








In 1995, a group of Minnesota school children
found numerous severely malformed frogs on
a class field trip. At this point I was a young
artist just out of my undergraduate studies and
newspaper images of these frogs with what
they could mean environmentally horrified
me. Within weeks, I had made contact with
the Minnesota Pollution Control agency and
scientists around the country—within a few
years I was conducting field research with the
USGS (U.S. Geological Survey) and working in
labs to try to understand what could be causing
these def}(;rmities.

Over time the science research experiences
led to different bodies of artworks, the longest
running being my “Malamp Reliquaries”
(2001-0ngoing) and the sculptural series “Styx”
(2007-ongoing). The artworks are derived
from the complex sensations of finding such
deformed animals in nature and the awareness
that we are in part sculpting their development
through our treatment of the environment.
The works are exhibited with the intention
of engaging viewers—hopefully making them
interested and concerned for the global plight
of amphibians.

“The Malamp Reliquaries” are created by
chemically “clearing and staining” terminally
deformed frogs found in nature. Once cleared
and stained the specimens look almost like
X rays. Aesthetically, the colors of the dyed
bone and cartilage are vibrant in contrast to
the skin, which 1s semi-transparent, almost
shroud-like and ephemeral. This process
enables a level of abstraction or distance
while simultaneously revealing the complex
configuration of malformed development. It
alters direct representation as I do not want
to exhibit large images of “monsters,” which
would be frightening and be exploitative of the
misfortune of the organism.

This process is followed by high-resolution
scanner photography of each specimen to
create individual portraits. I use the direct
imaging process of scanning to reference the
tradition of photograms in natural sciences by
Anna Atkins and others, and because of the
remarkable details that can be captured through
this technique. These portraits are printed
as unique watercolor ink prints (never made
into editions) and each individual is centered,
appearing to “float” in what looks to be clouds
or the night sky. This otherworldly quality is

reinforced by the titles named after ancient
characters from Greco-Roman mythology. They
are scaled so the frogs appear approximately
the size of a human toddler, to invoke empathy
instead of detachment or fear—if they are too
small they will dismissed, but if they are too
large they become monsters. Each finished
artwork 1s unique and never editioned, to recall
the individual animal and become a reliquary to
a short-lived, non-human life.

In the sculptural series “Styx,” the actual
cleared and stained deformed specimens
are displayed on large dark structures—to
resemble fallen obelisks. The specimens are
small, out of our normal human-scale for bodily
association, but through precisely illuminated
glass dishes they become the “light,” and focal
point. Viewed up close they resemble gems
or the stained—gﬂss windows found in some
cathedrals. There is something familiar about
them, enchanting but terrible and otherworldly.
“Styx” is a sculptural expression of complex
sensations derived from finding the abnormal
frogs in nature. It forces intimacy between the
viewer and subject—it asks the viewer to re-
question their behavior and approach towards
the environment.

SAiA: Let’s talk about your ongoing series,
“Love Motels for Insects.” In creating these
sculptural “motels," you utilize embedded
ultraviolet lights to attract countless insects and
promote public interaction with local insect
species. Could you talk about how you came to
start this project and how it has been received
thus far?

BB: “Love Motel for Insects” is an ongoing
series of outdoor installations that use ultra-
violet lights on enormous sculpted canvases

to attract insects. Arthropods gather on the
surface of the works, breeding, and I encourage
people to come watch. The work is as much
about creating a situation between people and
arthropods—a “trans-species happening,” as it
is public art made for human and non-human
communities. With each variation, the “Love
Motel for Insects” becomes a temporary habitat
for arthropods and the backdrop for events—
picnics, biodiversity workshops, environmental
testivals, graffiti jams, political rallies, scientific
investigations, even musical events—it is an
open-ended experiment to see who comes and
what occurs when humans and other organisms

gather.
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