
 



 



 



 



 



Pacita Abad’s Wayang Paintings 
Heryus Saputro 
 
Artistic Batik and Indonesian ikat weaving and the rich treasures of colorful Wayang puppets are the inspiration of 
the paintings of Pacita, a Filipino woman. 
 
Buttons are generally used for clothing, such as shirts, blazers or kebaya. But Pacita Abad (50) thinks differently. 
The sewing materials are used as an accentuate her paintings. The Filipino painter also utilizes strands of laces, 
sequins, pieces of batik cloth and ikat, mirrors, broken glass, and even drink cans. 
 
See for example a painting titled 'Pretty in Pink'. Dozens of buttons are patched in such a way between the 
composition of the line and colors on the canvas. An abstract painting that is interesting to look at. Or laces and 
patchwork pieces in a painting titled ‘Sugriwa', also the use of sequins and even jewel brooches like in Arimbi and 
Antareja paintings. 
 
That is one of the attractiveness of Pacita's painting. About 100 paintings (dozens of them measuring about 2 x 3 
meters) are held in an exhibition titled 'Exploring the Spirit' at the Fine Arts Exhibition Building in front of Gambir 
train station in Jakarta. The exhibition, which took place on July 10-28, was opened by the Minister of Education 
and Culture, Prof. Dr. Ing. Wardiman Djojonegoro. 
 
"Is this a painting or a bed cover?" Chirped a teenage student who along with some of his friends watched the solo 
exhibition of Pacita Abad. A naive babble, something that is good to think about. As the impression is captured by 
the teenager, there are indeed many works of Pacita that at first glance look like bed covers. As the public generally 
knows a painting as a form of art, which is made by painting oil paints on canvas, and then framed. 
 
But apart from ordinary understanding, the achievement of forms in art works has continued to develop. The so-
called paintings for example, are now no longer fixated on the above conventional understanding. In addition to 
coloring agents, the form of paintings can be done in a mix-media with a variety of elements. Pacita Abad, for 
example, felt that it was not enough to paint only with paint or coloring material on canvas. "To reach new 
dimensions, to achieve certain nuances and artistic values, a variety of media can be used to paint." she said. 
 
At a glance Pacita's works remind us of collage artworks. But Pacita herself prefers to call it a ‘trapunto' painting. 
Yes, Pacita does not merely stick elements to the canvas like in the process of making collages, but she also patches 
up the elements. She even puts cotton, stones, lumps of cloth or coconut fiber into the layers in the 'canvas' of 
her paintings, and sewing them with threads to create a three-dimensional effect. 
 
The word ‘trapunto' itself, which she takes from Italian, means ‘ to paint, sew and fill something into the fabric 
layer'. "But I created the term ‘trapunto painting'," she said. It could be so. Because before Pacita, it did not appear 
that other painters used techniques like this. 
 
Pacita was born on Basco Island, Philippines, October 5, 1946. The fifth child of 12 siblings, the daughter of Aurora 
Barsana and Jorge Abad. A graduate of political major at the University of the Philippines and a master's degree 
from the University of San Francisco - California, studied painting at the Arts Education Center at the Corcoran 
School of Art in Washington DC and the Art Student League (The Art Students League) in New York City, USA. 
 
As a painter, Pacita has exhibited in many countries in Asia, Africa, Latin America, Europe and the United States. 
Various awards for her work are also received, both on national and international scale. 
 



For the fine arts community in Indonesia, Pacita is no stranger. At least two years ago, she had held her works at 
the National Museum in Jakarta. The exhibition titled 'Wayang, lrian and Sumba' was held as one of the important 
arts events in the framework of the APEC meeting. 
 
What's interesting about this Filipino painter is her attention to Indonesian traditional art forms, especially textiles 
and Wayang. For example, in this solo exhibition, the title 'Exploring the Spirit' really illustrates a result of the long 
exposition - and has not yet finished with traditional Indonesian art and culture. Especially carving, ikat woven 
motifs and batik patterns, as well as Wayang figures. 
 
Pacita first knew Indonesia in 1983. At that time she came with her husband and stayed for four weeks in Jakarta. 
At that time, she came in contact with Indonesian traditional art, especially the motifs of Ikat weaving and various 
batik patterns. Not surprisingly, Indonesian local colors (various batik and ikat) then become part of the 
characteristics of Pacita Abad's works. 
 
Not just going in and out of markets (or villages) for batik and ikat, "I was a dream for a long time." As a person 
born and raised in the Philippines, Pacita was surprised," Why doesn't the Philippines have a puppet tradition? “ “ 
Even though the surrounding countries have that tradition. Such as Japan, Korea, China, Vietnam, Khmer, Thailand, 
Malaysia, Singapore, and Indonesia, all have a tradition of puppet art. Why is it that my the country doees not 
have one ? "Asked the woman who has lived in Indonesia for the past few years. 
 
In Indonesia, Pacita really found her dream. What's interesting, “I am also addicted to watching Barata Wayang 
shadow puppet show,” said Pacita, who also likes to explore and climb mountains. A Wayang performance near 
Pasar Senen then made her interested in puppet art treasures. 
 
Learning the art of Wayang puppets 
 
"Wayang art traditions in Indonesia are far more diverse than those in other countries. In Indonesia, wayang 
traditions do not only appear in forms of performing arts in many regions - each of which has special characteristics 
- but also the figure of wayang are an art form." 
 
As an artist, that attraction is an interesting inspiration to pour into the form of painting. "The puppets are very 
full of character, and full of shades of color." I find it as an inspiration that will become my painting style,” she said. 
After that, she then explored the texture and character of the puppet which was then painted onto the canvas. 
 
From about 40 puppet paintings that were exhibited in' Exploring the Spirits, it was obvious that Pacita was familiar 
with the names of puppet characters. Not only Pandawa Lima, or Rama and Sinta, or Hanuman, but also figures 
like Baladewa, Kumbakarna, Subali, Antareja, Arimbi, Durna, Bisma and others. 
 
However, as generally is the case of an outsider who only had the opportunity to see at a glance, it was obvious 
that Pacita's does not have a deep understanding of wayang. Pacita laughed while nodding, when Femina said that 
she did not understand the symbolic meaning of the form of Wayang puppets. 
 
Pacita does not yet understand that the sitting position or the form of puppets have a standard. Arjuna's shadow 
puppet figure, for example, is painted with a face up. Although according to cultural convention, Arjuna is always 
portrayed with the head in down position. She also still has not grasped the meaning of colors associated with the 
characters. For example Batara Kresna, who is always protrayed with a black face, was painted by Pacita in maroon. 
Or Hanuman the white monkey, she painted in a blue outfit instead. "The thing is I feel more excited by giving it 
color,” she said laughing. 


