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has to inform the curatorial thinking and possibly
address lamentable legacies in specialized disciplines
like art history and in the common sense itself pervasive in the public culture. The second point would
be the fulfillment of the promise of the ethic and the

I would like to at the outset talk about the cu-

aesthetic of arte povera itself which in its own time

ratorial context of the exhibition Cue From Life Itself:

and milieu beginning in the sixties keenly challenged

Filipino Artists Transform the Everyday. The Metropol-

norms and institutions governing what art should be.

itan Museum of Manila was organizing an arte povera

And the third concern pertained to the history and

exhibition; and it wanted a Philippine exhibition to

the contemporary situation of Philippine art, which

respond to it. Such a desire for an exhibition alongside

should be viewed not as a peripheral diffusion from a

a project that came from overseas requires important

perceived center, some kind of a provincial variation

curatorial decisions, which makes this presentation si-

of a metropolitan theme, but rather as a conversation,

multaneously a review of a method. The first issue of

or in fact, an interlocution and remediation, from a

course was the obvious anxiety over the relationship

particular place, a process that could offer a perspec-

between European and Philippine exhibitions. As if

tive on how to understand arte povera in Italy and

by reflex, the impression would be that the former is

elsewhere as a mutating form and not a collection of

international and the latter is local. If one were to sus-

prestigious objects in an exhibition. Indeed, at this

tain this default notion, one would inevitably support

point, we should be able to think through what these

the structural prejudice against Philippine art and in

interactions signify, and that these terms are contin-

the same breath privilege the status of European art. It

gent and shifting, never fixed and final.

is as if the local is not linked internationally and that

This was the conceptual landscape of the exhi-

the foreign is not rooted in another locality. A critique

bition; and as a curator I always look at exhibitions as

of this exceptional asymmetry, built on a history of

opportunities to explore knowledge systems through

colonialism and exploitation must be persistent and

theoretical and artistic practice. It is for this reason
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that in this project, I turned to the work of Bren-

rior source or origin. In turn, the Italian arte povera

da Fajardo. The title of the exhibition is lifted from

becomes vulnerable and open to recontextualization

the monograph of Fajardo, a creative agent of broad

curatorially and art-historically.

sympathies: artist, mentor, assembler, world maker,

I was moreover interested in the productive

farmer who works in the mingling fields of theater,

problem of the gaps in time and place, that arte povera

painting, academe, and civil society. In the early eight-

in Italy and contemporary art in the Philippines were

ies, she wrote a monograph for the Philippine Educa-

not strictly aligned at various levels in terms of the

tional Theater Association titled Aesthetics of Poverty in

moment of emergence and its unfolding. I am drawn

which she speaks of how the “attrition of material” in-

to these non-alignments as well as to the disparities

dexes an aesthetic and an atmosphere. The “ethical” is

and rough edges that do not permit convenient syn-

central in this discourse. As Fajardo asks: “How can an

chronizations of art histories from different places.

artist claim to be socially responsible when he mounts

With this curatorial orientation came the ecol-

high-cost productions during times of deprivation?”

ogy itself of the site of the exhibition in relation to

Her idea of the aesthetics of poverty begins with the

arte povera. This is important because the ecology

artist’s responsiveness to an encompassing but trans-

animates both the arte and the povera in the histori-

formable world. Such attentiveness leads the artist

cal lifeworld. And if the exhibition takes place in the

to “choose deliberately particular nuances and tones

Philippines, the curator necessarily has to consider

of color and texture that would express the qualities”

how working in an ecology of intense variations, a

to be perceived in the world: “economic deprivation,

homeland of exceptional migrations, and a social mi-

cultural pollution, senseless violence.” In doing so, “a

lieu shaped by dense translations across a history of

new art” emerges. Fajardo marks this as “authentic,

successive colonialisms, Filipino artists have bred an

because it expresses life which happens to be poor.”

instinct and an intelligence of practical politics. It is

This is how an aesthetics of poverty takes root and

inspired by the desire to prevail and the ethical com-

ultimately “implies… a sense of beauty which belongs

mitment to do what is right for a place often visit-

to people who live in a condition of material depriva-

ed by calamity and betrayed by governments. Surely,

tion. There are concepts of color, line, space, texture,

scarcity is an impulse, though not the sole impetus.

and rhythm and movement that are conditioned by

To make do and dream up is both article of faith and

particular natural, cultural, and social environments.

everyday errand. What works is what works.

It is a result of a particular quality of life that is con-

This exhibition materializes the intuition and

ditioned by its reality.” Such a quality pertains to the

the insight honed in the critical awareness of poverty,

viewer’s reception and the artist’s faculty: “We began

its deep structure and the chance of it transfiguration

to capture the patina of time and became more sensi-

in a variety of efforts and inspirations, all prompted

tive to the aesthetic qualities of our materials thereby

by the hope that to make do and to dream up is to

increasing our powers of expression.”

transform the everyday in textile or film gathered

With arte povera and aesthetics of poverty

here and there; wood that becomes church or rag that

constellated, the deep-seated discriminations within

turns into house; stainless steel, photocopy, and tar-

art forms and art geographies are dispersed and the

paulin that finally morph into eccentric sound and

agency to reorganize the order of things is redistrib-

elusive image.

uted. Finally, the Philippine articulation becomes an

Key in Fajardo’s reflections for the monograph

equivalent and has ceased to merely serve as a native

is “experience,” perhaps in conversation with the

informant or a pale version of the supposedly supe-

philosopher John Dewey who said that gardening in
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schools “affords an avenue of approach to the knowl-

povera discourse and the conceptualization of crisis

edge of the place farming and horticulture have had

in light of the pandemic and the various responses of

in the history of the human race and which they oc-

society to it.

cupy in present social organization. Carried on in an

The curator and leading light of arte povera

environment educationally controlled, they are means

Germano Celant in his introduction to the artistic

for making a study of facts of growth, the chemistry

program of arte povera begins with a generous ac-

of soil, the role of light, air, moisture, injurious and

knowledgement of a copious universe. According to

helpful animal life…”

him: “Animals, vegetables, and minerals take part

The monograph opens precisely with Dewey’s

in the world of art. The artist feels attracted to their

argument on the intimate relationship between ex-

physical, chemical, and biological possibilities, and

perience and ecology, which shapes the senses of the

he begins again to feel magic and marvelous deeds.

creator and the receiver of art. Fajardo recognizes that

The alchemist-artist organizes living and vegetable

always held in a sensitive relationship are the expres-

matter into them.” He then proceeds to identify some

sivity of art, its internal power, on the one hand, and

of these materials: “copper, zinc, earth, water, rivers,

the material forces that make it possible, on the oth-

land, snow, fire, grass, air, stone, electricity, uranium,

er. Thus, as art possesses integrity and intelligence, so

sky, weight, gravity, height, growth, etcetera.” Like

does it demonstrate its materiality. It is at this instance

Brenda Fajardo, Celant also invokes John Dewey in

that Fajardo foregrounds the concept of “social val-

his explication of how the artist discovers the body,

ue.” The value is honed in the life of forms, the tech-

memory, and gestures – “all that which directly lives

niques of their making. This value is deemed social,

and thus begins to carry out the sense of life and of

immersed in the social and simultaneously immerses

nature, a sense that implies, according to Dewey, nu-

the social.

merous subjects: the sensory, the sensational, sensitive,

The phrase “social value” tends to surmount

impressionable, and sensuous.” It is in the long term

the duality between “form” and “content.” Both are

a project of rediscovery of the artist of magic, growth,

part of a circuit, of a bundle of nerves, so to speak.

precariousness, falseness, and realness. In the end, ac-

Like this phrase, the formulation “aesthetics of pover-

cording to Celant, “art, life, politics ‘poveri’ [do] not

ty” is textured. It is usually thought that “aesthetics”

have as an objective the process of the representation

belongs to a rarefied realm of privileged sensibility

of life; they only want to feel, know, perform that

and that “poverty” can never aspire to be part of it be-

which is real, understating that what is important is

cause it exemplifies the failure to transcend. Aesthetics

not life, work, action, but the condition in which life,

is supposedly a consummation, an achievement of a

work, and action develop themselves.”

high level of feeling and thinking; at the other pole,

This condition that Celant is talking about may

poverty is deprivation, largely brought about by sys-

be described as a condition of crisis and that contem-

temic disproportion. By bringing both terms togeth-

porary artists respond to it with the critique of the

er, Fajardo takes liberties with language. The paradox

condition itself, which may manifest in an array of

proves to be a productive one because it transposes

forms. The crisis could be an emergency like war, a

the notion of “value” as emerging from a context and

natural disaster, curtailment of human rights, or scar-

not foisted upon by a preconceived system that is re-

city of a staple like rice or oil or the basic means to

garded as always ascendant, dominantly static, like an

survive. It could also be something structural, and

unchanging doctrine.

therefore seemingly permanent and apocalyptic, like

This brings us to the provocation of the arte

class inequality, racial and sexual violence, or the de3

cline of the planet itself. It is interesting to note that

life around it. The word cue is important, because it

the words crisis and critique are in fact intertwined.

refers to a relational, and therefore not a self-sufficient

The theorist Wendy Brown annotates that “critique

or isolated condition, in which the sensibilities of art-

is an old term that derives from the Greek word kri-

ists are heightened by the energies, spirits, or forces

sis.” She continues that in ancient Athens, krisis was a

around them and because of which are prompted to

jurisprudential term identified with the art of making

act on what they sense is going on around them and

distinction, an art considered essential to judging and

on their instinct of what is not right about the world

rectifying an alleged disorder in or of democracy.” The

and how to transform it. Let us now look at the works

process involves “sifting and sorting…focused on dis-

of the Filipino artists in the exhibition who represent

tinguishing the true from the false, the genuine from

three generations of practitioners across Philippine

the spurious, the beautiful from the ugly, the right

art history: the seventies, the nineties, and the pres-

from the wrong…Krisis thus comes close to what we

ent. After this we will have the good fortune to dia-

would call today deliberation.” Beyond Antiquity, the

logue with two of the artists: Mark Salvatus and Yason

word critique and criticism drifted away from crisis

Banal.

and only retained the connection to the field of medicine, which is quite pertinent at the moment. The idea
of a critical condition speaks of an emergency, specifically “the crucial stage of a disease in which a decision
had to be made but had not yet been reached…indicating that accurate diagnosis and judgments about
appropriate interventions potentially stand between
life and death. A critical condition is thus a particular
kind of call: an urgent call for knowledge, deliberation
judgment, and action to stave off catastrophe.” This
theorization on crisis and critique is instructive as it
enables us to think of the ways in which a “worldly
event or phenomenon, whether a collapsed empire or
a diseased body, connects a specific condition with an
immediate need to comprehend by sifting, soring, or
separating its elements, to judge, and to respond to
it.” What is vital is also what is critical.
Finally, it is important to sketch out the proce-
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dures of the artists when they deal with the world of
materials, how they put them together, and in doing
so reflect on the conditions from which these materials have been sourced as well as the inventive talent to
propose ways of making things differently in which
art becomes a technology of inspiration as well as of
resistance. In other words, what the artists offer are
the analysis of situations; technologies; and possibili-
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ties of production. These are cues of their art and the
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