architectural history reflects 
the qualities of a palimpsest, produc-
ing both harmonies and misalignments 
rendering the project of emplacement 
complex. In writing about the White 
House, I invoke the home, and in partic-
ular the Filipino hybrid bahay na bato, 
as a window into the more intimate 
world of domestic life in parallel with 
the larger-picture events of the country’s 
national history. Several of the house’s 
features and stories relate to national 
historical events; it can be said that the 
home, and operations performed at 
home, are linked intimately with human 
identity, and that this process involves a 
two-way interaction.61 Thus architecture 
at the scale of the home plays a vital 
role in the forging of personal identi-

60  Sai Villafuerte. “In Manila, Heritage Architecture Struggles to Survive.” CNN Philippines. July 14, 2020. https://cnnphilippines.
com/life/culture/2020/7/14/capitol-theater-heritage-structures-manila.html. 
61  Neil Leach. Camouflage. (Boston: MIT Press, 2006), 7.

ty—in the process of emplacement. But 
what is emplacement? Do we require 
both the top-down lens of canonical 
history, of collective memory, and the 
bottom-up view of domestic, personal 
memory to feel a sense of belonging 
with our physical environment? Further-
more, what are the interactions between 
these two layers, and can one be used 
as a masking frame by which we view 
the other?
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Fig. 2.16  Diagram Phase 1: Architectural Emplacement from the Individual to the Collective 
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Fig. 2.17  Diagram Phase 2: The Metaphor of a Palimpsest for the Personal and the Collective 
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	 The initial purpose of drawing in 
the context of this thesis was to weave 
together the personal history I outlined 
in the first part of this section, and to 
explore the graphic qualities of the 
palimpsest I gestured towards in the 
succeeding paragraphs. The story of 
the White House was conveyed to me 
through artefacts of archival photogra-
phy, my own memories, and oral ac-
counts from individual family members 
who had their own varied biases about 
what gave the house meaning. The 
drawings—and the poetic, anachronistic 
narrative that the drawings originally 
accompanied—closed gaps in the nearly 
one hundred year span of the house’s 
lifetime and gave the distant house in 
my mind a real presence, demarcat-
ed not by the walls or fence that sur-
rounded it but by the physical changes, 
additions and human activity which gave 
the building the quality of life. Some 
drawings represented multiple vantage 
points in a single recollected memory, 
challenging the credibility (or creativity) 
of memory when representing some-
thing that is far away. Some showed 
different periods of time layered over 
a single space, tracking various uses, 
renovations and occupants through 
time, and revealing the hidden histories 
of a lived space. And finally, drawing 
offered the ability to visualize a space 
not sufficiently documented, a useful 
tool when dealing with oral histories. 
The first White House drawing series 
is interspersed in the opening spread 
of each section of this thesis. These 
drawings are personal, whimsical, and in 
some ways delicate. Though the draw-
ings were useful in expressing a clean 
hierarchy of layers and lines and colours 
that made architectural space easier to 

read, they did not yet resemble what I 
have come to associate with a palimp-
sest. The large-scale drawing discussed 
at length in the previous section of this 
thesis entitled Universal House Partic-
ular House more explicitly tackles the 
fictive qualities of a palimpsest. Though 
this section opens my thesis document, 
the work was actually created after the 
initial smaller-scale drawing series.

	 Drawing and photography are two 
forms of architectural representation; the 
following sections of this thesis describe 
other avenues of representation and dis-
semination such as writing and publish-
ing, both in print and online. Although 
the White House forms the subject of 
these representational forms, each one 
takes on a distinct quality as a result of 
its direct context, which spares represen-
tation from generalizing. The location of 
dissemination can be said to influence 
the artefacts just as much as the White 
House’s site of origin. Today, published 
media can itself be seen as forms of 
time; Vilém Flusser describes three 
forms of time as “the time of the image, 
the time of the book and the time of 
the bit—in geometrical terms, plane-like 
time, linear time and point-like time... 
the time of the image belongs to mythi-
cal time... the time of the book belongs 
to historical time.”62 I wonder how our 
artefacts of representation, once re-
leased into the world—the terms of their 
time, geography, and original audience 
set—can attain a “time”, a life and 
agency of their own.

62  Byung-Chul Han. Hyperculture: Culture and Globalisation. (Hoboken: Wiley, 2022), 11.
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Fig. 2.18  Rosario Street and Binondo Church, Manila, ca. 1840-45. These two 
images are part of a series of daguerrotypes exhibited at the Art Gallery of Ontario 
in 2022 for the exhibition, Faith and Fortune: Art Across the Global Spanish Empire. 

Fig. 2.19  Stilt houses on the road leading out of Majayjay to Magdalena, Laguna 
Province, ca. 1840-45.
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TORONTO: GRAFFITI
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The front rooms of the White House 
underwent several renovations, which 
at times even reoriented the direction in 
which the first entryway faced. The foyer, 
for example, was at one time blocked off 
and used as a physician’s clinic by a family 
member, indicated by the signage captured 
at one point in the house’s history - ‘Dr. 
Fel Cruz, Physician.’
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Fig. 3.1  The Front Yard, Marker on paper, 2021
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“In time I learned to disguise myself in 
words, which were actually clouds. For 
the gift of seeing likeness is nothing but 
a weak vestige of the old compulsion to 
become and act like somebody else.

But words exercised this coercion on me. 
Not those that made me resemble models 
of good behaviour, but those that made me 
like dwellings, furniture, clothing.”

Walter Benjamin, Die Mummerehlen
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Fig. 3.2  Graffiti tags skirting the sky on the West Toronto Railpath, 2021
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Fig. 3.3  Buffing fails to conceal the intent of graffiti throw-ups near Parkdale, 2021
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Fig. 3.4  Museum of Contemporary Art Toronto, formerly Tower Automotive Building. 
West facade, 2021
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Fig. 3.5  Emmanuel Jarus, MOCA Building mural, 2021
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Fig. 3.6  Emmanuel Jarus, Former Tower Automotive Building mural, 2013
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Fig. 3.7  KWEST, Wildstyle mural inside the former Tower Automotive Building, 2015. Does the free-
space of graffiti always precede the delayed instincts of a developer?  

(Photo: Todd Korol for The Toronto Star)
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Fig. 3.8  Children’s chalk markings inside Evergreen Brickworks, 2021

Fig. 3.9  Tags on old Toronto Brick company building, 2021
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Fig. 3.10  Evergreen Brickworks, renovated from a quarry and brick 
factory-turned city dump. (Photo: Claude Cormier and Associates)
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Fig. 3.11  Mural within Evergreen Brickworks, 2021
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Fig. 3.12  Graffiti tag on glass bus shelter, 2021.  
(Photo: Alex Willms)
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Fig. 3.13  (Above) Graffiti tags in an underpass on the Lower 
Don Trail, Toronto, 2021. Detail 

Fig. 3.14  (Facing) Graffiti tags in an underpass on the Low-
er Don Trail, Toronto, 2021
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Fig. 3.15  R.C. Harris Water Treatment Plant. (Photo: Taylor Hazell Architects)
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Fig. 3.16  Beach adjacent to the R.C. Harris Water Treatment Plant, 2021. Graffiti 
covers the retaining wall marking the edge of what I call the “underbelly” of this large 

and finely manicured architectural site.
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Fig. 3.17  (Above) Former location of Keele Wall, now a Mattamy Homes con-
struction site, 2022

Fig. 3.18  (Facing) Bus and Benjamin Moore ad, 2022
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Fig. 3.19  A building for lease on Dundas Street West, formerly A-1 Auto Service, 2021
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Fig. 3.20  Public art with tags near Queen and Dovercourt, 2022
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VENICE: PHILIPPINE COPYCATS
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In 2000, at the turn of the century, 
a grotto was constructed in front of 
the White House. It was inspired by 
the grotto in Lourdes, France, where 
an apparition of the Virgin Mary 
purportedly came to Saint Bernadette. In 
our family home, my Tito Oyo replaced 
the singular figure of Mary with a 
statuette of the entire Holy Family. They 
stand above stones, greenery, tilapia, lily 
pads floating on water.
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Fig. 4.1  The Grotto from the White House series, Marker on paper, 2020
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“What [ José Rizal — Philippine national hero] 
meant by this was a new, restless double-con-
sciousness which made it impossible ever after 
to experience Berlin without at once thinking of 
Manila, or Manila without thinking of Berlin. 
Here indeed is the origin of nationalism, which 
lives by making comparisons.”

Benedict Anderson, The Spectre of Comparisons: 
Nationalism, Southeast Asia, and the World (1998)
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Fig. 4.2  (above) ‘Campo Santo Stefano’, Venice notebook sketches, 2021  

Fig. 4.3  (facing) ‘Santa Maria Gloriosa Dei Frari’, Venice notebook sketches, 2021 
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Fig. 4.4  (above) ‘Santa Maria Gloriosa 
Dei Frari’, Venice notebook sketches, 
2021. Detail showing architectural fea-
tures. 

Fig. 4.5  (left) ‘Santa Maria Gloriosa Dei 
Frari’, Venice notebook sketches, 2021. 
Detail showing local woman on phone. 

Fig. 4.6  (facing, left) ‘Santa Maria Glo-
riosa Dei Frari’, Venice notebook sketches, 
2021. Detail showing woman walking. 

Fig. 4.7  (facing, right) ‘Campo Santo 
Stefano’, Venice notebook sketches, 2021. 
Detail showing crane and statue of Nicco-
lò Tommaseo.
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Fig. 4.8   ‘Cannaregio’, Venice notebook sketches, 2021. I attempted to map out and visit historic pub-
lishing houses in Venice, but they were closed, so I ended up at a book shop instead. 
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Fig. 4.9   ‘Cannaregio’, Venice notebook sketches, 2021. Backside
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Fig. 4.10   ‘Sunlight in my garden’, Venice notebook sketches, 2021
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Fig. 4.11  (above) ‘Venice Palimpsest #1: Turquoise’, 2021  

Fig. 4.12  (facing) ‘Transportation Infrastructure’, Venice notebook sketches, 2021
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Fig. 4.13   ‘At the Arsenale/Giovanni and Yasmin’, Venice notebook sketches, 2021

Fig. 4.14   ‘Venice Palimpsest #2: Politics’, Venice notebook sketches, 2021

113



Fig. 4.15   ‘Venice Palimpsest #3: First Brick’, 2021
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Fig. 4.16  (Above)  ‘At the Arsenale/Giovanni and Yasmin’, Venice notebook sketches, 
2021. Detail showing reverse page where marker has bled through the paper.  

Fig. 4.17  (Facing) ‘At the Arsenale/Giovanni and Yasmin’, Venice notebook sketches, 
2021. Detail showing architectural details. 
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Fig. 4.18   ‘Ponte Rialto’, Venice notebook sketches, 2021
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Fig. 4.19   ‘Venice Palimpsest #4: Pink’, 2021
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Fig. 4.20  ‘Ponte Rialto’, Venice notebook sketches, 2021. Detail showing a woman holding a trolley 
dolly and a cigarette. 

119



Fig. 4.21  ‘Ponte Rialto’, Venice notebook sketches, 2021. Detail showing the Rialto Bridge and surrounding 
buildings.
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Fig. 4.22  ‘Giorai Pizza/My Bedroom’, Venice notebook sketches, 2021
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Fig. 4.23  ‘Ponte Rialto’, Venice notebook sketches, 2021. Detail showing 
café-goers sitting at the edge of the Grand Canal. 
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Philippine Copycats63

 	 My first trip coming out of the 
COVID-19 pandemic was to Venice for 
the occasion of the 17th Biennale of 
Architecture. I arrived in June of 2021, 
when non-European tourists were only 
beginning to trickle back onto the ses-
tieres, fishermen and small store owners 
were waking up from a two-year tourism 
slumber; and the Biennale was operating, 
optimistically, for what it projected would 
be a world audience. 

	 In Venice, I was easily immersed in 
the genesis and the possibilities of ar-
chitectural publishing. Venice is said to 
have effectively launched the publishing 
industry in the fifteenth century, becoming 
Europe’s largest and most technologically 
innovative center of print.64 This owed to 
its freedom of press (the privilegio was 
an early form of publisher’s copyright, 
enforced by a senior government commis-
sion), development of typographic art, and 
supply of raw materials and trading condi-
tions. At the turn of the sixteenth century, 
Jacopo de’Barbari’s map of Venice (Figure 
4.25) was printed, using six large wood-
blocks covering nearly two square metres. 
The map’s publisher, Anton Kolb, was a 
merchant from Nuremberg, which might 
explain the orientation of the map towards 
the Alps to the north. De’Barbari, being 
a Venetian, used a non-generic approach 
(relative to Medieval illuminations) in the 
creation of his bird’s eye view, resulting in 
an uncompromisingly accurate record of 
the city’s individual buildings and water-
ways. The print is still used by historians 

63  Bianca Weeko Martin. “Philippine Copycats: In Praise of the Reproduction,” Dune Vol. 002 n.002 (2022): 18-27.
64  Lina L. Carroll and Eric Dursteler. A Companion to Venetian History, 1400-1797. (Leiden: Brill Publishers, 2013), 617-618.
65  Tom Nichols. Renaissance Art in Venice: From Tradition to Individualism. (London: Laurence King, 2016).

Fig. 4.24  Cover of Dune Vol. 002 n. 002 
(Photo: Yana Davydova, for Dune Journal)

today as a rich source of documentary 
knowledge about the appearance of the 
city in 1500. Despite this, de’Barbari took 
liberties with the representation of the 
urban geography, omitting houses and 
calli (alleyways) towards the left (west) part 
of the map in order to provide a more 
orderly composition, while key buildings 
at the heart of the city, such as the Ducal 
Palace, were enlarged for symbolic pur-
poses.65 This early example of a widely 
disseminated image thus demonstrates 
the ways in which personal bias and aes-
thetic preference can colour architectural 
representation.

	 In an attempt to visit and map out 
Venice’s major publishing houses, I went 
on a walk that took me to Libreria Cluva, 
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near the architecture school in the sestiere 
of Santa Croce. Steps away from Scarpa’s 
playful concrete gate, it is a book store 
specializing in books on design and art. In-
side, I noticed a journal called Dune. I was 
first intrigued by the title, which recalled 
the famed soon-to-release sci-fi remake 
starring Timothée Chalamet, and the 
steamy red cover image which was taken 
by Toronto-based photographer Bruce 
LaBruce. Upon purchasing and further 
reading, I learned that the publication was 
a recent project coming from the fashion 
design department of Università Iuav di 
Venezia (Iuav), and that they had decid-
ed to take an interdisciplinary approach 
focusing more broadly on “visual culture” 
rather than fashion or architecture. I was 
inspired by the journal and the particular 
theme that they proposed for their call for 
submissions, so I sent in an abstract for 
their then-forthcoming issue, Value. 

	 Having spent a month in Venice, I 
found joy in the physicality of my encoun-
ters with architecture, people, and books, 
which the pandemic had made elusive. I 
wanted to (non-extractively) show my grat-
itude to my host community and, through 

drawing and writing, make myself feel at 
home. I was intrigued by the possibility of 
participating in a conversation by way of 
the written word, and being disseminat-
ed alongside writers whose contributions 
might either bolster my views or offer alter-
native perspectives. The thematic call to 
which I responded read as follows:

Value in relation to authenticity, brought 
into question over the course of the 
20th century by mechanical, electronic 
and digital means of reproduction. The 
copy, the forgery, the simulation and 
the clone are at the center of a culture 
of digital liquidity in which everything is 
duplicated, shared and spread around. 
Expressions that are feeding into the 
development and elaboration of this 
phenomenon range from Marjorie 
Perloff’s notion of unoriginal genius 
(2010)—which attributes to the artist a 
role of control and diffusion of informa-
tion rather than invention and which has 
influenced the poet and critic Kenneth 
Goldsmith—to the concept of migration 
of the aura explored by Bruno Latour 
and The Hacker Project of Gucci and 
Balenciaga.

Fig. 4.25  Jacopo de’Barbari, View of Venice, 1500 (Image: Minneapolis Institute of Art)
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	 My initial objective in getting pub-
lished in this journal, frankly, was to 
maximize the dissemination of the photo-
graphs I had taken earlier of modern archi-
tecture in Manila, and to introduce readers 
to a complex Southeast Asian city whose 
built form is understudied. In other words, 
I selfishly wanted the Philippines to take 
up space in the Western imagination, in a 
void I knew was not even on both sides. 
The desire to be included in this Venetian 
publication was somewhat complicated 
by the biases that I was aware dominated 
the dissemination of many non-Western 
historical narratives. The scholar Lisa Lowe 
eloquently summarizes this issue, as well 
as the call to action that postcolonial liter-
ature and writing might offer:

In other words, “Europe” is the “si-
lent referent in historical knowledge,” 
often even for histories that represent 
non-European nations or peoples. A 
philosophy of history that would not 
merely substitute another national 
subject within the same formal master 
narrative must create an analytic that 
interrogates European coloniality, epis-
temology, and philosophy of history. 
Anticolonial and antislavery works are 
among the most distinguished histories 
that undertake the work of negating this 
dominant form.66

	 Between de’Barbari’s View of Venice, 
the national pavilions at the Architecture 
Biennale, and my draft abstract for a Ve-
netian journal, I thought at length about 
what it means to publish—to lay claim to 
physical and digital space and posterity. 
This query accompanied me on my walks 

66  Lisa Lowe. The Intimacies of Four Continents. (Durham: Duke University Press, 2015), 159.
67  R. Fernández Rodríguez.“Early writing and printing in the Philippines.” 2013. HIPHILANGSCI. Accessed April 1, 2022. http://
hiphilangsci.net/2013/07/10/early-writing-and-printingin-the-philippines/.
68  The Catálogo alfabético de apellidos was a book of surnames (in alphabetic order) published after Spanish Governor-General Narciso 
Clavería y Zaldúa issued a decree on November 21, 1849 to address the lack of a standard naming convention.
69  José Rizal. Noli Me Tángere. (Manila: Oriental Commercial co., 1933).

through the cemetery on San Michele 
island, where I searched for the graves of 
Brodsky and Stravinsky. Who decides who 
does and does not get a grave on that 
island? And who decides which graves get 
marked, mapped, placed at the forefront? 
I also meditated on my research’s inclusion 
within Dune. I wondered if it would be 
possible to hold the attention of readers 
with a narrow entry point into my chosen 
area of expertise. I wondered how I could 
confidently acknowledge a place’s role in 
the history of a given technology (such as 
Venice, and its contribution to publishing), 
while also working within the bounds of 
that technology to address the knowledge 
disparities borne out of what Lisa Lowe 
calls “European coloniality.” After all, the 
printing press was introduced to the Phil-
ippines by Spanish missionaries imposing 
their Catholic catechisms on the native 
population.67 Using the printed word, they 
renamed both people68 and plants; yet the 
printed word was later used by the patriot-
ic Filipino polymath José Rizal to dissemi-
nate a key expository critique of a society 
under Spanish colonial rule.69

	 The following pages offer annota-
tions that work to address some of the 
questions I’ve outlined. The annotations 
are paired with the final spreads of my arti-
cle ‘Philippine Copycats: In Defence of the 
Reproduction’ published in Dune in 2022 
and edited by Maria Luisa Frisa. Though 
the text itself underwent minimal edits 
during the proofing process, there was a 
newness for me in the article’s published 
form as a result of its curation, and the 
connections that could be drawn between 
individual contributions. For example, the 

125



essay preceding my own, written by Petre 
Mogoș and Laura Naum of Bucharest, 
reflect critically on counterfeiting in the 
context of Eastern Europe in its transition 
from state-socialism to market-based 
capitalism. Further in the publication, re-
searchers from the Universidade de Lisboa 
in Portugal search for value in the spon-
taneous monuments of European coastal 
cities, including religious architecture and 
flexible elements like beach umbrellas. 
Both of these pieces, though sited in 
Europe (as with the majority of the con-
tributions in the journal), overlap with my 
text through discrete and shared architec-
tural features. Some of these architectural 
features, like the Catholic grotto illustrated 
in Figure 4.1, can be said to have crossed 
over continental borders over historical 
time in a cultural passage.70  When consid-
ering the idea of change in the process of 
sharing written work and histories, I like to 
remember the following quote offered by 
Glissant:

I can change through exchanging with 
others, without losing or diluting my 
sense of self.71

	 With this manifesto in mind, the 
annotations on the following pages iso-
late concepts and terms from the paper 
‘Philippine Copycats: In Praise of the 
Reproduction.’ They recontextualize some 
concepts discussed earlier in this thesis—
such as translation, domestic space, and 
hybridity—within the specific examples 
of Manila’s modern architecture. They are 
a reflection on writing and print as ex-
change, and an exercise in using architec-
tural theory as a way to interrogate value. 
And, of course, they return to the White 
House, both through theory and through 
imagery.

70  Manthia Diawara, director. Édouard Glissant: One World in Relation. K’a Yéléma Productions, 2008. 
71  Édouard Glissant and Hans Ulrish Obrist. Archipelago. (Isolarii, 2021), 67.
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On Translation

	 Philippine Copycats, as with the 
other English-language texts in Dune, 
was translated into Italian. In Italian it 
is Imitazioni Filippine: Un Elogio della 
Riproduzione. 

	 Though my paper focused on the 
translation (and mistranslations) of archi-
tectural typologies from colonial powers 
to the Philippines, language too has 
historically been a decision of much con-
sequence amongst the patriotic writers of 
the Philippines. The writer Gina Apostol 
has described the previously cited writer 
Nick Joaquin’s use of English as an “un-
apologetic, Calibanic choice... [that] is 
both rebuke to the occupier and revenge 
upon it.”72 The act of translation is also 
present in syncretic forms of religious ritu-
al in the Philippines, with one annual pro-
cession (Figure 4.27) itself being named 
Traslación. And returning to the writing of 
architect Robin Evans, whom I referenced 
in the section of this thesis entitled Univer-
sal House/Particular House, we recall that 
much of architecture may be language-like 
without being language, and that over the 
course of translating some things may get 
lost along the way. Does ‘copycats’ really 
represent ‘imitazioni’ in a 1:1 relationship? 
The relationship between architecture and 
language in the lens of translation war-
rants further contemplation.

Fig. 4.26  (Facing) Philippine Copycats: In 
Praise of the Reproduction by Bianca Weeko 
Martin, 2021, pp119-120. 

Fig. 4.27  The Feast of the Black Nazarene in 
the Philippines is known as Traslación, and is 
an annual procession in Manila that re-enacts 
the transferal of the Black Nazarene icon from 
its original shrine in the walled old city to the 
Minor Basilica (or Quiapo Church). The Black 
Nazarene was carved in the 16th century in 
Mexico before being transported to the Philip-
pines in 1606, where it is widely renowned and 
considered by many to be miraculous. (Photo: J 
Singlador)

72  Gina Apostol. “Foreword.” In The Woman Who Had Two Navels and Tales of the Tropical Gothic by Nick Joaquin. (London: Penguin 
Random House, 1961).
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Copycats

Kjartansson says the work is deadly 
serious, paraphrasing Björk that “every 
song she writes starts as a joke and 
then she carves away until she finds the 
truth in it”.73

	 The chosen title for the paper was 
Philippine Copycats: In Praise of the 
Reproduction. It was possible to choose 
a word like ‘imitation,’ ‘reproduction,’ or 
simply ‘copy’ in place of ‘copycat.’ But 
‘copycat’ had the aura of something quite 
comical, which is how I choose to defend 
the notion of value in Philippine architec-
ture. With great humour, and reverence for 
the memories that have built my identity, 
I write about Manila’s architectural land-
scape in order to tease out the possibility 
of beauty and whimsy in artefacts previ-
ously ascribed to valuelessness. Similarly, 
an ironic stance can be been positioned 
as “one possible attitude towards the 
plurality of convictions, or... ‘final vocabu-
laries.’”74 This spirit of plurality is at play in 
Figure 4.28 embedded within the paper, 
a view of an open-air commercial center 
in Manila which I hoped would both draw 
in and amuse readers who were already 
familiar with Venice’s canals and gondolas.

Fig. 4.28  (Facing) Philippine Copycats: In 
Praise of the Reproduction by Bianca Weeko 
Martin, 2021, pp20-21. Detail of Venice Grand 
Canal Mall, Taguig, Manila. 

73  Roth, Andrew. “From Russia with Schmaltz: Moscow’s Answer to Tate Modern Opens with a Santa Barbara Sat-
ire.” The Guardian, Guardian News and Media, 9 Dec. 2021. https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2021/dec/09/
russia-moscows-answer-tate-modern-ragnar-kjartansson-opens-santa-barbara-satire-us-soap. 
74  Byung-Chul Han. Hyperculture: Culture and Globalisation. (Hoboken: Wiley. 2022), 66.
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Value

	 In responding to Dune’s thematic call 
for abstracts, I chose to focus on the part 
of their text (cited on page 124) which 
called attention to the idea of authenticity 
in relation to value, particularly in “the 
copy, the forgery, the simulation and the 
clone.” The example of Philippine archi-
tecture promptly came to mind with the 
questions of authorship and origination 
that it frequently poses and which preoc-
cupies me. Benjamin Buchloh’s Formalism 
and Historicity served as an interesting 
and useful resource to foreground the 
paper with its detailed descriptions of 
artistic mistranslations, particularly in the 
examples of photomontage and of colour 
within paintings travelling from the Paris to 
New York Schools of art.75 Leveraging an 
existing text that probed the possibility of 
a multiplicity of visual origins led to a set 
of provocative reflections in the context 
of architecture. There is a further parallel 
here in more recent debates on multicul-
turalism, expressed within this passage:

Hybrid are all those things that owe 
their existence to a blending of lines 
of tradition or chains of signifiers, 
that connect different discourses and 
technologies, that are produced with 
the techniques of collage, sampling, 
bricolage.76

Fig. 4.29  (Facing) Philippine Copycats: In 
Praise of the Reproduction by Bianca Weeko 
Martin, 2021, pp18-19.

75  Benjamin H.D. Buchloh. Formalism and Historicity: Models and Methods in Twentieth-Century Art. (Boston: MIT Press, 2015).
76  Byung-Chul Han. Hyperculture: Culture and Globalisation. (Hoboken: Wiley, 2022), 20.
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Public Architecture

	 The paper Philippine Copycats be-
came an opportunity to situate objective 
descriptions of modern Philippine archi-
tecture within a more critical argument. 
In this case, the argument was to confer 
value on an architecture where styles and 
motifs introduced through successive co-
lonial occupations were repeated, altered, 
translated, mistranslated, and reactivated. 
To make this argument I broke down the 
architectural styles of the Philippines into 
groups, and traced the origins of these 
styles in great detail, which revealed 
discrepancies. Catholic churches could 
be traced back to the Spanish occupation 
of the Philippine Islands, and yet these 
churches imposed by the Spaniards were 
an iteration of ancient basilicas.77 Brutalism 
is often associated with Soviet Europe; 
however, the British theorists Alison and 
Peter Smithson named the originator of 
Brutalism as the Frenchman Le Corbusi-
er.78 This origin-finding exercise added a 
new layer of critical analysis to knowledge 
and fieldwork previously gathered in Ma-
nila for the purposes of a more objective 
guidebook.

Fig. 4.30  (Facing) Philippine Copycats: In 
Praise of the Reproduction by Bianca Weeko 
Martin, 2021, Spreads pp22-23.

77  John Gordon Davies. The Origin and Development of Early Christian Church Architecture. (New York: Philosophical Library, 1953).
78  Jon Scott Blanthorn. “Atlas of Brutalist Architecture.” The Canadian Architect 64, no. 05 (May 2019): 57–58.
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Private Architecture

	 I used the motif of the Philippine 
ancestral house, the bahay na bato, to 
conclude a series of descriptions of ‘copy-
cat’ Philippine architectural typologies 
with one that is a colonial-native hybrid. 
Through the ancestral house, I discussed 
the power of memory in a domestic set-
ting, proposing “locally-inscribed personal 
meaning” as a marker of value trumping 
so-called originality. The classic Filipino 
writer Nick Joaquin is again quoted here 
to leverage an architectural and artistic 
theory with readings of literature. 

	 I have furthermore been inspired by 
Lisa Lowe’s reading of literature to uncover 
processes of extraction and exchange of 
goods particularly in a domestic English 
setting. In The Intimacies of Four Conti-
nents, Lowe considers the role of goods 
as objects and means in the narrative rise 
and fall of Vanity Fair, an 1848 novel by 
William Makepeace Thackeray. Thackeray 
describes a bed curtain as a “chintz of a 
rich and fantastic Indian pattern,” which 
according to Lowe “both reveals and con-
ceals the long colonial history of cotton’s 
production and reproduction [in India],”79 

in addition to the pattern design which 
evolved out of Islamic, Chinese, and Euro-
pean sources. This “hybridity” expresses 
the contact, conflicts, and exchanges of 
the preceding centuries.

Fig. 4.31  (Facing) Philippine Copycats: In 
Praise of the Reproduction by Bianca Weeko 
Martin, 2021, pp24-25.

The ancestral house in the Philippines is 
localized in people’s minds by its distinct 
material palette and recurring archi-
tectural features, and shared between 
families as physical marker points where 
memories and childhood stories are fixed 
and reeled back into recollection. The 
bahay na bato occupies a place of deep 
sentimentality even for the Filipino
diaspora abroad, as exemplified by this 
quote from the classic Filipino short 
story, The Woman with Two Navels: 

“But, now, a war had come and de-
stroyed the house. It was waiting no 
longer. They might still go back, they 
could never go home now, though Pepe 
Monson, more vividly remembering that 
house he had never seen... than any of the 
houses he had actually lived in.”

79  Lisa Lowe. The Intimacies of Four Continents. (Durham: Duke University Press, 2015), 88.
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New Value Markers

	 It is worth noting that, alongside a 
list of value markers for architecture, the 
editors of the text requested permission 
to use my White House drawing Rattan 
Chair (Figure 0.1) at the very end of my 
paper for Dune. This drawing can be said 
to be a contemporary interpretation of 
a hybrid form of Philippine architecture, 
and an expression of how this architecture 
has accrued personal meaning and value 
notwithstanding a partially ‘unoriginal’ 
point of origin. The White House thus ex-
presses the value markers which I describe 
in the paper as “the long-term usage of 
a building, the integration of a colonial 
building typology or program with its 
local climate and environment, and... the 
capacity for local users to identify with and 
find meaning in the spaces they have in-
herited”. Though I did not explicitly name 
the house within the paper, and chose 
to focus on public forms of architecture 
that might be less mysterious to a gen-
eral non-Filipino reader, a drawing of the 
White House indicating care, attention to 
detail, and artistic interpretation perhaps 
speaks for itself.Fig. 4.32  (Facing) Philippine Copycats: In 

Praise of the Reproduction by Bianca Weeko 
Martin, 2021, pp26-27, 119-120.

In brief, value as traditionally bestowed 
to originals must be reconsidered
and redistributed. The designation of 
an “original” in the first place becomes 
complex when a single author is conflated 
with entire nations, as seen in discus-
sions of Brutalism or of Spanish monastic 
architecture. In this paper I have offered 
architectural examples comprising the 
modern landscape of the Philippines as 
case studies that might reveal new ways 
of ascribing historico-cultural value in 
art, architecture and design... Proposed 
alternative value markers discussed in 
this paper include the long-term usage of 
a building, the integration of a colonial 
building typology or program with its 
local climate and environment, and quite 
simply, the capacity for local users to
identify with and find meaning in the 
spaces they have inherited — for
these spaces to hold memories and stories.

﻿  

138



TORONTO: ART

139



﻿  140





“The opposition ‘here I am but visiting, there is my 
home’ stays clear cut as before, but it is not easy to 
point out where the ‘there’ is. ‘There’ is increasingly 
stripped of all material features; the ‘home’ it contains 
is not even imaginary (any mental image would be 
too specific, too constraining)—but postulated; what is 
postulated is having a home, not a particular build-
ing, street, landscape or company of people... Home-
sickness is a dream of belonging—of being for once, of 
the place, not merely in... The value of ‘home’ in the 
homesickness lies precisely in its tendency to stay in 
the future tense forever. It cannot move to the present 
without being stripped of its charm and allure.”

Zygmunt Bauman,  
from Byung-Chul Han’s Hyperculture, 2022
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The sliding windows of the White House 
are hallmarks of the ancestral home. 
Windowsills become surfaces for children 
to play. The light from outside is filtered 
through grids of capiz shell, a kind of 
windowpane oyster endemic to the Phil-
ippine island of Capiz. In their light, 
angels abound. One clutches a vase of 
flowers, and one is carved into the wood 
of the front doorframe. He perpetually 
stands on guard at the entry of the home.
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Fig. 5.1  Front Door from the White House series, Marker on paper, 2021
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Fig. 5.2  Screencap 1/19 of ‘Counter-Narratives & the AGO Collection’, Artist Researcher Presentation by 
Bianca Weeko Martin, 2021. Title Heading
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Fig. 5.3  Screencap 2/19 of ‘Counter-Narratives & the AGO Collection’, Artist Researcher Presentation by 
Bianca Weeko Martin, 2021. ‘Rattan Chair’ in Introduction
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Fig. 5.4  Screencap 3/19 of ‘Counter-Narratives & the AGO Collection’, Artist Researcher Presentation by 
Bianca Weeko Martin, 2021. Counter-Narratives excerpt by Thaïsa Way

Fig. 5.5  Screencap 4/19 of ‘Counter-Narratives & the AGO Collection’, Artist Researcher Presentation by 
Bianca Weeko Martin, 2021. Notebook Scan detailing margins and centers
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Fig. 5.6  Detail view of center-mar-
gin-narrative-counter-narrative sketches 
from Artist Researcher Presentation by 
Bianca Weeko Martin, 2021

﻿  148



Fig. 5.7  Screencap 5/19 of ‘Counter-Narratives & the AGO Collection’, Artist Researcher Presentation by 
Bianca Weeko Martin, 2021 Works of domestic space by Canadian artists Kim Ondaatje, Lawren Harris 
and Matthew Wong

Fig. 5.8  Screencap 6/19 of ‘Counter-Narratives & the AGO Collection’, Artist Researcher Presentation by 
Bianca Weeko Martin, 2021. Artist File Questionnaire by Mary Ella Dignam next to an annotated screen-
print test by Kim Ondaatje
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Fig. 5.9  Kim Ondaatje, Blue Bedroom, Screenprint on paper, 1970 (Image: Art Gallery of Ontario)
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Fig. 5.10  Screencap 7/19 of ‘Counter-Narratives & the AGO Collection’, Artist Researcher Presentation by 
Bianca Weeko Martin, 2021. Notebook Scan from Rome, 2018

Fig. 5.11  Screencap 8/19 of ‘Counter-Narratives & the AGO Collection’, Artist Researcher Presentation by 
Bianca Weeko Martin, 2021. Scan from Matthew Wong: Blue View Exhibition Catalog
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Fig. 5.12  Matthew Wong, Hazelmere 2019	  
(Image: Matthew Wong Foundation)
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Fig. 5.13  Screencap 9/19 of ‘Counter-Narratives & the AGO Collection’, Artist Researcher Presentation by 
Bianca Weeko Martin, 2021. ‘The Road’ by Matthew Wong, 2018

Fig. 5.14  Screencap 10/19 of ‘Counter-Narratives & the AGO Collection’, Artist Researcher Presentation 
by Bianca Weeko Martin, 2021. Excerpt from Matthew Wong: Blue View Exhibition Catalog with essay by 
Winnie Wong
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Fig. 5.15  Matthew Wong, The Road, 2018 (Image: Matthew Wong Foundation). According to 
Winnie Wong in the Blue View Exhibition Catalog, the white lines resembling trees might also 
be an allusion to the Bank of China Tower.
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Fig. 5.16  Screencap 11/19 of ‘Counter-Narratives & the AGO Collection’, Artist Researcher Presentation 
by Bianca Weeko Martin, 2021. Notebook scan from conversations with curators

Fig. 5.17  Screencap 12/19 of ‘Counter-Narratives & the AGO Collection’, Artist Researcher Presentation 
by Bianca Weeko Martin, 2021. Kim Ondaatje’s artist file
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Fig. 5.18  Detail view of center-margin-world-map 
sketches from Artist Researcher notebook by Bianca 
Weeko Martin, 2021
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Fig. 5.19  Screencap 13/19 of ‘Counter-Narratives & the AGO Collection’, Artist Researcher Presentation 
by Bianca Weeko Martin, 2021. Scanned clipping from Kim Ondaatje artist file

Fig. 5.20  Screencap 14/19 of ‘Counter-Narratives & the AGO Collection’, Artist Researcher Presenta-
tion by Bianca Weeko Martin, 2021. Works by Canadian artists Joanne Tod, Doris McCarthy, and Joyce 
Wieland
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Fig. 5.21  Detail view of scanned clipping from Kim Ondaatje artist file  
(Image: Art Gallery of Ontario)
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Fig. 5.22  Screencap 15/19 of ‘Counter-Narratives & the AGO Collection’, Artist Researcher Presentation 
by Bianca Weeko Martin, 2021. Photograph of Your House by Olafur Eliasson

Fig. 5.23  Screencap 16/19 of ‘Counter-Narratives & the AGO Collection’, Artist Researcher Presentation 
by Bianca Weeko Martin, 2021. Works by Vanessa Bell, Rae Johnson, and Carole Conde and Karl Beverige
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Fig. 5.24  Carole Conde and Karl Beverige, Untitled (Front Hallway), Colour screenprint on paper, c. 1979 
(Image: Art Gallery of Ontario)

﻿  160



Fig. 5.25  Screencap 17/19 of ‘Counter-Narratives & the AGO Collection’, Artist Researcher Presentation 
by Bianca Weeko Martin, 2021. Works by Alex Morrison and Njideka Akunyili Crosby

Fig. 5.26  Screencap 18/19 of ‘Counter-Narratives & the AGO Collection’, Artist Researcher Presentation 
by Bianca Weeko Martin, 2021. Notebook scan detailing key research themes
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Fig. 5.27  Njideka Akunyili Crosby, And We Begin To Let Go, Acrylic, pastel, char-
coal, collage, Xerox transfers, and marble dust on paper, c. 2013 
(Image: Museum of Modern Art)

Fig. 5.28  Alex Morrison, Every House I’ve Ever Lived in Drawn from 
Memory, Ink on paper, 1999 (Image: McLean/Copeland Collection)
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Fig. 5.29  Screencap 19/19 of ‘Counter-Narratives & the AGO Collection’, Artist Researcher Presentation 
by Bianca Weeko Martin, 2021. Key research themes as hyperlinks

	 To organize my findings I came up 
with “research axes” to guide the digital 
work-in-progress material pictured in the 
preceding pages. These were: margins 
vs. city; particular vs. universal; painting 
vs. drawing. Margins were particularly 
interesting to me as possible sites of 
knowledge in the lens of a counter-nar-
rative, since they often detail “how 
those at the margins actively shape 
the core in as of yet unacknowledged 
ways.”80 If the “core” was hypothetically 
the city, I positioned the “margin” as 
the suburbs which, from my experience 
growing up in Scarborough, contained 
spaces that held importance to immi-
grants in the Greater Toronto Area. It is 

worth noting that the term “immigrant” 
is not all-encompassing, and although 
Canadians are generally receptive to 
immigration there is evidence that some 
recent immigrant groups, especially 
those concentrated in Toronto’s inner 
suburbs, are not faring well economical-
ly.81 In contrast, historic cities have been 
described as having “emerged from the 
countryside around it... thus, the city 
was constructed gradually, like a kind of 
blood that flows out of the countryside 
and coagulates. The city is a coagulation 
of what comes from the countryside.”82 

The art generated in or about the sub-
urbs, this transitional zone between city 
and countryside, seemed to me in need 
of further study.

	 Focusing on artists operating at 
these Canadian margins, such as Mat-
thew Wong (Greater Toronto Area, 

The Particular and the Universal

80  Thaïsa Way. “Think like a Historian, Imagine like a Designer, 2021.” March 5, 2021. https://www.gsd.harvard.edu/event/
think-like-a-historian-imagine-like-a-designer-a-conversation-on-landscape-history-and-design-education/ 
81  Robert Murdie and Sutama Ghosh. “Does Spatial Concentration Always Mean a Lack of Integration? Exploring Ethnic Concen-
tration and Integration in Toronto.” Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 36 no. 2 (2010), 293-311. 
82  Édouard Glissant and Hans Ulrish Obrist. Archipelago. (Isolarii, 2021), 30.
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Fig. 5.30  Matthew Wong, Untitled, Oil 
on canvas, 2018 (Image: Art Gallery of 
Ontario)

Ontario) and Kim Ondaatje (London, 
Ontario), was an attempt at forging a 
more complete understanding of Cana-
dian art. Looking closely at these artists 
also brought to light the different ways 
in which one could represent domestic 
interior space; particularly, how a compo-
sition could be tied to the universal or to 
the particular. Glissant writes that, “the 
particular resists a generalizing universal 
and soon begets specific and local senses 
of identity, in concentric circles.”83 Within 
the art I studied, I became attuned to the 
distinction between a room appearing 
generic enough to belong to anyone at 
any time, and one that contained enough 
evidence of personal belongings and fur-
nishings that its location and time would 
be given away. A good example of the 
former can be found in the work of Kim 
Ondaatje or Matthew Wong (Figure 5.30), 
which often focus on stark window or door 
openings, the light pouring in, subtle pat-
terns that do not suggest any particular 
cultural tradition but rather offer a sort of 
inclusivity as to whom might be beholding 
the view. On the other end of the spec-
trum is work like the screenprint Untitled 
(Front Hallway) by Carole Conde and Karl 
Beverige (Figure 5.31), where upturned 
signs reading “...WANT JOBS NOT WEL-
FARE!” as well as a clearly legible issue of 
the Toronto Star explicitly point to the city 
of Toronto as geographic location, and 
to a time of heightened political activism 
as the moment of creation. One way to 
reconcile the particular and the universal 
is perhaps to use both, layering one over 
the other. This can be seen in the work 
of Njideka Akunyili Crosby for instance 
(Figure 5.32), where black bodies, co-
lour-blocked silhouettes, and stunningly 
collaged photographs and newspaper 
clippings coexist. 

Fig. 5.31  Carole Conde and Karl Bev-
erige, Untitled (Front Hallway), c. 1979. 
(Image: Art Gallery of Ontario)

Fig. 5.32  Njideka Akunyili Crosby, And 
We Begin To Let Go by, c. 2013. 
(Image: Museum of Modern Art)

83  Édouard Glissant. Poetics of Relation. (Michigan: University of Michigan Press, 1997).
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A Topology of Canadian Art

 	 This final section of the thesis 
aimed at summarizing the findings of a 
three week period of research supported 
by the Art Gallery of Ontario’s Emerging 
Artist Exchange program. This mentor-
ship period was awarded after submit-
ting the project The Homepage (Figure 
5.34), a series of webpages simulating 
a virtual walkthrough of The White 
House. The webpages presented the 
hand-drawn thesis sketches as scanned, 
edited, animated, formatted and made 
interactive for the web. Over the course 
of the artist researcher residency, and 
inspired by knowledge gleaned from 
earlier conversations surrounding The 
White House, interviews were conduct-
ed with curators and conservators at the 
Art Gallery of Ontario about Canadian 
artists who depicted interior domestic 
spaces in their paintings and drawings. 
Additional visits were made to the mu-
seum’s library in order to view artist files 
and archives. The research culminated 
with an internal presentation which 
involved the creation of a new web-
page.84 The webpage acted as a sort of 
research board where images, quotes, 
and notebook scans could be embed-
ded over time, much like with a journal; 
the webpage served simultaneously as 
presentation material as I screen-shared 
and scrolled through the research on the 
day of the presentation. 

	 One resource that made an impres-
sion on me during the research residen-

84  Bianca Weeko Martin. “Counter-Narratives and the AGO Collection.” Bianca Weeko Martin. September 21, 2021. http://bian-
caweekomartin.com/ago-rbc-artist-research.html.
85  Julian Cox, Nancy Spector, and Winnie Wong, (Eds.) Matthew Wong: Blue View. (New York: Delmonico Books/Art Gallery of 
Ontario, 2021).

cy period was the catalog for the 2021 
Matthew Wong: Blue View exhibition, a 
posthumously staged survey of the work 
of Matthew Wong. Wong was an artist 
who worked between China and Canada 
and exhibited internationally. In one of 
the book’s essays, the scholar Winnie 
Wong visualizes the topology of con-
temporary Canada, as exemplified by an 
artist like Matthew Wong. She writes:

Contemporary Canada imagines itself 
as an immigrant nation, but does not 
conceive of itself as encompassing a 
diaspora. ... As the Chinese-Canadian 
artist Ken Lum once opined: “Cana-
da’s artistic centre is neither a centre 
nor a margin; it is but a centrifuge, a 
study for specialists in chaos theory.”

If that is the case, is there not some-
thing to be said about a returned 
artist like Matthew Wong—an artist 

Fig. 5.33  AGO X RBC Emerging Artists 
Exchange 2022 call for applications, featuring 
‘Bahay Kubo’ by Bianca Weeko Martin
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Fig. 5.34  Screencap of The Homepage website project, 2021

who contradicts Canadianness not by 
leaving, but by returning?

Let us acknowledge Canada, then, as 
a native land that has sustained many 
arrivals, departures, displacements, 
and returns—rather than the orderly 
mosaic of settler-colonialists we have 
been taught to become.85

	 Firstly, Wong writes that Canadians 
have been taught to become an “order-
ly mosaic of settler-colonialists.” Before 
breaking down this particular topology, 
I want to firstly contrast the “mosaic” 
with the “melting pot” that Canada’s 
southern neighbour, the United States of 
America, is more often associated with. 
In the most bleak texts on assimilation, 
the moral demands and collective iden-
tities of America’s native and immigrant 
cultures are described as essentially 
having vanished.86 While a mosaic allows 

immigrants and their respective cultures 
to co-exist, a melting pot is considered a 
metaphor for heterogenous society be-
coming more homogenous. Relatively, a 
mosaic is a positive aspiration, but it still 
lacks the turbulent seams of exchange, 
of shear and of friction, that could be 
associated with the interacting layers of 
a palimpsest we have discussed.

	 Wong goes on to cite the Chi-
nese-Canadian artist Ken Lum in his 
conception of “Canada’s artistic centre” 
as a “centrifuge,” a place of arrivals 
and departures. Though generic, this 
topology is one that suggests greater 
movement and dynamism: hachure. This 
personal history of arrival and departure 
is true for Canadian artists captured in 
the artist researcher webpages, includ-
ing Kim Ondaatje, Alex Morrison, and 
Joyce Wieland. The centrifuge might 
resonate with students and alumni of 

86  Christopher Clausen. Faded Mosaic: The Emergence of Post-Cultural America. (Chicago: Ivan R. Dee, 2000). 
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the Waterloo Architecture undegraduate 
program, which has distinguished itself 
with a co-operative internship program 
known to integrate international travel. 
And lastly, the centrifuge reminds me of 
the changing seasons of southern Can-
ada, with its freezing, interior winters, 
which I believe become the conditions 
for summer to truly assert itself.
	
	 I will now offer a third topology 
which forecasts a more extreme version 
of the dense, inextricable palimpsest. 
Byung-Chul Han describes this topol-
ogy as a culture that “has become 
boundless, even site-less, hypercultural 
acoustic space in which the most diverse 
sounds are jammed together side by 
side... The hypercultural condition of the 
‘side by side’, of simultaneity and of the 
‘as well as’, would change the topology 
of happiness.”87 Han goes on to describe 
a patchwork or multicoloured religion 
that presupposes the “decay of a unified 
horizon of meaning.” He adds that in 
this hypercultural side by side of differ-
ent forms of faith, “art also works addi-
tively, helping itself to whatever it finds 
in the hypercultural pool of expressive 
forms and stylistic means. Hypercultural 
art no longer pursues the truth in the 
strong sense; it has nothing to reveal. 
Like patchwork religion, it presents itself 
as multicoloured and multiform.”88 Thus, 
while Édouard Glissant, decades earlier, 
champions the need for borders to be 
more permeable, to “provide them with 
another meaning... that of a passage, 
a communication–a relation,”89 Byung-
Chul Han writes that, “the borders or 
enclosures that convey a semblance of 
cultural authenticity or genuineness are 

87  Byung-Chul Han. Hyperculture: Culture and Globalisation. (Hoboken: Wiley, 2022), 5.
88  Ibid. 51. 
89  Édouard Glissant. Poetics of Relation. (Michigan: University of Michigan Press, 1997). 
90  Byung-Chul Han. Hyperculture: Culture and Globalisation. (Hoboken: Wiley. 2022), 9.

dissolving... culture is bursting at the 
seams.”90

	 How does the idea of home fit into 
this emergent world of precarious cul-
tural identity—of an endless centrifuge 
of arriving and departing people, where 
the lines that once defined heritage 
and memory are dissolving? Zygmunt 
Bauman writes about home as some-
thing that is not material and not even 
imaginary, but postulated.91 He writes of 
homesickness as a dream of belonging, 
and that its value lies in its tendency to 
stay in the future tense; never moving to  
the present, never losing its charm and 
allure. Perhaps, then, home is a state 
of being—a state of collective dream-
ing, brainstorming and identity-making 
that is reactivated through encounters 
among the diaspora. Perhaps home is 
simply what grounds us in the face of 
uncertainty. Han’s hypothesis of “hyper-
culture” is one that makes no distinction 
between indigenous and foreign, near 
and far, the familiar and the exotic. I do 
not yet know if it is a view that speaks of 
tragedy or of kind inclusiveness. 

	 I began this thesis within the 
fraught nationalism of the Philippines, 
and the specificity of its history contin-
ues to forge new kinships. I sought the 
foothold of ancestral history within a Fil-
ipino architectural typology that I knew 
intimately, and this revealed material 
and historic connections, its enduring 
lore. And yet I viewed it from afar, first in 
Toronto and then in Venice. Taking the 
White House with me, I returned and left 
and returned to Toronto, to the discov-
ery of both “low” and “high” art forms 
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co-existing within the same city bounds. 
I opted to conclude my thesis with a 
section about Canada—the country of 
my citizenship and the location of this 
thesis’ writing—in order to reflect on 
nationality and immigration and how it 
might permeate into art, architecture, 
and culture. Drawing has accompanied 
me throughout this constellation of 
places, and so in my attempts to capture 
forms of movement through drawing, my 
drawings themselves have moved too. 
Through these drawings and through 
my writing, I have grieved the physical 
loss of a house from my memory, and its 
potential metaphysical loss in the face 
of emergent site-less “hyperculture.” Yet 
facing these losses, I freely confront the 
future holding aspects of deep cultural 
identity that might still resist change. 

	 At this moment in time, I ready my-
self for the return to Manila. The trip has 
been delayed by nearly two years. One 
could see this thesis as something that 
filled the time that lodged itself unex-
pectedly between me and the “home-
land,” and yet I feel that the explora-
tions that filled the fissure have led me 
more closely to emplacement. Why do 
we diasporic artists so relentlessly chase 
after the ancestral land, the stories that 
our immigrant parents did so well to cast 
behind? Do we harbour an existential 
desire, a desire for that parallel version 
of ourselves that did not leave the house 
that our ancestors built? 

Rather than proposing a definitive 
answer, I instead close this thesis with a 
segment of a poem, written by the late 
artist Etel Adnan:

91  Ibid. 40.
92  Etel Adnan. Shifting the Silence. (New York: Nightboat Books, 2020). 
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Does the discovery of origins remove the dust?  
The horizon’s shimmering slows down all oth-
er perceptions. It reminds me of a childhood of 
emptiness which seems to have taken me near 
the beginnings of space and time.92
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Fig. 5.35  Bianca Weeko Martin drawing, age 3, 2000
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Fig. 5.36  Hybrid thesis defence at University of Waterloo, with Anne Bordeleau, Philip Beesley, 
Eric Haldenby, Robert Jan van Pelt, and Yanyun Chen, May 2, 2022
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A family reunion coincides with news of 
the White House’s approaching eutha-
nasia. The silence of change is filled with 
karaoke, a Japanese invention made sa-
cred in the Philippines. The porch is pulled 
out, the threshold extended—a videoke 
machine and beer-splattered folding table 
summoned—into the jungle of the front 
yard, which now quivers with aching 
8-bit falsettos shared between siblings 
now separated by seas.
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Fig. 5.37  Karaoke, Marker on paper, 2021
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