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RYAN LEE is pleased to present CITIZENS, featuring new work by Stephanie Syjuco that probes 
philosophic and historic definitions of what it means to be a “citizen” in terms of national 
belonging, civic engagement, and radical responsibility. CITIZENS, the artist’s second solo 
exhibition at the gallery, consists of an installation of fabric banners based on iconic protest 
signs and a series of anonymous portraits of recently graduated college students whose basic 
identities make them vulnerable: queer, woman, of color, undocumented. Both the installation 
and photography consider the aesthetics of protest in the digital age with parallels to previous 
national movements, such as Civil Rights and Japanese American internment demonstrations. 
Crafting analog manifestations of digital content, flow and process, Syjuco navigates the 
distortion of images in the internet era and the effects of political upheaval as perceived by 
young citizens on the verge of adulthood.

One banner declares I AM AN AMERICAN, a reference to the sign posted by a Japanese 
American business owner following the bombing of Pearl Harbor, as photographed by Dorothea 
Lange. Another reads BECOME UNGOVERNABLE, the phrase adopted by anti-fascist 
protesters following the 2016 presidential election. The fabric panels of each banner open and 
close throughout the exhibition, at times obscuring certain words, the ultimate message wavering 
between legible and illegible. Syjuco sources the original photographs online, exploring how 
information and images can be disseminated or distorted, or how an altered image can eclipse 
the unedited version. 

Four staged portraits present black-clad, masked “protesters” depicted by young UC Berkeley 
students who are grappling with an uncertain reality and their own precarious status in the 
current political climate. Each of the recent graduates is queer, of color, undocumented, or a 
woman, rendered anonymous by being covered up. In the style of graduation or formal studio 
portraits, the images are part fiction, part reality, offering a chance for each sitter to inhabit a 
temporary fantasy of themselves as an active resister while protecting their identities. Masks have 
recently become crucial for protesters, preventing identity discovery through facial recognition 
technology, crowd-sourcing, and other modern surveillance methods. In another portrait, a 
checkered cloth obscures the sitter’s entire body; this pattern makes tangible Photoshop’s grey 
and white transparency background, translating a digital tool into a material experience. An 
undocumented individual who received her college education through the DREAM Act, her 
status in the United States is now potentially under threat. Under protective anonymity, the 
former students claim a presence where their individual identities must be absent, occupying a 
tenuous space between invisibility and visibility.

Two still life photographs further explore the digital possibilities of Photoshop and digital 
rendering through chaotic compositions of protest props fabricated entirely in bright green 
chroma key. Like the transparency background, chroma key is a visual effects technique 
to create a composite image or video by separating color hues and making one color range 
transparent. The green fabric represents information that can be faked or re-presented for truth, 



transforming the meaning of the props and the intent of the protesters. When reality can be 
digitally invented or computer-generated, Syjuco confronts the conflicting interpretations of 
“citizenship” and what it means to resist and represent.

Stephanie Syjuco (b. 1974 Manila, Philippines) received her MFA from Stanford University in 
2005 and her BFA from the San Francisco Art Institute in 1995. A long-time arts educator, she 
taught at Stanford University, California College of the Arts, San Francisco Art Institute, Mills 
College, and Carnegie Mellon University before joining the faculty at University of California, 
Berkeley in 2014. Syjuco’s work has been included in international biennials and exhibitions, 
including the 2015 Asian Art Biennial, Taiwan; 12th Havana Biennale; 2014 Bucharest Biennial; 
La Triennale di Milano; ADN Platform, Barcelona; Contemporary Art Museum, Houston; 
Heinz Nixdorf MuseumsForum, Paderborn, DE; MoMA PS1, New York; Noguchi Museum, 
New York; San Francisco Museum of Modern Art; Verein fur Kunst and Kultur, Berlin; Yerba 
Buena Center for the Arts, San Francisco; Z33 Space for Contemporary Art, BE; and ZKM 
Center for Art and Technology, DE, among others. Her work is held in the public collections of 
Berkeley Art Museum, CA; Columbus Museum of Art, OH; Contemporary Museum Honolulu, 
HI; Henry Art Gallery, Seattle, WA; Museum of Fine Arts Houston, TX; New Museum, NY; San 
Francisco Museum of Modern Art, CA; San Jose Museum of Art, CA; and Whitney Museum 
of American Art, NY, among others. Syjuco received a Guggenheim Fellowship Award in 2014 
and a Joan Mitchell Painters and Sculptors Award in 2009. In 2018, Syjuco will complete an 
installation commissioned by the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art as part of the museum’s 
Public Knowledge program, and her work will be included in Being: New Photography 2018 at 
the Museum of Modern Art in New York. Syjuco lives and works in Oakland, California.

Concurrently on view in RLWindow is Stephanie Syjuco’s large-scale fabric work Red Banner, viewable from the High 
Line at 26th Street. Forthcoming exhibitions include Emma Amos (October 19 - December 16). For press inquiries, 
please contact Bridget Casey at bridget@ryanleegallery.com or 212-397-0742.


