Sanggawa, Second Coming, oil on canvas, 80 x 238 inches. Photograph: Courtesy of the artists, R1998.1.33.

Home And Away

Contemporary Filipino art is one of the richest and most dynamic in all of Asia. In the year of the

100th anniversary of the nation’s Independence it is not only timely but utterly fitting that a major

show should be dedicated to the nation’s contemporary artists.

Ilthough billed prima-
rily as “the first ma-
jor U.S, exhibition
devoted exclusively
to contemporary Fili-
pino art,” At Home and Abroad:
20 Contemporary Filipino Artists
al San Francisco's Asian Art Mu-
seum is more than a survey of
today’s most recognized and up-
and-coming artists born in the
Philippines. The show presents
over 50 works that range in
theme from the plight of indig-
enous peoples 1o economic
diaspora, from Spanish coloni-
zation to Martial Law to the ef-
fects of Westernization on the
Philippines. And the works are
made in a wide variety of me-
cdia and styles by known artists
such as Manuel Ocampo and
rising stars such as Alfredo
Esquillo, Jr., 20, whose remark-
able realist compositions, like
the 1990 triptych Daang Ligid
Krus (Maze) and Golf Plan pro-
vide a lucid look into the laby-
rinthine psyche of today's Fili-
pPIino.

The exhibition, orga-
nized by director Hal Fischer of
the Asian Art Museum Project
and by an international team of
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Pacita Abad, How Mail Lost Her Accent, 1991, acrylic, oil, and coliage
on stitched and padded canvas, 94 x 68 inches. Photograph: Courtesy of the
artist.

curators—Corazon Alvina, di-
rector of the Metropolitan Mu-
seum in Manila; Dana Friis-
Hansen, senior curator, Contems-
porary Arts Museum, Houston;
and Dr. Jeff Bavsa, a Honolulu-
based independent curator—
conveys a complex focus that
goes deeper than presenting
work by a group of artists who
all happen 1o be born in the
Philippines. The show reaches
bevond tokenism to address, in
a4 subtle and effective manner,
the challenge of coping with hy-

‘bridity and pluralism, perhaps

the most pressing cultural chal-
lenge of the late-1990s.

At Home and Abroad is
clearly presented o its audience
as a visuul celebration of the
Philippine Centennial, Yet the
show achieves its resonance by
carefully and effectively ex-
pressing the tug-of-war between
alienation and acceplance ex-
periecnced when attempting to
blend not only East and West,
but the ancient and the mod-
ern as well.

"My participation in this
endeavor was dependent on
whether the art could interest a
general audience, and 1 think
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that the Filipino experience has parallels
for many Americans, in terms of migra-
tion, colonization, urban culture, urban
problems, etc.,” says Friis-Hansen, signi-
tying the truly international appeal of the
exhibition. “Yet, of course these artists
viewpoint is uniquely Filipino. Those who
take the time and thought to get beneath
the surface of these artworks will find the
effort worth it.”

eatured are paintings, sculpture,
and photography, installation,
tabric-based artwork, and video.
Much of the work is figurative,
such as the sprawling painting
Second Coming, a colortul depiction of the
1993 papal visit to the Philippines, by the
artist collective Sanggawa; some are ab-
stract, such as the stark Portrait Series I,
an installation consisting of framed, oddly
shaped empty photo mats, by Stephanie
SYjuco, 24; some don’t appear “Filipino”
in any way, such as the poetic, highly
personal, relic-like assemblages by Alan
Valencia. Work was selected revolving
around ftive particular themes: the politi-
cal system of the Philippines; the struggles
of the nation’s indigenous peoples:
diasporic movements to more prosperous
nations; the Westernization of the Philip-
pines; and the powerful influence of His-
panic Catholicism on the islands’ multi-
faceted culture.

“*A general theme, ‘what it means
to be Filipino today’ became the focus.
We decided to highlight the current and
future generation of artists, as in the Phil-
ippines there are so many exhibitions fo-
cusing on the past,” says Friis-Hansen. “We
selected artists who were making origi-
nal, personal, and powerful statements
about history, identity, and self in relation

-
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Anna Fer, India and llustrada, 1993, oil on canvas, 90 x 114 inches. Photograph: Courtesy Metropolitan

Museum of Manila, R1998.1.1.

to their Filipino experience,”

But this is not just another show
about identity politics. “Another element
wis o make an exhibition that was co-
herent without being boring, but would
provide the visttor an approachable, en-
agaging experience with art and ideas and
history that many ol them have never
known belore,” says Friis-Tansen.

*We wanted to include a o wide
range ol work, but we didn't want this 1o
be an historical show, " savs Dr. Jett Baysa.
“We wanted 1o address universal themes
in any culture, The idea of the expatriate
15 cternal, as people are always emigrat-
ing.” |

Gaston Damag, Display, 1998, floor installation (steel, incandescent bulb, ifugao idols), 48 x 96 inches.
Photograph: Courtesy of the artist.
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Some of the names on the roster
of wrtists will be familiar to those who track
the rhwthms of contemporary Asian art; the
mix ol both the known and unknown pro-
vide the viewer with a spectrum ol dis-
tinctively Filipino perspectives. The inter-
nationally recognized Pacita Abad, who
divides her time between Jakarta, Indone-
st and Washington, D.CL Tor example, is
righttully included. I{Eﬁ'lhi;{!‘ulj.: textured,
richly hued trapunto works—created in o
style that Abad hersell invented. in which
she sews and stulfs her canvases—provide
1wty commentary on the displacement
lele by Filipino immigrants in the United
States, and are inspired by real people.

“odidn't start these as an Simmi-
arant series’,” she savs, “These are just
people T know. T wanted o idustrate the
reality ol domestic workers=in the Wash-
ington, D.CLoarea and the notion ol Asians
as ‘model minorities” in the 108" Abad's /
Ihouehit the Streets Were Peved with ol
15 o heartbreakimg visual svmphony that
depicts Filipino working low-paving jobs
a5 plumbers, Liundry workers, house-
patinters, Bast-food servers, or assembly-line
workers, i dizzving mix ol hrushstrokes
andd simple, |

al renditions ol RN R AL
Manuel Ocampo's striking sion:
ture mvages, which carnered oggor atten-
ton m the 1995 exhibition 2efter Sketter
LA et i the [9U0s at Los Anceles' M
seum ol Contemporary Art as well as raised
controversy ol Dokumenta X, provide
sense ol ragicomedy. The deamae ol s
viston, excmplilicd moarresung imaees
such as Vhstract Peaiitting (Deus by
Wete rinter 2, Teaturing skeletons, a0 aiant

cuestion ek, a0 regurenatng e, andd
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bloody smears of red paint. or Dic
Kreuzigung Christi, which pre-
sents a horseman in Ku Klux Klan
hooded robe amidst a landscape
of religious symbols, abandoncd
buildings, and liquor bottles, si-
multaneously disturb and engage
the viewer, pulling them into nar
ratives that comment on both the
atrocities and absurditics of
colonialization and religious con-
Version.

ther recognized art
ists included in Af
Home and Abroad
are Nunclicio
Alvarado,
played an instrumental role in
developing a community-based
group called “The Black Artists of
Asia” in the 1970s, and Santiago
Bose, known for his paintings that

who

The scene is mysterious, yet ac-
cessible inits meticulous, detailed
construction,

Paris-based Gaston
Damag, a native of the Philippines
mountain province, Ifugao, pre-
sents an installation that also ad-
dresses lolk culture through sculp-
lure—via a surprisingly stark style.
Damag’s Display consists of four
sheets of steel strewn with
chopped picces of wooden Ifugao
idols known as bul-ol, illuminated
by single incandescent light
bulby. 1Uis a piece that is extremely
violent in nature, as it is clear that
the Jigures have been dissected
and scattered, as if the limbs and
lorsos of murder victims; yet the
clean cut of Damag’s precise slic-
ing ol the idols and his meticu-
lous spacing of the dismembered

explore the effects of he
colonialist presence on indigenous
peoples. Alvarado’s paintings.
which generally depict, in a distincuive folk
style, the plight of sakadas, or Visayan
workers., He presents flathy rendered fig-
ures in dramatic, densely packed compo-
sitions, in which exploitation and discom-
fort are expressed on the visceral level
through jarringly bright colors and a
graphic style of presenting visual clements
such as daggers and barbed wirc. in Hilat
Suweldo (Waiting for Salary). a skull and
a bleeding heart, in Tiempo Muerto;, or
circle of lecherous hands and tongues
threatening a young girl as in Maid in
hcgrm Goes Global.

Bose, who also deals with the
plight of the indigenous pcopies of the
Philippines, does so in a more figurative
style than Alvarado, calling 1o mind more
Western painting
strategies. His Con-
templating Dios and
Vermeer, for ex-
ample, recalls the
vanitas style of Euro-
pean still-lifes. His
Remapping the Colo-
nized Subject fuses a
Rembrandt-esque ap-
proach to portraiture
along with a graffiti-
like hand to express
the complications of
de-colonialization
and preservation of
indigenous roots.

Roberto
Feleo’s maquette for
Bukidnon Creation
Myth—able to stand
as a sculpture in its
own right—is a strik-
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Stephanie Syjuco, Hecuﬁquest of the Philippines 1945, 1996,
cross-stitch panel, 12 x 10 1/2 inches. Photograph: Courtesy of the artist.

ing physical essay that communicates not
only o sense of the indigenous aesthetic
but also a lolk spirituality. one that has
been so overshadowed by Catholicism.
Constructed from sawdust and white ce-
ment. Bukidnon Creation Myth conveys
the story ol the beginning of the carth from
the point of view of the Bukidnon peoplc

of the southern Philippines. A banting. or

circle of brightness—depicied as if a car-
toon drawing of a sun—is the focal point;
in the myth, this banting served as the
starting point for life. A part-human, part-
bird being. Agtavabun, stands atop the
banting: the mvth indicates that he s a
peacemaker. Underncath the banting,

Feleo presents human figures emerging

upside-down from amorphous structures.

Manuel Ocampo, Die Kruezigung Christi, 1993, acrylic and collaged color xerox on canvas. 70 x
107 1/2 inches. Collection of Tom Patchett.

parts lends an unsettling sense of
ncatness and a modernist aes-
thetic—as if communicating a dis-
respectiul rigidity in the contem-
deconstruction of indigenous ide-
als. "My work is more minimalist,” says
Damag of Display, “But this still has the
sense of an offering 1o the gods.” '

A female perspective on the inter-
play between indigenous culture and West-
crnization is provided in the paintings by
Anna Fer (Ana Policarpio Ferrazini). In-
dlict cnd Hhstrada. for example, presents
(WO 1':,'111;”:: figures in a face-off: on one
side of the canvas, it is a Filipina in colo-
nial chun uxt; mm-::r;i mlh images of a
church as well as o woman bowing to a
priest who Jooks down upon her; facing
her is a Filipina who is bare-breasted, her
arms covered in tattoos. In the center of
the canvas is o ligure, rendered in red hues,
shced in hall by a cross-tipped sword. In
a simple visual lan-
guage, Fer conveys
the dichotomous
identity  of the
Filipina—a symbol,
perhaps, of the Phil-
Ippines as a nation,
“tamed” by the Span-
ish and Catholicism,
robbed of her natu-
ral elegance and wis-
dom.

POrAry

Brenda V.
Fajardo also concen-
trates on the identity
of the Filipina by ad-
dressing the experi-
ence of female over-
seas contract workers
or “OCWs.” Her
Pilipinas series of
pen, ink, and tem-
pera compositions

JULY /AUGUST 1998



basced on the form of the tarot card, present
scenes of OCWs as migrant workers, scant-
ily clad “entertainers” in Japan, overworked
domestic helpers in Hong Kong, exploited
factory workers in Taiwan. Another work
presents a Filipino family crying over the
casket of an OCW who has returned home
dead. These tableaux communicate the
realities of risk in the OCW's pursuit of a
“hetter life.”

ork by Lordy Rodriguez,
Jose Tence Ruiz, and Lani
Maestro deal with the
themes of displacement
and diaspora. Rodriguez
creates maps that are governed more by
emotion, memory, and longing than ac-

tual longitude and latitude. His State of

Quezon, tor example, includes American
metropolitan areas such as Seattle, San
Francisco, and ditferent boroughs of New
York City, placed fantastically within the
proximity of cities in the Philippines such
as Cebu City and Baguio City. The result
is a disorienting mental journey that mim-
ics the artist’s own varied path across time
zones, oceans, and customs.

Ruiz and Maestro ofter some of the
more abstract work in the entire exhibi-
tion. Ruiz's Door to Door, a sculpture con-
sisting of a series of brown cardboard
boxes opening to reveal another box en-
cased inside, like a Russian babushka doll.

Paul Pfeiffer, Vitruvian Figure (After Pavia Catherdral),
1997, sepia printon mylar, 72 x 36 inches. Photograph: Courtesy of

the artist,
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The boxes recall those com-
monly used by Filipino expatri-
ates to carry or to ship gifts back
to the islands; the seemingly un-
ending spiral beginning with
one large box and ending in an
impossibly minuscule version of
the standard cardboard packing
box conveys an extreme degree
of desire to ship goods—or
people or dreams—overseas.

Maestro's video and au-
dio installation, a voice remeni-
hers nothing, teaturing dual TV
images of waves and the sound
of names being read aloud, ex-
presses a sense of perpetual
motion, of arriving and of leav-
ing, washing up on new shores.
Although neither Ruiz nor Mae-
stro directly reference Filipino
cultural iconography, their work
lends itsell well to the larger the-
matic goals of the exhibition.

Elmer Borlongan, Cloduualdo
(Dindo) Llana, Mark Justiani—all in their
early 30s—do directly reference Filipino
culture, but it is the culture of today, rather
than that of colonial times or pre-coloniil
era. Borlongan's Kubli ( Hide) and Kol
(Blanket) depict street children in the Phil-
ippines in a style that recalls that of the
Norwegian Expressionist Edvard Munch:
his Gabay (Guide) is a hauntinglyv surrcal
scene of a person driving with
an alarmingly lite-like, life-size
sculpture of an armless Christ
in the passenger seat, a rosary
hanging from the rear view
mirror, Llana’s paintings, ren-
dered in a cartoon style, use
traditional Filipino dishes and
culinary terms as political
metaphors: Pork Adobo, for ex-
ample, plays on the “pig” im-
age ol today's greedy,
weight politicians. In Justiani's
mixed-medin works, such s
EcuReado (Educeted), Ieataring
a graphic image ol a mun in
suit and tie holding an um-
brella and juxtaposed with the
American/Filipino lag colors
of red, white, and blue, the
artist utilized stainless siecl
jeepney parts and stickers 1o
convey the cleverness and cre-
ativity ol jeepney owners and
operators and their unwitting
creation of auniquely Filipimo
street art,

Paul Plieffer and the
team of Reamillo & Julict—all
in their 30s as well

OVEeTr-

150
present i lresh look ar Catholi
cism on today’s cultural Lind
scape. Phietler's strikme sepi

Alfredo Esquillo Jr., Daang Ligid Krus (Maze), 1996, oil and

sawdust on canvas, 80 x 72 inches. Collection of Claude Taya,
R1998.1.16,

prints on mvlar, such as Vitrnvian Fignre
CoAfter Pavica Cathedvaly, appear 1o be clas-
sic Hoor-plans ol cathedrals, churches,
chapels—but on closer inspection, the
viewer notices that all corners and crev-
ices depicted are actually digitally manipu-
Lated images taken from gay pornography
as owell as ethnographic photographs.
Reamillo & Juliets Tameayo Le, Sedenners,
setpergal (o ay nakestleat, Wetla Reino
thet 1t seisedtnihetlrine Regiredi ciny Derneoinoon
mong Divos, al tanging Sivd lantang aied
nvone baglilinglirayr CEol thee hence, Sea-
ledir, Jor it s weritten, Thow shedt worship
the Lord thy God, e Hine ondy shalt tho
serve) presents childien’s bedsheets em-
blazoned with characters from populbar
Walt Disney cartoons, such as Mickey and
Vimnie Mouse, used as bases tor collaees
that include imaaes ol American currency
and crab shells printed with religious im-
daery and Bible text,

Presented oo vearavhen the world
recogniZzes the 100 vear annn CUSIEN ol
Philippine Independence., A fome el
.lﬂf-'rirhf i']a':l:l'H' deserves the w[‘h{.ﬁl“_'j,hr.
Scheduled to travel 1o the Contempaornr,
A Musewm o in Houston, Tesas, and then
to the Metropolitan Muosconm of Maniba m
the stumuner of 1999 the shos s one tht
s oreaizers bave desiencd to omake
stenihicant impact bevond the contest of
the Coentennildl—and even bevond themes
AN
hape its an educational 1ool” savs D el

ol cultural ploaeadisme and hybrdin

Bavsa, “Perhaps other negor Aseon et oo
setns will show contempory work along
with tradivional art now, ton” \
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