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HE FIRST TIME she landed in
the States, in 1970, visual artist
Pacita Abad was like the thousands

of immigrants before her: alone :and broke.
Saving what little money she had, Abad
Stayed with distant relatives in San Francis-
co and took the first available joh—that of a
seamstress. At the same time. Abad worked
as a part-time typist and found hersellin the
midst of other immigrants from Vietuam,
China and Mexico who were tacing similar
circnmstances.

Twenty years later. the artist would recall
these encounters and her personal sojonrn
in a strange country in a series ol paintings
called "The Immigrant Experience.” The
paintings depict the struggles. hopes and re-
alities of people of color—the Asians. Alri-
cans and Latin Americans whom the artist
met over the years when she lived and paint-
ed in Bangladesh, Sudan, Cambodia. the
Dominican Republic, Indoncsia and other
third world countries.

People, Abad soon found ont. will aban
don roots and cultural ties in scarch of a et
ter life or;in some cases, because ol socio-
political pressures.

Ethiopians escape to Sudan, Haitians go
to work in the plantations of the Domincan
Republie, Filipinos scll their domestic lnabor
to Asian and Middle East households. Such
observations eventually found their way into
canvas in such paintings as “If My Friends
Could See Me Now,” “Mixed Marriages,”
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“Contemplating Flor,” and “Torments of
a Filipino Overseas.”

“When I started going to refugee
camps in Thailand, I was just helping
out,” recalls this artist from Batanes.
“Then I started working on portraits of
the children and over time, I built up a
series of portraits of the Cambodian ref-
ugees. I asked the refugees what they
carried when' they crossed the border.
One was carrying a dying uncle, another
a sewing machine, another one a grand-
father and yet another a rooster. There
were pots, pans and many babies. Most
of these refugees were, fearful not be-
cause of the animals they might encoun-
ter in the jungle, but of the bullets com-
ing from the Khmer Rouge behind
them.” Abad’s painting, “Flights to
Freedom” depicts the Cambodians’
frantic escape across the border to Thai-

land.
Some paintings from the series, "The Village
Where I Came From,” “Korean hhupkeepc rs,” and
Hmtliul.s Waiting at Guantanamo Bay”™ reflect the
migrant’s fecling of separateness and dislocation. A
few other works celebirate the success that many
immigrants have achieved in their new country.
The multi-lavered migrant’s experience works well

with the artist’s trapunto panitings, which nse a 1th
century decorative teclmigue of blending different
materials using stitching, collage, silkscreen, tic-dve
and embroiderny.

The 1||e|:|mm offers Abul an uppmiumtv Ly ere-
ate collaged., three-dimensional images that she can-
not achicve in the fat twvo-dimensional world of
painting. Notes an art enitic Trapunto allows Abad
to fashion forceful and poigrant political and social
statements that would othenvise Lick weight as con-
fined to a flat, framed canvas — And politics plas an
important part in the artists life: her Eather was o
Cabinet minister and her mother o former governim
and congresswoman. Her brother, Florencio Abad
wats onee detained during the Mareos era and wis
clected congressiman under the Aquino adnmstra-
tiomn.

“Trapunto also inspires a sense of hee domm sunong
its practitioners,” observes Abad who has handlled
several art workshops on the for, "It was interest
ing tir wateh Lo the male students worked on thea
pieces. What fuscinated wi about the ni ales artists
was that the W |Jml.lght things like l||-. burk of trees,
npewriter nbbons and cassette tape. The women
used regilar lace, thread, viars an f.l'hm

To be as forceful as pa:mh[v it would seem that
Abad's picers are best ereated in large sizes.

“Size is important to me | like working on large
paintings. 1 think big. I belivve in art in p‘ul!-'li-:: |:lilt-
es,” savs this 46-vear-old artist unabashedly,

Her paintings, done between 1954 and 1995,
range in size from 4.5 x 9.75 to 10 x 10 feet, so bige
that there's no missing her wessage.

Abad’s paintings from her" Tmmigrant Experi-
cnce” antd "Orental Abstration” series are on exhib-
it until July 31 at the Metrupaolitan Museumn of Ma-
nila as part of the art show, Thinking Big: Two Fili-
pino Artists.” The show also features fiber artist Paz
Abad Santos and explores scale as ounifving element
in the two artists” varied works. .



