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Filipino American artist Pacita Abad’s (1946-2004) exuberant
textiles long pre-date the current global pandemic and the
Black Lives Matter movement. But in their transnational
outlook, the twenty large-scale textiles made between 1983
and 2002 selected for the first solo show of the artist in the
UK feel acutely prescient. Extensive travels allowed Abad
to incorporate textile techniques adopted from the local
circumstances of her life. The monumental abstract work “Life
in the Margins” (2002), for example, from which the exhibition
title is borrowed, credits inspiration to both Indonesian batik
and jazz music. Such eclectic cultural references epitomize
Pacita Abad’s creative interests—but also raise the thorny
question of just whose margins value is measured against.

“l don’t call it textile art because she never called it that,”
explains the London-based artist Pio Abad, exhibition co-
curator with Robert Leckie and nephew of Pacita Abad.
Instead, Pacita described her technique as trapunto painting
often combining stitch, paint and embellishment with the
stuffed quilting typically associated with the term. While the
gate keepers of culture have long kept doors closed based
on race, gender and the textile as a “non-serious” material, a
younger and more diverse generation with curatorial interests
in transnational experiences are finally working to shift the
focus of attention and include previously under-acknowledged
careers such as this artist.

In 2019, Cosmin Costinas of Hong Kong-based Para Site,
included Pacita Abad’s work in an exhibition curated for Frieze
Art Fair in London. Faith Ringgold, another artist working with
textiles and paint to enjoy a recent surge of interest (Ringgold’s
first European solo exhibition was held at the Serpentine
Galleries, London last year) acknowledged in 2003: “Widely
travelled, Abad creates her work from the point of view of
an international woman of color. Those of us who have also
traveled extensively know that creative women of color are

Life in the Margins (installation) 2020. Spike Island, Bristol. Works
courtesy the Pacita Abad Art Estate. Photo: Max McClure.
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working all over the world and are not merely ‘minority’ figures
within the narrow confines of the Western art world.”

During her lifetime, Pacita Abad’s work was often exhibited
in the communities of the global south. In 1985 she was
included in the 2" Asian Art Show in what is today known as
the Fukuoka Triennial in Japan and the following year the
Havana Biennial in Cuba. Pio Abad notes that Pacita Abad’s
death came nine years before the launch of the Hong Kong Art
Fair where her work may have reached a larger international
audience. If, during her lifetime, she suffered from making
work ahead of its time, after her death, Pio Abad cites a “lack
of documentation” as one of the main reasons why his aunt’s
archive “lay dormant for 25 years.”

Little did | know when | visited Spike Island in February
that this exhibition would be one of the last | was able
to see in person this year. Occupying both large gallery
spaces allowed, as Pio Abad explains, for an installation
that treated the textiles “as objects rather than pictures” A
number of works are displayed with both the back and front
sides visible, encouraging viewers to experience the textile’s
physical construction in tandem with their boisterous color.
Curated and installed in a pre-Covid19 world, the exhibition
lived half its public life in person and half online after social
distancing restrictions closed the show.
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Top: Life in the Margins (installation) 2020. Spike Island, Bristol.
Works courtesy the Pacita Abad Art Estate. Photo: Max McClure.

Bottom: Pacita Abad Sampaloc Walls 1985, acrylic, mirrors,
buttons, padded canvas, stitched. Life in the Margins (installation)
2020. Spike Island, Bristol. Works courtesy the Pacita Abad Art
Estate. Photo: Max McClure.
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Top: Pacita Abad Korean Shopkeepers 1993, acrylic, oil, plastic button,
sequins, beads, yarn, cloth, canvas, painted, stitched, padded. Life in

the Margins (installation) 2020. Spike Island, Bristol. Works courtesy the
Pacita Abad Art Estate. Photo: Max McClure. Bottom: reverse side detail.
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But if, as Pio Abad suggests, the career of Pacita Abad
has experienced a “gap of awareness because of no good
documentation,” then recent efforts to rectify this have taken
on a new-found importance. The excellent photographic
documentation (credit: Max McClure) of the exhibition and
individual artworks are now the only available access for
prospective visitors. While photographs are not a substitute
for viewing in person, they certainly offer a good start when
public spaces close. It remains tantalizing to know that the
twenty works selected for this exhibition represent only a
fraction of Pacita Abad’s archive—an archive that has yet to
be fully researched.
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