
SHELTER: Thematic threads in the work of Lisa Karrer 
 
Lisa Karrer's major artworks can be experienced in three categories: performative, installation, and 
filmic. Thematically she is developing a body of work that investigates the human dimension of 
fundamental change in society, in our relationship to the physical world, and in cultures made of 
people, real or imagined, that are torn apart, fractured by war, tragedy, or necessity. In this arena Lisa 
demonstrates not by preaching, not through literalizing world events, but by example and metaphor, 
inventing new ways of interpreting history, community, and identity through unconventional narrative 
forms. 
 
One can appreciate Lisa’s newest project SHELTER (2020) by placing it in context with the work that 
has preceded it, creating a continuity: the process of one distillation of an idea, a place in time, 
informing the next. Of her many large-scale works, I have chosen three to illustrate this theme. 
 
PÜHAMU (Sanctuary) (1997) is a music theatre work examining the displacement of Estonian citizens 
during and after WWII, performed in the historic Niguliste church in Tallinn. Collaborating with 
indigenous SETU choir and local contemporary artists, PÜHAMU documents the historic struggle of 
people desperate for sanctuary under both fascist and communist rule - beneath a woodpile, in a 
hayloft, or the iconic church whose bombed-out steeple is a striking image of war. The Day My House 
Came to Visit (2008) provides a clue to Lisa's evolving interest in the ideas of home, migration, 
memory and loss. The construction of the Buffalo Expressway in the 1960’s displaced everyone in its 
path, including her family. A year later, playing on her new street, the child Lisa was witness to a 
surreal event: her old house had been auctioned off for $1.00, and was now being towed to a vacant lot 
on her block. Though physical shelters may be destroyed, lost, or appropriated, the universal concept of 
home as sanctuary is always present, buried deep in the psyche. OVERLANDERS (2016) again 
addresses the hauntology of displacement and migration through early settlers of the United States, 
through archival journal accounts of women pioneers. These perilous journeys led immigrant families 
through wilderness, trespassing on Indigenous lands, encountering death, disease, births, joys, and 
untold hardships, all to establish a secure home-site. OVERLANDERS can be seen as a prototype for 
SHELTER; it was Lisa’s first use of ceramic architectural forms combined with green screen video 
figures and audio narrative. 
 
With SHELTER Lisa continues the themes that thread through her artwork. Currently, over 70 million 
displaced people around the world are seeking asylum from war, poverty, religious intolerance, 
political harassment and torture, climate change, and other disasters. Researching stop-gap shelters and 
refugee camps, Lisa has crafted communities of ceramic forms inhabited by video figures, portraying 
moments of intimacy in environments of deprivation and hardship. Through audio interviews with 
displaced people in Buffalo, we hear their stories in their native tongues, translated into English text 
and accessible via QR codes throughout the exhibit. Thanks to the efforts of Buffalo organizations such 
as Jericho Road Community Health Center and their subsidiaries, these refugees, survivors of 
displacement and disruption, have been given shelter, sanctuary, and the possibility of a new life.  
 
Burchfield Penney curator Heather Gring reminds us of the timely importance of the artist’s thematic 
focus on culture and community: “Karrer's work highlights universal themes--everyone on this earth 
must lay their head somewhere--but perhaps we can all process the meaning of SHELTER more deeply 
now that so many of us have had the privilege of retreating into the safety of our homes.” In this time 
of global pandemic amid the Corona virus, securing shelter is both a necessity and a responsibility, a  
mandate of our new shared reality. 
 
-David Simons, November 20, 2020 Composer/Performer, Contributing Editor EAR Magazine, and 
Professor of Cross Cultural Perspectives at Fairleigh Dickinson University 


