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Lani Maestro's work has evolved as a series al restrained material statements that co mimunicate loss,
distance, and disappearance, but also memary and healing. In her native Philippines in the 1970s
Maestro was an art studenl and an active participant in theo undergraund movement opposing the
Marcos reqime, Besides painling pofitical murals and posters in a social-reals] style tor the resistance,
she alse composed subtle watercolour works inspired by the austorily of American minimalism and
Japanese aesthefics, prachices which continue to be reference points lor her work. Mollowing her 982
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move bo Canada, she produced a number of cxplicitly political warks bearing wilness to the tortures

and abses caommifted in her homeland. Manila Envelopes (1983) reproducad letters and photographs
fram acquaintances in the Philippines that relate stories about torture, imprisonment, and palilical dis-
appearance. By piecing these together into Inose grids and making them public, Maestro extended her
correspondents” acts of witnessing, The installation The Hoart fs Stronger Than The Hang (1988
included veiled photographs of peasant workers abused by the military, given 1o her by Lhe workers” rel
atives. Balow, framed qlass panels repetitively inscribed with stormy phrases ke “s aughter clouds”
and “seawaler ablaze™ leaned against piles of dried maple leaves & Canadian symboll, near other nat
ural materials which formed a small shrine and theo word “faith.” On one wall were descriptions of the
military atrocities; on anather, stories about wounds cured by Maestro's nandy, o healer and mathering
figure, In the middle of the room, side-by-side video menitors played images of surl raling onta shore,
while the entire space was infused with the voice of a woman reciting a litany of Hispamc and some-
times Aralne names — a soncrously fleeting recard of the repetition afl loss, The mstzllalion suggested
Fhe anlwinimng of destructive and curative forces, both natwrat and horman

Moving from har multi-faceted and avortly politicized early works, Maeslro has tended to create

equally powertul buk more distilled installations. @ wiownd i (he feog, (0994) s a room tilled knee-high
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wilth earth, viewed from a single entrance. Making explicit
Fhe pulsing densiby of Walter de Maria's minimalist Earth
Foom (1968 01974 /1977, Maestra's field is punctuated
by a deep depression, whose inaccessibility suggests a pri
vale place of rrevacable, fundamantal loss, as well as a
passage beyond the architectural confines, perhaps into the healing earth itsell.
The cvocative simplicity of Macstro’s work discloses a world view that accepts loss and exile as
ever-presant conditions: "The search for identities are all profound longings for this home [that is the
maothers wamb). We are all exiles in that we are born into the world. Perhaps, if we accept this state as
o corchbon Then we can e more at ease with our otherness and simply be in that simultaneous place
ol being and longing (e langng ™ Cradle (1996) conveys this sense of finding home in emptiness.
Digphanous square tents ol mosquito nelling hang from a netwaork of strings anchored to walls and
ceiling, creating a tenuows village. & woven palm mat forms the fioor of each enclosure. The sheer walls
of the cells are mambranas that intimales bolh protechion and disappearance. Rina Carvajal describes
the restorative power of this guiet space:
“The waving rhythm, the calmness of this place, recalls the pulse of breath during sleep, a feeling of
suspension, of the dissolution of limits, With this work the artist has found a space, in the forgettulness
of dreams, where distances can be erased and where memory and silence speak about the inutterabls,
become a dwelling, a strength and a way of survival.” £
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In Maestro's wark, identity is realized at the point of its disappearance. Individugl stories and polit-
wal struggles are implicated through bodily gesture — implied in the utilitarion obyects she adopts, and
reqgisterad in the acts of manipulating materials, Healing and remembrance, as well as sell-realization,
are achieved through the repelition at actions and natural cycles. a hook theek of erean (1993) is a mas-
sive 550-page tome, each two-Toot-wide page filled with the same phatagraphe image of an ocean sur-
tace. The rhythm of the waves seems to extend into the grain of the sturdy pak table an which the book
lizs open. The pages of this book are meant to be turned, repealing Lhe wave metion and gradually
recording a cemmunity and a history of use through handling.

Maestre's wark tends to be abstract bul direct. She quietly clicits consideralion ol weighty politi-
tdl Issues such as repression, resistance, exclusion, and cultural cxchange by creating situations in
which her audience can experience palpably the canditions of upheaval and uncerlainly that attend
these forces. In one unassuming installation, incisfon to heal (1989), same 150 colour photographs of
water aro propped an matal shelves dispersed across the walls. Al The bollom of one wall a text,
“Relatives identify thear loved ones by teeling the remains of a skull,” agaein refers to the people made
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fo “disappear™ by [he Phelippine mahbary. As Lhey discern slight differ-
ences between Lhe photographs, viewers share in a sensa of the enarmity
of the act of remembering in gn overwhalrmmyg and inhosglails ST
ment. Another, Greath (19200, evokes the ambivalence ol dislocalion and

cultural interchange by tving fogether natural, social, and bodily cycles, A

low, inviting platform made of indigenous Canadian wood has one sechion

replaced by a bamboo grille Ethrough which iz audible a lullaby sung in

Tagalog, Maestro's native fongue. The disparate sources of the materials

subtly emphasize the distance between her particular places of belonging. Arcund the platform, heaps of rotling
mapte leaves seep onta the floar, sensucusly recalling through natural oycles the condition of 1oss builf mlo all
experience, It is the simultaneous gqrasping (through labour and remembrance) and letting go (through cyclical
pracesses af undamg and dislancing)d of [he Bamiliar Bhat gives Magestro®s work its ulbimate sense of sprifual
reconciliatian and healing, . K.
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