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FRISSON

The Social Form of Art
by Patrick D. Flores
The criticism of Alice Guillermo presents an instance in which the
encounter of the work of art resists a series of possible alienations even as
it profoundly acknowledges the integrity of distinct form. The critic in this
situation attentively dwells on the material of this form so that she may be able
to explicate the ecology and the sociality without which it cannot concretize.
The work of art, therefore, becomes the work of the world, extensively and
deeply conceived. Such present-ness is vital as the critic faces the work in the
world and tries to ramify that world beyond what is before her. This is one
alienation that is calibrated. The work of art transpiring in the world becomes
the work of the critic who lets it matter in language, freights it and leavens it
with presence so that human potential unerringly turns plastic, or better still,
animate:
Against the cold stone, tomblike and silent, are the living glances, supplicating,
questioning, challenging, or speaking—the eyes quick with feeling or the
movements of thought, the mouths delicately shaping speech, the expressive
gestures, and the bodies in their postures determined by the conditions of
work and social circumstance. The workers reach out to the viewer with a
finely focused human presence, a pervading reality made even more acute by
an implicit sense of struggle, a vital tension coming through.1
Guillermo, however, does not only constellate the work and the world.
She is also interested in how the work and the world play out in time. Though
this effort need not end up in a proposition of art history, it is nearly by default
an articulation of a desire to historicize or to furnish a context for that which
materializes as art. The art critical practice of Guillermo, therefore, is parlayed
into a consolidation of sorts of an art historical discourse. The criticism of the
everyday life of art and exhibition-making becomes the primary ethnographic
datum, as it were, of art history. While mediated by procedure, the categories
of artwork, artist, and exhibition become some kind of evidence of the life/
world of art in time. Here, the status of these agencies is complicated because
the supposed object of critique is actually the subjectivity of the critique. The
work of art finally overcomes both the isolation and the seriality of objecthood
within an autonomous space, as it is reinscribed within a wider meshwork of
relations. This is the second moment of alienation that is hurdled.
The third one intersects with the professional biography of Guillermo
as a teacher, scholar, and academician within a broadly intuited realm of the
Humanities. She would situate the study of art across the politics of culture
and its contentious representations. In this regard, she was insistent on a
reappraisal of the discriminations of high art and the recuperation of a genus of
art that has been stigmatized as bearing inferior aesthetic valence. For her, the
binarisms wedded into fine art and folk art, art and craft, and so on are not only
needless, they ultimately affirm the untenable asymmetries of class, ethnicity,
and the other constitutions of the self. In other words, she sought to restore the
generative relationships of forms within a more generous Humanities, one that
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does not only invest in art but in an affective sensibility that is not beholden
to the doxa and habitus of a cultural elite. This made her engage in a wide
gamut of interests and disciplines, as she wrote not only on the visual arts but
on film, literature, and performance as well as forayed into the commentary of
the public sphere and the socio-political sensorium in general. She may have
been the only practitioner of this kind in her time: a critic of faceted sympathies
and a gifted observer of all things Philippine. All told, the Humanities inspired
Guillermo to evoke the big picture, as it were.
What this anthology offers to the reader is the relationship of
the art critic to the language with which to disseminate the criticism. This
is a language shaped by academic knowledge as well as experience with
the material of art and the life of artists. The interplay between the two
is oftentimes complex, steeped in contradictions as well as in efforts at
reconstruction which defy convenient dualities. Moreover, this language passes
through circuits that are not exclusively within the domain of the art world and
academe, which in the long term may morph into echo chambers and hermetic
circles. The language of art criticism is transformed time and again through the
parole of its dissemination and the politics of reading itself. What is gathered
here are essays for the mass-circulation popular press that addresses a general
audience. The critic finds the most suitable pitch or tone with which to put the
discourse across without necessarily diminishing its theoretical density. This is
a tough act to carry out, but one that is finessed over years of practice. It is for
this reason that Guillermo’s turn of phrase can at once be lyrical and incendiary.
Most of all, it is ostensive, alert and wide-eyed to metaphorical cognates. It is
demonstrative, precise in its simulation of an ambience, punctual in its poetic
urgency. For instance:
There is a continuous sense of submergence and perilous drifting in a Freudian
sea, twilight-violet or blood-red, where the convolutions of brain and gut
become chambers of coral and sea anemone. Space here is transparent and
in timeless suspension, enclosed and hermetic as in a womb. In the fluid
vehicle, brains float and innards unravel and spread out for scrutiny as hairlike
cilia comb the waters and absurd organic accordions contract and expand. At
one time, a homunculus with a threatening face and vestigial claws rends the
nightmare open.2
The other aspect that his compendium focuses on in the conduct of
critical writing is method. Guillermo’s sustained argumentation on the intricate
relationship between art and the socius and the concomitant dynamism that
both infuse into each other is supported by a scheme of thinking and writing
that endeavors to cast art as an integral form. This is wrought in the dialectic
between historical forces and the aesthetic intervention, a mixture of the
delicate touching at the seams of Theodor Adorno and the rupture prefigured
by Walter Benjamin. Guillermo reweaves this theoretical textile through a
careful teasing out of the strands of the formal fabric without letting the fabric
overdetermine the form as mere sociological function. Useful in this operation
is her turn to the semiotic as a sieve through which the material condition
of art and the artistic condition of the material are imagined to condense
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in sensuous particularity and political quality. Layered around this formativity
of the artwork is the ideological formation of the beholder, a subject to be
sure, of the Althusserian apparatus and its negative critique. It is at this point
that Guillermo delicately pushes and pulls the various forms of materiality
as a way to elude the capture of instrumentalization or idealization and the
defiles of reduction or generalization. Her sensitivity to humanistic philosophy,
materialist critique, and the history of art strongly places her at an angle of
vision to enable her to discern the nodes of context and the elucidations of
emergence. Forms, therefore, are rooted and yet released, relativized and
yet distinguished, cherished and yet implicated. A work of art in Guillermo’s
critical program is not reducible to a leviathan force; it is rather rendered
complicit and intractable in an assemblage or a conjuncture. An encompassing
“cognitive mapping” is revealed through levels of facture and meaning even as
a singularity finds it ground.
In grappling with language, the art critic astutely choreographs the
tension between form and content. These categories are provisional, with their
autonomies or self-sufficiencies dissolved in a vigorous interaction between
discrepant phases of a work’s formativity. In the succeeding quote, Guillermo
reveals the reciprocations between technique and discourse as well as the
conjuration of a feeling:
Conflict is expressed in a vigorous dialectic of lines, as in Eskirol. The
continuous oscillation of outlines and the lively dialogue of gesture is disciplined
by a stern geometric framework of verticals and horizontals. This may likewise
function on the symbolic level, articulating the barrier separating protagonist
and antagonist in the conflict…Characterization is achieved through gesture
and telling detail: the sleek mustache of the ilustrado, the long flowing hair of
Sisa. Faces speak, mock, grieve, or silently stare. At times, a kind of historical
atmosphere is attained, summing up in an image the collective experiences
of a people. But one important contribution of Castillo is the image of the hero
that is realized in a few of his works. Truly, here is an artist who has not, in any
obscure or patent form, betrayed the people in his portrayal of them.3
The language and the method of criticism are finally sharpened in
light of the praxis of Guillermo, foremost as a writer in media and popular
culture who endeavors to reach out to a wide public that is introduced to the
modernities of an aesthetic situation, or specifically, the appreciation of specific
objects, actions, and sensations that fall under the epistemological category
of art. This struggle with language and method to discursively assemble an
audience would form the praxis of Guillermo’s persistent pedagogy as a critic
whose textual production is instructive because it constantly deconstructs and
re-institutes a fragmented humanity and its creative expressions.
In her critical sorties, Guillermo writes affectively and persuasively
and is never glib or smug; she neither peddles influence nor sells contrived
ideas. She does not try to dazzle the unsuspecting reader with self-referential
word play that has very little regard for intellectual lineage. She stays away
from high-handed verbiage and does not write with a pose, but with a certain
“sharpness that draws blood.”4 And when she finds weakness in the art,
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she hints at options even for social realist artists whom she thinks need to
work on expressivity, the characterization of the particular, and inventiveness
as a way to demystify the typical as well as the academic and the anecdotal.
All told, her writing does not suffer pretensions and cares for the public’s
labor to ponder and probe, not consumed by the fantasy and conceit of
cultivated fluency.
Perhaps it is in the exposition of social realism where Guillermo’s
mindset percolates. It is for this reason that one of her essays, “Abstract
and/or Figurative Art: A Wrong Choice,” is set apart in this anthology. This
is largely to shed light on a polemic that has acute implications. One of the
main arguments to shore up this discourse of social realism pertains to
how the form embodies the essential elements of the phrase: “social” and
“realism.” Guillermo seeks to enhance this politically charged form that
has been claimed by the dialectical tradition as well as socialist ideology.
On the other hand, the ample reach of both the “social” and “realism” also
lends well to a liberal demos, affirming the ethos and habitus of the popular,
because it is supposedly of, for, and by the people. These tendencies would
be in the long term framed institutionally, and therefore “officially,” by
governments and academies, or both.
Guillermo disciplines the polytropic disposition of the term
by stating that the social realist is not academic and not anecdotal. In
this formulation, realism, which comes to a post-colonial art history via
academic realism, is severed from its orthodox origins. That being said,
the social, which may be imagined to dissipate as some kind of “scattered
phenomena,” cannot be described as unmediated or indiscriminate.
Guillermo, therefore, simultaneously emancipates and hinges the social
realist form, from the strictures of the institution and the fantasies of
freedom, on the one hand, to the articulation of the material condition and
the liberation of its prospects, on the other. Through this delineation, it
assumes an irreducible particularity, inflected with humanistic expressivity
and inventiveness, and aspires to a total or universal “thought-feeling
complex.” For Guillermo, this is the only way to frustrate any effort to drain
the energies of the social and the real through the routine exercises of
instrumentalist instinct.
The other salient trajectory into which the social realist passes
is the modern. It is the post-colonial modern that sustains the critique of
the hegemonic canon and institutional power and lets the social realist
refunction distortion and abstraction, for instance, as idioms of negation and
transcendence. The modern breaks through tradition even as it renews it.
The modern, therefore, reorganizes a subjectivity best suited to respond to
the condition of “time” and what it means to invest “space” or locality with
present-ness; and how the latter gains the valence of a historical context,
which absorbs the ethnic, the national, the contra-colonial. Inevitably, the
consciousness of the self and of the past suffuses this subjectivity.
Finally, as has been alluded to earlier, the social realist speaks to
the temptations of the people and the popular. This moment mutates into
variations across a spectrum of the related manifestations of the “mass” and
the “commodity” both of which circulate in labor movements and markets,
7
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in solidarities and consumers. It is at this conjuncture that the social realist
intervenes to foreground the category of class and politically mediate the mass
to the extent that the aesthetic material becomes a pedagogical material, a
means of learning the intricacies of a resolutely class society.
This assemblage enables Guillermo to bring into a dynamic
interaction, a rhythmic reciprocation of forces so that the social realist does
not only fulfill its axiological promise of rearticulating the social ethically and
aesthetically, it also, finally, pursues the praxiological premise of art as an
embedded permanent seminar in the imagination of Beuys under the auspices
of a permanent war fully fleshed out in action as contemplated by Foucault.
In the landscape of art critics in the Philippines, Guillermo was one of
the most prolific and the most dedicated to the métier.5 While her colleagues
like Leonidas Benesa, Emmanuel Eric Torres, Rod Paras Perez, and Cid Reyes
furthered artistic and curatorial practice alongside criticism, she was dedicated
to writing and teaching.6 It was also Guillermo who would risk to always
locate the nexus between art and society. Paramount in her mind were the
coordinates of production that oriented the vast enterprise of art as a project of
society and not a culmination of commodity or the achievement of objecthood.
But never was Guillermo not curious and inquisitive. Her passage into the work
was not knowledge fully formed or judgement conclusively crafted. It was
rather what she felicitously called frisson, the thrill of the senses that arouse,
enliven, quicken. A shiver or a chill, the frisson is an omen; it is as well a
visceral response. It was this stirring that drew her to art, the same catalyst that
she redistributed across the decisively, relentlessly social form.

ENDNOTES
1

Alice G. Guillermo, “Renewing Realism,” Who, 28 September 1983, 31.

2

A. G. Guillermo, “Malang’s Pleasure, Drilon’s Pain,” Observer, 12 May 1981, 46.

3

A. G. Guillermo, “Castillo: A Total Vision,” Cultural Research Bulletin 1, no. 2
(October-November 1975): 12.

4

A. G. Guillermo, “Abdulmari Imao: The Tausog Artist Does a Pigafetta,” Who,
17 May 1980, 21.

5

See Patrick D. Flores, “The Abstractions of Critique: Alice Guillermo and the Social
Imperative of Art,” Southeast of Now: Directions in Contemporary and Modern Art in Asia 3,
no. 1 (March 2019): 125–42.

6

See Patrick D. Flores, “Lineage: Leonidas Benesa and Alice Guillermo,” Pananaw 6 (2007):
8–15.

8

The Collected Criticism of Alice Guillermo

Abstract and/or Figurative: A Wrong Choice
  
The recent series, “Abstract Art and the Masses” by Domingo
Castro de Guzman, has given rise to a number of reflections that have a
bearing on the question of art and politics. Much of the attraction of his
essay has presumably been in terms of the colorful vituperations and its
emotional vehemence, but we choose to disallow ourselves such luxuries,
indeed so fraught with hazards on the plane of the intellect as they so
easily slip into the pitfalls of self-indulgence and intolerance.
To begin, we state that the categorization of figurative versus
abstract is not decisive in the matter of the politics of art. In other words,
the politics of art cannot be reduced to the simple equation of figurative
equals progressive and abstract equals reactionary, or to modify, that the
potentials for progressive lie with the figurative and those for reactionary
with the abstract. For one thing, there is a danger in the simple dichotomy
of progressive and reactionary, one that we sense when we move away
from the black-white categories of good-bad, sheep-goats. This kind of
dialectic is simplistic because it does not take into account the incipient
or latent forces and energies within the categories. The danger, too, is that
human beings and everything else will be victims of labelling: figurative
you go to heaven, abstract you go to hell. Domingo Castro de Guzman may
refuse this reduction to absurdity, but the emotionalism of his essay runs
along a single track and ultimately leads to such a formulation. Another
thing is that to place heavy stress on the dichotomy of figurative and
abstract has the effect of isolating these two modes and considering them
as self-sufficient categories in themselves, cut off from their historical
dimensions in which alone they assume full meaning.
Abstract art is attacked as the enemy with such a passionate
urgency, too, that we can easily imagine placards saying: If it is not
Nuclear War it is Abstract Art that will blast us all, artists and non-artists
alike, to Kingdom Come. It is attacked mainly because it is escapist,
hence reactionary, and because, as in the example of Pollock, ugly, but
then not ugly enough in an articulate way “to connect it with capitalist
ugliness.” However, such a violent attack on abstract art only serves to
divert the attention of the public away from the more immediate and
potent effects of figurative art when used in the service of the ruling elite.
The history of art will bear out the fact that the Western despotisms
created and strengthened the classical Academy, as against spontaneous
individualizing styles, because classical figuration supported the image
of the absolute and the permanent that they wanted to project of their
regime, which, through art, would obtain the sanction of venerable
tradition. Examples are Jacques-Louis David’s paeans of Napoleon and
propaganda tableaux meant to instill civic virtues in the new order
which betrayed the ideals of the French Revolution. There are, of course,
more recent examples in which the figurative style is harnessed to make
glowing narrative accounts of the life and exploits of contemporary
rulers, or to create myths in which the earthly powers are transported by
art onto the plane of the legendary, and thereby invested with
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the aura of invulnerability, physical inaccessibility, and immortality. Let
us remember that a lot of authoritarian art was in a conservative style of
figuration. Shall we here also recall that Hitler himself did sorry academic
nudes? (They bore little evidence, however, of his famed demagogic
passion.) On the other hand, abstract art is not so easily serviceable to
the ruling elite whose eulogies, in order to be useful for their purposes,
will be rather in the figurative than in the abstract. For central to their
myth-making is portraiture, and a portraiture, too, which intentionally
cultivates a specific morphology of power, implicit with the ambivalence
of attractiveness and inaccessibility. In terms of propaganda, whether
overt or subtle and subliminal, figurative art carries more potential
for conveying values because these values are within the context of
a recognizable human situation. In contrast, the values that abstract
art conveys are conveyed indirectly, a number of times removed from
experienced reality, through the formal means of line, color, value, texture,
shape, etc., in themselves. Abstract art conveys human values such as
intellectual order, spontaneity, sensuousness, or pleasure in ornament,
but these are not in a situational context.
As to the allegation that abstract art is escapist, a kind of selfindulgent, lotus-eating experience, this does not hold true in all cases. It
may be true for decorative or purely sensuous abstraction, but the viewer
is very rarely placed in a condition that he is continually saturated in
a sensuous visual experience to the point of mental torpor, for, on the
whole, these spells are only temporary pauses in a strenuous existence.
Then, too, given the depth and breadth of human complexity, surely an
occasional purely sensuous response to art as to nature and physical
reality, while on the level of the senses and hence superficial, would not
by itself constitute political culpability. It is, in fact, not possible, nor
psychologically sound, to reject any mode of visual experience. We recall
that non-figurative art did exist in various forms before the modern
period, as in the Celtic Book of Kells. A great deal of Islamic art is nonfigurative because of religious injunctions.
But relevant to the charge of escapism is the fact that many
works in the figurative mode are no less escapist than forms of abstract
art which may be considered as such. Under this would fall tourist art
with their imagery of abundance, truly escapist fantasies in these lean
times, while they propagate the illusion that all this bounty is still within
the reach of all. In fact, these are all the more insidious in effect than
abstract art because they perpetuate myths of reality in the service of
ruling class interests. Figurative works of pure visual delectation without
any more solid ideational basis are those which typify the epitome of
“bourgeois art” especially since they do not pose any intellectual or
aesthetic challenge.
On the other hand, it may well be possible that a state may
encourage a hermetic art confining itself within the circumscribed
perimeters of aesthetic concerns and denying socio-historical relevance
and meaning while claiming a supra-historical character. Such can take
the form of a tautological diversion, with little or no contribution to
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aesthetics, because no issues are raised and the use of materials and
techniques is not shaped by an intelligible intellectual structure. And if
there is at all, the structure may be lacking in originality, because it is
second-hand or borrowed, and hence does not possess the dynamics to
develop into a total aesthetics and situate itself within the coordinates
of society and history. The state espousal of such art can proceed from
the concealed motive of defusing the strong political potential of art in
a society in the throes of change. But this is a specific situation with its
particular vocabulary and politics, and as such does not make abstract
art reprehensible per se.
Another attack mounted on abstract art is on its formal
qualities. The work of Pollock, for instance, is cited as a “monotonous
wormy ugliness” with its technique of splattering and “splurging.” By
attacking the work of Pollock on the basis of its formal qualities, one
easily falls into the snares of formalism which one has eschewed as an
unsatisfactory approach to art. For the issues raised in a work of art
may far exceed its importance as a singular object: aesthetics thus shifts
from the approach based on a limited formal and strictly empirical
analysis to a dynamic investigation of the issues raised and these
situated within their historical framework of time and place. The work
of Pollock, which was a reaction against formal abstraction typified
by Neo-Platonism, posits the values of the spontaneous and personal
gesture, the physical energy and kineticism of the individual artist. The
Chinese, for one, appreciated these very qualities in their calligraphy as
a personal mark apart from the meaning of the characters themselves.
Pollock’s works are visual statements which assert the dimensions of
the visual field as an arena enveloping and drawing in the viewer, reject
traditional central focusing and the compartmentalization of space,
refuse the traditional role of line as defining form, and deny the absolute
finality of the work. Now, there is the famous story of one unfortunate
monkey, who, given a brush and a canvas, was purportedly able to
produce something that resembled the painting of Pollock, but a monkey
does not have the capacity to conceptualize and raise aesthetic issues
and neither does it have the consciousness of reacting to preceding art
traditions. And while some may choose to dismiss Pollock’s work as
formalistically unimportant, still it is impossible to lightly ignore the
far-reaching influence of the abstract expressionists and Pollock on
succeeding art.
Needless to say, much of the uglifying thrust in modern
art constitutes an aggressive reaction [against] the notion of art for
pure sensuous pleasure, a value so easily co-opted by the bourgeois
establishment, as well as [against] persisting vestiges of the classical
criteria of beauty and art which are no longer relevant to our times, and
which are moreover aristocratic in politics. The ugly woman images of de
Kooning, also gestural in approach, demolish the common expectations
of the beautiful in art. Doubtless, they pose an aggressive challenge to
the prevailing expectations of the ordinary art public and must be given
due credit for courage. These images seen in the context of the brutality
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and brashness of American capitalist society, which has exceeded the
economic reach of the Old World.
There is however, another angle not to be overlooked. Out of
the Federal Arts Project of the Roosevelt administration which sought
to restore a viable economy after the Crash of Wall Street, two groups
of artists emerged: the abstract expressionists and social realists.
The abstract expressionists of the New York School eventually enjoyed
massive critical support from such influential quarters as Thomas
Hess of Artforum, while the artists of social comment often rate so
much less corresponding space in discussions of American art. These
latter are, in fact, largely neglected and art students are generally
left unaware of the vital figurative side of American art, enriched by
such artists as Philip Evergood, Ben Shahn, George Tooker, etc. With
their themes of trade unionism and class inequalities, they were likely
victims of the hysterical witch-hunting of the McCarthy period because
of the strong social implications of their art.
As we have earlier said, we do not wish to stress the figurative
and abstract dichotomy, but prefer to view the development of
modernism within its historical perspective. Now there was, with the
Industrial Revolution, a conscious rupture between the 19th century
Academy and the rising modernists as seen in the defiant Salons de
Refuses from Manet to the impressionists. One battlecry of the new art
was enunciated by Maurice Denis who declared that before a painting
was a beautiful nude or a battlehorse, it was, first of all, a canvas
covered with colored pigments. This statement with its implications for
abstraction, was a position articulated against 19th century academism
in France, which, like elsewhere, was burdened with antiquated and
anecdotal subject matter colored by bourgeois sentimentality. To reject
the Academy, therefore, was to make a strong opposing position. It
was likewise a position which affirmed what Janet Wolff calls the
“specificity of art,” its own formal language as distinct from the other
human disciplines, at a time when it faced the danger of collapsing
into the literary and the didactic. It was, likewise, a necessary
repositioning of art in the context of the rapid socio-economic change
ushered in by the Industrial Revolution. And one premise in this
refocusing of art dealt with asserting its autonomy, relative however, to
historical and social coordinates, as all distinct human activities and
specializations are viewed within the socio-historical perspective.
Thus, what happens is that the development of modernism
had to do with exploring and extending the limits of the unique
language of art. The thematic concern for space, for the relationship of
figure and ground, for instance, which is, of course, in the realm of the
aesthetic, parallels Einstein’s relativity theory in its new interpretation
of the universe and reality as against the static and mechanistic
concepts of Euclid and Newton. The idea of the relative movements of
the universe of which man is a part, the notion of the living organism
and organic evolution are implicit concepts, for instance, in the works
of Paul Klee.
12
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The abstract artists are to be carefully distinguished in their
philosophies. Mondrian’s art was based on Neo-Platonism in which he
sought, by limiting his means to the primary colors and to the horizontal
and vertical axes, to create visual reminders of the underlying harmony
of the universe, one based on mathematical relationships even as the
classical Greeks apprehended God as the Great Geometer—a political
conservatism which is anchored to the idea of an immutable and
absolute order underlying the universe from which erring man but
temporarily strays. In Russia arose two opposing artistic responses to
industrialization: suprematism and constructivism, two antagonistic
groups. The suprematist Malevich asserted that art was meant to be
useless and had no bearing on society whatsoever. His White on White
was supposed to mean final emancipation, a state of nirvana where
man’s will sheds its materiality and merges with infinity. He refused any
cooperation possible between artist and scientist-engineer. His position
thus clearly typifies the ivory tower artist who insists on art as a purely
hermetic exercise without any socio-historical dimension and outside the
larger arena of human experience. By so removing from art any links with
reality, and hence any potency for modifying, influencing, or changing
reality through the conveying of values in ways direct or extremely refined,
conscious or unconscious, he served the interests of a politics based on
the static and immutable, and finally the ineffable and metaphysical
which man can neither know or affect. In contrast, the constructivists,
likewise working in the abstract, upheld a progressive politics which gave
full support to the revolution, although their innovations and artistic
program were not understood, being beyond the current levels of aesthetic
and technological development. The abstract art of the constructivists,
more active in sculpture and in architecture than in painting, aimed
to redesign the modern environment that would reflect the modern
technology and at the same time create a truly human space. Their art, as
it later became disseminated in the Bauhaus, was based on design along
a thorough understanding of materials and techniques, to advance their
aims of environmental renewal in social and technological terms, with
the cooperation of artist, architect, and scientist-engineer. While abstract,
this art was, indeed far from being escapist and apolitical as it believed
in the socialization of art, with the aim to “meet the material needs, to
express the aspirations of the revolutionary proletariat.” In painting,
Ed Lissitzky invented a new medium of propaganda through the use of
geometric symbols. What all this goes to show is that abstract art ranges
within a political spectrum. Present aesthetic demands that one go beyond
the merely formal and descriptive qualities of the individual works to the
issues involved and thus to comprehend the range of politics underlying
the varieties of abstract art.
The figurative and abstract modes in art are, moreover, not
irreconcilable poles of an antagonistic relationship. Most of the finest
works of figurative art have an underlying abstract framework.
One thinks, for instance, of the admirable Dutch interiors of Vermeer
and the 17th century Dutch petits-maîtres, with their geometric structures
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that interplay with the delicate light-and-shade. We can only surmise how
much these interiors with their precision and clarity provided the basis
for Mondrian’s balances. The best figurative art grapples with elements
of line, value, color, texture, shape, and spatial disposition in abstract
relationships in order to arrive at greater coherence and expressiveness.
From impressionism in the later 19th century to cubism and
futurism before the First World War, to dadaism and orphism between
the wars, art moved irresistibly towards abstraction in an unrelenting
exploration of the formal vocabulary and specific language of art in its
potentialities for expression. Serene and classical beauty had become an
anachronism in the context of the violence and anguish which attended
the events of our century. In its stead was expressiveness, as well as a
new role of art as challenger of traditions petrifying into academisms.
The School of Paris is more than half a century and two world wars away
through which time we have gone beyond the original isms that created
the range of modern art. We have transcended the labels of the isms
because so much has occurred in the history of art and human history
since then and these events call for new means of expression. We have
likewise gone beyond positing the dichotomies of abstract and figurative,
because the new art, after abstraction had been reached, is an art, neofigurative, perhaps, which has learned and enriched itself immensely from
the resources of abstraction.
Thus the furor about abstract art is rather belated—it is no
longer a relevant and burning issue. In the context of art history, it has
enriched the language of art and its varieties show how artists have
expressed their philosophy and worldview through the formal language
of painting and sculpture. But since art continually evolves, there are
always redefinitions and syntheses, as new aesthetic issues are raised
which at the same time convey values of direct or indirect political import.
There could in fact be a conservative abstraction, grown petrified and
academic, because reduced to stylistic mannerisms. The political positions
of contemporary artists make up an entire spectrum of persuasion which
has to be delicately sifted and discerned. The mode, whether essentially
abstract or figurative, does not per se determine the politics of art. What
one has to reckon with are the philosophies and ideational structures
often supported by statements, manifestoes, or personal records, and of
which the works are visual conveyors.
In contemporary art, then, abstraction will always be a
component of the aesthetic language. In the case of agitprop for the
masses in response to topical issues, it is expected to be figurative—
illustrative, in fact, with the values of directness and clarity. Posters, for
instance, are a common vehicle for political agitprop. But even posters do
not support the dichotomy of figurative vs. abstract. Many Cuban posters,
visually exciting for their original approach, verge on abstraction, if they
are not actually abstract. While addressing the large population, they are
able to use sophisticated means effectively, being able to convey, through
largely formal resources, notions of absence, rupture, conflict, solidarity,
etc., with an admirable emotional range and subtlety. Another example
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is the mass media which learns much from formal resources to convey
concise and graphic value-laden images. The very potency of much of
present art arises from the contributions of abstraction.
In this particular period of art history, co-extensive with the
history of human events and cultural expressions, we have exposed false
categories and demystified myths that were impositions of the academe:
painting and sculpture as separate categories, or abstract and figurative
as unrelated modes. Art has expanded greatly in terms of materials,
techniques, styles, and the artist, enjoying artistic freedom, is heir to these
rich resources discovered, explored, and elaborated on by his precedents.
With these resources, however, there rests for him the crucial matter of
political choice and standpoint: an art caught in the toils of the bourgeois
establishment or an art in search of a new liberating order.

WHO, 24 AUGUST 1983, 30–2.

15

FRISSON

Annotating Alice: A Biography from Her Bibliography
by Roberto G. Paulino
The 74 essays in this anthology offer a select but representative
sample of Alice G. Guillermo’s voluminous body of work, encompassing
over half a century of writings. An ongoing archival research project by the
University of the Philippines (UP) Department of Art Studies to document
and annotate her published writings and citations has thus far yielded a 70plus page working bibliography listing at least 29 sole-authored books, 16
co-authored books, 29 chapters or works in an edited book or anthology, 22
journal articles, 19 exhibition catalogues, and around 300 periodical articles,
among others.
The bibliographic entries were culled principally from her books,
online public access catalog (OPAC) records, vertical files, and library archives.
The latter was particularly useful in procuring copies of her curricula vitae.
Unfortunately, her more recent CVs and 201 files were lost during the 1 April
2016 fire at the UP Faculty Center. When she passed away in 29 July 2018 at age
80, neither her home Department nor her family were able to provide even a
résumé. For an art historian and academic, Guillermo did not seem preoccupied
in listing and filing copies of her own work.
Her interest in writing and in history was evident in her undergraduate
education. Guillermo was an A.B. and a Bachelor of Science in Education
graduate, magna cum laude, from the Holy Ghost College (now College of the
Holy Spirit) in 1956 and 1957 respectively. She majored in English and minored
in History. She taught high school briefly at the Holy Ghost Institute from 1958
to 1959.1 Soon after,2 she enrolled in a masteral program at the UP in Diliman,
similarly majoring in English before shifting to Comparative Literature.3
In an interview, she shared that her interest in the arts likewise
started early. “When I was young, I loved to read art books and look at pictures.
And most of the art books at that time were about artists of the school of Paris
in Europe…I had an art teacher who was very stimulating. And I think I got the
interest from her.”4 She noted that “[m]y interest in art…was awakened not by
Amorsolo and his rural genre…but by…the impressionists, the surrealists, the
expressionists, and the cubists, who offered new and fascinating imagery.”5
Her first publication on art appeared in The Philippine Collegian, the
official student newspaper of UP Diliman, as guest columnist of Petronilo Bn.
Daroy (1935-2017).6 The date and a copy of that seminal piece remains elusive.
However, Guillermo recalled that she “wrote on European art—Cezanne, for
instance—not necessarily related to local art. It was more for appreciation of
art in general.”7 “Imagine that. And it was rather alienated because it wasn’t on
Philippine art.”8
A fusion of the pleasures of seeing with political engagement was
catalyzed by her membership in the Student Cultural Association of the
University of the Philippines (SCAUP), co-founded by Daroy and Jose Maria
Sison in 1959. SCAUP was the “anticlerical foil”9 to UPSCA or UP Students
Catholic Action, the influential religious organization in the university.
Guillermo reflected how the former’s “radical mix of politics and art that would
overshadow the bohemian influence of the existentialists.”10
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From 1962-1964 or from 1963-1965, she was also an Instructor of
English at the Department of Humanities, College of Agriculture in UP Los
Baños.11 She had completed the course work in her masteral program in UP
Diliman12 when, at age 27, she was awarded a scholarship by the French
government in 1965.13 She studied at Université d’Aix-Marseille in France
where she obtained the following by 196714: Diploma of French Language and
Letters, with honorable mention; Certificate of the Seminar of Higher Studies
in the Twentieth Century, 1965-1966, with honorable mention; and Certificate of
General Literary Studies (Modern Section: English – Geography).15
Although she embarked on a tour of the Louvre, Prado, Uffizzi and
other European museums in 1966-1967 during her French scholarship16 and
took courses on European art history from the medieval period to the 20th
century,17 it was her French language studies that provided her initial teaching
position upon her return to the Philippines in 1967. Her original appointment
at UP Diliman was as an Instructor I in French at the Department of European
Languages.18 Though she was concurrently a Lecturer in Humanities at UP
in Padre Faura,19 she listed French grammar and literature as well as English
grammar and literature as the courses she felt best qualified to teach. She also
noted French and Spanish (besides English) as foreign languages she read
and spoke easily.20 Guillermo was further appointed as part-time Lecturer in
French at the Philippine Science High School.21 She would later clarify though
that, “I am not a Francophile. I don’t even really go for Sartre or de Beauvoir.
From the beginning, what I wanted was to appreciate and understand art. I
wanted to understand the motivations of arts and styles. I wanted to know what
made them paint like that, these artists. What their influences were. And then,
I wanted to see if I could relate these things to many other things. Ultimately, I
wanted to see what it means to us.”22 For instance, she related French culture
with the Philippine folk and rural.23
Likewise in 1967, at age 29, she married the poet Gelacio Guillermo
Jr. (1940-2019) with whom she bore Sofia and Ramon in 1968 and 1969.24 She
then took on the position of Assistant Professor in Humanities at the University
of the East (UE) from 1969 to 1978.
It was in the 1970s then she began to write more about the local
visual art scene. Her first Philippine art review “Salpukan! But not Quite”
appeared in Graphic magazine in 30 August 1972. It was about an interaction
work exhibited at the UP artists-operated Red Gallery. “I don’t really remember
any reaction to that. I didn’t have any feedback. Well, anyway, it was then I
started knowing the social realists. Many of us became friends.”25
From 1975-1977, she was vice-chairman for publications of the
Cultural Research Association of the Philippines. For the latter’s Cultural
Research Bulletin, she contributed articles that espoused art as a force for
change. For example, she observed how “[t]he dramatis personae of [Orlando]
Castillo are drawn from all social levels, although the larger number comes
from the working class and the urban poor and the dispossessed. But the artist
does not merely seek to represent the entire social scale, for he may choose to
sharply delineate the antagonisms that exist along class lines.”26 In her review
of Leonidas V. Benesa’s The Printmakers, she took issue of the interspersing of
foreign names and places in Benesa’s survey of printmaking in the Philippines
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thereby “giving the impression that its history in our country is inextricably
linked to if not dependent on, foreign grants, biennales, etc.”27
1976 was an auspicious year that saw her winning the art criticism
award from the Art Association of the Philippines (AAP), as well as coauthoring the textbook Art: Perception and Appreciation, published by the
UE. More than forty years later, the latter is still included in the required
readings and other materials of the Art Appreciation course prescribed by
the Commission on Higher Education (CHED).28
Guillermo was appointed Senior Lecturer I at the UP College
of Arts and Sciences Department of Humanities for the first semester
of AY 1977-1978 during the term of Felipe M. de Leon Jr.29 In 1981, her
“Ang Sining Biswal sa Pilipinas” was reprinted in the textbook On Art,
Man & Nature: Selected Readings in the Humanities edited by de Leon.30
Another survey “The Visual Arts in the Philippines” was earlier included in
Rediscovery, a collection of essays in Philippine life and culture compiled
by the Department of English of the Ateneo de Manila University in 1977.
Guillermo would further develop the historical survey and produce versions
for the Cultural Center of the Philippines (CCP) Tuklas Sining (1989), Art in
Social Change (1993), and the CCP Encyclopedia of Philippine Art (1994).
At age 40, she transferred to UP College of Fine Arts, serving as
Assistant Professor in Art History and Theory from 1978-1985.31 During this
period, her essay “Ang Kaisipang Pilipino Batay sa Sining Biswal” won the
second prize in the 1979 Palanca Memorial Award in Literature. She also
authored her first book Mobil Art Awards in 1981 and co-authored Ugat-Suri
in 1984.
With the retirement of Ricaredo Demetillo and the part-time
teaching service of UP Film Center director Virginia R. Moreno, Guillermo at
age 47 returned to the UP Department of Humanities as Assistant Professor
IV effective 10 June 1985 during the term of Brenda V. Fajardo.32
As reflected in this anthology, majority of her art criticisms were
produced during the 1980s. During this decade that she wrote weekly art
reviews for Observer (1981-1983), weekly cultural articles for Who magazine
(1983-1984), essays for Life Today (1983-1984), and a column for We Forum
(1985). After the 1986 EDSA Revolution, she contributed in New Day
Magazine (1986), Business Day Magazine (1987), and wrote a column in
Philippine Daily Globe (1987, 1989).
She authored or co-authored several more books including A
Portfolio of 60 Philippine Art Masterpieces (1986) and Social Realism in the
Philippines (1987). Images of Change: Essays and Reviews (1988) collected
her cultural essays, while The Covert Presence and Other Essays on Politics
and Culture (1989) compiled her political essays.
In 1988, at age 50, she enrolled in the PhD Philippine Studies
program of the UP College of Arts and Letters. The diploma and
certificates she earned in France and the books and articles she had
written were considered as equivalents of a master’s thesis thus enabling
her admission.34 She obtained her PhD seven years later in 1995. Her
dissertation “Protest Revolutionary Art in the Marcos Regime” was an
extended and more thematic study of social realism in the Philippines
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than her 1987 book which was more biographical. The UP Press published her
dissertation in 1991.
Her art reviews in magazines and newspapers lessened in 1990s due
to her PhD studies (1988-1995), her administrative position as chair (1991-1994)
of the UP Department of Art Studies [previously known as the Department of
Humanities until 1989], and a one-year fellowship in Japan from 1995-1996.
The lower frequency however allowed for a longer wavelength as she enriched
the Department’s instructional materials by contributing several essays in
the Humanities: Art & Society Handbook (1998) published by CHED, and coauthoring the Department’s general education (GE) textbooks in 1988, 1991,
and 1997.35 Her chapters from the latter continue to be readings for the module
on the language of art in the current GE course ARTS 1: Critical Perspectives
in the Arts. Moreover, she served a larger public as co-editor of the volume
on visual arts in the CCP Encyclopedia of Philippine Art (1994), where she also
contributed 112 articles and artist biographies including major historical essays
on the Philippine visual arts, sources and influences, and the American colonial
and contemporary traditions.
Guillermo resumed writing art reviews this time for Today newspaper
from 1998 to 2004.
Upon her retirement at age 65 in 2003 and her conferment as
Professor Emerita by the UP Board of Regents a year later, Guillermo focused
more on book publications for Petron Corporation, Ayala Museum, CCP, Bank
of the Philippine Islands (BPI) Foundation, and Vibal Foundation, among others.
She continued to contribute for Asian Art News (1999-2009, 2011-2013), World
Sculpture News (1995, 1998-2005, 2007-2009, 2013), and Contemporary Art
Philippines (2009, 2012).
In 2014, the Metrobank Art and Design Excellence (MADE)
competition in Writing Art Criticism was named in her honor. Previously
in 1999, she was named Centennial Honoree for the Arts (Art Criticism)
by the CCP.
Even after her death in 29 July 2018 at age 80, Alice Guillermo
continues to exercise a strong influence on the field of Art Studies and on
the production of knowledge in Philippine art. “Reading the Image,” the
introduction to her Image to Meaning (2001), has assumed near-canonical
status, cited as reference in the syllabi of introductory art courses of other
universities such as Ateneo, De La Salle, and the University of Santo Tomas.
Her semiotic four planes of analysis is a staple method in the Department’s
undergraduate theses. This semiotic, iconic, contextual, and evaluative
approach attempts to more broadly situate the formalist aspects of the work
within society and history. Adapted to the study of contemporary visual arts,36
it has since been extended to analyze logo designs as well as children’s book
illustrations, to cite some.
This present anthology is part of a long-term initiative to archive
her writings into accessible resources for Philippine art history and criticism.
The select readings instantiate Alice Guillermo’s view of interlinking the
political with “a deeply hedonistic feeling for art…quickened on occasion
by the frisson esthétique.”37
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Castillo: A Total Vision
Orlando Castillo’s recent show at the Quad Gallery had a falsely
quiet and uneventful air that barely hinted at the controversies lurking
beneath the surface but which were politely subdued by the elegant and
genteel gallery atmosphere. Castillo commands our respect as one who
has maintained his sobriety in an inflationary climate and who has quietly
kept himself outside the “art boom,” away from frenzied art collectors and
equally frenzied art dealers.
On the other hand, our artist is primarily concerned with the
expression of a total vision, a worldview or Weltanschauung which is
the right, if not the honor of an artist. This concern is an unusual thing
at a time when an artist’s personal statement of faith has become of
cursory, incidental importance, so often accommodated to the fashion
of the moment and to external motivations originating from an elite of
stylesetters. It thus becomes a rare and precious event to encounter a work
which demands the involvement of one’s mind and feeling. For Castillo’s
work does not spare the viewer. An intelligent art, it stimulates and
provokes, challenging one’s complacent attitudes and usual expectations
of art, rather than lulling one in visual luxury. This strong character
of his work proceeds from the equity of his vision as from the skillful
manipulation of his technical resources.
The best paintings of Castillo have a dramatic quality because
of their tautness of design. As in a drama, these portray crisis moments
of intense emotional concentration: the climax of a struggle, the sudden
reversal of roles, the turning point of a trial, or the moment of farewell.
Although the outlines and forms have a nervous, restless quality that
implies a constant shifting or displacement, the principal lines have a
strong directional drive, such as in the accusing fingers in Paglilitis or in
Tatlong Salot, or in the mourning hands in Pag-alay ng Buhay sa Bayan.
Conflict is expressed in a vigorous dialectic of lines, as in Eskirol. The
continuous oscillation of outlines and the lively dialogue of gesture is
disciplined by a stern geometric framework of verticals and horizontals.
This may likewise function on the symbolic level, articulating the barrier
separating protagonist and antagonist in the conflict. Such is seen in
Paglilitis, as well as in Ang Mangungurot at Kinukurot. The cruciform
composition in Pag-alay ng Buhay sa Bayan and in Paanyaya imparts
the solemnity of a tableau, while the roughly circular framing of Tatlong
Salot suggests a violent eruption. The lesser works are passive, almost
static, with the figures—people of the lower depths—in listless, languid
attitudes. In Buhay Kargador, the heavy horizontals suggest the weight
of oppression. This languid quality, as well as the sense of burdensome
weight, recalls Picasso’s feeling for like subjects in his canvasses of the
Blue Period.
The somber gray tones of varying value which predominate
the work give the subject of fitting gravity, and, at times, an elegiac
quality to the wraith-like figures imprisoned in an indeterminate limbo.
Occasionally, in the background, red of the color of blood or fire
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is a presaging sign, as the blue of bruises or of dark venous blood traces
the pathways of pain. There also appears a fuller brown that is the color of
the earth and of the people.
Since Castillo’s works are a predominantly monochromatic
gray or brown, an important feature of his technique involves the
manipulation of values. The oscillation of his forms would be termed
manneristic if it were not in consonance with meaning. In most of his
works, this creates the sense of movement and fluidity in a perpetual
denial of frigid definitions and an assertion of the universal flux. In the
best realized of his work, as in Paalam, he achieves what may be termed
“crisis lighting,” an unusual treatment of values. Here, lighting pulsates
into a highly charged instant, lifting it to a higher plane of reality. Thus,
a kind of surreal effect is attained with the uneven undulations of light
and the expressionistic distortion of the figures, as the artist refuses the
predictable articulation of forms in favor of dislocation that multiplies
visual tensions.
The dramatis personae of Castillo are drawn from all social
levels, also the larger number comes from the working class and the urban
poor and dispossessed. But the artist does not merely seek to represent the
entire social scale, for he may choose to sharply delineate the antagonisms
that exist along class lines. Characterization is achieved through gesture
and telling detail: the sleek mustache of the ilustrado, the long flowing
hair of Sisa. Faces speak, mock, grieve, or silently stare. At times, a kind of
historical atmosphere is attained, summing up in an image the collective
experiences of a people. But one important contribution of Castillo is the
image of the hero that is realized in a few of his works. Truly, here is an
artist who has not, in any obscure or patent form, betrayed the people in
his portrayal of them.

CULTURAL RESEARCH BULLETIN (OCTOBER-NOVEMBER 1975): 11–2.

Abdulmari Imao: The Tausog Artist Does a Pigafetta
As an artist born into the okir traditions of southern Philippines,
Abdulmari Imao made his mark on the local art scene with his
contemporary adaptations of the sari-manok in paintings and sculpture.
The paintings of this 1971 to 1975 series were striking compositions using
the curvilinear motifs of the okir-a-datu, the naga, and the sari-manok
with the intense colors of the Maranao. His relief sculptures in beaten
brass played on the same bird-fish motif, with the fish element often
predominating over the bird as befitting the artist as sea-born Tausog.
With such a background, it may come as a surprise that the
Muslim artist’s work is a giant (11’8”) sculpture in bronze of Antonio
Pigafetta, the Italian chronicler and member of Magellan’s expeditionary
party. The work, however, was commissioned by the Philippine-Italian
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Association. Although the subject himself is associated with the
beginnings of Spanish colonial inroads into our country, Pigafetta did play
a unique role in the documentation of the period of historical juncture,
as well as the formalization of local languages, as in the writing of the
Spanish-Sugbuanon dictionary. For Abdulmari Imao, the sculpture itself
was a challenge to do: a huge figure in bronze using the lost wax of cire
perdue method.
For the statue’s large scale of almost 12 feet, the artist planned
the figure in 9 heads of nobility of proportion. To conform to the Italian
standards of sculptural excellence insisted upon by the patrons, he used
the Italian technique in casting the important parts separately, such as
the cape which hangs as realistic drapery from the shoulders and not
consolidated with the mass of the torso as with other sculpture. The
artist undertook a lot of research for the period, particularly for its period
costuming which incorporates the emblem of the Knights of Malta. The
artist also introduced a suggestion of movement in the treatment of the
cape with its softly undulating lines which makes it seem to flutter in the
sea breeze as the figure faces seaward in Cebu City’s Fort San Pedro.
The execution of such a statue or monument clearly shows
the problems and requisites of metal sculpture. It becomes clear, for
one, that public sculpture of such size, because of the considerable
expense entailed, is possible only through a rich patron or a member of
the economic elite and ruling class who will dictate the subject, and in
many cases, the style and treatment as well. The sculptor who wins or
accepts the commission for fame and money must necessarily accede
to the preconditions set by the patron. Thus, the sculptor may not feel
much personal affinity for the subject itself, but may view the work as a
challenge in the manipulation of a sculptural medium. In recent years, for
instance, public sculpture has been largely of three kinds: commemorative,
honoring a historical figure; religious, creating an appropriately pious
atmosphere in memorial parks or sites of worship; and illustrative,
identifying the function of new government buildings. In a society such
as this, it is in big public sculpture that the artist’s bond to the patron,
who provides the finances and whose interests are operative, is felt most
keenly, with a sharpness that can draw blood.
A sculpture as the Pigafetta statue requires large resources of
technical knowhow and working patience. The sculptural process from
the initial figure studies to the final bronze casting was done almost
entirely in the artist’s home studio in Marikina. For this work he had to
construct a separate structure the size of a small house for a massively
built kiln with a firing capacity of thousands of degrees centigrade and
for a large furnace for melting and obtaining the right bronze alloy with
the use of coke or coal, more often than liquified gas, for fuel. Needless
to say, the construction of the kiln and the supplementary facilities, as
well as the mixtures and combination of metals and other elements in
the correct proportions, is again a product of diligent and painstaking
research work. Actually, Abdulmari Imao’s knowledge of bronze casting is
derived from two quite disparate sources: The first is his intensive field
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study of the Maranao brassware of Tugaya in the Lanao area which gave
him the insight and practical experience necessary in the lost wax process.
But while the artist learned from the folk the procedures and materials
involved in the traditional craft of the gadur and the kendi, brass vessels
with silver or gold inlay, he also observed weaknesses in the production
and so introduced innovations to increase efficiency and minimize wastage
of precious material. The other source of this knowhow is his advanced
sculptural studies in Kansas University and Columbia University. One
might then add that the Pigafetta statue, though completely Western
in subject, may contain reverberations, though faint or remote, of the
traditional metal arts of our Muslim south.
Although the Pigafetta statue is the first large sculpture Imao
has done in bronze, he earlier did two eight-feet tall figures of Muslim
warriors in cement for the Sulu Provincial Capital, for which he also did
two stained glass windows of the naga and sari-manok motifs. These
strong figures representing the brave and hardy Muslim fighters who
fiercely defended their patrimony again attest to the artist’s scrupulous
research, one being garbed in a 16th-17th century costume, the other in a
more recent and familiar attire with the deadly kris and bands and bands
of bullets for modern ammunition. Another recent work of Imao with
the same theme—Muslim courage and resistance—is the Sultan Kudarat
relief found on the second floor of the Philippine International Convention
Center. In this work, the hero’s powerful profile and mighty, kris-wielding
arm rises above the folk villages of high-pitched roofs and the men and
women charging into a sea battle.
After Pigafetta what next? The artist is quick to answer that he
would certainly like to do honor to a native figure, perhaps Lapu-Lapu, the
original native hero himself and slayer of Ferdinand Magellan, the Spanish
colonial archetype. And possibly others of later date? With the Bonifacio
monument a Tolentino masterpiece, it may take an even longer time that
the artist thinks to wait for new heroes to honor in marble or bronze.

WHO, 17 MAY 1980, 20–1.

Malang’s Pleasure, Drilon’s Pain
Among contemporary Filipino painters, Malang belongs to an
intermediate age: while too young to be of Manansala’s generation, he
shares in the post-war sensibility of the elder artist, as he is, at the same
time, too fixed in his ways to strike out with the audacity of younger
artists with nothing to lose. Malang’s significance, however, lies in the fact
that along with Manansala, the earlier Tabuena, Hugo Yonzon, and even
Botong, he has contributed much to the development of the peculiar visual
vocabulary of what is popularly identified as Philippine art which emerged
from the anxious 50s. Its idiom, imagery, and sensibility came to influence
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a whole generation of artists, including Angelito Antonio, Antonio Austria,
Norma Belleza, and Manuel Baldemor among others, who have adapted
and modified it in their own ways.
Malang’s view of the city, Manila, for instance, is suburban and
pre-industrial, suffused with a romantic haze. His present, more selfconscious and accomplished painting developed from a quaint, childlike
quality in his art that at times seemed oddly touching like an adolescent’s
gauche and very individual handwriting. It is this childlike character, an
essential aspect of his earlier cartoons, that has enabled him to capture
the fragile, makeshift, and improvisatory quality of the barong-barongs,
houses, and all the various trivial furniture of our small city environment.
Much of it is still piously provincial, with a modestly spired church, the
only white figure and central focus of a conglomeration of huddled roofs,
doors, and windows, beneath a round-faced moon. The barong-barongs
and clotheslines have become compressed into a semi-abstract design
of segmented planes of motley colors. In the frontal disposition of the
elements, the artist creates a second level with trees and giant bouquets
that rise upon the sky above the skyline of houses. All through the
paintings, Malang’s color is folk-romantic and sentimental with redolent
bouquets, glowing sunsets, and dramatic sunbursts. They make a strong
feminine appeal, as his shimmering flowers have the luxurious aspect of
salon jewelry, while at the same time they follow Matisse’s line of “art for
tired businessmen.”
The people in Malang’s paintings are of a particular breed. His
image of the folk belongs to the context of the fiesta where they constitute
the noisy, colorful crowd, gawking at the saints in procession—an image
which types them into simple, superstitious oafs with their attributes of
candle and scapular, as they are a mere one step removed from the comic
strip character stumbling all over himself. Malang has, however, a lot
more of women figures in which he seems to share, to an extent, in the
cult of women common to Laguna artists such as Blanco and Tam Austria,
artists who seek to portray the ultimate woman in Mariang Makiling,
the Madonna, and the Virgin in Procession. How easily, in Malang’s
paintings, does the Virgin in the carroza double as Miss Beauty Queen in
her extravagant float! The carroza image is the static icon, furbished with
all manner of curlicues, embroideries, and effects of color and tone that
are many a Filipino artist’s tour de force and where ultimately the woman
symbol becomes status and decoration.
The appeal to the gentler sex, be she mistress or matron,
continues in the many paintings of woman where she is stylishly
recomposed into a colorful design. But vendor though she may be of fruit
and assorted wears, there is little of the market about her, being more
society tismosa or fashion model with stud earrings and butterfly sleeves
as she sits with aplomb, one foot coquettishly dangling a high-heeled
slipper in a sophisticated air of lavender and mauve. There is, nonetheless
an inescapable feeling of malaise in the attenuated necks, chickenscrawny, which may or may not hint at some unconscious sadism towards
the female sex. All in all, the large prismatic bouquets are still Malang’s
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recent best, though for a time he did some striking black-and-white
paintings which seemed to move towards a new trend in his art.
Yet, from this show, it seems that he will most reluctantly let go of the
seductions of color.
In contrast to Malang’s, Rock Drilon’s latest show at the Hiraya
has a nothing-to-lose bravado. The young artist is still at it, his obsession
some shows back: the gory landscapes of man turned inside-out—bloody
paintings that draw on the wayward and morbid fascination with the raw,
organic substance of flesh and blood. Drilon’s imagery, however, consists
of three superimposed elements: that of the physical, organic substance
and its processes; that of the life and movement of the ocean’s depths;
and, that of geometric symbols and artifacts. There is a continuous sense
of submergence and perilous drifting in a Freudian sea, twilight-violet
or blood-red, where the convolutions of brain and gut become chambers
of coral and sea anemone. Space here is transparent and in timeless
suspension, enclosed and hermetic as in a womb. In the fluid vehicle,
brains float and innards unravel and spread out for scrutiny as hairlike
cilia comb the waters and absurd organic accordions contract and expand.
At one time, a homunculus with a threatening face and vestigial claws
rends the nightmare open.
Thus Drilon evokes the submerged forests of the unconscious
before man’s birth to daylight and reason. In this universe of no-gravity
where seaweed and algae float timelessly, the signs of human mortality
are many and various: footprints and blood, entrails, blotches and
streams. But through all these, surrealistic elements come to interweave.
The whole bloody business implies instruments of torture such as nails
or a meat grinder. Pain becomes geometry geometricized and measured
in cubic units of intensity, as the brain is enclosed in a sealed,
transparent cube which holds it captive, or it is pierced through literally
with a real nail. Could this, perhaps, be a thoughtful side-comment
on the captive, colonized mind as a stray grafitti, “Manila Art Scene is
American,” suggests?
In these paintings, Drilon creates inscapes of suffering,
confusion, and cruelty in a condition fraught with peril—an everpresent threat of drowning and losing out altogether. Such a vision
cannot but reckon with a sadomasochistic streak that surfaces as
it draws out trails of gore. But intense though the paintings are,
they are themselves in constant danger of succumbing to diffuse an
enumerative literalness, as well as sensationalist motivations. Perhaps,
Drilon’s undersea explorations should go beyond the familiar abstract
expressionist techniques of drip, splatter, and splash the fresher and
more expressive means. The theme of the submerged does not so much
recall Pollock’s tangled labyrinths as it does the visionary landscapes of
Robert Matta Echauren or the sensitive, haunting images of the stillunborn in the paintings of Pavel Tchelitchew. What is needed is a more
coherent and compelling imagery based on fresh technical resources,
with a symbolic language, if need be, that sorts out clichés to arrive at
an original statement.
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Malang and Drilon clearly have nothing in common; their work
only attests to the wide diversity in the country’s art today. Drilon’s work
against Malang has the effect of situating the latter in a generation of
artists in whose idiom Drilon has no commerce. Asserting his artistic
individualism, Drilon would do well to focus his vision more sharply and
sensitively and do away with easy solutions.

OBSERVER, 12 MAY 1981, 46.

Reflections on Large–scale Paintings
With the CCP paying a “simple tribute to large scale thinking”
in its present show, we take note of how often and insistently it has
been rubbed on us that our Filipino experience and concept of scale is
small. It has been implied that our “Pinoy” mentality as reflected in the
different fields including art is likewise petty and limited—a supposed
national trait, no less than a “heritage of smallness” one is hard put to
shake off. We do believe ourselves, on the contrary, to be no less capable
of the grand, heroic gesture. But what we need and create day by day is
a human scale within which we can operate and stretch ourselves with a
modicum of comfort despite existing forces that may cramp our style.
It is in relation to the United States that our modest, human
scale has been viewed to disadvantage. But it would be most unrealistic
for us to adapt the large coast-to-coast American projection. Nor could
we take on their superpower posture and identify ourselves with their
aggressive economic strategies. Nor would it be wise for us to assume
the profligacy and waste of the world’s big spenders. In art we then
set ourselves to admiring the giant canvases of the New York School,
the gestural Pollock or the colorfield paintings of Rothko in the 50s.
Later there are the billboard and supermarket images of pop art,
or the monstrous self-portraits of Chuck Close. To our minds, big is
conditioned by the American scene, and in advertising jargon, “big” goes
a long way.
Large-scale artistic expressions and structures are not,
however, lacking in Asia. For one, there is the Great Wall, the only human
structure seen from the moon. The Chinese have long scrolls, such as the
Great Spring Scroll, over 15 feet long, which recorded with great realism
and accuracy how the folk of the river outside Kaifeng, the capital of the
Sung, prepared to celebrate the great spring festival on the 5th of May
1120. In Japan, Hokusai once painted a figure of the god Daruma in a
marketplace, so big that it filled the square, and a man could sit in one
of its eyes. For this work the artist used birch brooms instead of brushes
and had his ink in barrels. He finished off this performance by painting
two sparrows on a single grain of rice by contrast: if there is large (yang)
then there must by small (yin), one implying the other.
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Why should we ourselves overlook the Ifugao rice terraces as
a form of large-scale expression in the country? About 3,000 years old,
they have been called the “eighth wonder of the world” for the particular
skill and diligence it involved. During the Spanish colonial period, Juan
Luna and Felix Resurreccion Hidalgo rivalled the Europeans in historical
paintings in the grand manner, Luna’s Spoliarium, measuring 7.72 by
4.26 meters, one of the three biggest paintings in the Madrid Exposition
in 1884, won highest honors. Another big canvas is Hidalgo’s La Iglesia
contra El Estado, based on the 1719 assassination of Governor General
Bustamante. The fascination with large scale has continued to the present
with younger figurative artists. Danilo Dalena in paintings of the Jai-Alai
series depicted large human swarms. Jaime de Guzman, here represented
in the CCP show, did murals for the Liliw town hall fusing historical and
personal symbolism. The social realists have also done large interaction
paintings or works of mural dimensions to show the entire social range.
The big paintings in the figurative style such as Luna’s
Spoliarium, the Mexican murals of Rivera, Orozco, and Siquieros, the
Chicago street murals in the black ghettoes used large dimensions in
order to convey the sense of numbers, of multitudes in assembly or in
revolution. The aim of such paintings was to give a collective image of a
people in historic struggle, and to arouse the highest sentiments of love
of country. Of heroic scale, they capture the fervor and sweep of large
movements and celebrate the common man who actively takes part in the
making of history.
It was the Americans who were the first to use large-scale
painting abstracted from its original figurative context. The artists of
the New York School declared their intention of bringing back the “heroic
scale” of painting as in previous murals and historical works, but they
rejected its heroic, or even its human content. Instead, Pollock covered
entire canvases with dense layers of gestural lines, drips, splashes, and
swirls. Kline spanned stretches of canvas with bold black painterly
swaths. Rothko did paintings in large areas of pulsating color. Unlike
figurative paintings in large scale which sum up an entire collective
experience with which the spectator identifies, abstract expressionist
works use scale in order to overwhelm, if not to intimidate, to engulf
with sheer size and kineticism, or to saturate the viewer in a controlled
color experience. Undeniably, there is some element of the despotic in
their concept, further underlined by the insistence on experiences of
pure sensation, texture, and color which entrap and mesmerize. The hard,
resisting mind is bidden to melt before the figureless image.
This show at the CCP takes off from the New York School in
the sense that its concept of large scale is bound up with the abstract
idiom. This in itself constitutes a limitation because it does not take
into account the entire range of production in the format. Because the
motivations of figurative art are absent, these large paintings had to
create their own rationales for their size. One cannot help noticing in
this exhibit that the CCP Main Gallery in itself has limitations for the
exhibition of large paintings. One became sharply aware of the lowness
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of the ceiling and of the insufficiency of “breathing space” around each
painting, a lack which produced a common, paltry quality. Jaime de
Guzman’s Metamorphosis I seemed to have lost some of its effect because
of the crowding. Nevertheless it remained in itself a masterpiece where
abstract and figurative elements fuse to create an image of power and
expressiveness: man bound to a tree and metamorphosing into a bird
against a vastness of space.
The paintings then were necessarily limited to the average
dimensions of the gallery, none of them possibly exceeding its limits.
What is more is that some works may have been measured to scale. A
clear example of this is Ray Albano’s Bangkok Temple, a recent work
consisting of 270 panels of chipboard sprayed with automotive lacquer in
ten horizontal rows to suggest tiled eaves in regular uninterrupted series.
The staples with which they were attached to the walls proved to be rather
distracting and alien to the character of a precious Bangkok temple. In
Cabangis’s work, the use of a motif repeated over a large space makes for
a textile design effect, an impression further reinforced by his use of three
large panels with the same motif but in different color schemes.
Other works included Arturo Luz’s burlap collages in abstract
designs in brown, black, and beige, with very conscious and deliberate
effects as when a black corner folds neatly over a lighter ground. Their
spareness relates to Alan Rivera’s Existential Zen Dialogue, a rather dry
work which engages one in ambiguous meanings. Lao Lianben’s work
has more resonance. In his Space Cloud, black ink is diffused on a white
ground incised with fine grid lines in sections.
Judy Freya Sibayan’s Detail in a Moving Car with its elliptical
lines fascinates by its elusiveness. On the other hand, Vinluan’s violet
mottled landscape contained in an oval frame the shape of a boudoir
mirror combines surrealist suggestion with pop explicitness. Johnny
Manahan’s shaped, stained, and paint-encrusted canvases are largely
derivative. Romulo Olazo participates with two works, one a 1979
exemplar of his Diaphanous series in fine and transparent overlapping
screens, the other done in 1974 in mixed media, a work surprising for
its sheer indulgence in color harmonies. In a series of panels of vibrant
hues, colors are freely applied in bold gestural strokes combined with
interesting silkscreen effects. The colorist of the show is Phyllis Zaballero
in her Earth and Sky series. This work in acrylic on canvas consists of
24 framed sections which follow a color progression. The title confirms
its allusion to landscapes, as the mood expressed in tones, shades, and,
shifting lights, registers the gradations from dawn to dusk. While the
refined use of color is the result of objective and methodical study, it
combines with a subjective quality in the emotional appeal of rich and
warm or dark and deep hues.
While there were a number of good pieces in the show, just the
same it was rather strange that of all the large-scale paintings distributed
on the walls of the two sizable rooms, only one alluded to man himself.
The viewer is left with the impression of stretches of space in which the
image of man is left out, perhaps deemed as too unruly and unpredictable
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to be allowed to make a mark on the white sanitary precincts of the CCP
Main Gallery. This is what happens when space does not reflect man
himself but cancels him out.

OBSERVER, 22 SEPTEMBER 1981, 44–5.

Caedo: Right Genes and Proper Environment
Giant imposing sculptures seem to rise nowadays with rather
surprising frequency despite their tremendous cash outlay and the
inflationary trend. The latest to join the big-league scene was the Lorenzo
Ruiz monument unveiled on September 26, the eve of the Blessed Lorenzo’s
feast day, at the Baesa entrance of the Eternal Gardens Memorial Park.
The statue, all of 22-feet high from base to top, is the proud
work of a personable and unassuming sculptor, young at 41, with many
works behind and ahead of him: Florante “Boy” Beltran Caedo. Sculpture
is the family’s long-time métier, his father being Anastacio Caedo, heir
to the classical tradition of the late National Artist Guillermo Tolentino.
A common profession held the small circle of sculptors together like a
closely knit family group, with Tolentino and another sculptor, Fermin
Gomez, as the ninongs of Boy Caedo. Impossible then for our young
sculptor to miss his calling, what with his own father as his studio
professor at the UP College of Fine Arts and with his ninongs who stood
by as zealous guardians of his talent. The old man, Anastacio Caedo, at
the venerable age of 75, is still vigorous and busy with commissions.
Sculpture—the special feel of stone, marble, wood, or bronze, the
controlled and calculated blows of chisel on yielding material—
invigorates him and keeps him going. His son, at the peak of his powers,
regards him with the fond admiration of a former apprentice who now
enjoys his own deserved reputation.
With the right genes and the proper environment working in
his favor, Florante “Boy” Caedo, who hails from Batangas, started as an
artist from his childhood years. He recalls with some amusement having
been awarded the title of Artist of the Year upon his graduation from the
Dr. Alejandro Alberto Elementary School in Dapitan, Sampaloc—indeed
an early recognition of his talent. It was not always smooth sailing,
however, he recounts with a mischievous grin, as he was the most frequent
unwilling visitor to the principal’s office where he received reprimands
for his precocious drawings of the nude. Pencil on paper spontaneously
set him to drawing endless nudes, fantasy figures swimming in the ocean
or flying in the air. All this constant practice in the human figure would
later serve him well in his uncompromising, realistic style which demands
nothing short of a flawless articulation of the human form.
Like his father who specialized in bust portraits, Boy Caedo has
done numerous portraits of promising men and women of the past and
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present. His statues and monuments are found all over the country, from
the one of Emilio Aguinaldo in Baguio City at Happy Glen Loop to the Rizal
shrine commissioned by a civic club in Imus, Cavite. With the proliferation
of memorial parks in the 60s, sculptors came to the fore with the new
demand for large monumental works to lend a distinctive character to
the premises. This provided the challenge to top sculptors who were
only waiting for the opportunity to express their talent on a large scale.
Castrillo, for once, won prominence largely from his religious sculpture
for the Loyola Memorial Parks. In his turn, Boy Caedo lent his full talent
to the Himlayang Pilipino sculptures. Now, Eternal Gardens, one of the
newest memorial parks, has made its mark with National Artist Napoleon
Abueva’s Transfiguration which towers over the entrance fronting the
National Diversion Road, and, the latest to rise, Boy Caedo’s sculpture
of Lorenzo Ruiz.
There is no doubt that the younger Caedo first made a lasting
name for himself in his work for the Himlayang Pilipino. Unlike other
memorial park sculptures done in the theme of religious solace and
edification, the sculptures of this park paid honor to the nationalistic
theme and the sense of pride and community with the heroes and
revolutionaries of our history. The young Caedo’s work for the park
consists of two shrines, the Tandang Sora and the Emilio Jacinto. Both
made possible the full expression of his talent in portraiture and group
composition. His portraits, such as that of the old woman revolutionary,
are detailed, almost painfully realistic, not sparing us time’s inexorable
effects of wrinkles and eyebags. His artistic credo remains staunchly
realistic, the image so lifelike it springs out on us or haunts us. He prefers
to keep the surface rough and unfinished, showing the path of the scraper,
to give a strong, forceful appearance. But most of all, he captures in
the faces of heroes that spark of nobility, in the eyes, perhaps, or in the
eloquent turn of head, without which they would go down in banality.
The latest addition to Boy Caedo’s string of masterworks is the
monument of the Blessed Lorenzo Ruiz. It is, however, to be recalled that
the Pope in his recent visit to the country gifted the people with a sculpture
of the first beatified Filipino. Much as it is a priceless token of the Pope’s
special concern, the statue lacks Filipino identity, having been executed by
an Italian sculptor, and not possessing Asian physical characteristics.
A series of felicitous circumstances led to the making of the
Caedo sculpture. It all began at the ceremonies for the launching of the
Lorenzo Ruiz society, with Cardinal Sin in his usual charismatic self
as guest speaker. Among the guests in that occasion was Col. Antonio
Cabangon Chua of the Eternal Gardens Memorial Park, who, inspired by
the occasion, then and there formed a plan to commission an image for
the park as his contribution to the society and to the people in general.
The second step was the commissioning of a book on Ruiz to be written
by noted author Celso Carunungan. Upon setting himself to work on the
biography, the writer found himself stumped by the simple fact that he
could not describe his subject. How did he really look as a Filipino with a
Chinese strain? There was no image to bring sharply into focus, no certain
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physical likeness which also conveyed the character of the man. Would the
author then proceed from pure imagination, giving in to his personal and
elaborate fantasies? Carunungan is recounted to have been at a loss until
one night, as in the well-told stories of the saints, Lorenzo Ruiz himself
appeared to him in a dream. The following morning, he immediately
contacted an artist to draw the image as he freshly remembered it, a
working image put together in the same way that investigators piece
together the separate components of an individual face.
Now, Carunungan knew his artists, and he believed that the
image was to be fleshed out in bronze by none other than Boy Caedo whom
he could trust to work closely from a linear drawing or photographic
likeness. Boy Caedo, of course, was thrilled at the prospect. But again, like
the writer, he suffered from sculptor’s cramp, a block of his creative juices,
as he went for days on end without inspiration. In a condition verging
on despair and anxiety, he had resort to what he calls the “San Miguel
solution,” which had often worked for him in the past. One night when
he could not sleep, he was suddenly seized by an itch to get to the supple
formless clay which he, after a prayer, kneaded with his fingers. Working
feverishly and with closed eyes, he worked on a model of the face which by
daylight was completed: a most credible and respectable portrait. Half of
his problems were solved.
The figure rose to 15 feet on a 7-foot base, a little over twostories high. A handsome statue in bronze, the base, which is in cement,
will subsequently feature highlights of Lorenzo Ruiz’ life in relief—an
important sculptural work that will require its own inauguration. What
is of particular interest is the process followed in the execution of the
sculpture. In a special secret formula perfected and passed on from
father to son, the sculpture is built from bronze shavings pulverized and
passed through a sieve until it has the fineness of talcum powder. This is
then combined in exact proportions with chemicals possessing binding
properties. Then a clay model is made with a plaster-of-paris negative.
The clay is subsequently destroyed to give way to the bronze substance
which eventually hardens and acquires the appearance of sculpture done
in the traditional way. Boy Caedo points out the unique advantages of this
process which eliminates the need for kilns consuming huge amounts of
fuel to gain the right temperature. Because of the basic simplicity of the
process, the sculptor can work by himself with little need of assistance.
The finished sculpture itself, weighing a hefty four tons and
requiring a crane to install it, follows the classical proportion of eight
heads to the body. The figure itself makes a gesture of surrender to God,
with his left hand stretched out to the sky both in supplication as well
as in offering. He is clothed in the camisa china of the period with long
sleeves and narrow collar worn with straight Chinese pants.
It must truly be a special feeling for Florante “Boy” Caedo to see
his sculpture rise from an open space to a big height, setting its mark on
the environment for several miles around. But Boy Caedo is not the type
who will rest on his laurels. He goes about in his casual cheerful self,
ready to tackle his next project—a bust of the Pope perhaps? Or the special
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Virgin patroness of a wealthy matron? But as his father always said:
“Gawing laging mabuti. Isang mali lamang ay bagsak ang lahat.”

OBSERVER, 4 OCTOBER 1981, 30–1.

Themes for the Eighties
A noticeable feature of the Museum Artists show at the MOPA is
its general division into the figurative and the abstract. This grouping is
brought out even more clearly because the exhibit occupies only the two
ground floor galleries. It is a division which strikes one as simplistic and
smacking of the conservative and academic. It recalls the now ancient
disputes where in contests and exhibition halls figurative paintings were
conscientiously sorted out from the abstracts and placed under separate
categories, and when it then depended on one’s point of view which were
the sheep and which the goats.
No longer distinct and separate poles, figurative and abstract
art now tend to merge in recent developments, the demarcation line
between them becoming blurred with the two mutually enriching each
other to produce an exciting synthesis. A new distinction is now made
between figurative art before abstraction and after it. It has been
pointed out that while previous figurations moved or gravitated towards
abstraction, neo-figurative art emerges enriched by the experience and
lessons of abstract art—a figuration with a larger sense of assurance
and inventiveness.
This present exhibit shows an observable tendency in some
figurative artists toward a more incisive approach to theme, as in Bencab,
Imeda Cajipe-Endaya, Manuel Rodriguez Jr., and Ofelia GelvezonTequi. In Day off sa London and Hospitality Girl, Bencab deals with the
theme of the Filipino abroad as expatriate or as contractual worker,
the exportation of labor becoming an increasingly significant social
phenomenon. In these works in acrylic and pencil, the artist pursues
his fascination with cultural differences and incongruities of locale and
sensibility: the Filipino enjoying the modern ambience of London and at
the same time keeping in his room an altar of archaic, weathered santos,
guardians of his cultural identity. Hospitality Girl is a montage of a girl
in Chinese dress and a glamorous model primping herself for work—
images of a light and bright pop quality with just a wisp of pathos.
Perry’s Appeal, again in the artist’s expressive montage, has to do with a
poor Filipino father looking for a foreign foster parent for his daughter.
Also touching on the expatriate theme but in its own original
way is Manuel Rodriguez Jr.’s large work in ink and fine dye. With
its striking title, Not In New York, it presents a counter-image of the
American metropolis by way of lush tropical vegetation, a forest with
huge orchids hanging on the trees. In this celebration of nature
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are found mementoes and relics, not only of a personal but also of a
cultural character: a self-portrait is surrounded by photographs of kin,
anting-anting medals, snatches of ancient script and effaced images
of past loves. All in all, in a fine inventive style, it tells of the Filipino
abroad, carrying with him wherever he goes the entire iconography of his
culture, including primitive charms to dispel malevolent foreign spirits.
Imelda Cajipe-Endaya turns out two big paintings in a style
combining oil and collage and synthesizing many elements of her prints
to which she adds some surprises. In a quasi-surrealist idiom, she dwells
on the theme of change, of future shock, in fact, in the encounter of slow
feudal culture with the technological wizardry of the space age. The
figures are vintage Filipino, baro’t saya and capiz windows, and into this
innocent world billows the cloud-trails of spaceships and rockets. While
the paintings obviously touch on the national identity theme, still, the
new impinging forces of high space-age technology are but peripheral to
our experience and actual needs. They are thus vivid fantasy paintings,
time-warp and sci-fi in Filipino setting.
Of the other representational artists, Mario Parial has evolved
in distinctively original style for his folk subjects both in figuration and
in color. Antonio Austria now incorporates photographs from magazines
to evoke the jeepney’s gaudy montage meant to entertain the passengers
and give them a common focus of interest as well as to express the
driver’s (or operator’s) colorful folk personality. To the link of surprise
and expectation found in art, Angelito Antonio’s work offers more of
the expected and less of surprise that one awaits hints of a new turn in
his work. Stevesantos departs from his landscapes to depict delimited
sections of urban scenes that bring out sharp detail in gray monochrome.
His choice of subjects as well as titles (Reserved, Sign Up High) hints at
oblique, personal comment within an objective style.
Gallery II of the abstracts shows some tendencies of present
figurative art, one of which is the mystical strain emerging in the works
of Hennie Tecson, Lao Lianben, Augusto Albor, Phillip Victor, Romeo
Gutierrez, and Justin Nuyda. Albor, in his Terminus paintings has
evolved a more genuinely intriguing quality in terms of the relationships
of the few elements, including coiling wire and narrow zip-like bands
of modulating color suspended on a white ground. Lao Lianben’s Black
Garden is in his familiar technique of grid lines incised in wood, but
this time the tonal play of black and white, luminous, transparent, or
opaque, acquires a mesmeric quality. Hermie Tecson, in Trilogy Series E-4
and Stone A.D. (Ancient Discovery), explores a mystical realm alluded
to by the symbols of stone and pyramid. He has developed an unusual
technique, rich and inventive, but delicate in effect. Another artist who
cultivates a private symbolism is Phillip Victor in his works of wood
collage, impeccably white with rainbow arches in a tonal play of actual
shadows on the shaped surface. Romeo Gutierrez’s Mystical Domain
and Justin Nuyda’s Search Mindscape are along the same vein, Nuyda
being one of the earliest painters of inner landscapes, combining lines of
perspective with floating cloudlike forms.
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From here one proffers the observation that many Filipino
abstractionists basically compose their works in terms of a landscape
scheme with horizon line, perspective, and spatial recession. In many
works are ineluctable suggestions of forest densities, of water depths
and breathing surface. A senior artist manifesting this tendency is Joya,
a number of whose works show a landscape approach with his horizon
lines and recession, large loose shapes in the foreground which gather
in density towards a point on the horizon. This same tendency appears
now and then in the works of Lebajo, Tecson, Liongoren, Lao, and
Avellana-Cosio. Likewise, many abstracts have a strong central focusing,
as in Florencio Concepcion’s works, rather than an over-all distribution
of forces.
Apart from these, there are the artists who pursue the goal of
objective technical excellence, doing away with subjective caprices, such
as Samonte, Noel Manalo, and Ben Maramag. Then there are those who
continue an exploration into non-traditional materials, such as Ileana
Lee, Allan Cosio, and Rodolfo Gan. As to the sculpture, which we shall
deal with another time with equal space, the pieces likewise manifest
diverse tendencies.
This annual exhibit is to be commended for its new interesting
works which show recent approaches to themes in figurative art and
trends in abstraction both as emerging and crystallizing. Although it is not
a comprehensive show of the latest in Philippine art, still, this selection
does contribute towards strengthening one’s optimism in the capacity
of Philippine art for growth and renewal.

OBSERVER, 8 NOVEMBER 1981, 30–1.

Chabet’s Sleight-of-Hand
Part of the uniqueness of Roberto Chabet’s show at the Alegria
Gallery consists primarily in the fact that it invites a large diversity of
responses including perfunctory dismissal, incredulity, surprise, and most
often, just shoulder-shrugging bewilderment. For those who rigorously
expect an exhibit to be paintings on canvas, paper, or board, Chabet’s art
of collage may be a letdown. Working on paper, however, has always been
the artist’s personal choice, with collage as its most satisfying expression.
This time the artist extends the possibilities of collage both in terms of
technique, from superimposing or juxtaposing elements to composing
montages, as in material, from paper of different textures to cloth.
With collage, which, unlike painting, contains no brushwork
or personal calligraphy, the artist, concealing his hand, creates an art
of reticence and a seemingly impersonal detachment. His material, paper,
in the hierarchizing minds of many viewers, is a modest and perishable
material. But in these works, the artist’s presence resides in the choice,
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arrangement, and composition of the materials, and in the activity
of cutting and tearing into pieces which assumes the function of
painterly brushwork.
Chabet works with a wide assortment of printed images
and material: pages from children’s books, maps, magazine pictures,
illustrated or highly descriptive texts, postcards, Palmer handwriting
models in cardboard strips, printed cinematic frames—all the vast
proliferation modern man has been heir to since Gutenberg invented
printing, with its attendant phenomenon of literacy. He uses these as
symbols, motifs, sometimes recurring leitmotifs, that move and converge
together to form configurations of meaning. Indeed, the show does invite
one to exercise a high degree of visual literacy, a welcome exercise, in
fact, considering that it is a capacity too often ignored and dulled by the
plethora of stock images.
A work under one title consists of a number of elements or
motifs, framed and arranged in sequence, allowing for interchangeability.
Chabet shuns any absoluteness or rigidity in the arrangement in order to
permit full interplay between conscious selection and chance. By doing so,
he lightly skims on the surface of spontaneity and surprise, in readiness
for “objets trouvés” washed up by the subconscious tides. The principle,
of course, is basically surrealist: the spark or electric charge that leaps to
unite two divergent images.
A lot of it, however, is carefully conceived and worked out.
The series begins like a simple child’s tale with illustrated texts from a
Commonwealth “basic reader”—texts containing references to a bookstore
(literacy) and to the cinema (the new audio-visual medium). The page,
telling of a family with children going to the cinema, bears a vaguely
disquieting quality (“Some of the pictures were very funny. It was a very
funny picture.”), indicating a lack of internalization unlike in saying
“We enjoyed the picture.” The next page of framed text, in fact, becomes
depressing as Mickey Mouse, the character of the movie is sent home from
school because of his inability to read, write, sing, etc. These elementary
school texts, probably written under the supervision of the Thomasites,
must have created feelings of insecurity both personal, in the contact
with the colonial educator, and cultural, in the introduction of new sociocultural elements.
At this point, the artist introduces the element of a big blank
sheet of paper, properly framed, that immediately implies the sensitive
screen of the “cine,” as well as the tabula rasa innocence of pre-literate
children, and the quality of the initial relation of the “natives” to the
colonial culture. In the context of the works, the blank paper can also
function as free-for-all space, an elliptical device to conceal and at the
same time suggest repressed material, as well as a sensitive vehicle
for after-images. Open space is moreover contrasted with closed in the
envelopes and paper bags, implying privacy, mystery, apartness, and the
cagey game of hide-and-seek.
In a later section, the “China Collage” and “Peking,” Chabet makes
another statement on culture in relation to the contemporary tourist
39

FRISSON

trade in three big collages where the map of China is littered with the
debris and waste of Western civilization: bits of Spiderman and American
pop strewn all over. To these are juxtaposed, in startling contrast, two
big topographical maps of old Peking, bone-stark and gray, the color of
archaeological dust.
Patterns, too, are a fascination of the artist, particularly in how
these metamorphose or change in meaning, as though visual patterns
could undergo semantic change. A beautiful piece of wood is framed the
better to contemplate its natural and accidental patterns of knots and
grains, like the way rhythms of watered silk. But wood, too, serves as
coffins, as it also serves for ships crossing the seas. The finely patterned
wood later metamorphoses into a map of the Pacific, its land formations
and water (with a photograph of a Filipino family playing in the beach),
into a blank children’s blackboard (again alluding to the literacy theme),
and into the lines of fortune on palm. A startling metamorphosis occurs
when a painting of a landscape painted by the 19th century romantic
artists Caspar David Friedrich is transformed into a piece of fatigue cloth
with its camouflage design to conceal an army in a forest or tropical
jungle. How oddly, too, does it look like an H. R. Ocampo painting!
In fact, things are not what they seem in the continual interplay
of illusion and reality. Even the question of art as illusion is posed:
Uccello, painting his landscapes with arbitrary colors, is rebuked by Vasari
who says: “things that we suppose to be of stone ought not to be painted
of any other color.” Illusion, however, likewise occurs in areas other than
the aesthetic. The Nazi repaired a bombed airstrip but painted back the
holes and craters. Some British and American warplanes were painted
with patterns to blend with the landscape. An illustrated article on UFOs
queries: “Was this report part of a government cover up or was it genuine
scientific fact?”
The section innocently entitled “Paper Collage” combines a brief
account of an ordinary week of l’homme moyen sensual in wry, ironic
French, with a first-hand description of the terrors of Hiroshima by a
survivor who describes flesh melting away from the bones, the violent
image of a bomb explosion, and a paper-doll set, with doll in chemise and
elaborate costumes complete with tabs for attaching. Among these images
are found some frames from home movies, showing a blonde woman in a
white playsuit blithely doing backyard gymnastics and tending a flower
garden just like any suburban Mrs. Brown, until one reads with a shock,
the title in small type identifying the woman as Hitler’s frau, Eva Braun.
The series ends with a postcard of Dewey Boulevard, ante-bellum,
followed by Eva Braun in another vertical strip of movie frames, as she
swings, swings, swings...This is followed by two small blank sheets of
paper, then another big blank piece for the viewer to project his own
mental image or possibly to register an after-image. Finally comes a single
sheet of graphing paper, statistics after the fact.
Of the show, there is a lot more than meets the eye: culture and
history, past, present and to come in a delicate juggling of images that is
Chabet’s personal art. Material transcends itself; patterns and designs
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do not remain as such but metamorphose, by the artist’s sleight-of-hand,
into a suit of meanings.

OBSERVER, 15 NOVEMBER 1981, 28–9.

Bose at Hiraya / Three Sculptors
For Santiago Bose, art is a most personal affair and all his
work reflects the various facets of his restless personality. His talent is
particularly marked by a spontaneous generosity, which spills beyond
the conventional and traditional expectations in art. Thus he engages in
mixed media, in multi-media, in fact, crafting his own paper, building
up his medium with clay, cement, paper, mirrors, glasses or whatever,
using photographs and modifying them, combining drawings with
scaled models, doing photographic and written documentation, setting
up installations or performances—and all the while traveling over the
countryside and mountains in search of found objects, if not roots, in
a metaphorical sense. Much of his work has to do with ethnic and folk
themes, especially of the mountain groups of the North, the Kalingas,
Bontocs, and Ifugaos, as well as the Ilocano lowlanders—their local
myths, legends, history, geology, and agricultural practices. It is an
interest and affinity, less cultivated than born with, he himself being a
true and loyal son of pine country.
Now all this artistic energy working itself out wherever he
goes expresses itself in a proliferation, indeed, prolixity of images and
materials—in an art which conveys a sense of raw vitality, perhaps
in the spirit of young tartish basi or fresh betel chew. Does it perhaps
look gauche and wanting in classical finesse? No matter, the artist has
a healthy attitude to his art, not so much art, really, as art-making.
A man heavy with images, he feels the weight of this abundance and
unloads it in a rich diversity of forms and materials: images, symbols,
experiences, mementoes elbowing and nudging one another, overlapping
and recurring on different levels, with dream, memory, and reality
intermingling. And who is indeed to begrudge this wanton dispensing of
creative favors?
Santiago Bose’s art is personal, but it is not persona solipsistic,
as another artist might indulge or nurse a fragile wounded ego in strictly
private terms. “Personal” for him is bound up with the tribe,
the community-at-large; his values are linked with those of fellows in
struggle and his survival as a person also hinges with the survival of
the larger group.
A recent visit to the United States gave him the experience of
the “Pinoy complex”—the Filipino in America becomes “Pinoy” with his
nostalgia and homesickness (cf. Bose’s painting of the palm trees in Los
Angeles growing into gaping mailboxes, aching for news from home),
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his cultural dislocations, anxieties, and incongruities (cf. the painting of
the Manunggul boat people rowing against the New York skyline, or that
of the archaic bulul pair having a ride in a Greyhound bus), along with
his well-known unregenerate passion for bagoong and pinakbet. Filipino
artists working abroad, when not opting for the international road,
take on the “Pinoy” theme which for them may come out in an art of a
markedly personal character, as can be seen in Bose’s work. This personal
trait of “Pinoy” art must spring from the sense of hometown nostalgia as
from feelings of alienation. Art then becomes a repository for mementoes
and collective symbols when keeping one’s psyche together is a matter
of sanity and survival. Times Square is glittering pop spectacle but the
artist responds to it as an outsider, lost and shivering in his overcoat.
In some of the works which resist categorization as paintings,
the ethnic theme overlaps with the “Pinoy” theme of Filipino abroad.
One of these, Thinking of My Brother while Waiting for my Subway
Train, done in New Jersey, makes a montage of a subway tunnel with
its dark interior and a magazine photograph of the Bontoc rice terraces,
their open green slopes stained with red (whether of blood or buyo
spittle), a printed text below telling how Pres. McKinley rushed to the
map to locate the Philippines, which to the consternation of many
Americans turned out to be a country and not a culinary concoction.
Even more, the figure of a warrior shod in rubber slippers stand alert at
the mouth of the urban labyrinth and above the mountains of Bontoc—
images fused by the mind’s eye. Another painting, Drown my Soul in the
Chico Dam, shows ethnic braves straining with all their might against an
encroaching structure in hard cement. In painted wooden cut-outs, the
figures project against a rocky, mountainous background; around them
and even through their limbs are small genre figures in collage of the
folk going about their daily activities. Stone, cement, metal fragments,
and wood are fused together, and the relief surface acquires a heavily
encrusted effect, with the figures seemingly embedded in the earth-green
mass. This work also alludes to his large mural in a Sagada schoolhouse
accomplished with the enthusiastic participation of the local folk.
An older aspect of Bose’s art is the interest in folk religion and
mysticism. The dreamlike and unorthodox Mount Banahaw cults have
a lingering fascination for him with their heightened, colorful reality
where Rizal and Bonifacio share a common holiness with J. C. himself.
But for the artist, Mount Banahaw with its colorum cults is not just a
piece of quaint folk anthropology to be discovered by tourists; it is also
an exaltation of heroes, the latest of which is Tatang Valentin de los
Santos, bullet holes flowering red on his chest despite his amulets,
in the painting Viva la Independencia.
Bose’s art again comes up to our expectation of surprises,
combining as it does a lively, inventive approach to material with
themes which range from local mythology to history, folk religion to
contemporary issues. Should one choose, in discussing his art, to eschew
such weighty terms as “national identity” or “social relevance,” still it
remains obvious that his approach to art is brave and spontaneous,
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with a strong sense of personal and social engagement. This kind of art
knows, and sets itself, no limits.
Three sculptors, Saprid, Rocha, and Arcilla, had recent shows
in succession, Saprid’s at the ABC Galleries, Rocha’s at Rear Room of
Manila Garden Hotel, and Arcilla’s at Heritage. Did they come up with
new developments in their art? Hardly. Most of their pieces were small
table sculpture, tame and vaguely familiar, like domestic pets that suffer
the master to stroke them on the coffee table.
Of course, Saprid’s tikbalang have always been the artist’s
brilliant coup—with the exception of the peace-loving Tikbalang
jauntily wearing the piece pendant which thus removes the figure from
the realm of the mythical to the merely cute. Puppeteers is a good
piece, nonetheless, because of its vigor and the lively groupings of the
secondary figures. The rest, however, point out a number of things. First
is that Saprid’s figures largely remain within the traditional definitions
of the figure. While the perforated textural treatment can sustain
interest, the figure proportions are traditional with little or no expressive
distortion. It is when Saprid does grotesques and moves away from the
accustomed formulations that the artist comes out at his best. Another
is the use of strong colors, blues and reds, which are painted on the
metal and are not the result of oxidation and such processes, as well as
the shiny gold (-plated?) on a number of small pieces. Such coloration
seems less than successful because it gives the work a newly-minted look
and removes the air of authenticity that would come from the natural
material itself.
On Rocha’s work, one would wish for more audacity. His
treatment, sectional and closed, seems to be in need of loosening up in a
style that has well approached its limits. The circular apertures through
the figures, recalling Henry Moore, seem to be mechanically produced
and do not create a fluid interaction with the space around. As for Arcilla,
it is also time for him to explore new expressive means, from his present
figures of small, blocklike, truncated heads which he shares to an extent
with Rocha, or of long drawn-out voids which hang limply from the
neck. He also shows a penchant for gestures which are not convincingly
expressionistic but are more rhetorical.
To these sculptors, a need for new vision and audacity.

OBSERVER, 29 NOVEMBER 1981, 27–8.

Endaya’s Winds of Change
Imelda Cajipe-Endaya simply entitles her show at the City Gallery
as Paintings, a fact which becomes significant only when one considers
that this show marks the artist’s shift from printmaking to painting.
It is a venture which she obviously accomplishes with great gusto,
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turning out intense works of high visual impact. Even more, she tackles
new themes with a new imagery, renewing our optimism in artistic
invention. It is likewise an art which, while richly conceived and realized,
makes thoughtful and incisive references to contemporary experience.
As in her previous prints, Endaya elaborates her art from a lively
sense of Philippine history. It is this historical sense which makes her
assume, even identify with, the problems and experiences of the large
majority of Filipinos today. Furthermore, she particularly focuses on the
plight of the Filipino woman as wife and mother, and by doing so, achieves
a larger authenticity of feeling than if she approached the subject in a
general sense. Given the underlying historical temper of her work, the artist
explores the theme of change in present society. Endaya approaches it by
representing the dialectics involved in change, thereby creating tension and
a heightened emotional atmosphere.
Indeed, her work is able to convey the turmoil, even the passion,
that attends the dynamics of change. Pictorial space, for one, is not based
on the accustomed formulations of perspective in depth, but is more a
mental and psychological field where a host of images, of emotional value,
drift in and out or appear in a flash in the mindscape without gravity. The
use of vivid colors, mainly blue and red, in large distinct areas further
adds to the strong and direct appeal of the works, as around and among
the figures move whirling wisps of cloud that weave and bind together
in a turbulence of feeling. In a swift, painterly, even gestural élan, the
white trails on the vivid field are the winds of change come a-blowing into
simple, modest lives, as they are also the impulses of anxiety, hope, and
erotic ardor that attend critical transitions. The figures of the men, women,
and children themselves are deeply brown, of softly-rounded contours, and
express a flesh-and-blood vulnerable humanity.
The nature of change is largely technological, as seen in the
numerous impinging images of the space age, such as rocketships,
satellites, airplanes, and in the more immediate forces affecting culture
and lifestyle, such as mass media in television, as well as the whole line of
mechanical and computer gadgetry. It also comes in the social form of labor
exploitation which the artist refers in a painting as The Great Arabian
Adventure, with its effects on the family and on human values. But part
of the larger contemporary climate are the wars of aggression with their
highly sophisticated weaponry, as well as the factories spewing smoke, the
giant industrial and business structures and high-rise condominiums, all
of which stunned and bewildered the innocent child of nature.
Doors and windows as symbolic devices of changing fortunes
come to assume a magical role: a hand appears at a window to drop
something into the room, at the door a figure slips out into the glowing
marvelous unknown. The conflicting forces at the core of change built
the theme of her work: the traditional, slow rhythms of existence based
on planting and harvesting, symbolized by the capiz windows and the
tapis-draped woman, as against jet speed and computer time; the rural
scene of bananas and coconut trees vis-a-vis the grey asphalt jungle of
the urban landscape. The female nude is a recurring motif: wraithlike
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as an apparition, it is the psyche, troubled and vulnerable in face of the
dehumanizing and destructive forces. She is also Eros betrayed, or the
passionate alter-ego of traditional woman with her feudal pieties, but
she is also woman despoiled of virtue by illusory promises. The nude
also represents human mortal frailty as against the cold efficiency of the
machine and modern war material. In Panaginip Ba? a T’boli woman in
her religio-symbolic finery stares, bewildered and pained, in “future shock’’
at the threatening forces of progress impinging on her pristine world. The
collage of the various elements such as soldiers in jungle gear, airplanes,
and missiles, is particularly effective because the figures of a different
pictorial medium introduce the familiar context.
A related theme which Endaya pursues is the psychological lag of
the masses in relation to the rate of change, as manifested in the clinging
to backward and escapist cultural forms: Vodavil, Hiwaga and Romansa
Komiks, and Buhay Artista newsbits. An incongruity arises between the folk
sensibility with its components of religious superstition, the magic and
romance derived from the awit and corrido in endless reformulations vis-àvis the modern scientific sensibility disabused of myths. It is a lag, however,
that results from the inadequacy of educational opportunities, the lack of
substantial cultural fare, and the economic exploitation of the masses—
factors which keep them on a subliterate level. It is also well to realize that
the rate of change in the Philippines is relatively slow, and that it is not
so much space-age technology that applies in our context, but the more
fundamental transition from a semi-feudal to an industrialized economy
in this country where needs, on the whole remain basic.
The recently open opportunities to work abroad as skilled labor
particularly appeals to the folk’s sense of romantic adventure and dreams of
foreign lands paved with gold and greenbacks. The rosy fantasies of today’s
hungry population invariably include images of jet planes and visions of
strange burnoosed men. But the exodus of workers abroad, to the Middle
East and other countries, has exacted its toll in terms of the loneliness and
anxiety of separation from the family and country. Ambisyon ni Ama, which
features a splendid jeep with all its colorful accessories and the local pop
legend “Pawis ng Saudi,’’ a worker’s dream of possession shows a lonely boy
in tears. In Pakikipagsapalaran, a mother protectively hugs her children
in an emotionally charged red and blue space, as above them on a different
plane, figures of workers dissonant green to signify their alienation, work
away their tools. The mood of anxiety in the face of forces that fragment and
dehumanize is summed up in the expressionistic, Ina, Paano Bukas?
Imelda Cajipe-Endaya’s paintings combine the virtues of high
visual impact and richness of human meaning. In a vivid, painterly, and
original style, she raises questions in Philippine contemporary life rarely
posed in painting before. She ably captures the color and texture of
emotional experience in an art that interplays past and present and that
identifies and sympathizes with the contemporary Filipino and his plight.

OBSERVER, 13 DECEMBER 1981, 29–30.
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Tabuena at 60 and in Mexico
Galerie Bleue currently presents Romeo V. Tabuena the second
time around since his 1975 exhibit. The artist, now 60, has been living in
Mexico at San Miguel Allende, since 1955. As a young man of small means
and large hopes, he left the Philippines in 1952 for studies in New York
and Paris, and from there proceeded to Mexico where he has taken up
permanent residence.
Three decades have passed and Tabuena has kept in touch
intermittently through his paintings, this show being his latest artistic
message to his land of birth. But in Philippine art history, Tabuena will
always belong to the 50s and the post-war struggle for survival. For the
artist, it was the time of bitter bread, with the war cutting short his
studies and severely limiting his resources. But it was also the time of
the valuable comradeship of brave fellow artists and seniors, the NeoRealists H.R. Ocampo, Manansala, Legaspi, Cenon Rivera, and others who
met and discussed their art to bring it to crystallization. For him, their
company was a school in itself, more than making up for the lost college
years, combining intensive practice with mutual learning and criticism.
The Philippine Art Gallery, founded by Lyd Arguilla, gave the much needed
boost to his career, in the transition from advertising artist to painter.
It was also under the auspices of the PAG that he held his first ten-year
retrospective of watercolors and oils in 1959 with a monograph on his art
written by Lyd Arguilla, his admiring critic.
Tabuena is primarily associated with the 50s and early 60s
because it was during this period that he developed the style with which
he was long identified by the viewing public. In watercolor or acrylic, the
subject was rural genre: nipa huts, carabaos, banana trees, and fishermen
planting in watery fields. But the subject was transformed in a light
and airy style, the figures stylized, attenuated, and stilt-like against an
atmospheric haze. Early morning mist hovering on the hills, thin sheets of
light breaking into broad facets on the rice paddies and on the rain-wet
banana leaves—nothing heavy or ponderous, but all light and fleeting,
without gravity, like memories (he developed this style in New York and
later in Mexico). This art drew much from the Asian artistic heritage: the
long vertical paintings alluding to Chinese hanging scrolls, the treatment
of space which does not recede in depth but rises upwards in overlapping
and successive bands, the linear character and the light tonal washes, the
mist effects concealing and revealing form. As memories of his country
while abroad, how much are these paintings also images of a “floating
world,” evanescent and slipping into past experience!
Curiously, however, Tabuena worked in another style, less
popularly known, and the very opposite of the first. This is seen in painting
such as Pasko and Mag-uuling in the Villanueva collection—paintings of
the post-war years marked by a dark brooding temper and a profound
feeling for simple folk. In Pasko, the Magi are short and stumpy folk
bearing, not gold, frankincense, and myrrh, but gifts of bananas and other
native fruit. In Mag-uuling, grimy figures of ungainly limb haul large
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baskets of coal in a painting unrelieved by color, where the pallor of skin
is striped and stained with charcoal soot. This dark, somber style would
not be entirely lost. His early Mexican period in the mid-50s developed
the Hombre y Mujer series in oil on canvas, more cubist and faceted now,
but in brown tones and black. This series was a gallery of faces of humble
paisanos, where the cubist approach to form was sharp and unsparing, an
instrument that revealed the torture of hungry, laboring years in lined and
weathered skin, eyes smarting from the sun, uncouth nostrils, and scarred,
swollen lips.
In subsequent years, Mexico for the artist proved a fertile and
sympathetic ground, bringing him love and an ample measure of fame,
with attendant financial rewards. Writing about his lifestyle in a letter
dated January 1978, he says: “I do not drink heavy liquor nor do I smoke
(many years ago I did smoke) but I am a dedicated wine drinker…Our maid
prepares breakfast while I put on my tennis outfit ready for my daily two
hour session at our club. After a shower I immediately go to work in my
studio which was built for privacy and easy accessibility to the master
bedroom which is on the 2nd floor of our house. The living room is two
stories high, so from the upstairs corridor with a balustrade which joins
the bedroom which has a very dramatic two storey window (the whole wall
is a window) overlooking our garden...We have a very favorite vacation
place: the Pierre Marques Hotel in Acapulco on the ocean…I am enclosing
a newspaper clipping which was taken during our last vacation there. It
takes about eleven hours by car to get to Acapulco from San Miguel. We
also drive our own car which is a Ford Galaxy, two door metallic gray.”
His present paintings as can be viewed in the exhibit are
bright harmonies of rose, magenta, yellow, and orange in prismatic,
transparent cubism that draws on the folk-picturesque common to both
the Philippines and Mexico. For the two countries with comparable feudalcolonial histories and cultural affinities, there is a rich genre of people
with their fragile and colorful trades: farmers, fishermen with their nets,
woman flower vendors, balloon men, and fiesta images or processions
and cockfights. Tabuena’s subjects are mostly youth, such as beribboned
little girls in lacy frocks beside bird cages, children in a garden chasing
butterflies, young women selling baskets of fruit beside a background
of hanging flowers, their eyes black round dots, their hands doll-like.
Contour lines are simpler and clearer now, but the interiors of the figures
are a belated cubist’s patchwork quilt of patterns, zigzags, dots, and
bands in bright and airy tints of rose, yellow, and blue, a proper child’s
nursery colors. His nut-brown balloon man holds aloft circles and oblongs
of sugar and candy patterns, like a Disneyland dream of lollipops, not
quite like Angelito Antonio’s balloon men whose lean solemn-faced looks
suggest a secret irony with the colorful forms. Tabuena’s cockfights are
roosters cutting the air in transparent prisms of color, the feathers flying,
but without the fierce and deadly urgency of Ang Kiu Kok’s birds in battle.
Surprisingly, the artist’s still life of guitars, birds, fruits in a basket, or
flowers in a vase, in acrylic or in tapestry, are so like Baldemor’s, where
cubism is uncannily transformed into decorative folk baroque.
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Tabuena’s subjects are those which have engaged Filipino artists since the
late 50s, his style, too, of Philippine transparent cubism, but with a reality
and a feeling once removed, like a prized, well-preserved fruit.
However, Tabuena is wont to declare that his imagery is neither
Filipino nor Mexican, but consists of forms of particular shapes, colors,
and textures which nonetheless have the additional felicitous virtue of
conveying “lasting truths” such as “the essence of life, the sentiment of all
people, the magnificent beauty of all nature.” His art, a mirage of beautiful,
turning forms, seeks no local habitation nor any one country’s name.
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Devices New and Old
The social realist exhibit at the Hiraya which straddled the
holidays was far from Christmasy, nor did it invoke the ghosts of
Christmases past, but it generally showed the spirit of an art in search
of itself. Social realism at Christmas could well have been envisioned
as dry and spiky fishbones on a mean plate in the manner of Bernard
Buffet or as a blank canvas appropriately entitled Homage to W. Claesz
Heda: Christmas Still Life with Grapes, Apples, Chestnuts, Edam
Cheese, and Ham alluding to the gustatory splendors of the Dutch 17th
century tableaux. But this group show, participated in by Doloricon,
Habulan, Fernandez, De Asis, and Medilo, steered clear of the bourgeois
embarrassments of the season to focus on perennial social themes.
These artists continue to demonstrate their gravitation to the
oil on canvas medium like some personal vow they have to fulfill at all
costs. Neil Doloricon here, for instance, does his first oil from his former
acrylic on wood panels, as well as his first painting of mural size—the
painting occupying a prominent place at the gallery. The problem is
that the artist does not fully exploit the particular properties of the oil
medium, its richness of hue, depth of tone, and suppleness of matter.
The composition, too, is simplistic: on the upper level are ranged a
number of evilly grinning judges, green and violet of face, while in the
lower section meet two groups—on the right a group of workers bearing
the banner Itaas ang Sahod make defiant gestures as they move to the
left where they are met by a row of glum-looking riot police. While the
painting clearly illustrates a specific incident of social import, still it
lacks a depth of feeling and human grasp, remaining on the purely visual
plane of form and color. The colors are pink-orange pastelly, a quality
the artist himself attributes to the influence of Carlos Francisco, which
he takes up to relieve the severity of the subject. What the painting gives,
however, is an impression of flatness, poster-like even, which occurs from
the division of work into clearly defined sections, the flat and static effect
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further reinforced by horizontal and vertical lines parallel to the edges
of the picture plane. There is something caricaturish about the figures
themselves, with the workers belligerently flexing their biceps as they
move to bump against the row of police with their bulging pot bellies. The
figures, too, are obviously homogenous, faces and stocky figures coming
from three molds neatly labeled: the Judges, the Workers, the Police. But
caricature is based on a quick, incisive interpretation of a subject, thus
implying the use of materials immediately available to capture fleeting
insight, such as pen or pencil. It is satire, rather than caricature, which
can make the spirit of a painting, for satire implies a larger perspective
and consistent vision of man and society. It is bilious and ironic, with
a saturnine cast, as in Goya or Daumier. Indeed, it is the quality which,
when developed, could greatly enrich our present art. With satire, the
heaviness and grim, often unrelieved, spirit of social realism in its local
forms, could be transformed into sardonic humor and ironic poetry.
Renato Habulan comes up with the most number of paintings
in oil and acrylic on canvas. The influence of Bencab continues in his
work, largely in monochrome browns, and using the device of a frame
within a frame for images on several levels. Two of his paintings bear
the curious titles of Patigan sa Kanayunan and Patigan sa Kabankalan.
The word patigan turns out to refer to the fatigue uniform of soldiers.
This is borne out in the paintings by the ingenious use of the fatigue
motif stamped on an image of prisoners looking out behind bars as from
a narrow chicken coop. The same motif is also stamped on the image of
two mourning women with their touching gestures of the folk. This latter
work, however, is more a fine and light pencil drawing suited for paper
than a painting on canvas. His use of the olive green-brown motif is a
new and interesting development, as well as the superimposed washes
with streaks and stains that unify the images, make allusions to blood
and tragedy, as well as create a thin mist of memory, as in Ala-ala ni
Macliing. The merit of these works lies in their rich allusiveness and
delicacy of feeling, as well as in their expressive devices.
One would expect more development in the art of Edgar Talusan
Fernandez who just arrived from a stint in Europe. But all his paintings
on exhibit are familiar versions of earlier works. Again, there is the
device of a frame within a frame, the splatter effects, and in subject
matter, the clutch of barong-barongs with a child’s dreaming face in the
sky. Recently, his paintings have become more symbolic, with abstract
titles such as Diwa and Puhunan. These do not strike one as particularly
successful because of their rhetorical, somewhat turn-of-the-century
quality, with their lithe art-nouveauish women making cloying theatrical
gestures in the role of Madre Filipinas or Kalayaan draped in the
colors of the flag. His devices have become too obvious, trite even, for
those familiar with his works, as though the artist may have yielded to
technical and thematic complacency. It is high time that Edgar Fernandez
began a new period in his artistic career, with the essential coming
to terms with concrete reality that constitutes the true basis of social
realist art.
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Papo de Asis continues in the realist vein in his paintings of the
miner, the beggar, and the child victim of nuclear poisoning. The painting
of the miner as a portrait is carefully posed, lacking in impact. In the
anti-nuclear piece, the face and expression of the child is excellent, but the
red-orange color is on the garish side. While Papo de Asis is quite skilled
in anatomy, his present problem seems to lie in his use of color which is
bright and diffuse, without an all-together effect, the power of the subject
weakened because of the many bright and competing color areas. At times,
he may saturate the painting with an intense color, red-orange, without
achieving depth or contrast. The painting of the beggar in which the colors
are more tempered is expressive in the figure itself and in the use of space
with painterly passages.
Medilo, the newcomer in the group, borders on social realism
with his two portraits in oil on canvas. These, one of a seated man entitled
Agrabyado and the other of a small boy on a large chair, do not convey
much of a social setting but they hold their own as character studies.
His technique is interesting in its innovative use of color which creates a
fluid dynamic effect implying movement. His figures, though seated, are
not passive nor static, because gesture, such as the act of reaching for
a door, is subtly reinforced by the flow of line and color in the abstract
background. The sense of movement resides not only in the figures
themselves but also in the particular disposition of lines and colors in
the entire painting, so that movement is light, subtle, and constantly
shifting, thus giving the subjects a quality of spirit. Aside from this,
Medilo shows a devout approach to his human subjects in their sensitivity
of expression—a quality which he should carefully nurture with all his
artistic resources.
All in all, these latest works of the social realists make for
interesting viewing, because one is made aware of an art seeking to
overcome its setbacks and moving from previous rigid formulations
to freer, more artistically fulfilling, and hence effective solutions.
Nevertheless, the more significant part of as well as the greater challenge
of social realism, still lies in the effort to develop popular visual forms.

OBSERVER, 10 JANUARY 1982, 30–1.

The Latest from Two Artists:
Alfredo Roces and Pablo Baens Santos
Taking time out from his work as editor of GEO magazine based
in Australia, Alfredo Roces was in town recently to give a show of his
recent works at Sining Kamalig. It was a show that brought together
artistic productions in several media: paintings in watercolor and pastel,
photographic works, and pottery. How much of the Australian setting
emerges in these works is not immediately obvious. But soon enough,
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the body of work conveys a sense of serenity and repose as only a life in an
untroubled natural environment can give.
Alfredo Roces speaks warmly of his residence and office in
Sydney, but a stone’s throw away from the sea, where lunch can be a picnic
at the beach among tame birds that gather at the water’s edge. And, indeed,
there are the pastel paintings of seacoast, rugged with jutting rocks and
the constantly pounding surf, or making a long slow arc upon the sandy
shore with a low-lying horizon joining the blue above and below. There are
the still lifes of flowers, orchids of a pure exotica, that make simple visual
statements on nature. The artist says that his sense of Asian identity was
developed in Australia, with its Anglo-Saxon sensibility but “down-under”
Asian geographically. Through the welter of paintings and photographs
that have passed his hands as editor, he has found himself in quest of the
“Asian eye,” that particular way of looking at the world that comes out of
a particular culture and environment. In East and West, a key painting,
he juxtaposes two heads which represent different points of view: one, a
contemplative face, inward-gazing, self-contained and serene as Buddha,
the other, alert and outward-looking, with the intense and troubled gaze of
Michelangelo’s David.
About half of the paintings are abstract watercolors in which
Roces plays on spontaneity and the factors of chance and accident. For
him, the interaction of the elements of surprise and artistic control is
what constitutes artistic discovery and creative challenge. His watercolors
amply attest to this interest: areas of scribbles, spatters, and color blots
are confined within a grid pattern of vertical and horizontal bars, thus
creating a contrast between the lively color areas and the original plain
whiteness of the paper. The grid treatment alludes to windows opening out
into leafy gardens in the moving air and sunlight, creating innumerable
kaleidoscopic changes of form and color.
The photographs extend the sense of immersion in nature.
Photography truly becomes a visual art akin to painting as when it
captures the mood of decaying lotus leaves in a pond, revelling in the
metamorphosis of colored forms dissolving in light and water: large green
leaves turning brown with violet shadows as the sunlight speckles the
water with motes of gold. Faces, too, are the artist’s absorbing interest
in his quest for spirit and identity in his travels all over Asia. He gives a
panorama of Asian faces, old and young, caught in the crossroads between
tradition and modernity. Tradition, however, holds sway in the many faces
of ritual, masked and spotted in colorful patterns that affirm an essential
unity of creatures, man, bird, and beast, and the pervasive influence of the
spirit world. Some are faces of the past, in the stone reliefs of Jogjakarta
where dancers pay timeless tribute to the gods, yet, in their clear, open
faces, how little of the human spirit has seemingly changed!
The pottery on exhibit are creations of Alfredo Roces and his wife
Irene. From these pieces, one realizes how close pottery is to nature in the
organic quality of the clay and in the various biomorphic shapes. Most
pieces seem to have taken shape effortlessly in the hands of the potter as
they assume the grace and natural logic of life forms. The shiny brown
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glazes emphasize the gentle rotundity of the bowls and vases tapering
into flower-like or trumpet-like mouths that irresistibly imply sound and
resonance. As in his paintings, Alfredo Roces likes his pottery with an
element of surprise and unpredictability. Thus shapes do not observe
strict symmetry; glazes have an unevenness of color and texture; and the
crackling, mottling, and dripping of the glaze lend a unique personality.
Irene Roces’s work, on the other hand, shows a more conscious striving for
symmetry and perfection. Starting from experiment, she has successfully
evolved a green glaze that approaches the tone of the Sung celadons. Her
pieces, too, are of a finer, thinner body, betraying the feminine hand.
Alfredo Roces expects his present sojourn in Australia to provide
him with the opportunity to view the cultures of Asia and Australasia in
a larger perspective and to lend a new vitality and dimension to his art
and his life as artist. Meanwhile, in painting, photography, and pottery,
he explores themes centering on man, time, and nature in the quiet,
philosophical mood of an artist mellowing with time and distance.
Pablo Baens Santos, a forefront social realist, currently holds a
show at the Hiraya, thereby contributing the latest artistic formulations
to the school. Compared to his previous work, the present pieces show a
stronger, more decisive character. They ably bring out the social theme in
the massing of numerous figures, moving forward, marching, sweeping
ahead in an energy generated by socio-political persuasions.
Among the new developments in Baens Santos’s work is the use
of bolder and blacker contour lines that have a gestural, slashing effect,
making the figures stand out clearly. Another is the use, though still
sparing, of color, reds and greens, where his previous canvases tended
towards earth hues in monochrome. Much of the strength of his work
lies in his dynamic composition, in the ability to manage large groups of
people, and in the counterpoint of figures. It is of note, however, that his
two largest canvases, Kamao and Pesante, contain only one predominating
figure. Some smaller paintings, on the other hand, portray crowds in
movement and imply a much bigger space.
What Baens Santos probably strives for is to create an image
of the heroic and epic in a composite image of peasants and workers.
But such an approach has its drawbacks because it is an exceedingly
difficult feat to paint an image-type of a worker or a peasant, which would
combine qualities of human appeal and basic strength. Without sufficient
concreteness and particularity, figures may easily slip into repetitious
formula-types or generalizations. These types lose the human quality
when they are presented as monumental symbols, while they also lose in
expressiveness in their tendency to become mask-like and vague.
It is clear that the central problem of Baens Santos’s art
is in striking the balance between the universal and the individual,
the general and the particular. While his work otherwise bears itself
creditably with its energy and assertive force, it still needs more
exploring in terms of concreteness and expressiveness. Underlying
his present works is an accustomed sense of propriety which results
in a general evenness of expression and inhibits him from total
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expressiveness and artistic fulfillment. As such, the force of his works
stems more from a firm, authoritative stance than from an immediate,
concrete, and passionate engagement.

OBSERVER, 30 JANUARY 1982, 28–9.

Modes of Expatriate Art
Few have pursued art with a purity and single-minded devotion
as Nena Saguil. Alone in a small studio loft in Paris, she has survived, for
almost three decades now, on little else than the virtues and consolations
of her art. She belonged to the first generation of modernists who came
of age in the post-war years of the 50s. A product of the artistic ferment
of the period, she sought to further her art abroad in the United States, in
Spain, and finally in France where she is based. Now and then, she sends
over a body of work, and her latest productions are currently on exhibit
at Galerie Bleue.
Nena Saguil is known best for her quasi-abstract paintings in
which the circle in infinite variations is the predominant figure. However,
her earlier paintings of the late 40s and early 50s were representational
portraits and genre. A number of these, in fact, are also on exhibit at the
Main Gallery of the CCP. Portrait of a Girl, Portrait of a Peasant, and
Still Life with Chinese Porcelain exhibit a strong concern for volume in
the approach to the figure. Invariably emphasized is the rotundity of the
subject: cylindrical limbs, large breasts, and round faces with their eyes
embedded in fleshy cheeks. Brushstrokes and some impasto help build
up form in these paintings where design and color are significant. Rather
than pleasant or pretty, the rounded figures seem to thrust themselves
aggressively into the viewer’s space.
In the early 50s, Nena Saguil shifted to a more stylized figurative
representation, with design playing a dominant role. This was in a series
of genre paintings on wood panel depicting peasants pounding rice and
cargadores bearing heavy loads. The figurative elements, colors, and tones
were subordinate to an over-all pattern with distinct rhythms. In Paris,
1955, the artist had a brief cubist phase using rectilinear geometric shapes
in varying relationships.
It was in the 60s that Nena Saguil developed the painting style
for which she would be widely known. At last she found a visual language
that could best express the ever-changing landscapes of the inner eye.
From the earlier portraits and decorative genre with a charming but
superficial quality, she became more inward and introspective, discovering
herself in the process of evolving a personal idiom.
Nena Saguil’s paintings are like sensitive and intimate pages
from the diary of a recluse, using images rather than words. The circle is
her principal figure, if not symbol, and recently, concentric circles have
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appeared with increasing frequency: a small seemingly inconsequential
event in the real world may create infinite reverberations in the spirit.
Thus, her paintings record the fine tremors and shocks that cast up
large tides with crests of foam and spray, multiplying the sun in floating
bubbles of light and color. Some watercolors of the mid-60s in tones of
blue are of a dark, turbulent weather, with spontaneous gestural strokes
following large sweeping movements like gusts of wind, the darkness
dissolving to reveal a white, glowing sun.
Her art of the 60s likewise possessed an organic vitality in the
imagery of cells, proliferating and growing into tissues bound together
by nets of fine nerves. As such, her paintings are “psychosomatic,” if one
may use the term, where the instincts, dark visceral impulses, and vague
organic movements become transformed into moods and psychological
conditions of seeking, striving, and aspiring. The 60s marked her most
restless and experimental period, during which she rubbed coffee grains
into her paintings for texture. In 1967 she did several shaped canvases
with circular forms as holes or relief elements, the work meant to be an
independently existing object. In the first half of the 70s, Nena Saguil’s
work entered into a new harmony and serenity in landscapes without
gravity where circles rise and float in a blue and rose ether. These
circular forms are also bubbles, spheres, orbs, globes, worlds, suns and
moons, and the artist’s magical mandalas. Are these colorful floating
worlds also illusory? One recalls the Indian sense of space where “beyond
the farthest vision, crowding outer space, the universes come and go,
an innumerable host.”
Her eyesight failing, Nena Saguil, now 67, can still produce a
sizeable series of works, in oil, watercolor, and Chinese ink, as those
currently on exhibit. Her obsession with the circle continues, but on
the whole, the colors have become lighter and fainter, giving her work
a touching fragility and dematerialized aspect. Now the sun, consisting
of a mosaic pattern of circular dots of silver-white or eggshell blue,
occupies the entire visual field and mesmerizes with its numerous
pulsating points. Other times, there is sun above and moon below, or
vice versa, in paintings where the distinction between sky and earth no
longer matters. Where everything else is light and faint, there may be
violet concentric suns, and, in the Chinese ink paintings, ominous dark
shapes signifying the eternal void, perhaps. Some oils show suns among
valleys and hills in an ethereal and feminine harmony of rose and blue.
There are also ink-dot landscapes where the shapes of the hills make
large and slow rotund rhythms and where long lines of white fences
imply winding highways and endless travel.
This current show of Nena Sagull is our latest message from
an artist, self-exile from home, and pursuing her art with unflagging
dedication, despite the failing lights.
Another artist, Ben Cabrera, has a small and minor show at the
CCP Small Gallery under the title of Punk. It is, however, a show one does
not dwell on for long because the London punks of his pastel drawings
only manage to arouse a mild curiosity for creatures of the species.
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The question arises: Is it True Punk or Fashionable Punk? It seems
to lean more towards the latter variety, in the genre of radical chic.
Bencab’s drawing line is nevertheless fluent and admirable, as it
sensitively edges on the eccentric detail—the nonchalant slouch, the
leery wayward look, the carelessly slung arm, the bony nervous fingers.
But there is limited variety in their positions, either standing or seated
to the side, legs crossed. With their pink plumed headdresses, their
spotted faces, and outlandish costumes, they exude a florid and selfconsciously exhibitionistic air, like a gaggle of gays or whores sitting
around and waiting to be propositioned. The underworld characters of
Toulouse-Lautrec at the turn of the century, dancers, madams, mad poets,
and artists manqué were more outrageous and violent of tone. Fashion
sits too well on these latter-day punks, with their bored and subdued
air. One would expect a larger range of movements and gestures, a true
breaking out. True Punk has a life desperation and death drive which
these present characters do not quite possess.

OBSERVER, 14 FEBRUARY 1982, 30–1.

From Birdness to Flight
Free spirit Jerusalino “Gerry’’ Araos has always been in flight,
but he has here allowed himself to be temporarily grounded at his first
one man show of sculpture at the Hiraya. Even so, the native and personal
idiom of his form speak inevitably of his obsessions.
In Gerry’s show of biomorphic wood sculpture, it is possible to
observe the progression of his concepts from simple to complex, from
nascent birdness to full grand flight. First, one must be initiated to
Ting-Po, of which there are two: head-shaped forms, the convexity of one
answering to the concavity of the other; the grains of the wood obeying the
rounded contours and hollows. Who or what is Ting-Po? A character from
an obscure Chinese novel? An Oriental mode of augury? None of these.
Ting-Po is none other than the present sculptor himself, Gerry Araos,
otherwise known as Tingin-Hipo. As such, he is different from the painter
whose creations are to be seen and not touched. The Ting-Po stands in
the center, freestanding and in the round, and from him is articulated the
numerous forms of varying complexity: he is the Central Consciousness
who elaborates concepts to be realized in material form.
Some of the pieces are studies of bird parts, such as Bird Germ,
Germinal Wing and Glopo. In all of these, the artist seeks to free sculpture
from the traditional tyrannies of up, down, top, bottom, right, and left that
have plagued the visual arts. Instead, he sculpted pieces which can turn to
any side or direction and still maintain their interest as sculptural form.
Since sculpture has no color as painting has, the artist has to compensate
for this lack by multiplying his surfaces and masses. And as Araos avers,
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“while most sculptors only texturize the surface,” he goes further by
“creating several distinct masses, independent and yet interdependent.’’
A particularly fascinating piece is the pair of Salagunda, name
Tamad and Masipag. These are generally ovoid pieces of smooth molave
wood with hollows at one end. Tamad turns over lackadaisically when
moved. Masipag is set into a continuous chain of vibrating motion when
flipped lightly by the hand. The name Salagunda itself invites quizzical
eyebrows in another guessing name. No archaic Tagalog word, it is another
of the artist’s coined words, like Ting-Po. Gerry wanted to discover a sound
that would best describe this particular form, and Salagunda was the
fruit of insight. Now, if there is onomatopoeia in literature, the artist says,
where the sound is its own meaning, then why can there be onomatopoeia
in sculpture, where sound will correspond to form? Beyond this wordplay, the wood pieces, with their softly rounded forms, and the long lines
of wood grain in docile rhythms like a bird’s groomed feathers, become
like happy blessed creatures to the touch, a pair of pet doves preening
with their sleek rounded breasts. Gerry vouches for Salagunda as a good
pet, possessing human qualities. In fact, he is also concerned with the
humanization of the artwork, as in the sculpture, Bird as Mother, in its
image of folded protective wings to express human tenderness.
The bird-man theme combines with functionality in the Alias
Ugoy-ugoy sculptures which balance symmetrical lengths of wood on
a coiled spring attached to a wooden base and which thus double as a
springy bouncing seat. Of the two, Ngatngatin Mo, Napoleon suggests
emerging birdness; the other, Bulol-Singin incorporates twin Ifugao
bulul figures into a hagabi of incurable jigglers. The artist avers that
these pieces are “70% sculpture, 30% furniture, 50% plaything, 25% decor,
25% household idol, or meditation piece.’’ Each piece is more than one
sculpture, with as many facets of the original concept reduced to a
minimum in form.
While the pieces of Gerry Araos contain water much of the
whimsical and the playful, there is the other aspect of the symbolic and
serious. His sculpture, by his interplay of positive and negative shapes,
its stress on opposing but complementary pairs, its concern for duality
and contradictions, conveys a basically dialectical point of view. This is
further bought out by the fact that the pieces are meant to be viewed with
no static position, no fixed gravitational axis. They are not merely to be
viewed or looked at, but to be shifted, moved, turned, overturned, flipped
over continually, in tune with a reality in constant flux. One such, with the
staunch and solemn title of Unity and Struggle of Opposites, is basically
a composite image of bird-prey and bird-predator. The same is true for
War and Peace, which is of dual aspect: the swooping eagle of war of the
ascending dove of peace, depending, like the flag, on which side is up.
The lightly entitled Whimsey, however, with its play on positive-negative
shapes, is particularly striking for its greater spontaneity and sureness of
execution that carries its own lyricism.
It is the bird that is Gerry Araos’s central metaphor, which alone
can convey what he avows is his obsession as an artist with the ideal of
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freedom. This obsession is fraught with dangers in the bitter struggle
between the eagle and the dove, the predator and prey. His most fully
articulated works are Wings of Flight and Freedom Squadron. The seven
versions of Wings of Flight in heavy molave, with their large reversible
bird-bodies, are set on springs, but their wings are sheets of architectural
glass. Here the pieces become heavy with symbolism: ‘’Can one fly with
glass wings?” he asks. Glass is an illusion, creating a play on presence and
absence. The coiled springs upon which the birds rest lend movement, it is
true, but at the same time are chains that hold back to the earth. Thus does
the bird become a metaphor for man and his present condition, and the
body of sculpture becomes autobiographical, or ‘’autobiographical,” even,
‘’being the story of the artist as man and as part of a group of men.’’
These pieces were long in gestating, three years of bloody struggle
in the mind, of concepts turned over and over in a process of refining and
discarding cliches, and in capturing and pinning down fleeting and elusive
ideas. Since last November, the artist has organized and bled over the
execution, as he strove to create sculpture which would fuse ideas with
the strength of an obsession and original form capable of carrying them
off the ground. Indeed, these works bear the mark of a vigorous mind and
imagination combined with a native feeling for sculptural form, the yang
and the yin, whether in harmony or in competition.

OBSERVER, 20 JUNE 1982, 30–1.

Familiar but Mostly New
MOPA MUSEUM ARTISTS
A WIDE RANGE OF PHILIPPINE ART ABSTRACT AND FIGURATIVE MODES

Here’s a good show for starters and for those seeking the latest
news from the artists’ studios: the present show of MOPA Museum artists.
This collection includes a wide range of Philippine art in both the abstract
and figurative modes done by artists of several generations.
The sampling of figurative art should begin with the series of
apple paintings assembled by Roberto Chabet which, as is expected from
this artist, is initially puzzling for its seeming simplicity. A number of
artists were given a simple exercise from a painting manual showing the
steps in painting an apple. The results serve, in an unusual and striking
manner, to illustrate the primary role of the individual artistic personality
which resists the academic standardization implied in the manual. Each
artist contributes his own variation of the exercise, with each work
bearing his original and distinctive stamp.
This is followed by a number of landscapes by three artists:
Lamarroza, Ibarra de la Rosa, and Mars Galang. Lamarroza has a
most original approach to landscape, combining highly realistic with
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abstract passages. The artist indulges his love for shape, color, and texture
in the stones and tree trunks with every mark and scar minutely rendered.
On the other hand, the landscapes of Mars Galang convey a sense of the
awesome vastness of space in the flat and little varying stretches of land
and in the large expanse of sky above. Their expressive quality also lies
in the dramatic use of color, as in the flaming red of a horizon while the
ground itself remains dark and cool. Ibarra, in his Makiling series, paints
landscapes which are like tapestries of color. Impressionist influence
continues in the fresh colors juxtaposed in short brushstrokes and in his
use of violets and blues for shadows. His keen sense of tonal or lightand-dark values lends depth and interest to the work. A nature painting
of a different variety is Soler’s Leaves, dry and fallen on the ground but
glowing still with autumnal hues. The artist calls attention to their shapes
and subtle color changes and to the small accidents of nature such as the
random holes bored by insects as part of the universal cycle of nature.
The folk theme is taken up by two artists, Tam Austria and
Antonio Austria. Rendered in crisp lines and cool tones, Tam’s still
life recreates the entire substance and setting of a fisherman’s dayto-day existence. In his painting of Maria Makiling is seen the folk
romanticization of the legendary figure as the image of feminine grace
surrounded by her attributes of flowers, birds, and deer. Antonio Austria,
on the other hand, draws his present subjects from the Cenaculo,
the Lenten religious drama popular in the rural areas. His paintings
possess a naive, child-like quality in the simple anatomy and short
proportions of the figures, the bright and flat colors without modelling, the
unsophisticated treatment of space. With this style, the artist assumes the
point of view of the folk and captures the refreshing charm and childlike
spirit of folk piety.
Diosdado Lorenzo, a senior artist who belonged to the original
Thirteen Moderns, contributes two works. Troubador is a lively character
study of a spirited old man. The off-centered placing and casual mood
derives from impressionism as do the bright, fresh colors in the still life,
painted with spontaneity and verve. Of a different medium, being wood
reliefs, are Rocha’s two works. Turtle captures the strong, vigorous design
of the turtle shell in its boldly incised and carved elements. Fish shows a
smoother treatment, with a rhythmic grace, but both works bring out the
natural qualities of the wood and use its changing tones and grains to
enhance the design.
What this show amply provides is a good range of abstract art
with all styles represented: geometric or formal abstractions, minimalism,
abstract expressionism, etc. But such a labelling soon becomes simplistic
and limited, for recent artists have reformulated these earlier styles to
come up with something more refreshing and challenging.
Ivi Avellana-Cosio’s Yuzuru typifies lyrical abstraction that
places value on subtlety and nuance to convey refinement of feeling. The
twin paintings, together a diptych, one drifting into the other like a soft
blue current of air and cloud, suggests infinite lightness and ethereality.
Phillip Victor’s work is likewise of a highly refined character, but he uses
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other means more deliberate and controlled. He opts for the discipline of
the square format, sometimes with a shaped frame, and on the immaculate
white of the surface, he throws in colored notations like arcs or rods,
random signs, and introduces relief elements often giving his paintings
a sculpted look. His work represents an original symbolic abstraction,
where signs and symbols codify the artist’s personal value system.
Arturo Luz is represented by a number of works in handmade
paper and dye. As the title Dialogue with a Sung Potter suggests, Luz has
worked in the influence of Oriental aesthetics and values, such as that
of spareness of means, the role of chance and accident, and the choice
of handmade and modest material. These works sharpen the interest in
the physical properties of material and develop aesthetic appreciation,
not through the easy way of standard attractive materials, but through
understated and less obvious means. With Luz, Lao Lianben shows
affinities with oriental aesthetics in that his work induces to a state of
meditation. Here the circular form draws one inward as it gathers together
and focuses one’s spiritual energies to a still center. The grid-like incisions
on the white ground, creating an optical oscillation in black, white and
gray, lend a mesmeric effect.
Joya is represented here by two collages in rice and acrylic.
Light, transparent forms interspersed with red and blue lines float on the
vividly colored and contrasting field. In Zero Point, the artist introduces a
new geometric element with an op effect suggesting spatial recession to
interact with the loose, free shapes. Constancio Bernardo represents the
opposing camp in abstraction. For while Joya’s works generally belong
to gestural abstraction with its stress on the spontaneous gesture of the
paint-loaded brush, the role of chance, the inherent interest of material,
and the intensity of hues, Bernardo’s paintings typify formal abstraction
with its geometric orientation. The geometrism of these paintings,
however, are not of the severe, draughtsmanly kind, but consists in setting
off precisely defined sections of hues in light, delicately controlled and
even tonalities. Allan Cosio also works in geometric abstraction, but he
modifies it significantly by the use of non-traditional materials, this time
fiberglass and lacquer on wood. Texture with rich tonalities deriving from
the handling of the material becomes an important aspect of the work.
The painter whose principal concern has been the exploration
of material is Ray Albano, here with a series entitled Noontime at the
Other Boulevard. Working in acrylic on plywood, he employs a variety of
techniques, such as pouring, mottling, spattering on boards the shapes of
which relate to the idea. With such means, he is able to convey suggestions
of drifts of tide and currents on a large scale viewed from a height, as well
as topographical features such as geologic formations or brush vegetation.
Augusto Albor carries spareness of means to minimalism. The
white canvas suggests a vast unlimited field where the artist introduces
a variety of elements, spontaneous or controlled. In Terminal III, he uses
curved and twisted wire to do its own calligraphy, its shadow like writing
on the surface and on the surrounding wall. Lito Mayo’s single work is
done in an original process involving acrylic with embossing and seriprint
59

FRISSON

on marine plywood—clearly an adventure in the use of non-traditional
materials and processes.
Resisting categorization is the Diaphanous series of Romulo
Olazo, based on the building of figures in thin transparent layers. The
overlapping curvilinear shapes interact and create varying densities of
tone in a technique originally derived from printmaking. Another highly
original artist, Romeo Gutierrez has developed an accomplished technique
in monochrome where cubist forms are framed by large curvilinear
motifs. Stevesantos here takes a familiar human feature, the mouth,
and objectively analyzes it into a configuration of colored dots. Also
pop in feeling is the isolation of a single feature out of its usual human
associations and its presentation from an abstract point of view.
All in all, an engrossing show. One would only wish that the
MOPA extend its range to include some of the exciting figurative artists
missed in this show. Mario Parial, Mario de Rivera, Antipas Delotavo,
Danilo Dalena, and some others would lend more sparkle to the
museum’s exhibits.

OBSERVER, 04 JULY 1982, 30–1.

Olmedo’s Nocturnal Journeys
For Onib Olmedo’s fifth one-man show, the artist takes us once
more on an excursion into nocturnal depths, all sinking ground and
howling wind, another and deeper circle of his hell. His descent began
in 1971 with his first solo exhibit, Singkong Suka, at Solidaridad, with
paintings such as Tiffany Lamp of the Indios Bravos era, striking for
their offbeat quality, with an acid sting in the strange, ironic figures,
expressionist in their distortion, impressionist in their technique of
unmixed colors. His second show, Kinseng Suka, in 1974, at Galerie Bleue,
was more realistic in approach, as in the figure of Tibong T.B. though still
impressionistic in technique. The third show, Beynteng Suka, in 1974 at
the Gallery Duemila presented works in black-and-white ink wash, such
as the grotesque Adele H. The fourth at Heritage in 1978, with Clairvoyant
as key painting, went back to the earlier distortions, with the aim of
rendering “the human condition rather than the human situation.”
This present show at Philamlife continues Onib’s explorations of
the psyche, a painful and hazardous venture at best, which many would
rather have no part of. In his paintings of people, Olmedo does not go by
external appearances. Not content with the simple naturalism of warts
and moles, he uses various means such as distortion and transparency
to entrap the fierce and elusive demon of the private psyche. “Imploding,”
he suggests, rather than exploding outwards, describes his art in which
movement goes inward, stumbling through the perilous dark to an inner
universe where bodies glow from within, like marine phosphorescent
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creatures in unfamiliar waters. When in pastel, the colors, vivid yet
continually modulating, capture restless moods and vagaries. More
complex and psychological, colors go beyond the usual si.gnifications of
red and blue to express secret and mysterious correspondences.
In a number of new works, a face, everting from within,
multiplies itself in a series of variations. Is it the self unfolding by
degrees to one’s alarm and surprise, or states of feeling analyzed into
nuances and shades? Is it the Dr. Jekylls and Mr. Hydes in us engaged
in lively dialogue or in mortal conflict? Many are figures from lingering
nightmares, their forms warping, melting, stretching, and folding upon
themselves in endless transmutation. Homage to Munch, alluding to the
Norwegian artist’s Scream, is of intense emotional concentration. This
work differs from Munch in that it is soundless, Onib says. Instead of
a sea and sky of reverberating waves that constitute the background of
Munch’s painting, here the figure, in off-center, implodes in a vacuum,
the bony arms clutching the head in catatonic rigidity forming a tight
V that funnels the tension towards the very center of the figure. Another
striking piece is Resurrection where the Christ figure, with eyes of
piercing righteousness, thrusts out his beard and palms blazing orange
flame, the figure foreshortened and compressed in a complex movement.
The Christ in another painting is a grotesque, the torso a pattern of ribs,
one eye peering out quizzically from the side of his bowed head. Musicians
there are too, and the artist captures the original religious intensity of the
trombone player whose arched bony fingers siphon his very soul into the
extended brass instrument, or the blind guitarist, his eyes melting into
an enveloping sea of pure sound. A painting of a chaste, priestlike figure
shows the artist’s ability in a portrait to suggest the moral dimension in a
face or in a telling gesture of the hands.
While Olmedo himself says that he pursues the theme of
portraying the human condition rather than the human situation, so
implying that he would rather do away with particularities of social class
and even, perhaps, of nationality, still much of his best work is drawn
from his immediate social environment. Such a pursuit of “essences”
eventually could result in removing him from the immediate and day-today existential unfolding that defines a human being. And feeling, after all,
is not to be indulged in for its own sake, but has to grow from historical
and social necessities. Nevertheless, much in Onib’s work still stems from
his personal experiences. One painting in black and white is a savage twist
of the mother-and-child theme, as it shows a woman carrying an armful
of children, blighted to the bone, all spiky limbs and heads like petrified
fruit. This recreates a trauma he experienced as a young architect when a
sick houseboy knocked at his door in great distress, his arms carrying his
emaciated and dying children, black ants crawling over their bodies.
Onib spends the day from morning to night cruising in the Ermita
area and sipping coffee in the many bars catering to tourists, when he is
not painting in his car or studio. He has a gut familiarity with the city:
Wednesdays and weekends he is at his job at the San Lazaro racetrack,
and the rest of the week he savors urban rot in the colorful but decaying
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Mabini streets. Thus, there is the blond German with the puny cigarette
boy at a table, their faces showing the immeasurable gap of early sorrow
and old depravity. In an occasional erotica, there are the lonely night
people in search of instant gratification. Homage to Hopper, after the
American artist’s Nighthawks, shows a bored couple in a cafe, an infinite
vapidity stamped on their faces.
The expressionist feeling in Olmedo’s paintings is fused with an
absorbing interest in form. Since Olmedo is not primarily concerned with
the plane of external appearances, he composes his figures not only on the
surface, laterally, but also in depth. Which is why figures interpenetrate
one another, the woman with the rattan chair on which she sits, or with
the capiz window squares against which she stands, thus creating the
effect of a wraithlike apparition. Space, which is of the interior world,
is unfamiliar and unpredictable, with a continuous shifting of lines and
forms. Winds of feeling blow within, twisting and warping the figures,
writhing in a private hell. His black-and-white paintings are done in an
unusual reverse process in which the artist first paints a solid coat of
india ink on the glossy cartolina, then proceeds to pick up areas with a
cotton swab. In the acrylic paintings, he intentionally leaves unfinished
passages of pure dripping color in order to share the original process with
the viewer. Onib does not have any set compositions before he works, but
he lets his fertile subconscious release the images to be shaped by his art.
By so making art an instrument of self-discovery, he achieves an often
unmatched intensity of expression.

OBSERVER, 18 JULY 1982, 30–1.

Of the Academe but not Academic
As usual this exhibit of latest works by UP Fine Arts students
presents a large diversity of styles with the premium evidently placed
on originality and experimentation. No distinct school emerges, which is
all for the better, as talent is engaged in the active and rigorous pursuit
of individual expression, each one in his own way. Talent, of course, is
not wanting, and even a small show such as this one may serve as an
important step in the crystallization of the art of possibly a number of
future outstanding artists. Particularly notable are the works of Tito
Sanchez, Raul Rodriguez, Bong Mata, and Romeo Lee. Also noted are
those of Bert Antonio, Juan Mor’O, Jack Taylaran, Soler Santos, R.M. de
Leon, and Nilo Ilarde, who put up the show, as well as those of sculptors
Mulawin Abueva and Agnes Arellano.
Of course, there is the strong, restless, and impatient drive
to explore which they may share with many young artists all over. In
this show of the youngest upcoming generation of artists, there is a
significant absence of image stereotypes as well as a lack of dependence
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on past forms. Banished altogether are any allusions to the bahay-kubo
and the jeepneys of older art. These new artists on the whole assume an
urban stance which they seem to equate with their youth and modern
temper. The influence of Manansala, Legaspi, or H. R. Ocampo does not
hold in this present exhibit which attests to an emerging sensibility.
Hardly anything, too, is visible of the academic injunctions of figuredrawing, modeling, or perspective so much a part of the traditional
gentleman’s manner of painting. On the contrary, art is a free-for-all, a
shedding off of academic restraints within the academe itself.
Obvious, too, is a general rejection of the pretty and decorative;
the traditional subject matter of still lifes with bouquets and dewy
fruit seems to be anathema. “What’s wrong with the pretty?” an art
connoisseur was recently heard to say. “Isn’t prettiness a part of our
Philippine culture?” But art is not meant to be pretty, and prettiness
is, and has been, the bane of Philippine art. On the whole, prettiness,
while instantly appealing, is shallow, petty, and often cloying; it poses
no challenges, it stirs the surface but does not reach the deeper levels
of mind and feeling, since it merely titillates visually. A pretty work is
a consumer’s commodity, disposable like many products in the market.
Unlike the beautiful, the pretty has no moral or spiritual dimension. At
their best, neither the works of Carlos Francisco nor of Manansala were
merely pretty, though they incorporated decorative elements.
As usual, there were a number of works engaged in the
experimentation with material and technique, as in the works of Gerry
Tan and Dan Raralio. A pitfall lies, however, in thinking that a mere
product of experimentation in the use of non-traditional materials
and techniques by itself achieves the wholeness and integrity of a
work of art. If one applies color not by brushing but by staining, for
instance, the work gains a new level of importance. If one discovers
a new material or combines various materials together, the work will
merit framing and hanging on a wall. This point of view is probably an
offshoot of MacLuhanesque dictum of medium as message, where in the
visual arts, material or technique, per se, is itself the entire meaning
and content. Doubtless, experimentation is of inestimable value in
artistic creativity, since it makes the artist master of his means, as he
widens his range of expressive resources. Yet, should experimentation,
which is part of the means, be made the equivalent of the complete
work with its necessary qualities of resonance and depth? What if the
preliminary tuning and adjusting of the violin be taken for the sonata
itself? Of course, one will say, everything is possible in contemporary
art. However, there remains the fact that one still chooses one’s position
within the plurality of options.
The influence of contemporary Western styles, largely American
is openly discernible in a number of works, such as Bert Antonio’s pop
painting in the manner of Lichtenstein and R.M. de Leon’s modified box
works recalling Nevelson and Cornell. Of course, Antonio uses a process
different from that of the American artist with the Ben-Day dots, and R.M.
de Leon uses Philippine subject matter. But others like Tito Sanchez,
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Juan Mor’O, and Jack Taylaran do well to veer away from Western
prototypes, thus avoiding the sneaking sense of cousin-once-removed.
From the works on show one also gets the feeling that a number
of the young artists approach the artistic activity as object-making. Some
reflect in their works a coldly professional attitude in which elements
are composed or put together, then packaged, so to speak, for maximum
presentability. The work becomes a well-assembled objet d’art for
hanging on a wall. There is much of the professional (though there is no
basic quarrel with professionalism), the polite, the neat, the impersonal,
as hors d’oeuvres or canapes should be at a well-heeled cocktail party.
There is also much of the visually subtle and refined, and less of warmth.
In the pursuit of such art, it is possible that our young artists may be
missing a lot in terms of exploring their gut-feelings, their private terrors
and passions, as they prefer to skim on a safe surface. Only in Jack
Taylaran’s new work, though still in the process of development, and in
Tito Sanchez’s Boycott and Rumble does the work approach catharsis, a
purging of inner turmoil. Romeo Lee has a highly personal style, brutal
and mocking, which has called down the wrath of established institutions.
From an experience with older artists, work of prodigious technical
excellence but without an iota of human warmth can send cold shivers
down the spine, similar possibly to the alienation felt in an architecturally
impeccable space module.
Indeed the present show exhibits a large diversity of styles,
each artist going his own way. Nevertheless, it would still be possible for
artists working in entirely different styles to have a common unity which
would be the effort to contribute towards the development of Philippine
art. One may throw up one’s hands at the over-familiarity of it all, but
this only means working towards the creation of an art that strikes the
vital and innermost chord in us, a culture in which we can truly feel at
home because it explores our truest selves in continual response to our
contemporary realities.

OBSERVER, 3 OCTOBER 1982, 30–1.

Phillip Victor’s White Universe
In Phillip Victor’s third one-man show at the Luz Gallery, he once
more proves himself to be one of the country’s major artists in his original
idiom called, in his own words, “New Permanent Embossed” works.
While still in his 30s, he has created a body of work that has achieved a
distinction and excellence of its own.
Phillip Victor graduated from the UST College of Fine Arts in 1969
and had his first one-man show at the Luz in 1979. Upon his graduation,
he had a stint in advertising where, fortunately for art, he felt himself out
of his element. He soon left his position despite family pressures and went
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full-time into painting. But even then, he did not take the easy way: from
1974 he engaged in five full years of experimentation, during which he
mixed his pigments to discover his own combinations and formulas,
experimented with canvas and wood which he soaked for days, aired,
sunned, and exposed to the elements, did studies of materials cut,
folded, and creased into shapes. When he was ready, he exhibited the
results of his studies and experiments in a successful one man show
at the Luz, followed in 1981 by his second at the Rear Room Gallery
Extension in Manila Garden Hotel. With this third one-man show, he has
further enriched his work with new elements and concepts.
The artist continues to be guided and inspired by the theme
of Parik-parik, Palikpik, Pikpik, the title of most of his paintings. His
works in mixed media are distinctive for their immaculate whiteness
and flawless execution. What is interesting to note is that Phillip Victor’s
art, while affirming white as its first principle, exists on its own terms.
It borrows little or nothing at all from the Suprematist Malevich’s White
on White. Neither does it have anything to do with the reductive art of
Zen—the artist has never made such allusions. But if in the Southern
Sung scroll paintings, space is not empty void but filled with spirit,
Phillip Victor has arrived at the same concept through his own personal
vision and interpretation. In these paintings, the artist affirms white
as a positive entity, a real presence rather than absence or lack. For
this, the white field is not passive ground, but an active force, indeed,
the protagonist of his art. Thus, the white of his paintings is of a
density and supple richness that keeps changing and taking on shapes,
embossed and relief-like, while it sensitively registers movements in
vivid arcs of color.
As abstract paintings, the works of Phillip Victor are able to
sustain interest and fascination by their purely formal elements of
composition, shapes, and spare color accents. But on another level,
his paintings are images of a universe of sky, water, and earth, full of
change and movement, swift or slow in modulations of tone. Where
he lives away from the city, in Sta. Elena, Hagonoy, Bulacan, he keeps
close to nature: there, the stretches of fishponds reflect the sky and are
sensitive to the slightest shift of weather, the subtlest rise or fall of the
temperature. But the artist’s eye does not see nature in the traditional
schema of recession into depth. Instead he creates his own landscapes
according to his own original version of nature and the universe.
Water is the first element of Phillip Victor’s art. It is, first of all,
the water of fishponds, lakes, and rice paddies where quicksilver fish
leap in the sunlight. The curving ridges of their dorsal fins (palikpik)
emerge from the water here and there as embossments. Where the water
is shallow, the grid pattern of the rice paddies glistens through the clear
transparent water and makes oscillating silvery rhythms in the sunlight.
As one moves to the left or to the right, the tones gradually change from
light to dark, from white to gray. The undulating waves turn softly,
revealing underwater coves, nooks, and crannies where water creatures,
such as crabs and snails, make their shelter.
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The sky, the second element of Phillip Victor’s work, turns a silver
gray to white (“namumuti ang kalawakan”) with the coming of the rains.
This is the time that Parik-parik, the birds of the rainy season, make their
appearance. In the large space of sky, the movement of the birds describe
swift rainbows and arcs of pure color in the sweep of their agile wings.
The artist captures not the bird itself, its physical form, but its very
essence of swiftness and flight, movement taking on shape and color. The
rains come in large sheets of liquid crystal following each other in series,
in tones modulating from gray to white to silver. The clouds, too, float in
large masses, casting reflections on the water as the day lengthens into
evening, sky and water answering each other in a continual dialogue. But
moving through them are the birds, in swift and supple lines, migrating
across the large expanse of sky. And the sun? In the white density of
clouds, it disappears into a thin bright line of orange and red, but in fine
weather, it hops among the clouds in brief spurts of color. Sunsets may
become diffuse, the oval disc of light spreading a subtle aura into the
atmosphere. Meanwhile, the space itself within the painting spills over
onto the beveled frame which has taken on the exact tone of the field.
White for the artist is also maidenhood (pikpik) or virginity, the
pristine and unblemished soul of the dalaga, which, in folk tradition is
tender, quiet, and modest, guarding her beauty. At times, the thin bright
line of the sun becomes transformed into the female slit, combined with
rounded embossed forms, with small folds and creases (“balahibong pusa”)
on the smooth white surface. It is also the third element of his work, and
its physical or earthly aspect, integrated with the universe of sky and
water. This concept likewise inspires the artist into doing works
of faultless execution, in a sustained excellent performance.
Ideas come quickly to Phillip Victor as reams of sketches
and studies for compositions attest. His creativity keeps him working
constantly. But while his ideas flock to his mind with the agility of birds,
his execution is careful and slow, in his desire to achieve completeness
and fullness in each work. His paintings which may take months to finish
are given scrupulous care and attention. He prefers to paint one at a time,
so that his creative energy is fully expended on the single work. While he
works, his original concept may undergo modification and change, so that
his images are not static or frozen moments, but reflect a temporal process
that moves with the artist’s own inner weather. He looks forward to doing
large-scale works which would best suit his intense and original vision
of universal space.
Doubtless, Phillip Victor is one of the most authentic talents
working in the country today. It is a pleasure to note that he is fast
gaining recognition for his work: he is one of the five Golden Medalists in
the painting category of Art Association of the Philippines 35th Annual
Competition and Exhibition, with awarding ceremonies held at the
Philamlife Building last October 22. Congratulations to a very fine artist.

OBSERVER, 7 NOVEMBER 1982, 29–30.
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Botong as Muralist
A mural of the late National Artist Carlos “Botong” Francisco
is currently on exhibit at the Ayala Museum, courtesy of Credit Manila.
Entitled Pageant of Commerce, it attests to Botong’s unparalleled mastery
of the mural form. The artist, Carlos Francisco (1913-1969) belonged to the
first generation modernists who, with Victorio Edades and Galo Ocampo,
formed the pioneering triumvirate which took upon itself the task of
changing the direction of Philippine art from the tenacious influence of
the Amorsolo school of landscape and genre to seek new and fresh idioms
of visual expression. The Amorsolo school had become an academy, in
fact, the academy, [against] which later artists would rebel. The great
debate between the conservatives and the moderns, which began in the
30s and continued to the 50s, was marked by considerable expenditure
of energy on both sides: press debates, as between Victorio Edades and
Ariston Estrada before the war, and again between Edades and Guillermo
Tolentino as protagonists after the war. Others who joined the fray for
either camp were S.P. Lopez, Jose Garcia Villa, and Saulo. There was
also that historical walk-out of the conservatives from the AAP Annual
Competition and their putting up of a separate exhibit on Mabini. In
1948, Carlos Francisco’s Kaingin won the first prize in the AAP Annual
Competition and Exhibit.
Soon however, the dust began to settle, and commissions began
to come the way of the modernists. Thus Edades, Francisco, and Galo
Ocampo worked together on a number of murals for theaters such as the
State Theater, and for private residences such as that of the architect
Juan Nakpil. These murals featured stylized figures in flowing curvilinear
lines: figures dancing or playing on the flute, often against a background
of native vegetation. One direction the modernists were taking had to do
with the development of a Filipino imagery, drawing inspiration from the
environment as well as from the customs and traditions of the people.
Another was that modern art, though of European influence, had to be
Filipino in the idiom itself.
In this period, Edades, who had viewed the Armory show in
the United States, introduced the artists of the School of Paris, mainly
Cezanne, Van Gogh, Gauguin, the impressionists, the post-impressionists,
and the cubists. But it was not that easy for the local artists. The
influence of these European artists on the local art scene was never
direct until later. For the works of the School of Paris were, during the
early period of modernism in the Philippines, far from accessible, not
in colored plates and reproductions, and much less in the originals. And
probably, much of the resistance to modernism here stemmed from the
fact that nobody really knew what it was all about, and so it was mostly
a vague and threatening affair. There were very few books with colored
reproductions available for study before the war and less so after the war
when everything was in shambles. One of the first artists to have a direct
exposure to the European originals was the late Vicente Manansala when
he visited Europe and studied under Leger for a few months.
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Carlos Francisco himself and with him, Galo Ocampo, choose never to
leave the country. Throughout his life, Francisco was based in his town
of Angono where he always drew his strength and inspiration.
Carlos Francisco, H. R. Ocampo, and most of the pioneering
modernists in the country thus largely went about discovering and
formulating modern art on their own. And in the case of Francisco—and
possibly for Philippine art as a whole—it was all for the good. They could
not, for that matter, be accused of blind imitation, for they were only
working out what they believed modern art was or should be, on their own
terms. Thus Carlos Francisco—and H. R. Ocampo—painted as no other.
Botong’s work, as exemplified in his murals—a fine example being the
Pageant of Commerce now on exhibit—is the result of a true and constant
dedication to his art which combined research into Philippine history,
customs, and traditions with the search for a Filipino visual idiom. And,
indeed, whatever one may say of the influence of Gauguin or the Europeans
on his art, finally, in his mature work, there is no Gauguin, there is nothing
European, or at least, hardly. He had arrived at an idiom which was
both Filipino and Asian: his bright fresh colors of the folk, the flowing
curvilinear lines in rhythm creating decorative patterns, and most of all,
the particular disposition of space which satisfies the Filipino penchant
for covering up the entire field. Asian and Filipino, too, is his sense of the
communal life: the crowds of people in interaction as they engage in trade,
enjoy themselves in fiestas, or unite in common struggles.
Francisco’s first important mural was done for the 1953
International Fair held in Manila. On the theme of Five Hundred Years
of Philippine History, its scope covered the legendary beginnings with
the emergence of the first man and woman, Malakas at Maganda, from
the primal bamboo up to the regime of President Quirino. Newsweek was
impressed and printed a Filipino painting in color, but local appreciation
was, unfortunately, not commensurate to the value of the work: it
was promptly dismantled and disposed of after the fair. The lasting
masterpiece of Carlos Francisco in mural form consists of the series done
for the Bulwagang Katipunan of the Manila City Hall commissioned by
Mayor Villegas during his administration. Here the history of Manila, from
the first great Rajahs of Tondo, through the Spanish colonial period, Rizal,
Balagtas, and the Revolution up to the American period, becomes
the history of the entire nation itself.
His murals often integrate a number of historical episodes
with emphasis on one central episode and secondary ones around it
in smaller scale. These episodes, however, are not static, nor rigidly
compartmentalized, but they flow into each other by means of various
linking devices such as a ribbon of water like a river, the Pasig, or flames
branching out, clouds coiling in spirals. These murals are likewise
marked by sustained vigor and inexhaustible inventiveness of imagery,
the lively characterization of the many dramatis personae, and unifying
all, an admirable sense of design. In the City Hall murals, Bonifacio will
always be immortalized as historic figure as he forges onward, leading the
Katipuneros with their long bamboo spears, rifles, and bolos.
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Another particularly dynamic scene is the encounter between Limahong
and the Spanish soldiers in the thrust and counterthrust of weapons.
There is no dull area in a painting by Botong: the figures in rhythmic
movement and interaction overlap upon each other, move forward or
recede according to position and scale. For the background, design motifs
of architecture, water and clouds abound, annulling empty space.
The Pageant of Commerce is divided into four sections. The
two sides depict historical developments in Philippine trade, as those
involving various foreign countries such as China and Arabia, and the
galleon trade during the Spanish Period. The section above shows the
developments in modern industry in factories, travel, and communications,
and at the center, the major episode shows a Filipino man and wife in
the native attire of peasants, the woman slipping a coin into a bamboo
alkansya, a touching and simple native gesture, while around and above
hovers the Spirit of Commerce watching over all. The mural is vintage
Carlos Francisco, an example of how even a commissioned work can be
brought to genuine art.

OBSERVER, 25 JANUARY 1983, 29–30.

Puertas y Semillas
The theme is organic: the human torso, the pelvis, the seed of life.
The material is various and traditional: marble (Carrara,
Travertine, Andalusian, Italian), if not basalt granite; if not cedar root or
bronze, plain or chromium-plated.
The sculptor is Raul Valdivieso: born 1931 in Santiago, Chile, for
several years now based in Madrid. His art studies were accomplished in
Chile, in Paris, and Slade School in London (1957-58). Since the early 60s,
he has exhibited widely in South America, Europe, and the United States,
and participated in numerous group shows such as the 1966 Salon de
Mai in Paris and in 1971 in the Galerie Ariel. This present show at the
Luz is his first in Manila.
While his sculptures, such as Puerta Semilla and Torso Mujer,
are based on the nude human form, their erotic implications are
transmuted into a refined contemporary classicism. The classical strain
is seen in the very simplicity and justness of the forms which, free from
clutter, acquire a luminous and oracular quality. The marble itself—a
classical medium—is used to advantage, the smooth, gradually swelling
shapes achieving subtle harmonies. The female pelvic region becomes
puerta, door, gate of life in the sublimation of its basic physical reality.
Likewise, it is a transformation which disciplines rounded volumes into
near planar surfaces of front and back, as within this simple formal
premise, each element of texture, notation, or modulation, takes on an
enhanced significance.
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Yet, this classical strain is modified significantly by the
sculptor’s sensuous approach to his medium. As Valdivieso himself says:
“The artist thinks with his hands.” He tries to use mechanical tools as
little as possible, because “these have no sensibility.” But with the hand,
“sensuality comes easily,” as the warmth of one’s personal energy is
transmitted to the material that one shapes and caresses. The works
themselves attest to the artist’s intuitive and remarkably sensitive grasp
of the living wholeness of organic shapes, his capacity for sensuous
tactile experience developed to a high degree. Meaning lies in the forms
themselves, which in their subtle expressiveness, stir into life entire areas
of experience, emotional, or purely sensuous. Form and material then enter
into a dialogue, and with medium shaping form, the artist is able to bring
to full realization the potentialities of the material. Marble, in particular,
achieves its original and pristine nobility in his work, whether it be
Carrara marble, full-bodied and translucent, faintly streaked with gray;
Andalusian with a warm, cream tone; or Italian, of a deep but luminous
black with milky-white veins.
Puerta Semilla (80 cm x 65 cm) in precious Carrara marble
contrasts, in the curving form of the spreading pelvis, the polished
smoothness of the basic material with the central well-defined oval
section, slightly raised and lightly worked over with the chisel to achieve
a soft, porous effect as of delicate tissue, with female and male symbols
on each side. Torso Mujer in black Italian marble shows an essential
sensitivity to curve, swelling, hollow, and declension, still kept, however,
within the formal premise of a front-and-back flatness. But this time,
vertical grooves, running the length of the figure (reminiscent of the
flutings of the classical columns to create a play of light and shadow)
effect a contrast with the sensuous smoothness of the other half.
A manner of drapery is seen in Torso Vendado of Andalusian
marble, this time the figure achieving rounded volume around its girth.
It is a certain enigmatic quality which draws one to this figure, echoing
elements from various traditions. A hint of surrealism, no doubt, lurks
in the torso, the volume of which gradually flattens out to the area of the
shoulders and neck, the smooth up curving edge violated by a gash at
its highest point, lending an effect of organic and vulnerable sensitivity.
The presentation of the figure again draws from classical sources in its
clarity of form, its mood of elegant restraint, in its stance hinting at the
Polyclitean Lance-bearer in the truncated arm, but Greco-Roman in its
armor-like pleated sheath enveloping the torso in undulating rhythms.
The rhythmic disposition of the “armor,” however, enhances the sensuous
swelling of the abdomen, an aspect outside the norms of classical
sculpture. Instead it brings in notions from the Hindu-Buddhist sculptural
tradition with the softly swelling belly, as the repository of the prana, the
breath of life circulating throughout the figure.
In fact, strains of the Asian traditions filter into Valdivieso’s
art. One sculpture, entitled Semilla Tantra, makes allusion to the Tantric
Shiva-Shakti sect which saw in the human act of love the fusion of the
human and divine on the spiritual plane. This particular work is in the
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simple shape of a flat seed with softly rounded contours. Here again,
the artist working this time in granite, the hardest stone in the world,
achieves the cool and enticingly palpable smoothness of flesh. Both sides
bear incisions, striations, and areas of contrasting texture, constituting
male and female symbols, round versus pointed, earth versus water. In the
simplest symbols is a depth of intuition expressed in sensuous and visual
terms. Inscribed on the hard stone as in the churingas, they take on the
magical quality of primitive signs.
There are, moreover, the hemispherical sculptures, the Cebolla
and the Raiz. In Cebolla, of basalt in an onion shape (the dense and
ponderous medium is a play on the discrepancy of material, the onion
being originally of the lightest, finest substance), the half-onion changes
identity into a geological microcosm of mountains and river beds.
The familiar and ordinary thereby acquires a new character and meaning.
But the roots, the Raizes, are again something. Of Moroccan cedar root,
their organic shapes are suggestive of organic growths appendages,
indeed, organs, in their integrity of form. The texture is smooth with a
warm resinous sheen bringing out the exquisite and supple pattern of
veins, like watered silk, and the curious and characteristic bursting points
that recall the original intense vitality of the material.
Indeed, Raul Valdivieso’s art, drawing inspiration from
diverse traditions, is the felicitous result of a deep and subconscious
understanding of form and its full realization in particular material.
Of the painter on exhibit, Rocio Urquijo works on subconscious
material in a delicate elliptical style. She finds a quiet, ironic amusement
in shapes, simple but suggestive, easily lending themselves to a series of
transformations. Simple they are, but deceptively so: roots sprouting hairy
tufts, petals, cellular tissue. She proffers these to the viewer, but because
of their ambiguous quality, they can only elicit a gingerly touch and
cautious look. Intuitively, one bewares of touching these petals of flowers,
because they lose innocence in an instant and transform themselves into
shapes, intimately erotic and darkly perverse. Within their heavy gold
frames, they are sensitive pulsating growths confined within the bounds
of social ceremony.

OBSERVER, 6 FEBRUARY 1983, 22–3.

Creating Patterns of Space
Nine out of ten sculptors, given a block of wood or marble, will,
turning it in their hands, visualize a figure entrapped in the solid mass
and seek to free the figure struggling within. Draw a shape or several
shapes on a plane undifferentiated ground and most of us viewers will
concentrate on the figures alone, their contours and formal properties,
while disregarding their surrounding field. But does the figure interact
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with the other figures? And do the intervals of the space between them
merely serve to separate or do they actively initiate relationships of
attraction or repulsion between the figures? For shapes in space may
exhibit movements of tropism with respect to each other, show sensitive
relational adjustments as plants imperceptibly reach out to a light source,
if they do not indeed relate in a more direct and dynamic manner.
As Matisse himself said, to achieve full expressiveness, the artist must
not only be sensitive to the figure alone but likewise to the space between
and surrounding the figures.
All such concepts are certainly not foreign to Honrado R.
Fernandez, sculptor, painter, and architect. For him, space is the first
reality of art. And in his practice of architecture, interior design and
landscape, sculpture, and painting, it is no idle statement to say that
space, for him, is a way of life. Unlike the traditional sculpture, HR
Fernandez sees in the block of wood or marble not a figure struggling to
be free, but a pattern of spaces to be articulated, so that the activity that
counts involves the scooping out or the excising of all unnecessary mass in
order to release the space within. He launches into a paradox: one should
train oneself to see what is not there, he says. And then, again space, like
wind or air is no less real than the floor on the walls of a building. His
present exhibit at the Salidom-ay Gallery of the Asian Institute of Tourism,
and entitled Formal and Spatial Pattern Series, which includes sculptures
and paintings in a Son’s Tribute to his Alma Mater and His Father, is thus
in the manner of an artistic and personal statement.
The theme of space occurs in both the Western and Asian
traditions. The Hellenistic Period produced the sculpture of a standing
athlete, the Apoxyomenos, in the movement of scraping his oil-anointed
arms with a spatula, his arms and torso enclosing a space. The artist
himself likes to point out that in Michelangelo’s Sistine Chapel mural
of the Creation of Adam, the crucial element is in the tension that exists
in the space between the vigorously pointing finger of God the Father
transmitting the shock of vital energy and the passively accepting finger
of Adam, newly roused from a dense inert sleep. In our century, concepts
of space have been explored in the sculpture of Henry Moore with its play
of convex and concave, solid and hollow, featuring shaped apertures for
the interpenetration of space within the figure. But it was the Russian
constructivists who fully developed the theme of space in their bold
affirmation that space is an “absolute sculptural element’’ and that “the
perception of space is a primary natural sense which belongs to the basic
senses of our psychology.”
Honrado R. Fernandez’s notions of space have been shaped,
however, more by the Asian traditions, Chinese and Japanese, rather
than by the Western. Professor and College Secretary at the UP College
of Architecture since 1975, he earned his master’s degree in Engineering
(Architectural Design) from the Tokyo Institute of Technology. As in the
Asian context where art and life interpenetrate, for HR Hernandez the
notion of space, and with it, that of transparency, is the underlying
principle in his practice of art and architecture. It is, in fact, his aspiration
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as an artist to be an agent in releasing the Asian quality of our culture
through the cracks in our Western veneer.
Though this is his first one-man show, his sculpture has already
entered into its third phase. In its first phase in 1979 he collaborated
with another artist, Gil Sermeno, in pieces jointly signed “Gilho” (Gil
and Honrado) and which used as medium tubular steel shafting twisted
and formed into semi-abstract figures influenced by H. R. Ocampo’s line
drawings. The figures were thus pure contour line without solid mass.
At the same time, the Gilho partnership also produced sculpture in
welded metal strips, more figurative as in Dancers. The second phase,
in 1980, still by Gilho, was entirely abstract, consisting of metal sheet
cut into short sections, ingeniously bent into curvilinear segments in
contrapuntal movements.
With the third phase, Honrado R. Fernandez, exhibits as an
independent sculptor. His present medium consists of folded plates,
one-fourth inch in thickness, with one work seven feet high, the rest
being table sculpture. The thin planes, folded and faceted as in Japanese
origami paper constructions, show a strong directional emphasis as, often
attenuating two acute angles, they project into space or throw out invisible
lines of tension connecting endpoints. Working in this style, the artist
explores notions of insideness and outsideness in pieces complementing
each other in groups of two or three, one the reverse of the other. A device
for releasing space consists in making angled incisions into the planes,
lifting the resulting wedge, thereby creating planar levels. Likewise, the
folding and faceting of the planes into angles create zones of sensitivity
along the precisely cut edges where form borders on space. Since many
of the plates are folded at the base to form two sides in a left-right
opposition, space is created and articulated between two enclosing sides.
The choice of the thin metal plate as material, the technique of releasing
space, and creation of angular oppositions make for dynamic spatial
relationships, further augmented by the fact that the perspective of the
sculptures, with their strong directional thrusts, significantly changes as
the viewer moves around them.
The same ideas on space and transparency form the basis of
Honrado R. Fernandez’s acrylic paintings. Again, an ingrained orientalism
surfaces is in the quick, calligraphic strokes like swift gestures of flight
on white, airy space. Fittingly, most are called “haiku” in the spirit of the
traditional Japanese poetic form in their brevity and grasp of fleeting
insight. Transparency is in the textured passages of pigment, the layering
of hues, and in the quickness and spontaneity of the strokes which skim
lightly along the contours. In fact, it is in the paintings that the artist
more apparently achieves transparency. In the sculptures, the notion of
transparency operates mainly in the release of space in areas opened
up in angles on the plane, while, on the other hand, the painted surfaces
in matte color, white, black, or red, seemed to forestall the light play of
reflecting surfaces that would create a tonal resonance, and moreover
affirm the materiality of the works. The colors likewise enter into concerns
of symbolism that deviate from the theme, at the same time that they
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tend to lend the pieces to “domestication.” The paintings, on the other
hand, have the effect of brief, calligraphic poems on fine paper, within
a repertoire of form and technique where much value is placed on the
personal impulses of gesture lines, disposed, however, with a willed and
conscious grace, on the visual field.
It is in architecture, the art of managing spaces, that Honrado
R. Fernandez realizes his ideas of space in transparency in their most
complete and integrated expression. He goes by the Tao Te Ching with its
most famous dictum that it is not the body of a vase which constitutes
its vase-nature, but the fact that it holds space within it, as it is not the
walls of a room that make a room but again the space that they enclose
within. Thus, influenced by Japanese architecture, he views the structure
and the surroundings in one integrated design as an exterior-interior
continuum. He points out that transparency is a familiar notion in the
traditional Filipino house were rooms flow into each other and where
the large airy capiz windows and latticed partitions ensure a continual
circulation of light and air. Transitional elements further enhance the
effect of transparency: balconies, anterooms, footpaths; these are gray
areas that forestall the stark and psychologically unsound black-white
dichotomy of buildings conceived apart from their settings. Again, for HR
Fernandez, it is the yang-yin symbol of white and black interacting, but
most significantly, with a small circular area of the opposing color within
the large entity: an entire philosophy with implications on art and life in
one concentrated symbol.
Since our culture with its deeper Asian base has given much
play to space and transparency in architecture and the arts, one could
then work towards a heightened awareness; a better defined artistic
consciousness of these basic notions that we can firm up and elaborate
a popular style that has always been present but not fully articulated.

WHO, 25 MAY 1983, 26–7.

Urban Growth in a Colonial System
RESIL B. MOJARES. CASA GORORDO IN CEBU: URBAN RESIDENCE IN A
PHILIPPINE PROVINCE. CEBU: RAMON ABOITIZ FOUNDATION, INC., 1983.

While the title of this book implies an architectural study of
the Casa Gorordo House in Cebu, the house itself is but a focal point in a
dynamic spatial and temporal configuration. For most Filipino literati, the
bahay-na-bato or the casa de canteria y teja inspires romantic nostalgia
and regret which surreptitiously color the colonial and feudal values of
the period with a quaint lingering charm. In this book, Resil B. Mojares,
director of the Cebuano Studies Center, professor of literature, scholar,
and creative writer, makes a concise and clear-eyed study of the subject
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in a style that combines suppleness and scholarly precision. The work
is a fine example of humanistic scholarship in that the plethora of raw
factual data is woven skillfully into the complex and continually unfolding
tapestry of human society.
First of all, the author does not view the bahay-na-bato as an
isolated cultural, particularly architectural, phenomenon, but instead,
rightly sees it as a development, if not enhancement of Filipino native
architecture. Thus, he devotes ample space to the discussion of the
indigenous residential type, the nipa house or native dwelling of caña
y nipa, after which he proceeds to show how the various features of the
bahay-na-bato grew out of the features of the former: the uninhabited
ground floor, the style of roofing, and the disposition of interior space
that places the premium on ventilation. Viewing Philippine residential
architecture in perspective, he does not glorify the casa de canteria y
teja and correspondingly ignore or dismiss the common folk dwelling.
He identifies the former in the context of a social class, Spanish colonial
and mestizo sangley. Moreover, he does not gloss over the fact that the
greater number of dwellings always remained of the caña y nipa type,
while structures of various combinations came between it and the canteria
y teja. Mojares cites the 1983 Census which gives 96.5 per cent as the
percentage of dwellings of bamboo and nipa in Cebu and 2.4 as that of the
wood, brick, and stone houses. Since Cebu was the secondary urban center
after Manila, then such a proportion must have also held for the other
cities which could not boast equal prosperity. He thus goes on to say that
“while Spanish colonization changed the Philippine landscape, so much of
the old landscape had remained.”
The Filipino residence, whether folk or colonial urban, is not mere
architectural structure and concrete fact. It is, on one hand, responsive
to environment and ecology which it modifies by “acting as a complex
environmental filter between the inside of a house and the outside
world.” In the bahay-na-bato, this is the function of sliding panels and
large windows which allow for the maximum circulation of air, the capiz
windows which modulate the harsh tropical sunlight, and the high-pitched
roof which hastens the sliding down of the rainfall. On the other hand, the
house is a quintessential expression of the values of a particular society,
an indicator of manners and mores, at the same time that it also subtly
influences social behavior. Mojares writes: “A house is also a container of
activities and as such it both inhibits and facilitates the behavior of both
individuals and groups.” Here one becomes aware of a growing insight:
that the house as a human and social phenomenon possesses a dual
passive and active aspect. Whereas the residence is often perceived as
mere static structure, in this book the house acquires an axial role as it
passively reflects at the same time that it actively influences. Noteworthy
is the writer’s use of active verbs for the house: it “modifies,” “acts as
filter,” “inhibits,” and “facilitates.” The house thus becomes a physical
entity which links together and interrelates a diversity of factors, the
ecological with the moral, the spatial with the temporal. When the writer
goes into family lineage and biography, it is but to provide the history of
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the successive generations of people that shaped the fortunes of the house
while they realized themselves together as individuals and members of a
family within the particular ambience and domestic spirit of its walls.
Since the house has always been an intimate aspect of human
life, housebuilding is, to the present, surrounded by folk, beliefs, in oral
tradition, folk almanacs and horoscopes, and with these, the divination
of signs and performance of rituals for the propitiation of the spirits.
Even in the Christian house blessing, the folk precolonial concern
of protection from evil spirits, from death, sickness, and ill fortune
surfaces, the ceremony acquiring the character of a ritual with magical
effectivity. Filipino folklore revolving around the construction of a house
is particularly rich in all regions. All aspects are accounted for as the
writer enumerates: “the best season for housebuilding (fixed according
to the tides of the moon, or the position of a mythical sky serpent called
bakunawa), for laying the house posts; the shape of the house (it should
not approximate a coffin); the direction of the stairway and the number of
its steps; the slope of the roof; the laying out of floor planks; the alignment
of openings; and the best time for moving into a new house.” Among the
Taosug, for instance, the various posts of a house correspond to the parts
of the human body, with the central post as the navel. These folk beliefs
operated not only in the building of the modest hut but also in the canteria
y tejas, mansions.
The aristocratic character of the townhouse, such as the Casa
Gorordo was such that entering it implied progressive degrees of intimacy
with the household. “Strangers may be left out in the cold, on the street,
while the owner of the house inspects him from an upperfloor window.
Vendors may be allowed through the service door as far as the descanso
where they can set down their wares. Tenants can go up the main stairway
to the caida where they can talk to the master at his desk. Intimate friends
can go as far as the sala or as deep as the bedroom themselves.” Since the
bahay-na-bato evolved from the criollo and Chinese mestizo classes, such
a convention implied a complex social hierarchization with racial nuances
in a colonial society. The writer himself seems to prefer the term “ethnic”
to “racial” in describing the composition of the population, perhaps to
evade the loaded character of the latter word. The colonial relationship,
however, had a definite racial component in the case of Spaniards and
Filipinos, with all the bitter onus of prejudice and discrimination which
the word “ethnic,” which implies a unifying principle at the base, does
not necessarily bear. The strong sense of social hierarchy was likewise
inherent in the feudal structure of master and tenant in increasingly
complex ramifications, of paterfamilias with his right over the life and
happiness of his constituents, only the most privileged of which he will
receive in his sanctum sanctorum.
Mojares succinctly sums up the values of the canteria y
teja household into comercio, hidalguia, and religiosidad, values of
essentially colonial provenance. The comercio aspect represents the
dynamic entrepreneurial character of this class of landlords, merchants,
and agents for the foreign trading houses. Moreover, they are not only
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intermediaries between the foreign companies and the countryside, the
natural wealth of which was quickly siphoned off and concentrated into
the cities, particularly the cityports such as Cebu, but they were the
landlords themselves who converted large tracts of rice land to the cash
crops and who exacted higher production quotas from their agricultural
workers. Hidalguia derives from feudal Spain in which the ideal was the
aristocratic hidalgo, the Señor Don who will maintain his aristocratic
bearing at all costs despite changes in the family fortunes, such as a
disaster in the galleon trade. This price of status expressed itself in the
acquisition of the latest in imported furnishings and ornaments as well
as in the holding of lavish banquets. Religiosidad included the family
altars with its array of santos and perpetual candles, Lenten processions
and endless novenas. But while on one hand, there were the strict moral
and social injunctions of the Urbana at Felisa which frowned on women
lingering a trifle too long at the windows, on the other hand, women in
Cebu households were often active participants in the family business and
enjoyed a large measure of mobility.
In such values and occupations was formed the spiritual temper
of the Gorordo household and similar well-placed families. Indeed,
the very house reflects its spirit. The massive horizontal and blocklike
structure set squarely upon the sidewalk itself has an impressive aspect,
the stone ground floor closed and secretive mien contrasting with the
airy upper story. Power and grandiose aspirations are expressed in the
stairway with its tiled steps and curving balustrades leading to the caida
and sometimes branching out to the upper story. Inside are spacious areas
which flow easily from one section to another marked only by intricately
carved hanging dividers, except for the bedrooms with their heavy
burnished doors of hardwood. Beyond the dining hall was the azotea
bounded by concrete balustrades and leading down to the garden.
The casa de canteria y teja as exemplified in the Casa Gorordo
is seen as a high point of development within the perspective of the
urbanization process. Mojares clearly perceives the interaction between
residential architecture and the socio-economic conditions of the period
as he traces the major stages in the transformation of the residential
complex. The first was brought about by swidden agriculture and animal
husbandry which occasioned the formation of permanent settlements
in clusters as early nuclear units. This period gave rise to what is now
identified as Filipino indigenous and Malayan. The second took place
with Spanish colonization and the reduccion, the aggressive campaign to
herd the inhabitants into towns for the purposes of religious conversion
and political control. Achieving this meant the realization of urban
planning as well as the formation of enclaves, the ciudades de españoles,
the cabeceras, and the visitas at the periphery of urbanization. With
the opening of the Philippines to world trade in the early 1800s and
the consequent stimulation of agriculture and commerce, the third
transformation in urban history occurred. The city, such as Manila
or Cebu, as in this case, became the crucial link in the more highly
organized exploitation of the countryside resources, since it dealt with
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the foreign merchant companies based therein. A later development was
the separation of place of work from place of residence along with the
formation of industrial and commercial zones. The process of urban
transformation continues in our time with the shifting of importance from
older to newer areas, the increasing suburbanization, and the growing
foreign influences on architecture and on domestic residential values.
Thus, author Mojares, while taking a specific residence, the
Gorordo house, as a focal point, goes into ever widening implications
that include the general phenomenon of urbanism which entails social,
economic, moral, and political factors in its dynamic transformation.
It is to the writer’s credit that he clearly situates the Casa Gorordo as
representative of a stage of urbanization within the context of the colonial
system. While it and similar architectural achievements may point to
the 19th century ilustrado prosperity occasioned by the opening of the
Philippines to world trade which resulted in capital-formation and while
these may likewise indicate an atmosphere of heightened entrepreneurial
activity, it is well to note as the author points out that “beneath the
liveliness of commerce and the diversification of native industries was
a pattern of economy characteristic of colonial cities. Such cities were
created through the extraction of wealth from their hinterlands, but they
developed only as half-cities as they were not real centers of wealth but
mere delivery points, stations of transmission, in a colonial system that
had for its capital greater and more powerful cities than they. In the
flourishing of colonial trade, however, they were pockets of prosperity
in a dependent economy.” In light of this historical perspective, one is
irresistibly led to ask whether our present stage of development has
progressed beyond such a colonial context or whether such structures of
economic dependence have, on the contrary, become further strengthened
and intensified in our time.

WHO, 8 FEBRUARY 1984, 24–5.

The Changing Image of the Filipina
Woman has ever been a favorite subject in art and sculpture, and
the relation of artist and his model—celebrated from Titian to Picasso—
has constituted one of the most cherished, and perhaps, controversial
relationships. But today the artist is no less than surprised, intrigued,
fascinated, if not challenged, by the visible change in his model. Formerly
mere passive object to be regarded or admired in her serene and sculptural
beauty, as prized odalisque or vestal virgin in the pieties of earlier feudal
cultures, today she realizes the myth of Galatea by breaking through
the sculptural bonds that fettered her spirit and leaping into a genuine
existence into the real world. It is now left to Pygmalion to gallantly come
to terms with this change in his model.
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In past times, woman has been celebrated in the various classical
themes of Ceres as bountiful Earth Goddess, Magna Mater, Love Goddess
Venus, Madonna, Virgin, and up to our day these notions persist in
literature and art. Yet it is now clear that these themes could only belong
to an earlier stage of social development, particularly to the feudal
societies which insisted on clear-cut traditional roles for the sexes. These
male-dominated societies which persist to our day are premised on male
superiority, and as the male as the active determinant which maintains
its power only at the cost of woman and her oppression. For instance,
the concept of Earth Goddess while seemingly paying homage to woman,
confines her to her passive biological role of bearing, suckling, and rearing
children, and leaves her no room to transcend the purely physical and
biological plane. To this concept belong the fertility goddesses of primitive
times, the Venuses of Laussel and Willendorf with their exaggerated
female characteristics to serve as charms ensuring the continuance of the
human species. To this too, belong the odalisques of more recent times,
those of David and Ingres, in which women of feline beauty and luxurious
idleness recline within the velvet confines of a harem where they sink in
endless reverie or, lifting their heads from the pillow, deign to bestow their
subdued and languorous glances. Much of these, with their contemporary
manifestations, only attest to the age-old conspiracy by the male half of
the world’s population to keep the female half in perpetual submission
in conditions where men make the laws (and break them) and create
institutions in their favor.
But we live in transitional times. For along with the world-wide
struggle of workers for equality and justice, woman in sympathy with
the struggle of labor has acquired a new consciousness and personality.
Conditions and social needs are fast changing, demanding of women
an active role. No longer is the premium placed on fertility to bring to
the world more farm hands. But it is towards achieving the vision of a
humane society of the future, that women are engaged in fighting the
repressive and exploitative conditions that prevent them from realizing
their full potential as human beings. And Filipino artists who are
sensitive to social change realize and interpret in art this struggle of
women for their liberation.
This awareness is seen in the current sizeable show entitled
Images of the Filipina in Gallery Genesis. While there are still a good
number of paintings representing women in the conservative themes of
Earth Goddess, pure creature of nature among the abundant fields of
fruit and flowers, some outstanding works in the show tackle the subject
of women in the contemporary milieu or in her new social role. Antipas
Delotavo, for one, is aware that the struggle for women’s liberation is far
from through. In the painting entitled Export, he expresses his protest
against the forces exploiting women which have now taken new forms.
This work makes reference to export labor in which the Filipina is sent
abroad as domestic or sex object, her innocence and honor ruthlessly
violated amidst conditions of loneliness and alienation from the comfort
of family and friends. It is particularly ironic that it is in these times
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of heightened woman’s consciousness that these negative forces have
become institutionalized, legalized, and in every way abetted, to the end
of bringing in dollars to pay the huge national debt. The conflict thus
becomes doubly severe, the sense of deception and disillusionment even
more deeply felt, as in this painting [in which] the female figures show the
double aspect of catering to man’s lusts in the smiling a-go-go dancer and
crying in shame and sorrow in the stripped woman, while on one side, a
Filipina suffers the winter cold.
The same sense of moral violation is expressed in Roy
Veneracion’s Mutya ng Pasig. The central image is that of a poor Filipino
family, the woman looking anxiously to the future while sheltering her
child with her arms, and the father crying out and raising his flayed
and bleeding arms in protest. They are flanked by the two contrasting
figures of the beautiful female nude on the left, symbolizing the Filipina,
and the robot at the right against a background of factories spewing
smoke, symbol of dehumanization and ecological destruction. A heart
surrounded with barbed wire, an image of intense pain, is above the
crossed flags of the Philippines and the United States, thus implying the
human suffering that ensues from their avowed “special friendship.” The
human figures have a vividness of form and color, striking in expressive
qualities, and the work as a whole shows that Veneracion’s artistic talent
in figurative art of socio-political meaning should not be lost but should
rather be pursued and developed to the full, for it is here, and not so
much in his textural abstracts, that he will make his lasting mark on the
country’s art scene.
Other works of considerable merit are Danilo Santiago’s Mother
Filipinas Exposing Anxiety in which the comely figure of Filipinas against
a placid background of sea, clouds, and fields draws back a trompe l’oeil
corner of the painting to reveal a crowd of heads in expressions of anger
and anxiety. It is a very interesting work and the artist has much going
for him in terms of talent but there remains a tendency to put in too
many motifs, pictorial or textural, difficult to integrate into a total unity.
Nonoy Ferrarez also touches on the theme of the Filipina in struggle in his
Babaeng Pilipina Ngayon showing a wraith-like female figure carrying a
weapon against the background of a cemetery.
Also of outstanding merit is Boy Rodriguez’s Gabriela Silang,
new splendid work in mixed media done in his original dyeing technique.
Here Gabriela Silang armed with a bolo and riding a horse goes out to
avenge the death of her warrior husband as crowds of her followers
brandish menacing weapons. This, too, is a welcome development in
the art of Manuel Rodriguez Jr. as it combines technical mastery of his
medium with significant social meaning. In this theme, his art acquires
a new figurative vigor, with a sharpness and vivacity that precludes the
merely decorative or mimetic. Pablo Baens Santos also does very well
with Bagong Pinay in which the figure of the woman in protest comes
out forcefully and powerfully. He has gone beyond his earlier wash-out
faces to pursue a bolder and more effective delineation with surer tonal
contrast, thus achieving a heightened expressive power that comes closer
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to the spirit of murals. His new works in this series definitely show a
higher stage in his artistic development.
From this exhibit we gather that it is when art deals with human
and social issues, as that of woman’s liberation, that it transcends mere
ornament and commodity to become a vital and meaningful presence
integrated into our lives. Another problem lies, however, in how to bring
these works to the consciousness of a larger public.

WHO, 20 JUNE 1984, 28–9.

The Social Implications of Antiques
FELICE STA. MARIA. HOUSEHOLD ANTIQUES AND HEIRLOOMS.
MANILA: GCF BOOKS, 1983.

Most everyone will agree that antiques make the best subject for
a coffee table book, as this latest publication entitled Household Heirlooms
and Antiques amply proves. With a text by Felice Sta. Maria combining
the insight and research, beautiful photographs by Ben Laxina, and the
whimsical illustrations by Jess Abrera, this is the latest in a series of
books conceptualized by that gracious lady of letters, Gilda CorderoFernando. It is a dream of an antique collector and dealer’s book bearing
as it does the stamp of the aficionado and connoisseur of Fine Things.
Like many richly illustrated publications of its kind, Household
Heirlooms and Antiques is generally divided into Furniture, Lamps and
Illuminations, Tableware, Decoration and Art, Needlework, Adornments
and Toiletries, Toys and Leisure Objects, and Kitchen and Laundry Wares.
In addition to this, Escolta, the ilustrado’s shopping paradise at the turnof-the-century to the Commonwealth, and Ermita, the hub of the antique
trade, are treated in separate chapters written by Alfredo Roces and
Belinda Olivares-Cunanan
Now, while it is easy to appreciate the beauty and fine
workmanship of these heirlooms, it is always worthwhile to view them
in the context of historical development. These objects, which to us are
now heirlooms and antiques, were first associated with the European
colonizers who settled in the islands. The Spaniards, and later the French
and the British, constituted the ruling class, which, by their economic
advantages, were set apart and above in social rank from the native
population. Having settled here for essentially economic motives, and
only secondarily for God and glory, they wanted to create an Old World
ambience about them, and maintain the illusion that they transported
Spain and all of Europe with them to the Philippines. For indeed many
of these foreigners in past centuries to the present bear a western
chauvinism that permeates their lifestyle and a nostalgia for their
idealized homelands, so that while they may live here, they seek their old
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accustomed rituals and familiar objects to continually assure them of
their distinct identity and bind them, at least in spirit, to their countries
of origin. For them to mingle with the native population and lose their
identity would be the ultimate disaster. Distinctions were then kept as
laws or as unspoken rules, as in the matter of dress, for instance, when the
native Filipino was ordered to wear his shirt loose to distinguish him from
the Spaniards who wore it tucked in at the waist.
When, in the middle of the 19th century, the country was officially
opened to international trade at around the same time that the Suez
Canal was completed, a dynamic process was set in motion, attended by
significant social and economic changes. With the conversion of large
tracts of land to cash crops and the money economy which ensued, many
landlords who met quotas of production in sugar, abaca, coffee, indigo,
and other products became merchants who got large cash payments for
their crops. Availing of the new opportunities for education, they became
the ilustrado class, who in the Propaganda period sought to bolster their
economic power and political power. Education opened the door to new
social amenities and graces and to a culture which was modeled after that
of the colonizers. For them power and prestige also meant assuming the
lifestyle of the Spanish rulers and acquiring the values and tastes of the
dominant class.
It is not surprising that most of the articles and objets d’art
come from Spain, England, France, and China. These developed countries
considered the Philippines as a market for these products, a market
which, moreover, expanded in the latter part of the 19th century with the
increasing demand from the fashionable ilustrados. Escolta became the
center of fashion where the monied class could purchase everything from
truffles to Bohemian cut crystal. The writer quotes Hamilton Wright in
1907 who declared that “Filipinos are good spenders. Few articles are too
luxurious for the wealthy class provided they suit their taste.” Towards
the end of the 19th century, Escolta, aside from its elegant residences,
boasted of “an embroidery shop, a goldsmith, a comestibles shop, a large
confectionery, a candle factory, a millinery, soap factories, tailors, soda
dispatchers, flower stalls and two auction houses.” “There were Spanish
dukes and marquesses to please, foreigners seeking home comforts, and
the lslands’ agricultural barons, all newly rich from fortunes that began
with the 18th century boom in indigo, rice, and cotton or from the sugar,
coffee, and abaka sales of the 1830s.” This prosperity continued to the turn
of the century, and by that time there was a new privileged class which set
their mark on the country’s political, economic, and cultural life.
Imports included chestnuts, truffles, dry seeds as comestibles
and, for the sala displays, Sheffield plates, Sevres china, and Bohemian
cut crystal to add up to the Ming blue-and-whites and celadons. It is
interesting to note that “imports during the last half of the 19th century
were mostly British; the Aduana receipted ironware, thread, textiles,
toys, crockery, glass, lard, umbrellas, perfume, pharmaceuticals, salt, and
even opium from Her Majesty. The China-Cochinchina-Japan triumvirate,
and Spain, Holland, Germany, Australia, America, and France shared
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in the remaining 20 percent.” This long catalog was not all: “When
Manuel Quezon settled in Malacañang, the Commonwealth was among
the top buyers of federal glassware, toilet preparations, clay products,
roasted coffee, canned salmon, chocolate, confectionery—and the largest
among foreign gum chewers! Aladdin lamps, Roger silverplate, New
Haven regulator clocks, General Electric appliances, and Elgin pocket
watches became the vogue.” While this enumeration may sound like
great shopping fun, it is here that we can trace the roots of our present
problems. For the present economic state is not only a matter of cutting
down on imported luxury products such as wines, blue seal cigarettes,
or expensive personal accessories, but it is that such a condition which
obtained in the 19th century has aggravated to the point that we now
import everything from nuclear plants to pins and pencils and that
essentials such as processed foods, soaps, toothpastes, or what-haveyou are manufactured by the multinationals. These inherited wrong
economic values have resulted in the present grievous balance-of-trade
deficit. All along, these earlier values and attitudes derived from the idle
foreign dukes concerned with maintaining their social prestige have
been assumed as our own and have led to the present disaster which our
economists and the powers-that-be have unfortunately not recognized.
So we have remained a passive market for foreign goods while there is
a semblance of industrialization in packaging plants and an illusion of
prosperity in the high rise hotels and the nuclear plant that glamorize
our skyline, as more US food and other chains (in more senses than one),
stifle or weaken local initiative.
Along with a taste for imported products, there is the
development of a consumer society which is based on the acquisitive
drive. This, the quantity and quality of objets d’art and elegant furnishings
become the measure of a person’s worth and social standing. Education
and all endeavors are directed towards the ability to acquire these worldly
goods which are symbols of power and class distinction. The household
is not considered complete without the presence of de rigueur amenities
and appliances. But the irony of it is that while the consumer drive is
highly developed in our society, we have not correspondingly developed
the technology and means to produce these products, and so dependence
continues at our own expense and to the benefit of the imperialist
countries. This hunger for consumer goods is constantly stimulated by
certain interests to the point that we are no longer able to appreciate a
materially austere lifestyle of alternative values.
Some of the more interesting parts of the book have to do with
indigenous items which antedate modern conveniences. Among these are
the quaint prensa de paa and the brass lamps. Also interesting are the
products of native craft such as the embroidered wear, the hats, as well as
the furniture in the regional styles, the Philippine art nouveau frames,
and the cookie molds. These are our very own. But, doubtless, the
presentation of the glassware, the lamps, and other household furnishings
in a photography which captures all their charm and color is truly
irresistible. And all these items together form the total picture of a distinct
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class culture, that of the ilustrados, Western-based and not representative
of the Filipino mass population, to be sure. We cannot quite claim most
of these artifacts as our own, although their presence reveals the Filipino
side that is impressionable, luxury-loving and status-conscious.
While these antiques constituted the splendor of 19th century
mansions, they are now mostly dispersed locally and abroad, changing
hands numerous times in the process. They constitute assets and
investments for collectors and are a particular trade in the urban market.
Nevertheless, objects of beauty are always to be appreciated at the same
time that one is aware of their historical background and the social values
that they imply. This book does justice to these products of the designer’s
art from whatever place and time.

WHO, 15 AUGUST 1984, 30–1.

Protest Art in Non-traditional Material
Repackaging Poison, Acid Rain, Monumental Empty Can are
some titles of Arnel Agawin’s two dimensional works currently on show
at the Hiraya Gallery on UN Avenue. Unlike usual paintings in oil and
acrylic, this show of handmade paper assemblages with elements of
collage deals with contemporary ecological themes which have given
rise to lively and bitter debate.
Handmade paper, treated and stained with dyes, twigs and
branches, lengths of twine—the artist’s use of these non-traditional
materials is not incidental to the works, and neither are they employed
in a purely experimental vein. The unstandardized handmade paper
with irregular edges aptly conveys the human presence and the
proximity and warmth of the artist’s hand. The twigs, branches, and
fibers bring in the sense of organic life and the natural environment.
And this is all part of the intention of the artist who pleads for man,
the endangered species, in the face of the awesome destructive forces
of the First World, particularly of the United States government, which
exports nuclear plants and weaponry to be used by dictatorships
against suffering and struggling populations.
The artist’s use of non-traditional and organic materials is
part of his protest against the use of sophisticated technology to strip
and divest countries of their patrimony of natural resources, such
as the use of napalm, chemical warfare, and nuclear weapons. It is
also linked up with his point of view, that of a Third World artist who
affirms his indigenous identity at the same time that he views the
problem in a global perspective.
Most cogent are the works dealing with the anti-nuclear theme
in these days in which the fate of Bataan and the country as a whole
lies in the balance as the operation of the Morong nuclear plant
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is being hotly debated. In Repackaging Poison, the plant is symbolized
by a geometric structure from which issue dense gray emanations
and lurid cloudbursts, while deep in the earth, radioactive wastes
rise stealthily to the surface. Monumental Empty Can shows a huge
metallic body like an alien monster lording over a scene of devastation
as after a nuclear apocalypse. In Acid Rain, the handmade paper is
mottled and pockmarked to suggest acid bite and then torn in parts to
reveal a deep black sky amidst photocollages of nuclear plants.
Of What and Whose Power questions the arrogance of powers
that with their high technology blight entire landscapes: the white
paper torn and glued onto the branches like shreds of tissue and skin
invoke the unsleeping ghosts of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. The same
spirit is found in Ashes and Bones in which the photocollage reveals
skulls scattered on a deserted ground in the shadow of the poisonous
mushrooming cloud of an atomic explosion.
Who are the casualties of this massive apocalypse? Not only
the people of Japan, Vietnam, Latin America, and Africa, the death list
of which would encircle the globe many times over, but man himself,
his own humanity, is blighted by anti-people technology in the guise of
“progress” defined in imperialist terms. In one work, the classical image
of the Vitruvian man is turned upside down as it becomes the target of
nuclear warheads. Man, and his culture with him, is a casualty in this
lethal drive. Striking and effective is the artist’s collage of Japanese
prints from Utamaru’s exquisite ladies and Hokusai’s Mount Fuji in
a Thunderstorm captured together in the doomsday atmosphere of a
black sky marked by a red glowing sun. Man’s lifestyle and tradition
are likewise victims, along with his patrimony of centuries, as in the
ancestral lands of the Cordilleras which in the collage are juxtaposed
with the hauntingly noble face of Macliing Dulag. Remarkable in these
works is the ability of the artist to integrate various elements into one
assemblage, which, at its best, achieves the span and concentration of
microcosmic imagery.
But Arnel Agawin’s work does not remain on the level of
the ecological and environmental alone, he links these issues to
imperialism which perpetuates the impoverishment of the Third World
by the continual plunder of its resources. The hunger and poverty of
millions in Asia, Africa, and South America are viewed in scandalous
contrast to the waste of the developed countries who dump their
rejects abroad in the form of aid. Meanwhile, the United States
government continues to export technology in the form of nuclear
plants to Third World countries like the Philippines incapable of
guaranteeing their security, as it continues to shore up unpopular
regimes with expensive firepower.
The logic of it all is inescapable. In Anatomy of Dissent, the
handmade paper is torn in strips to reveal a peasant’s figure militantly
guarding the landscape. Other works refer to urban dissent in which
people’s rallies are met by police truncheons and tear gas. In these, the
assemblage composed of journalistic photographs, textured handmade
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paper, twigs, and drawings creates a highly inventive and fresh
approach to the theme of protest. Arnel Agawin’s art is not an evasion
but a coming-to-grips with historical reality.
WE FORUM, 1 MARCH 1985, 9.

Technology into Sculpture
The entry of a new sculptor into the art scene is always an
event, principally because of the small number of sculptors that we
have compared to the many painters that are active today. And when the
sculptor gives proof of a robust talent in the service of nationalist themes,
the occasion becomes doubly welcome.
Such is the case with Reynato Paz Contreras in his first one-man
show at Galerie Bleue simply entitled Philippine Ironwood Sculpture
1984-1985. Contreras works in wood, particularly century-old molave or
ironwood, retrieved from discarded railroad ties. As wood medium, it is
extraordinarily heavy and rugged, its surface randomly cracked, marked,
and stained by time and weather to an antique mellowness. The sculptor
approaches his material with authority and a genuine feeling for the
potentialities of the medium in an artistic process which involves shaping,
controlling, and at the same time obeying its inherent qualities.
He directly carves on wood to bring out the shapes that will convey his
ideas or that will enhance the latent natural tendencies of the material.
Or he composes assemblages created from organic materials—his use
of heavy animal bone is particularly striking and original—as well as
from found objects and artifacts, such as arrows and antique rifles, in
combination with sculptured forms.
An underlying theme in the artist’s work is the Philippine
indigenous heritage as it continues to express itself in a creativity
that springs from the rich soil and brings forth forms that evolve into
a technology of tools or into cultural artifacts that reflect the ancestral
spirit. Within this theme is the Sacred Land series which alludes to the
traditions of the Cordillera folk. Central to this series are the ancestral
figures, mummies that are also anitos or guardian deities, ensconced
within niche-like hollows, as in the mountain caves of Sagada.
The figures convey a primitive and hieratic quality, as they stare out
frontally, even accusingly, with the formidable and mysterious presence
of the bululs, the archaic sculptures of the Ifugaos.
Related to this theme are the sculptor’s masks, varied in
expression, but possessing a potency of form in which the empty eyes
and the gaping mouths project a deep and soundless sonority. These
are elements in the series Origin of the Technocrats in which they are
juxtaposed with the artist’s re-creation of primitive tools, such as the
heavy jawbone curving into a scythe or the long forearm bone becoming
a mallet. Wooden masks and tools brought together within the matrix
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of the ancient wood convey a solemn and venerable tone lightened by a
touching strain of the whimsically imaginative.
The artist’s reverence for the soil and for ancestral lands is
linked to the concept of the land as the source of bounty and as the base
of material production. In Agrarian Revolution, the artist ingenuously
combines a number of contemporary sculptural concepts that interplay
within the theme. On a flat ground is laid a series of wooden cutouts
of heads and torsos upon which are placed diagonally and at regular
intervals the tools of agricultural production. These, however, are
artistically conceptualized and reinterpreted to convey the process of
evolution from pre-historic times to our day. This assemblage focuses
interest on the sculptural properties of the varied tools, their distinct
shapes according to their functions, at the same time that these are
reinterpreted uniquely and imaginatively, as in the use of the jawbone
with its Biblical connotations, or else modified in their traditional
shape and material, as in the use of wood for the trident and the hammer.
There is likewise a functional side to Rey Contreras’s art, as
he fashions bowls and diverse containers reflecting indigenous design
concepts. An innate feeling for form comes irresistibly through in the
wooden vessels with their odd, beguiling shapes. The sculptor likewise
carries off big functional pieces successfully, as shown in his masterful
handlings of the massive garden set of weathered molave combined with a
marble slab for a top. These functional works happily fuse the imaginative
and indigenous as in his sculpture as a whole. For inspiration Rey Paz
Contreras draws deep from the collective experience of the people and
from their struggle to preserve their centuries-old domain in both the
geographical and the spiritual sense.

WE FORUM, 8-10 MARCH 1985, 9–10.

Doloricon’s People Power
This time, at the Hiraya Gallery, social realist Neil Doloricon
comes out with paintings in a new format: pastels on paper, small and
quite portable in size, and mostly narrow, suggesting the vertical scroll.
Earlier, he had worked in oils and acrylics, often using collaged material
newspaper clippings and experimenting with a montage effect through the
use of wood panels of different cuts and sizes. But always, his art has been
responsive to events, and likewise, sensitive to the people who toil and
struggle and, wittingly or unwittingly, create history.
Doloricon’s present style is thus a new development, and as such,
expands the range of options in the vocabulary of social realism. There is,
in fact, a sense of development in the show itself. The first three works,
for instance, are more somber in color—the family group and the crucified
worker assuming Christ’s persona—at the same time that they have
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a pained and brooding spirit. From these initial works, the artist shifted from
their dark heavy mood conveying the sense of workers as victims to a more
positive and optimistic expression.
Mayo Uno, as the show is entitled, achieves an assertive and militant
spirit, not without a celebratory note. One comes away with the impression
of the power of the people: here they are mostly workers in alliance with
peasants, as in Alyansa ng Manggagawa at Magsasaka. The artist is able
to convey the idea of the workers as forces, the forces of production, in fact,
possessing skill, strength, and dynamism. Quite notable is that the small
vertical format is no longer incidental. Rather, the artist uses this format
to advantage, expressively, by tight and cropped compositions of numerous
figures that convey the feeling of compressed and pent-up energy, of human
figures struggling against the limitations imposed upon them, against the
restraints of the format that regiments them, all of which suggests in a
clever visual way the struggle of the dynamic forces of production against
the system, i.e., the relations of production that have rigidified and become
constricting to forces that project their dynamism into the future.
The figures of the men and women in militant gestures seem just
ready to burst out of the picture frame.
The artist achieves this interesting effect on a sure sense of design,
with their strong diagonals, their angular and jagged force lines, and their
vigorous rhythms. Likewise, the artist’s approach and manner, unlike his
earlier measured delineations, is now spontaneous, cursive, and gestural
in the figurative context, and therefore allied in temper to journalism with
its rapid pace, its up-to-the-minute responsiveness. Some distortion is
used to bring out the vigorous rhythms of the design as well as to convey
feeling more strongly and forcefully. This is seen, for instance in Gapiin ang
Kaaway, in which a strong worker’s fist clutches the enemy, seen as foreign
monopoly capital.
The strong colors, mainly red, blue, and green, which are as vivid
as pastel can be, bring out the feeling of energy and affirmation: modulations
of hue and tone enhance the expression of strength in the musculature of the
figures, in the workers’ sinews that constitute their power.
There are numerous images of strikes, picketlines, the struggle
of factory workers, men and women side by side, against the assailing
truncheons of the military. The idea of exploitation is brought out in the
two-leveled work showing the managers carousing and indulging freely in
wine, women, and song, while below them the workers partake of a poor
meal of dried fish. A number of the workers also deal with women’s issues
contextualized in the larger struggle.
Doloricon’s present exhibit strikingly demonstrates the artist
grappling with problems of form and style in the context of socio-political
themes. The artist would do well to pursue this direction, explore its full
potential and work for its larger dissemination outside the gallery circuit.

WE FORUM, 15 MAY 1985, 9.
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The Symbolic Image in Jose Tence Ruiz
Although Jose Tence Ruiz holds his first one-man show,
Kalahating Dekada, this October and November at the Pinaglabanan
Galleries, it will not be in the usual manner of a new artist’s
introduction to the art scene. For Tence Ruiz may have already reached a
larger public than that of many established artists through his extensive
work in magazine illustration (Who, Business Page, The Review, etc.).
These illustrations, recently on exhibit at the Hiraya, have set new
standards in illustration as an art form in its own right. Likewise, the
artist has frequently participated in group shows with lively threedimensional works in multimedia, such as Kiko Baterya, or his original
version of the jeepney (currently on exhibit at the CCP gallery) vigorously
bristling with symbols.
For his one-man show, however, he comes up with a body of
paintings, plus a number of 3-D works of collage/assemblage on folding
wooden panels, plus one freestanding sculpture of a human figure at once
electrified and electrifying (literally and metaphorically) as homage to the
embattled heroes of our time. It is of note that with Bogie, as Tence Ruiz is
known to friends, there is always a string of pluses, the sign of a creativity
abundantly spilling out into a multiplicity of media, concepts, devices,
and images. Underlying this, however, as the constant motive force of his
art, is the aspiration for freedom, justice, and the realization of our full
humanity. It is a universal theme, to be sure, but his art is situated in our
present historical experience, and his images those of the present day.
True to the spirit of the times, Tence Ruiz does not proffer
postcard-pretty works in the bland, agreeable, and inoffensive repertoire
that is the stock-in-trade of decorators. In fact, most of his paintings have
as central image the Carcass. And what could be more terrifying material
than the bloody frame of the Beast, quartered and gaping, suspended
from a slaughterhouse iron hook? It is, however, the sheer brutal force of
the subject that impels the artist to explore the area in which the painted
material image, built as it is by the concrete medium of the pigmentloaded brush on a surface, begins to become a symbol and conveyor of
meaning. Depinisyon thus plays upon that intrinsic contradiction of art:
that it is a material practice involving the manipulation of a concrete
medium, as it is also a signifying practice involving the production of
values. And while painting, as all art, necessarily holds an aesthetic
appeal, an element of visual delectation, at the same time it will not be
diverted from the stern poetic truth at its core. Thus, the triptych explores
the delicate boundary between materiality (the iron hook constitutes
an illusionistic device serving as a constant reference to reality) and
transcendent meaning, the thin line where image as physical fact becomes
image as symbol.
In a series of paintings, Jose Tence Ruiz draws out the full
semantic potential of the carcass image. It is the tension between the
materiality of the work and the multiplicity of the associations brought to
converge on the image that creates the particular resonance of paintings.
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The painterly style itself, its gestural verve with impasto tracing the
swift passage of the brush, captures the movement of life and brings in
the dimension of time, as of history continually becoming. In the diptych
Pagtawid, the spontaneous streaks of pigment capture the relentless siege
from the water tanks and the fury of the demonstrators rushing for air,
while above them looms the Bridge, now a national historical symbol of
struggle, lorded over by the carcass. In this version of the central image,
the carcass possesses a formidable archetypal presence, decaying in the
blue-green hues of decomposition which emits a gaseous phosphorescent
glow from its body while in its background of sky are purple-spreading
cloud formations. The other panel of the diptych relates to the first in
terms of movement and in the theme of crossing, as here, beneath a
strobe light a night stripper gyrates in the exploitation of her sex, while
in the upper section, her day face retains a poignant freshness. It is sheer
necessity that compels her to her work in order to cross over into daily
survival and a measure of life.
To bring out the full semantic potential of the image, Bogie Ruiz
uses devices associated with the cinema: montage in the juxtaposition
of images within a single pictorial field or in several joined panels
as diptychs or triptychs, the dissolve in the superimposition and
metamorphic transformations of elements, multiple framing in the
building of a composite image from several panels or sections. At the same
time, these devices are drawn from other widely disparate sources such as
medieval art and surrealism with its juxtaposition of images from various
contexts to create textures and interrelationships of meaning on a rich and
many-levelled field.
Grotto ng Kapangyarihan is a striking inversion of the
traditional grotto image of a saint in white framed by the shady coolness
of rock and foliage. For here in the niche the saint is replaced by the dark
truncated carcass (in the hollow where its heart should be is a jawbone,
the primeval weapon) with the whole within a blazing orange furnace, as
around and above it, the body of the grotto is made up of sinister shapes,
not of nature’s vegetation certainly, but of a deadly bristling arsenal of
military hardware. In most works of the series, the carcass is associated
with the state violence. Another work has the figure of the unfortunate
Rolando Galman, whose blue maintenance suit becomes the chilly blue
of his own exposed corpse, issuing from the large rotting frame. It is only
in death that he emerges out of the belly of the beast. In Mga Lihim na
Walang Kinabukasan, a reference to the secret marshals, the seated figure
of a man with a gun (implying a jeepney setting) issues from the large livid
carcass, while in three sections below are cardboard figures of the human
anatomy with indications for target practice, even as the figures become
transformed into people of flesh and blood, victims of the system.
The symbolism of the carcass is further elaborated on in Mga
Ninong ni Neneng, a large compelling work in which the inglorious body
of the Beast, phosphorescent with a livid glow, the frame of its rib cage
arching out obscenely, disgorges the swaying figure of a stripper, a flag for
a bikini, performing on a nightclub table at which are seated two leering
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male characters, one foreign, the other local, evidently finding lascivious
gratification at the sight. The hues, livid blue-green and red-orange,
fluidly shape the moving outlines of hip and leg in flickering rhythms over
the scene and a drunken glow on the unnatural godfathers, Crony and
Multinational. Another work, Alibangbang, makes use of superimposition,
as the carcass undergoes a metamorphosis and rapid alternation with the
butterfly image. The shroud-like cocoon unravels into the carcass-butterfly
above and in the middle of which a sinister entity can be dimly surmised
in the heavy darkness: the carcass-butterfly is but the physical frame of
the negative center, dark and howling void. In Kapit-tuko, a diptych, the
first panel shows the carcass hanging against a familiar multinational
logo, the image thus relating the notions of death and foreign domination,
while the second panel extends the metaphor with the human bones, the
spine, the femur, and the pelvis, strewn about and rattling desolately in
an empty space. A personal painting, Sarilawan (Self-Portrait), shows
the artist as a young man in his prime standing beneath the domination
figure of the carcass, the huge rotting beast of the system, from which
he gradually emerges into the light assumes the true lineaments of his
humanity as an arm from without, vivid with lifeblood, reaches out to him
and pulls him away in a fraternal gesture from the noxious influence of the
beast. In this work, the artist himself, as his own person, enters into his
work and finds life-enhancing meaning. After these works, Pagpupugay
is a departure from the carcass image because the new metaphor here
is a beautiful moth, its magnificent wings unfolding, from which human
figures rises, eyes closed with a devout intensity and arms defensively
crossed upon its breast. Bravely the man-moth seeks the lure of the
blazing, searing light, the crucial test of strength, over which he must and
will prevail.
In the art of Jose Tence Ruiz, Philippine society, the artist, and his
art enter into rich interactive experience. In his metamorphic imagery, the
personal and social levels of his art fuse to open prospects of liberation
and freedom.

PHILIPPINE PANORAMA, 27 OCTOBER 1985, 52–4.

Artist in Multimedia
Glenn Bautista’s Halo-Halo exhibit at the CCP Small Gallery
reflects the vivacity and endless inventiveness of his creative imagination.
Here is an undisputed virtuosity in the handling of a wide range of art
media: lithographs, pastel paintings, photographs, collages, organic
sculpture made of branches, cement reliefs, pencil drawings, wood reliefs,
rubbings from carved stone surfaces, painting-photographs, altered
photographs, old school plates, and even an unusual chess set, its small
chessmen made of sculpted stone. Halo-Halo is likewise the impression
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of cultural diversity, of a sensibility spreading thin over a vast human
geography that stretches from Manila graffiti to Dusseldorf theater
posters, and to the temple of Zeus Olympus in Greece. In a layered papermosaic on the February Rebellion, the magazine images and clippings that
are the tesserae have Greek words for labels in a kind of “tour-de-force
cosmopolitanism.” Somehow, too much of the cosmopolitan and the cosmic
may lead to a cultural rootlessness that will in the long run undermine
artistic vigor, for an artist has to have his spiritual bearings and an
inalienable sense of his own identity.
Noticeable in this exhibit is the absence of the large paintings of
Bautista, the surrealist woodscapes and his earlier quasi-religious works.
The intention seems to be to concentrate on the small format (the biggest
works in the show are lithographs and some pastel paintings). This is all
for the good, however, for it sets the character of the show, which, finally,
is to show the many possible approaches in small format and multimedia.
And doubtless, Glenn Bautista can draw the most from a small square of
paper, his usual material.
Because of the concentration of imagery in a small format,
along with the artist’s mastery of his technical means, the flexibility and
suppleness of his handling, many of the works achieve a macrocosmic
dimension. A small work—significantly, a square field with its equal
sides—contains features in microcosm, which, in their rich and intricate
interrelationships, project infinitely into a vast macrocosm of endless
space. The tonalities of light and dark which complement the spatial
recession of surrealism create trajectories into infinity, above and beyond
the painting’s visual field, particularly since the artist does not mark a
horizon line but telescopes, structures, and crops the boundless image
within the confines of the ordering square.
In a number of his works, Bautista has modified the traditional
perspective of linear convergence into more complex formulations. In
some striking works, the schema of perspectival lines is elaborated
into a contrapuntal network of lines that touch at points, separate
and recede in a zigzagging movement. The artist has also made use of
circular perspective in which the focus of convergence lies in the center
of a circular pool or subterranean depth from which light wells out
and radiates from a series of concentric layers and softly articulates
the environing shapes. Another kind of perspective is off-centered and
asymmetrical, as in a semi-circular low-lying valley or river basin that
interplays with steeply rising cliffs or a flat desert. The point of view
from a high Olympian vantage point is omniscient, spanning an immense
temporal and spatial distance.
In images of mystical evocation, the primitive past and the
interplanetary future converge. The winding and tortuous mountain trails
of what seems like an abandoned sky-city of the Andes, Machu Picchu,
perhaps, as in one small pastel work, finds a contemporary echo in the
elaborate structure of gas pipelines in a highly industrialized region, as
in Germany where the artist did a number of these works. The images of
ancient cities and ghost trails in inaccessible mountain fortresses include
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the element of the organic, in the allusion to strong and ancient roots that
reach down into the depths of the earth. On the other hand, the images of
pipelines and what they signify of advanced industrial technology, convey,
in their formidable metallic aspect, a latent protest against the centering
of man by the mammoth of mechanization. In all the pastel works, however,
the sophisticated sense of structure, the interplay of past and present and
of the organic and the mechanical, the atmospheric space, and the quality
of light, blazing like a fire or softly phosphorescent, like marine form
glowing in subterranean seas, are constant themes.
The same imagery occurs in the photographs which are of instant
constructions, usually of sand and found objects, combined with sculptural
forms, photographed in site. Close-up photography lends the subject of
foliage, rocks, and shells the illusion of an actual and natural existence,
while these are, in fact, the artist’s own “arrangements.” The same imagery
finds three-dimensional expression in the sculptures of tree branches
structurally altered by the artist, or in the square cement or wood reliefs.
Most of the collages of theater posters and the rubbings, done in
Dusseldorf, Germany, show the First World urban environment impinging
on the artist’s consciousness. Their imagery evokes the sophistication
of the European cineclubs, theaters, and outdoor cafés, indeed, the very
structure of a well-ordered urban bourgeois milieu, in the rubbings of fire
hydrants, manhole covers, and street signs, with the physicality of their
textures.
While Glenn Bautista includes some of the school plates of his
college years, the range of his work in this show reflects a freedom from
the constraints of academism. The formal hierarchies of medium are done
away with to be replaced by a zestful exploration of the resources of art.
The remarkable lithographs, it seems, still have to be fully realized in a
substantial body of work, with all the richness that they promise.
This show possibly sets a landmark in the art of Glenn Bautista,
as it sums up his production of the last ten to fifteen years. When he takes
up his brush or pencil anew, he may come closer to home grounds.

NEW DAY MAGAZINE, 6 OCT 1986.

Beauty and Poetry in a Visual Feast
Of dreams and aspirations Danilo Santiago creates his own kind
of visual poetry. It is a visual language vibrant with rainbow colors—
lush greens for fields, golden yellows for harvest, limpid blues, or deep
scarlets for sunsets—at the same time filled with spirit of reverie and hope.
Santiago’s style is rich with images in montage condensed together in
dreamlike associations.
Numerous motifs abound: rainbows, ribbons, and stripes of
modulating hues. And among the motifs are familiar symbols, such as
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the Philippine flag, the wheel of industry, the mystical pyramid. Yet,
despite the rich variety and proliferation of images, motifs, and symbols,
the paintings in watercolor and in oil achieve a transcendent unity of
feeling, a luminous serenity, a crystalline convergence in which, slivers
of sky, fragments of land and sea and sky, as well as human figures,
recover their completeness.
His paintings are at once landscapes, still-lifes, and semiportraits. As landscapes, he may, in one painting, juxtapose nature scenes
of a divergent character detailing the variety and range of our topography:
brown hillocks and mountain ranges, row on row, contrasting with the
shallow emerald plains of fields and ponds. Each nature vignette may have
its own overall transparent tone, whether of green, blue or red, but always
with an admirable clarity and limpidity, as well as faithfulness to the light
and color of the tropics. Sometimes the sections are skyscapes: clouds
billowing in a summer sky or presaging rain and storm, skies of a calm
morning or of a deep sunset modulating from orange to twilight indigo
and purple.
Each section is unique, precious, complete in itself, yet brought
into a lively interplay with other sections, other vignettes, and with the
principal scene or figure. And in these works the difficult watercolor
medium is brought to its most accomplished performance: transparent,
sparkling, and eminently pure of tone.
In the artist’s style of composition by montage, space has its
own definable presence. It is not however, a single and uninterrupted
continuum. In Santiago’s work, space acquires a surreal quality and is part
of the spirit of the work. The two-dimensional pictorial surface is broken
up into multiple illusions, fragments, and prismatic facets that exist in
simultaneity. Space shifts into different and multiple levels, breaks off or
flows into another dimension.
The artist uses certain devices or motifs to link and interrelate
the various images. The edges of the landscape-vignettes may freeze
into frames of solid crystalline space. Sharp and brittle, they reflect the
moving colors of the universe. A section of landscape may be bordered by
a rainbow’s arc or an unfurling ribbon of quicksilver. Even the sky itself
enters into play when its cerulean depths may astonishingly thin out like a
scroll curling around the edges.
Unlike many landscapists who confine themselves to the
Amorsolo romanticization of the countryside and its elevation into an
eternal and historical realm, Santiago has a historical and progressive
dimension in his work. It is possible to say that the nationalist strain in
his work arises from the contemporary experience in this period of crisis
and change, of agitation and aspiration, which have engaged more and
more Filipinos in an awakening of their power.
Moreover, unlike many painters of rural genre, the peasants in
Santiago’s work are not just picturesque figures for he focuses on their
dignity, strength, and social role.
Because of this point of view, the figure of the peasant becomes
extended into a symbol of national progress, and in this respect,
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he links up with the new forces of industry in the image of the factory and
the symbol of the wheel. The vision of Santiago is not that of an eternal
present, but one filled with aspiration as it projects into the future.
It is the strong and perhaps poignant sense of aspiration that
lends beauty and poetry to his painting. In the watercolors and a number
of oils, the faces of the men and women, the peasants and workers, are
given an expressive cubistic treatment, not cutting up or fragmenting, but
releasing potentials in the figure and enlarging the viewer’s perception
through a more flexible visual language.
Isip Pinay is a lyrical work, the figure of the young woman
seemingly absorbed in reverie, where rainbow stripes are flights of thought,
flashes of insight in the vast space-sky of the mind.
His most recent works constitute the Kayod series in oil. In this
tribute to workers, the artist has for subject matter both city and field
workers: miners, coconut and copra workers, abaca workers, native smiths,
indeed an entire range of occupations, “kayod,” of course, refers to labor,
especially as it connotes the physical hardship and sweat involved in eking
out a living through manual work. What this body of work conveys is the
artist’s homage to the working man.
For his renewal of our perceptions of the environment, his
originality of visual language, and the nationalist aspiration that lends
warmth and vibrancy to his art, Danilo Santiago is one of our young artists
of genuine talent and vision.

THE MANILA CHRONICLE, 27 MARCH 1987, 12.

In Praise of Conquistadors
NICK JOAQUIN’S RETROGRADE HISTORICISM
NICK JOAQUIN. CULTURE AND HISTORY.
MANILA: SOLAR PUBLISHING, 1988.

Nick Joaquin’s latest book, Culture and History (Solar
Publishing, 1988) is a compilation of his essays on Philippine culture
which appeared in various publications within the last 10 years. It
occupies a prominent place in the book shops in terms of number and
privileged display.
A question which crops up is why these essays are being reissued
at this particular time. Since the ascendance of the Aquino government,
we have witnessed a flurry of efforts to formulate instant (middleclass) ideologies, perhaps to set down definitions that would underpin
a government which has been hailed as opening the path to national
progress. Joaquin’s book lends itself to these efforts in its heavily
persuasive style, bearing down with full weight of his National Artist
title—depending, of course, on how much coinage one is willing to give it.
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The colonial outlook, the dominant Christian Filipino chauvinism
(equivalent to White Anglo-Saxon Protestant or WASP hegemony in
the West) is alive and well, thanks to Nick Joaquin who eloquently
and ardently takes up the cause of the erstwhile masters, the Spanish
conquistadores and the friars, in order to reburnish their fading luster in
Philippine history. In Joaquin’s pantheon of saints and heroes, they are
brilliant stars in the firmament, and even Rizal and Bonifacio cannot keep
up with the resounding glory of Urdaneta and Legaspi. His romanticizing
of the colonial project has led him so far as to assert that without Moro
resistance, North Borneo and the surrounding areas would have been
claimed by the Spanish throne and would have thus benefitted from
Spain’s mission civilisatrice, so nobly and disinterestedly dispensing
technological blessings.
Reputable historians from Agoncillo to Constantino and William
Henry Scott have recognized the necessity of refocusing the reading of
historical documents in order to sift out the colonial point of view, or of
exploring the “cracks in the parchment curtain” to listen to the voices of
the dominated and the oppressed. In contrast, Nick Joaquin reasserts the
colonial viewpoint and seeks to reestablish its dominance in the reading
of Philippine culture and history. Which leads us to the basic fact that
history is not neutral, but its interpretation is linked to the interests of
the ruling elite, on one hand, or of the people, on the other.
McLUHANESQUE ARGUMENTS

What are the aspects of Joaquin’s reading of history which,
against popular efforts to decolonize culture and history and free our
minds from the fetters of colonial consciousness, seeks to resurrect
the conquistador and friar as masters? To begin, Joaquin proffers
the McLuhanesque theory that people are shaped by their tools and
that “culture is the way of life being impressed on a community by its
technics.” In this view, the dynamics of the historical process lie in the
development of media and technology. Based on these assumptions, he
views the coming of the Spaniards as the introduction of tools which
he enumerates at length: wheel, plow, cement road, bridge, horsepowered vehicle, money, the clock, paper, book, printing press, etc. Such
a tremendous metamorphosis ensued that Joaquin is moved to make the
audacious claim that the history of the Filipino begins in 1521.
In his McLuhanesque enthusiasm for tools, the boons of
Spain’s civilizing mission, Joaquin sees colonization in a positive, rosy
light and betrays no awareness of—or perhaps intentionally omits—its
negative realities: the conversion of traditional and ancestral lands into
encomiendas to reward the conquistadores, the abuses of the friars
who created a tyrannical frailocracy, the abuses of the Guardia Civil,
the onerous taxes and polos y servicios, the obscurantist education, the
racial prejudice.
In terms of media, Joaquin makes little of the reports of the friar
chroniclers that the people they found on these islands enjoyed
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a widespread literacy. That the Doctrina Christiana en la lengua española
y tagala was partly printed in the original alibata bears evidence of this
fact. Yet, Joaquin would have it that it was the Spaniards who introduced
literate culture through paper, book, and press.
OUTWORN CONVENTIONS

Because Joaquin posits that the Filipino came into the light in
1521, he belittles precolonial culture altogether as a primitive subsistence
culture of “static tribalism” with hardly any technology to speak of. Yet
the early colonial records attest to a lively culture in the different regions
with detailed references to costume, health and sexual habits, religious
rituals, and general literacy. But for Joaquin, animism is a world view
to be despised in comparison with the Christian, and the word “pagan”
regains its full load of opprobrium. From this it is not surprising that
Joaquin also downgrades Philippine indigenous and traditional artistic
accomplishments which he refers to disparagingly as “very minor cottage
industries.” He refers to the Ifugao bulul figures as “immobile pagan
squatters” and the swirls of Moro art as the “animation of the inanimate.”
Against these he upholds the outworn conventions of the 19th century
European academies: largeness of size or grandeur, hierarchy of art media
with marble for sculpture and oil on canvas for painting as the “noble”
materials. He berates the Filipino for working in small scale, preferring for
instance, the short story to the lengthy novel, for working in wood, which
he considers a soft and inferior medium, rather than in stone. Yet this
brand of absolutist and elitist aesthetics has long since died with the last
of the European academies swept away by modernism. For each artistic
form, whether big or small, has its own standards of excellence, as size
and medium in contemporary art enter into the meaning of the work, so
that the kind of material used does not determine artistic value.
In our day and age, Joaquin refers to the non-Christian Filipinos,
whether the Ifugaos of the North or the Muslim Maranaos and Tausogs of
the South (he doesn’t even bother to differentiate them) with ill-concealed
prejudice: “He (the colonized Filipino) seeks in those happy enough to have
escaped that history (colonization) the aboriginal image of the true, the
pure, the free Malay; but the Igorot, with his stunted figure, his calloused
behind, and his mouthful of decayed teeth makes a rather pathetic
symbol...” With reference to our Asian neighbors whom he regards with
hurt pride as relations-come-lately who did not extend help when needed,
he makes the astonishingly uninformed assertion that “If we had relied
on the Javanese, Chinese Siamese, or Arabs to help us advance, we might
still be—as indeed the highlanders of the North and even the Muslims
of the South still are—in a pre-wheel, pre-stone, pre-trade and pre-book
culture.” This is the total disregard of the fact that these regions, having
achieved a high degree of social organization, with the Sulu sultanate in
the South, were able to offer consistent resistance to aggressive colonizing
attempts—but, of course, Joaquin regards the anti-colonial resistance as
“going against history” which “had decreed the Philippines.”
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Indeed, Joaquin says, contrary to William Henry Scott’s scholarly
studies, that the Igorot and the Moro were only minimally involved in the
Revolution and are therefore outside national history.
SPAIN’S LEGACY

Pursuing this colonial logic, Joaquin goes overboard with
indecorous enthusiasm and declares that “Spain’s economic legacy was
as mainly disinterested as any act in this selfish world could be” and that,
in fact, Spain’s benevolent colonizing mission did not create a parasitic
colonial economy. In fact, Joaquin paints the image of a friar planting
“crop after crop,” thus creating our economic independence. It was the
friar no less who fed the Filipino from the labors of his hands and not
the other way around.
In Joaquin’s view of Philippine culture, the Santo Niño, the friar,
and the conquistador are the culture heroes and national symbols. His
concept of the Filipino identity is the Christian Filipino in dominance,
with the consequent marginalization hardly regretted, of the nonChristian groups. It is a hierarchic system, with the ilustrados, especially
the Tagalogs and the Pampangos in their imposing bahay-na-bato, at
the top of the social pyramid. His defense of the ilustrado is gut-level,
elbowing out all who will question his ascendance: “And because they (the
ilustrados) sought to glorify this race called Filipino, are we then to rate
them as something lower than the Igorot and the Moro?”
After all these years of anti-colonial struggle, Joaquin would
have us wake up to find the friar and the conquistador, with the ilustrado,
reinstalled in their position of lords-in-dominion—and, indeed, there are
sizeable remnants of these today on whose behalf and interest Joaquin
writes this impassioned apologia. Joaquin’s history is undisputed heir to
Western Christian chauvinism and colonial prejudice, qualities that are
inimical to history and that do injustice to the large masses of people
who create history.

PHILIPPINE DAILY GLOBE, 29 JANUARY 1989, 10.

Subversions of Desire as Metatext
EPIFANIO SAN JUAN JR. SUBVERSIONS OF DESIRE: PROLEGOMENA TO NICK
JOAQUIN. QUEZON CITY: ATENEO DE MANILA UNIVERSITY PRESS, 1988.

In his critical opus on Nick Joaquin entitled Subversions of
Desire: Prolegomena to Nick Joaquin (Ateneo de Manila University Press,
1988), Epifanio San Juan Jr. shows himself master of the latest Western
academic critical discourse, as he gives a tour de force performance
marked by a fluidity of critical language in the discourse of Lacan,
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Derrida, Deleuze and Guattari, and the other luminaries of the Western
critical firmament. He builds a metatext on Joaquin’s works, one which
in its distinct character is well nigh autonomous: As San Juan himself
has avowed, he has performed the operation of “bringing to bear on a
Filipino writer the entire apparatus of contemporary global theorizing.”
As metatext it is thus dense with references to works of contemporary
Western philosophy and theory, addressing itself to postmodern scholars
in the First World academe in what is ultimately the endeavor of inserting
Nick Joaquin’s oeuvre into their privileged circle of canonized texts.
But beyond the critical evaluation of Nick Joaquin’s works, what
takes up the attention of the reader is San Juan’s ideology of criticism
itself, the very process entailed in his critical practice. In fact, San Juan
is indeed conscious of the interest of his method as possible model and
paradigm for local writers, for in the introduction to the book and in an
earlier critical essay for Kultura, he bares the process of his text.
Laying down the premise that there exists a crisis of belief in the
traditional notion of the subject the effect of which is the recognition that
the reader becomes an active participant in the construction of meaning,
San Juan avowedly takes on the project of recuperating Joaquin’s texts for
the people’s struggle, of “politicizing” or “historicizing” Joaquin, in order
“to contribute to the cultural movement to constitute a national popular
consensus on behalf of the struggle of the Filipino people for social
justice, true democracy, and genuine independence” as “part of the larger
necessary task of completing the unfinished 1896 Revolution.”
However, such an optimistic and generously conceived
project directed to Nick Joaquin’s body of works will, I fear, only yield
meager gains. For this is the Nick Joaquin who, when referring to the
Northern Ifugaos and the Southern Muslim Filipinos who consistently
resisted colonization blithely wrote: “Certainly, however happy, they
are mere bystanders, even outsiders to what we call the history of the
Philippines.” Or the Joaquin who wrote: “When we started to take off as
a nation, after ages of static tribalism, we had for propulsion the triple
thrust of Ikon, Friar & Conquistador.” Since to “recuperate” a text means
to draw out its radical potential and articulate it into progressive/
revolutionary discourse, this project becomes frustrated when the author
possesses a determinate class-linked ideology basically at odds with the
said discourse.
Indeed, the writer Joaquin can hardly be dislodged from his
interest group, that of the conservative Catholic elite, a significant part
of the dominant class, which feels itself forever beholden to Spain and
insistently demands recognition for its “civilizing” role during the colonial
period. With such a limited perspective summed up in his collection of
essays entitled Culture as History, the critical subject Joaquin sorely lacks
the power to bring together into the desired national unity, the various
interpellations of our society and culture, ethnic and religious, which
is necessary to assume a national-popular character. Or, to borrow San
Juan’s term, Nick Joaquin is unable to project the “transcendental phallus
of Unity.” To be sure, before the uncertain enterprise of “recuperating”
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bourgeois authors, there is the more fruitful task of giving critical
recognition and support to the rapidly expanding body of progressive/
revolutionary literature in the recent five years.
A significant aspect of San Juan’s method is structuralism
carefully differentiated from the myth criticism of Northrop Frye which
“deals with essences removed from any empirical context,” for, San Juan
points out in an essay, structuralism, in which myth likewise plays a
central part, “engages in correlations between literary and extra-literary
structures.” He proceeds to describe the structuralist operation: “For
example, the anthropologist Levi-Strauss, after isolating and describing
the structure of the Oedipus myth in all its variants, proceeds to
investigate the function of such narratives in the life of a community. It
turns out that myth is a form of unconscious thinking whereby a group
attempts to reconcile lived oppositions to solve in the imagination the
concrete contradictions that plague the community. So here we arrive at
a point where, by analyzing the formal specificities of a text, the critic
comes to grips with the imaginative work as an act or event whose value is
embedded in its social context or grounding.” After following the method
of identifying and aligning the binary oppositions in the text as a means
of establishing comparison and correlation, “the structuralist critic can
now inquire what actual lived contradictions of the writer’s society is
being played out and possibly resolved in this imaginary performance.
What are the real problems of the community to which the story attempts
to offer a solution?”
The importance of myth demonstrated by the transposition of
the signifiers of the text into mythic elements aligns the structuralist
method with the psychoanalytic approach where the dynamics of the
narrative lies in allegory or dream and where the text as dream-work
with the author as dreamer is deciphered as the unfolding of the dream
process. Here, the emphasis on the unconscious symbolic operations
in which, following Freud and Lacan, two processes are distinguished:
condensation and displacement.
In this approach which, in the wake of Deleuze and Guattari,
intersects a “libidinal economy” with political economy, political concepts
become translated into Freudian discourse, and the hard reality of the
political project is transformed in terms of unconscious nonrational
drives. Thus, in this context, revolution becomes the search for the
pleasure principle (eros), the movement of the economy of Desire for
a mythic utopia as against the thanatos of the “death-worshipping
technocratic machine”, the trajectory of utopian wishful thinking, or the
anti-Oedipal project. Dictatorship or authoritarian rule is referred to as
the “phallocentric dispensation” with the ruler himself as “the avatar of
the castrating father.” Social contradiction becomes articulated in terms
of libidinal drives which “decenter the subject as it rejects the old social
structure”. Referring to the revolutionary crisis, San Juan writes, “the cave
(in Cave and Shadows) signifies the elision of desire, transitional point
between a past convulsed in its death throes and a future struggling to be
born: the interregnum of the hymen.”
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It would indeed be problematic to take for granted the
unchanging universality of the myths. For instance, does the Oedipus myth
(the mythic hero killing his father and marrying his mother) or its variants
exist in our own mythologies? One observes that these are myths of the
ancient Greeks which the structuralist/psychoanalytic critic assumes to
operate in the present day. If these myths which had their efficacy in the
tribal period of the Greeks continue to do so at the age of capital, then
this would seemingly corroborate the synchronic structuralist view that
social structures in history are basically the same, their supports remain
and only their agents are replaced. And shall we then posit an essentialist
and a historical myth-producing consciousness which is universal for all
men and for all time and which therefore glosses over the widely divergent
material conditions existing in the world today and within particular
societies giving rise to different ideologically-cast consciousnesses?
This view seems to fit into San Juan’s concept of “humanist
essentialism” which he identifies as the oppositional critique used, “one
just beginning to be Filipinized and absorbed into the autochthonous
tradition” but one which strikes us as an idealist and ideological quest
for “human essences” above and beyond the particularities of different
societies and above and beyond the intense social contradictions of our
Third World milieu—a quest which thus becomes extremely vulnerable
to imperialist totalizing where definitions are laid down according to the
terms of the dominant powers.
San Juan writes: “Just like Freud’s dream-work, the myth
articulates a collective working through of a social crisis.” For him, the
novel adapts the myth-making strategy of resolving in the imaginary or
allegorical realm the various contradictions generated by social practice,
while in the unconscious resides the “distantiation and defamiliarization
effects to annul and replace the fetishizing effects of bourgeois realism.”
Like myth, literature becomes a healing ritual as in primitive societies
in which shamanistic rites are periodically performed in order to bring
the community together, preserve the symbols of unity and ensure group
survival. In the structuralist interpretation of literature, there arises the
possibility that this “working through” in the terms of myth and dream
may well take the place of the actual solution in reality in the same way
that the wish-fulfilling dream provides psychological satisfaction and
substitutes an illusory fulfillment for real needs.
San Juan submits Joaquin’s texts to Western literary and critical
discourse produced out of the material base of the advanced capitalist
countries of the First and Second World. An important source is Deleuze
et Guattari’s Anti-Oedipus subtitled “Capitalism and Schizophrenia”
which draws its premises from the context of advanced capitalism.
Shall we then submit to the globalization of Western literary criticism
which has its genesis in societies of different material conditions and
indeed of contrary interests and apply it to a Third World society such as
ours—a globalization which may indeed be another ideological strategy
of imperialism? Our literature grows out of our native soil and critical
practice must also arise from the exigencies of the same society.
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And even Marxist criticism, if the sources and references cited be Marxist
at all, creates its own formulations corresponding to the conditions of
different societies, especially in view of the Marxist basic respect
for the historical and social specificities of a given milieu.
San Juan applies the structuralist-psychoanalytic method
to Joaquin’s texts, but this method would not prosper if applied to
progressive revolutionary literature. How can stories of militarization
and life-and-death struggle from the field, so passionately moving that
they have no need to resort to devices of estrangement functioning to
dispel the numbness of bourgeois banality, be construed in terms of
dream-work when the real and practical project is to break down the
living nightmare of the US-Aquino dispensation that thrives in the guise
of a pious centrism.
There results an uncomfortable juxtaposition of Freudian
concepts and myths with political concepts. A striking example is found
at the end of his discussion of Cave and Shadows: “Refusing the rule
of the Fathers and affirming the resurrection of bodies, the millenarian
sects... evoke not the nostalgia for origins, not an orgiastic craving for
nirvana and the apotheosis of the pleasure principle as against the reality
principle, not even the Virgin Mother; but rather the enigmatic figure of
Walter Benjamin’s Angelus Novus—perhaps Nick Joaquin’s double—face
turned toward the past where ‘one single catastrophe’ piles wreckage upon
wreckage before him: he would like to stay, awaken the dead, recompose
the debris, but a storm is blowing from Paradise which irresistibly propels
him into the future to which the back is turned, while the pile of debris
before him grown skyward.’ We may call this storm (circa the last quarter
of this century) the raging Filipino people’s national democratic revolution.
This poses the question of the limits of the critic’s project of “recuperating
the text into the service of the people’s struggle.” In view of Joaquin’s
conservative colonial and dominant-class bias as explicitly articulated
in his book of essays, Culture as History, which is “unrecuperable,” for all
intents and purposes, the national democratic movement lies outside the
pale of the novelist’s personal ideology. What “revolution” there is the novel
has to do with the Joaquin’s nativist impulse of resuscitating the cult of
the Virgin which displaces real political solutions at the critical juncture
of the declaration of martial law, marked by the suppression of freedom
and the brutal apprehension of dissenters, with religio-mythic solutions
that would purportedly resolve the real problem in the mythic realm.
San Juan, in conclusion, writes: “The Virgin, Santo Niño, Faust,
the three kings in ‘The Order of Melkizedek,’ etc.—these are all emblems
of scripts in Joaquin’s discourse which, in a world grown lunatic,
empty, a veritable wasteland of ruins, corpses, demonic instinctual
forces, remain the surviving key to some still unprofaned realm of truth,
community, plenitude—the long awaited apocalypse of freedom and
justice, equality, jouissance.” For one thing, these symbols are not truly
national because they operate only for the Christian dominant majority,
if at all, and therefore cannot project the desired “utopia.” Then, too, these
cannot constitute the key to liberation, especially in Joaquin’s context,
102

The Collected Criticism of Alice Guillermo

where, enmeshed in their original primitive/feudal contexts, they resist
an ecumenical and truly radical transformation (if they could be so
transformed, in the first place). In one place the writes: “the prophetic and
charisma-radiant figure of the diwata returns blasting the continuum of
history and at last redeeming nature in her messianic triumph. But the
romanticized figure of the Diwata pales as a merely nativistic religiopolitical symbol, because she does not possess the consciousness and
the power of the people’s struggle in this time and place being glorified
Priestess but not Aware Amazon. Then, too, the notion of a “world grown
lunatic” falls into the trap of universalizing a condition of chaos and
waste for that of revolutionary conflict. The utopian impulse which is
foregrounded in the critical oeuvre is not a mark per se of progressive,
“recuperable” politics, for the question always remains: utopia for whom?
The fulfillment of whose interests? Finally, it goes without saying that
the people’s drive towards a free, just, and human order cannot find
satisfaction in mythical and allegorical gestures (an artificial role given to
literature different from that of its realist role as weapon of change) but in
the real and humanly demanding revolutionary enterprise in our all-tooreal, specific and immediate society.

PHILIPPINE DAILY GLOBE, 23 OCT 1989, 13.

ASEAN Beddeng: Tracing Commonalities
Poet and writer Arnold Azurin is curator of an exhibit of
traditional arts entitled Asean Beddeng (An Ethnological Exhibit of
Traditional Art Motifs in Southeast Asia) at the Torogan House in the
Mindanao area of Nayong Pilipino. His anthropological interests which
span both his poetry and scholarly research spur him to investigate
precolonial interrelationships, as he did in his earlier exhibit at the CCP
in which he explored the Ilocano-Igorot confluence. This time he expands
to a larger area, the Southeast Asia region, in which he investigates
the “commonality in art motifs and ethnohistory.” “Beddeng,” is a key
word in his researches: an Ilocano word for boundary akin to the Igorot
term bodong, which he defines as “a delineation of physical and social
boundaries but at the same time underscoring the points of contact,
mutual interests and interaction.”
Azurin points out that there are writers who overlook the Asian
matrix of our culture and have emphasized our cultural and spiritual
alienation from the rest of Asia. An example is Nick Joaquin’s contention
in his book, Culture as History, that the rest of Asia abandoned us and
left us wide open to Hispanization. On the contrary, Azurin says, our links
with Asia have never been lost and that “native animism was fertilized
by Hinduism, Mahayana, Buddhism, Taoism, and Islam.” This present
exhibit was put up to support his thesis. For background, a large relief
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map of Asia with color codes traces the pathways of these influences
in the region and in the Philippines in particular. The exhibit is divided
into several themes which his survey of the region’s culture brings to
the fore: the bamboo, the serpent design, pottery and porcelain, the okir
design, metal art, seacraft, handwoven textiles, and spirit images.
The quest for our commonalities for the rest of Asia begins with
a bamboo which is found in the region in its over a thousand varieties. In
fact, it has given rise to a bamboo lore that underlies
the making of such a wide range of objects as baskets, hats, combs,
water vessels, weapons, musical instruments, houses, and outrigger
boats. Among some Indonesian groups, bamboo slats are bound
together to form a book; among the Mangyan, bamboo provides a surface
for inscribing verses in their own script. In the Philippines
as in other Asian countries, bamboo plays an important role in
mythology, as in Malakas and Maganda, the first man and woman
emerging from split bamboo.
Another common theme is the serpent or dragon called naga
in Maranao art. He points out that the dragon in the Maranao panolong
is the same dragon on the roofs of Thai temples, Chinese Taoist shrines,
and on the front gambles of Hindu houses of worship. The dragon is not
just a fantastic creature, it is the symbol of fertility, valor, cosmic energy,
and virility. When there is thunder and lightning, the Chinese believes
that the dragon in the sky is thrashing its tail. We would like to add,
however, that in Hindu-Buddhist mythology it is the form of the serpent
rather than the dragon, and that in the Asian cultural context the serpent
has a positive rather than a negative value.
A cave in Sarawak shows that in 3000 B.C., the inhabitants
were already producing pottery at the same time that the Chinese were
producing theirs. Pots and porcelain jars are not merely utilitarian
objects but have religious and ritualistic value, as in their use as burial
jars. Azurin focuses on the pottery motive of the double spiral which
symbolizes the all-seeing eye, the continuity of life after death, or
represents the jaws and fangs of sacred beasts.
Of the okir woodcarving design, Azurin presents the hypothesis
that it originated from the stone carvings of the Borobudur shrine in
Indonesia. He writes “all the stylistic elements of okkil are found on the
pediments of Borobudur, symbolizing either the bodhi tree under which
the Buddha found his contemplative bliss, or the floral representations
of Buddha’s ecstasies—in the form of a myriad lotuses exuberantly
blooming. However, this makes little room for the Tree of Life which is
an important Asian mythological figure the axis of which joins the three
worlds: the underworld, the world of man, and the skyworld.
Metal art which has ancient beginnings is common throughout
Asia. Some anthropologists point to the Dongson and culture of the first
millennium B.C., which came from southern Russia to South China and
disseminated motifs such as spirals, meanders, and human figures with
trees of life and ships of the dead. This Eurocentric view, Azurin asserts,
is countered by recent evidence that these motifs thrived in the region
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as far back as Neolithic times, as the funerary jars from the Kalimantan Cave
in Cotabato seem to show.
The building of boats and seafaring not only assured economic and
cultural exchange in the region, but also made possible trade and migration,
religious conversion, and military expansion. These conditions of life were
and still are reflected in the belief in the afterlife that is reached after
crossing a body of water, as the Manunggul Jar with its lid of two figures
rowing a boat suggests, and the rituals involving spirit boats bearing tokens
and food offerings.
Weaving is also an ancient art common to Asian countries. Sylvia
Fraser-Lu in her book on Southeast Asia textiles notes that the earliest
example of ikat tie-dye in the region was found in Banton island off
Romblon. Azurin points out that at first the imagery was animist, later it was
influenced by Hindu-Buddhist and Taoist fabric designs, such as the winged
lion, the cloud dragon-serpent, as well as geometric Islamic designs.
Finally, spirit images are endemic all over the region period
the Ifugao bulul anito figures carved in wood have their counterpart among
the Land Dayak in Sarawak and the Asmat tribe in Indonesia. This exhibit
thus reveals the common cultural matrix the Philippines shares with the
rest of Asia, notwithstanding the subsequent centuries of Spanish and
American colonization.

PHILIPPINE TIMES JOURNAL, 14 FEBRUARY 1993, 12.

Digital Art Abloom in the Philippines
A new art medium has blown into town: Monumental, a show
of large-format digital imagery at the SM Megamall Art Center. These
are not made by new artists; in fact, their names are quite familiar: Noel
Avendaño, Antipas Delotavo, Neil Doloricon, Clodualdo Lllana, Al Manrique,
Ige Ramos, Jose Tence Ruiz, and Noe Tiu. But instead of working in oil
on canvas or pen and ink on paper, they have succumbed to the lure of
computer technology to turn out some of the most dazzling images of late.
The common feeling is that, despite the richness of the show’s
imagery, the medium of digital imaging is still standing on the threshold
waiting to be fully explored. For the resources of computer programs
applied to artmaking make possible an awesome array of choices:
drawing and painting with pixels or color units, scanning images from a
vast universal photo file, modifying these images and juxtaposing them,
combining them with elements of one’s past and present work, fusing
computer and camera work, as well as spinning images downloaded from
the internet.
While the surface is of course flat or two-dimensional, the images
themselves are multileveled and multilayered, but possessing a suppleness
and plasticity of form not found in ordinary collages. There is, in addition,
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the element of scale in these works of large format, and here scale only
brings out a particular merit of the medium, in which the high-resolution
sharpness that digital technology makes possible.
GLINT OF STEEL, GUILELESS GAZE

In one word, Jose Tence Ruiz appropriates the image of the
Winged Victory of Samothrace, and extends its meaning. One conjures
from memory the image of the Hellenistic bird woman, its full statuesque
figure as though commanding the waves from the prow of a ship, its
strong-feathered wings braced against the wind that accentuates its form
in a rhythm of fine, rippling folds, its sensuous power defined by the rich
chiaroscuro of the multiple hollows and protuberances echoing over the
entire form.
But in Tence Ruiz’s work, a transformation takes place. The
monumental form is the same along with its rich tonal inflections, but now
the great feathered wings and the entire form as a whole constitutes an
upright arsenal of the bristling weapons of all modern wars.
In the tension between past and present that the work creates,
Victory, which was once a pure and singleminded concept as a natural
and noble as the flight of birds, is now shown as constructed by the
modern weapons industry which instigates wars and profits from them.
The warm glow of the original marble has been replaced by the cold and
deadly glint of steel.
The work titled Spoils by Neil Doloricon who, with Tence Ruiz,
Delotavo, and Manrique are social realists, brings us deep into the semiotics
of the image as he takes up the theme of the exploitation of woman.
Quite astutely, Doloricon realizes that working in the digital
medium requires a different ordering of the image. One does not
unproblematically transfer a composition that works for oil on canvas
onto the new ground, as Avendaño seems to do, but the artist needs to
recognize, indeed, appreciate, a new set of technology-based premises.
Doloricon begins by defining and tilting an inner pictorial field in
relation to the picture plane. He works on several levels defined by the play
of colors, at the same time that he contrasts hard edge with soft focus.
The pretty woman in soft pink tones at the center gazes out
guilelessly two figures in official-looking garb lay claim on her. On one
side, a human crocodile with sharp rows of teeth grazes on her neck as
he puts on the blocking masks of the sensor on her breasts, while on the
other side a man moves his hand toward the apple of Eve.
NEO-POP

She becomes a commodity to be consumed, no different from
various consumables on the table: wine, rich food, cake, even a Corinthian
capital as a symbol of culture that has fallen on evil days. Even the kitten
that seems to walk away from the scene is not spared; it is not neutral nor
innocent with its sly erotic significations.
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Other directions in the medium are suggested by Tence Ruiz’s
Bisperas where the artist himself posed several times in different
costumes and positions to create a parody of The Last Supper, no longer
sacred but secular where masked and dubious characters hold a closeddoor caucus before the Big Bang.
The high saturation colors enhanced by the shiny reflecting
surface has a strident neo pop feeling while floating figures add to the tone
of deconstructive mockery.
Tence Ruiz’s striking Diptych plays on the contrast of two images
based on a winged female figure wearing a light skirt. The wings of the
first are made of metal gears and mechanical parts, while scattered on the
floor below are ballot boxes. The coldness of the metal suggested by the
row of ice tongs vaporizes the figure, its head disappearing into an icy fog.
The archaic demon within flees the glowing hell at the core.
The other woman figure, smoothly modeled in dark tones,
flourishes with its outspread wings of leaves as it draws attention to its
green heart within pierced by arrows, nature besieged.
Manrique, on the other hand, downloads pornographic images
from the Internet, then spins them, as Denise 7, to create a rotating
kaleidoscopic design with technical refinements of tone and color. Noe
Tiu’s work exemplifies meticulous drawing with pixels or color units
resulting in vibrant organic designs on several layers in his reflection on
the changing fate of human and nature.
IMAGE ART

It is thus clear that the digital medium has a particular set of
requirements in artmaking. This mainly involves working with images
from wildly different sources and contexts. The artist analyzes the
semiotic or meaning–conveying the potential of each image unit, how it
will interact with other image units, and how it will enrich the meaning of
composite whole.
Of course, dadaist juxtaposition comes into play, but it is no
longer a simple game of surprises. The medium requires an even deeper
intuition into the interaction an interrelationship of images and their
ability to create levels of meaning, provoke tensions and ironies, both hard
and soft. At the same time, past and present coalesce in these images, the
archaic with the contemporary, the folk and the cosmopolitan.
Technically, digital imaging can be considered as a new form
of printmaking and in this show realized with the aid of Chromagraph
(and the sponsorship of SM Megamall, Finale Art Gallery, CTV 31,
Mediawise Communications, Design Plus and Grapfik Trafik).
The process involves composing the work on a computer using
drawing and painting software programs and a color scanner. It is then
saved as a file in a zip disk [80 MB] and passed through the big printer
with a width of 52 inches. The colors are UV (ultraviolet-)resistant and
thus do not fade and the resolution remains a high 300 DPI even in
large format.
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The paper, which can be rolled up, is sandwiched between
two layers of quality plastic and is therefore highly resistant to the
elements. At the same time, its gloss lends an iconic brightness to the
images, and with reflections and shadows, also conveys something of
that ever-shifting plethora of images that float in the visual
consciousness of our times.

PHILIPPINE DAILY INQUIRER, 6 OCTOBER 1997, F7.

The ASEAN Art Awards 1999:
A New and Brilliant Crop
Unlike the Shell Art Competition and the newly inaugurated
Nokia Art Awards, which are for students, the Philip Morris Asean Art
competition—which is currently on exhibit at the Metropolitan Museum
of Manila until the third week of November—draws its participants
from young professional artists who have already been in the field for a
considerable time and who have made their mark in the local art scene.
Many of the participants here are familiar names, including the
winners, and therefore come within a range of predictability, but what
is of greater importance is that so many more are new talents, names
not previously heard of, but who seemed to have blissfully sprung fully
grown from the head of Jupiter (or his local equivalent).
Most of these latter do not seem to have yet held an individual
show—and one wonders where they were hiding all this time. And this is
what I think constitutes the importance of this end-of-the-century and
beginning of the millennium competition: it assures us that Philippine
art will have more than enough to tide it over way into the next century.
The new young entries, so earnest and demanding in their
approach to art, do promise halcyon days for Philippine art even in the
best or the worst of times.
Of the five winners, three are quite well-known, namely,
Nunelucio Alvarado, Charlie Co, both Bacolod-based artists, and Mark
Justiniani, a younger artist previously associated with the Sanggawa;
the fourth, Alfredo Juan Aquilizan, has recently drawn attention to his
installations and innovative works, and the fifth, Jerson Samson from
Antipolo, has been an up-and-coming artist with the Boston Gallery.
Besides the already known participants who also included Jose Tence
Ruiz, Norberto Roldan, Raymon Maliwat, Benjie Cabangis, and some
others, there is a whole new set of young artists, still largely unknown.
One recalls, for instance, that for a number of years, the
Metrobank Painting Competition had brought up a number of consistent
winners, such as Ferdinand Montemayor, Neil Manalo, and Elmer
Borlongan, who have in the process become honed in oil painting as a
kind of medium orientation. Now, in the Philip Morris competition,
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this set of artists who did not choose to join has given way to an entirely
new and larger field of participants.
A strong point of observation is that the Philip Morris competition
does not categorize entries according to media in which winners are thus
associated with their medium, such as oil, watercolor, or acrylic, to the
disadvantage of entries that are considered “neither fish nor fowl.”
This wider latitude has encouraged many fine mixed-media
works, using collages, as well as layering, sculpturing and boxlike devices,
although, of course, it is also to be noted that four of the winning entries
were in oil and only one in mixed-media collage.
Neither was a division observed between figurative and abstract.
In this connection, it is worth recalling that one of the winners in the Nokia
Art Competition was an entry that was neither figurative nor abstract but
which consisted of a single line of text in a white field.
The handwritten text was executed in a painterly manner, with
the paint allowed to drip down from the heavily loaded brush; its white
minimalist background showed upon closer scrutiny a layered field of
submerged text with the effect of a palimpsest.
Of the winners, Nunelucio Alvarado’s Urban Poor brings to the
fore the artist’s strong and intense style of figuration. Here, a man with his
carpenter’s tools is put with little use—in fact, his bitterness drives a nail
into his palm—and a woman enclosing a child in her arms gaze out before
them, their eyes holding their souls which the narrow, prisonlike confines
of their huts can barely contain.
Their presences project a questioning, even accusing, air. The
woman bids us to meet her direct, penetrating gaze: Has she been reduced
to this kind of existence?
The strength of Alvarado’s style lies in his bold lines and welldefined contours, the use of contrasts of tone within each area of form,
the complex articulation of the veins and muscles. Their eyes are strongly
outlined, the clear white surrounding the dark pupils gives them an almost
fierce, visionary look. The very setting heightens the mood of intensity: in
front of their huts rise spikes from the ground; above them the roofs form
sharp triangles against the canefields.
Charlie Co in turn satirizes mall consumer culture Midnight
Madness. However, instead of the mindless frenzy that the title suggests,
the shoppers (I wonder why they are for the most part male figures) have
turned into automatons in a mechanical shop-until-you-drop syndrome.
Only their eyes move, expressing their visual concupiscence. They purchase
not only goods as fetishes, but humans as well, which, however, have become
reified in the system.
Beyond the bright neon signs, people crowd up the escalators
as in conveyor belts not of production, however, but of consumption.
Charlie Co departs here from his dynamic compositions but chooses
a static format of ranged figures perhaps to bring out the idea of
dehumanization and alienation.
Mark Justiniani’s Ama Namin is an exemplar in realist
characterization with a caricatural bent. This kind of style that brings
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together a number of young artists, including Elmer Borlongan, Jeho
Bitancor, and Manny Garibay, to a certain extent, can be traced back to
the influence of Danny Dalena’s satirical paintings of the 80s, the Jai
Alai and the Alibangbang series with the masses, more particularly, the
lumpen, as their subject.
The artist shows how people take to religion as solace for
their griefs, but the institutional church is insensitive to their plight
and cannot give them the enlightenment that they seek, as seen in the
figure of the priest snoring in the confessional. This continues the
theme previously explored by the Sanggawa artists in the series of The
Second Coming.
A virtuoso handling of space and perspective is the basic
merit of newcomer Jerson Samson’s Nagsisikip na Dingding, which
shows a crowded urban community. Rather than organizing the subject
into flat compartments with lines that parallel the picture plane, the
artist ingeniously creates a scene that sharply recedes in the center but
slightly curves away on both sides.
In this highly detailed and vividly colored work, the artist
reveals interiors with their accumulated artifacts and furniture that
sum up a material culture in which people pass their lives. The entire
structure and the objects within are brought out with a sharp clarity
and sureness of touch. It is a kind of painting that does not exhaust
itself easily but continually reveals surprises and discoveries.
The work of Alfredo Juan Aquilizan, the only mixed media
work among the winners, is a collage of photographs that the artist
considers collaborative because of the many individual inputs, the
solicited ID photographs, the putting together or what constituted a
process in time. The title Future Tense: A Portrait seems to suggest a
community of youth that will constitute the future.
The format of his collage of pictures does not suggest
the quality of their role, whether passive or active, whether an
aggregation of individuals or a human collectivity with a dynamic,
transformative potential.
However, there are many other artists that must be cited,
although briefly for the time being, for their undeniable talent. Among
these are Ivan Roxas, for his beautifully nuanced work, Elegy; Nonito
Pangan, for the vivid work Ganito Kami Noon, Ganito Pa Rin Kami
Ngayon; Annie Pura for her unusual painting of jeepney passengers.
Also of excellent quality are the works of Dennis Gonzales, Vincent Paul
Padilla, Ricardo Gerri Dueñas, Mariano Amar Catague, Jose Cerriola,
Alawid Mohammad, Mario Fernandez Jr., Romeo Reyes, Ronaldo
Ventura, and others. These artists should by all means consistently
pursue their art because they will be the outstanding Filipino artists
of the next century.
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Mandalas from the Cordilleras
The recently concluded Baguio Arts Festival was a showcase of
artistic talent, both internationally, with the participation of artists such
as Korean-born Yong Soon Min, and locally, with artists of the Baguio Arts
Guild. The leading force and president of this year’s festival is Santiago
Bose, who has recently come from Australia to preside over the festival.
With him were past presidents of the guild, Bencab and Kidlat Tahimik,
whose son Kawayan held a photograph exhibit-installation in a gallery
on Session Road. There were two main art venues, the Baguio Convention
Center and the Botanical Gardens. Besides hosting the concert of Grace
Nono, the convention center was the display site for the installations by
artists from abroad, as well as for the new works of Santiago Bose and
John Frank Sabado at the lobby. Bose showed large mixed media works in
photo-transfer on canvas, in which he appropriated turn-of-the-century
photographs in the context of American colonization, interspersed with
anting-anting texts and symbols to symbolize indigenous resistance.
Both artists contributed to the performances, Bose, the senior
artist and guru, dealing with his misadventures with faith healers, and
Sabado, entirely swathed in banana leaves, making a strong statement on
the destruction of forests through logging.
Sabado, an artist of the 90s, grew up with the Baguio Arts
Guild, in which he found a valuable learning experience in his
interaction with senior artists and younger artists of his age (he just
turned 30). He did not grow up in an urban environment, but he comes
from Mankayan village in Benguet within the core of the Cordillera
highlands. In fact, he only finished high school, higher education not
being accessible. But the art that he does is remarkable for its beauty
and discipline, as his work in the Baguio Convention Center and his
recent exhibits at the Hiraya Gallery showed.
It is not known how Sabado came upon the subject of the
mandala, whether it was through sheer artistic institution or contact
with exemplars in art books, but no form can better express the
indigenous son of Benguet province.
The artist makes use of the structuring principle of the
mandala which is found in Asian indigenous religions or in the most
ancient druidic beliefs as in Stonehenge.
In Asia it has its roots in early tribal consciousness, but it
survives in many forms, such as sun paintings, textile designs, and
stone carvings. A geometric figure, the mandala is based on the circle,
symbol of the cosmos in its entirety, and the square, the symbol of
the earth and the man-made world. It manifests the principle of the
Center, which is described by the Mexican artist Jose Arguelles as “the
beginning of all form and of all processes, including the extensions of
form into time.”
Likewise, the mandala, like the yantra, which is a more
complex geometric configuration, as a material and visible form,
is a vehicle for meditation and contemplation where one is drawn by
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its concentrated geometrism into a profound experience of spirituality.
Traditional religious peoples also ascribe to it a healing power.
Sabado’s mandalas have a common significance, that of spiritual
energy that radiates from the center. In one work, the center becomes the
root and ground of the fourfold tree of life that mark the cardinal points
circumscribed by a circle made up of pairs of bulul figures bearing pots
on their heads. A large white bird flies among the trees which he fertilizes
with its beak. There is a collage of speckled feathers of pheasants around
the circle.
Vertical and horizontal strings stretched tautly along the borders
of the work create a new dimension or layer and interact with the elements
within, at the same time that they allude to the weaving tradition of the
Cordilleras. In another work, the diamond-shaped center shows a linear
drawing of a shaman with a feathered headdress presiding over a ritual
of tapuy drinking and animal sacrifice. This scene is circumscribed by
a double circle in which the outer white area is slightly tilted, implying
a circular rising-falling movement, with a bulul figure on the lower end
controlling the movement.
The outer circle likewise is lined with flames protecting the
sacrosanct realm and from which radiate lines of energy that are again
modified by two vertical bands composed of red strings, while in the
corners are guardian bulul figures on the mountain ranges with their
zigzag roads. The radiating lines that issue from the ring of flames also
produced the impression of height, even as curling white clouds navigate
the environing space.
The sense or being at the center of the universe is also conveyed
by the work which has a bulul at the center. This is an unusual example
because it has double arms and legs. He plays two gangsas alternatingly,
suggesting the element of reverberating sound within the circular form.
It is a sound, which, as in the Dance of Shiva, marks the first
dawn of the world, as it is the first sound heard by a human being. No
space in the work is left void in its compact symmetrical organization.
The bulul in fact is surrounded by deer heads with antlers that
form interlocking elements. There is a kind of Escherian effect in which
the white deer heads alternate as negative spaces and as positive shapes
bounded by lines.
On the lower space is a repeated design consisting of small
dynamic forms, evoking mottled feathers or insects with tiny bristles.
From the central bulul figure issue arrows of lightning, conveying
supernatural energy, in even light orange lines.
Again, clouds implying a great height move around the lower
section while at the corners are the mountain ranges with their sharp
lightning-like roads. The powerful figure of the bulul would symbolize
ancient mythic energies which the artist here evokes.
But it is interesting to note that in the mandalas of Navajo sand
painting, there is the central figure of the indigenous hero who is the
Slayer of Alien Gods, whose power is manifested in lightning and thunder.
There is possibly a strong affinity in this bulul with this indigenous hero,
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especially since, ultimately, the contemporary viewer has to see these
figures in terms of the implied struggle of indigenous groups against the
colonizer who would strip them of their power and the lowland capitalist
who covets their lands and resources for his profit.
In these unusual and remarkable works, Sabado has already
made a lasting contribution to Philippine Art, but we eagerly anticipate his
further evolution as an important talent.
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Blanco: Blood, Bone, and Sinew as Art
THE FABRIC OF HIS VISION IS WOVEN FROM LIFE ITSELF

The road to Angono from Cainta winds through grassy fields
now broken by the white-washed walls of the town cemetery, now by
tall bamboo thickets and old trees. A slow turning of the road and the
town plaza appears on the right with its nondescript municipal hall
typical of most towns.
Angono could be any fishing village with its single paved
national highway, its narrow dust roads for walking barefoot with
a flat basket on one’s head, and its trails winding into an open shore
lined with fisherman’s lowly. But more than the clear and luminous
atmosphere yet unaffected by urban taint, Angono is a town with
a very special gift.
The country’s greatest muralist, Carlos Francisco, first saw the
light in Angono where he chose to live out his life, shunning the glare
of the city. His artistic legacy bears fruit in the many painters of the
Angono Ateliers Association, among them Jose Blanco, Salvador Juban,
and others, who, rightly or wrongly, have been conveniently grouped
into the School of Botong.
In music, Lucio San Pedro, a cousin of the muralist, has
captured the atmosphere’s musical vibrations in his symphonic poems
which likewise possess the large scale of murals.
Of Carlos Francisco’s pupils, Jose Blanco shows an early
prodigious talent and dedication of purpose. While still in elementary
school, he went with schoolmates to Botong’s studio in front of
the schoolhouse. The studio with the large paintings in process
attracted numerous children who thus acquired the best informal art
education possible.
They soon evolved a vocabulary of the image and became
passionate observers of the life around them, endowed with a
sensitivity to the nuances of light, line, and color. Soon they began to
take up brush and paint, the first halting strokes guided by the Master’s
hand. With added maturity, they became apprentices, learning the
ninong’s style from within, intimately, through the constant discipline
of practice.
Yet the modest circumstances of Jose Blanco’s life did not
permit him to pursue an artistic career without interruption. Economic
pressures of family made him turn to the sea, like many of his townsfolk
with their small fishing boats and their corded nets cast far into the
night waters.
Blanco is strong and swarthy, built like an honest fisherman
with the habit of light pliant step so as not to startle away the brooding
fish. He recounts that during the Japanese occupation, he sowed rice
grains along the shore, a la suerte, in the hope that the tide would rise
just so high to spare the growing rice plants.
But Jose Blanco unhesitantly adds that his years as fisherman
have not been in vain. They have, in fact, rooted him more solidly to
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his community and have made possible on earth inextricably linked
with experience.
In the 50s, Blanco was a fine art student at the University of
Santo Tomas. As a young apprentice to Botong whom he fondly calls
“ninong,” godfather, he had the opportunity to help in the making of the
large Philippine mural that graced the Manila International Fair. Yet his
student days in Manila did not lure him away from his town.
All Angono artists, including Jose Blanco, have to reckon with
Carlos Francisco in his pervasive influence even now after his death. He
has left on them the indelible impact of his artistic tutelage, as well as
the vividness and flamboyance of his personality. Consequently, their
relationship with him is marked by emotional ambivalence: while they
admire and esteem him as maestro and ninong to the extent that the mere
mention of his name bears the weight of fears of close association, they
realize that they must, for the sake of artistic survival, break away from
his influence and rebuild their art in new terms.
Blanco himself had been warned by a fellow artist who realized
his potential, not to be another Botong. Indeed, the artist readily admits
that early in his career he painted like Botong as he had imbibed the
maestro’s sense of design and color. Graduation saw him win the first
prize for a painting that unmistakably bore the mark of the Master.
But in due time Blanco had to come to grips with the problem of his own
artistic creativity.
In a secret and personal ceremony that was also a traumatic
gesture of independence, he burned all his paintings that echoed the
Master, as well as the albums of clippings about the older artist that
Blanco in his youthful zeal had collected. Only then was Jose Blanco
finally ready to set out on his own.
His groping years made him experiment now with one style,
now with another. In the 60s he worked on dark heavily textured paintings,
somewhat Van Gogh-ish, with a strong concern for volume.
In the early 70s he entered a new phase in which he used
oil thinly to create the effect of watercolor. Of this period there is
Manganganihan done in the golden tones of harvest. Here solemnfaced men and women sit in a boat loaded with ripe stalks of grain from
seashore crops. Though it is a small painting, its mural effect derives
from the overall an even light tones, as well as from direct presentative
composition. In this piece, however, Blanco still worked within the style
of his tutor.
It was in 1972 that the artist, gaining more self-confidence,
took further steps to break away from the influence of his predecessor.
He began to deliberately cultivate qualities opposite those of Carlos
Francisco. Thus in Habagat, a valiant tale of the seawind personified, he
uses new colors such as burnt siennas and grays not found in the other’s
palette. There is a conscious cultivation of volume and mass, but the same
hedonistic élan in the long flowing lines and their flamboyant elaborations
remains. One believes that this painting is folk Filipino in the expressive
romanticism of its imagery.
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This period also saw Blanco beginning to win artistic recognition.
Commissioned to contribute to a historical series, he did a painting based
on the Sepoy mutiny, showing an Indian defector from the British army
whispering love to the ear of a native maiden busy preparing kakanin in
her hut.
From 1974 on, Blanco developed sharp contrasts of light and
dark in a conscious effort to oppose Botong’s flatness. At first he situated
a figure or two in a household setting or in a section of farm. In Mag-Ina,
mother and child are in a nipa hut where they are surrounded by familiar
objects of rural existence, the clay stove, the woven basket, the bolo, which,
with the human figures, seemed to mutually reinforce the reality.
In Dalagang Bukid, the girls seated by a haystack amid an
assortment of basket trays, jars, domestic and farm utensils, mostly
circular forms that repeat the rhythms of the haystack, broken only by the
straight line of the plow. In the intense particularity of detail in which
Blanco excels, he satisfies the folk fondness for realistic verisimilitude.
The strong visual illusion acquires tactile and olfactory suggestions: the
smell of new grain and of fish squirming in the nets, the thick coconut
milk, the fragrant pinipig. Olive green tones recall the damp and mossy
darkness of the rainy months which creeps like an intimate presence into
the bamboo crevices and under the thatched roofing.
In the past year, Blanco has worked on paintings with a large
cast of characters. He has now acquired confidence in the representation
of human figures something that he has achieved in his own terms after
much hard work. Whereas previously, the subjects, mostly women, tended
to have a waxen quality and unreal pallor, they are now brown, robust, and
bursting with life.
As against Botong’s linear idealization, the artist has become
even more authentic folk—not in any quaint, exotic connotation, but of the
essence of earth and bamboo. In Pahalik, the compositional relationships
of his figures become more complex, their gestures and attitudes more
varied and elaborate. There is unselfconscious and unapologetic poverty
in the gnarled faces, the knotted hands of the men, in the simple faces of
the women, as in the swollen bare feet and half-naked children. The feudal
qualities of rural life pervade his work in the slow temporal rhythms,
the gentle almost mournful reverence, the long-suffering humility from
generations of toil.
Of this recent works, Magdadaing is one of the most successful,
showing the influence of photography as the subject is viewed from a high
vantage point to give full play to the large mound of newly caught fish. On
the sloping tilted ground, the small gleaming bodies on the mat twist and
squirm like fluid silver, while at some distance farther, the people squat
around in the flickering light, while a little girl, the painter’s daughter,
fixes us with her soft gaze.
Maria Makiling in moss green and deep browns is composed
according to a tableau concept: the hunters bring their offerings to the
seated nymph, her figure set off by fronds of leaves. Blanco did an earlier
version of the same subject, then flat and linear and of light tones,
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with the muse reclining to show a pretty length of leg and a daintily
arched foot. In the later painting, marked by meticulous modeling
of forms, there is an inescapable theatrical quality in the conscious
disposition of the figures on one plane against a dense shadowy
background, as in the somewhat exaggerated postures of the hunters.
After a brief vacation in California last year, Blanco returned
with energy renewed to do a masterpiece, San Isidro Fiesta, after Angono’s
patron saint. His largest painting to date, the work comes alive with
movement and gaiety as only Filipinos can let go in an old-fashioned
fiesta: the dancing, the clowning, the sheer extravagance of imagery as in
the giant papier-maché carabao sporting ribbons.
The whole town has turned out for the fiesta, not merely an
anonymous crowd, but people one has breathed and sweated with from
childhood, the living along with the dead. There is the cloud in his day of
glory, garbed in a lady’s costume complete to the coquettish parasol. There
is the landlord in tattered clothes playing a beggar. The muse dances to a
lively tune while the urchins who play angels make faces and devise new
forms of mischief.
Blanco knows them all, each particular face, and his whole family
is there besides, wife and children; he himself makes an appearance in the
lower foreground—which is all indeed very folksy in a most refreshing
way, yet also irresistibly recalling the way an artist or a patron would
soulfully consider you from within the frame of a medieval or preRenaissance tableau.
Philippine art would not be complete without the realistic genre
of Jose Blanco, whose work exemplifies an important trend. His is an art
that beats with the pulse of the people, and with this Angono artist,
no formalist dichotomy exists between art and life, because the fabric of
his vision, as in all the great artists of the past, is woven from life itself,
from the blood, sinew, and bone of people who know the soil and do not
fear the sea.
Yet the artist of rural genre who truly understands his people will
not stereotype their lives nor petrify them into a colorful and romantic
illusion. He will eventually see them in the light of changing social
realities, of which fiestas are now but a rare and expensive luxury in the
larger context of the struggle for survival and liberation.
Angono will and must survive, its art and consciousness evolve
with the ongoing historical process. Thus will there always be an Angono
in the children of Jose Blanco and his fellow artists.

ARCHIPELAGO III.A45 (1978): 17–23.
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Stevesantos: The Mystique of the Ordinary
AN AUSTERE ART OFFERS INSIGHTS INTO VULNERABILITY

The realism of Stevesantos derives from an intensely individual
view of the world that isolates a face, an object, corner of room, or a piece
of window and wall as a visual enigma hinting at elusive meanings. As
such, it is not the robust and outgoing realism of social comment. His
art is intensely personal, that of an artist who observes without a sound,
without disturbing by so much as a footfall the breathing rhythms of the
things and people within his range.
His vision of the world, though realistic in its meticulous
rendering of visual fact, is essentially romantic in spirit. It bears a tension
between the persuasive materiality of objects in their volume and texture
and a sense of illusion in the mind-images that emerge sharply into focus
but quietly dissolve into the shadows of the subconscious.
His art exalts the romantic qualities of solitariness and
individualism in brooding images: a lone fierce tree defying the barren
landscape, an abandoned room lighted by a single bulb, a coat hanging
askew on a wall. The silence of his world creates its own atmosphere; the
objects that inhabit its breathing spaces acquire an illusory character
in their strange isolation. Aesthetic experience is bound up with the
profoundly personal and romantic sensibility with which the artist
apprehends the world.
Stevesantos himself admits the strong influence of the American
artist Andrew Wyeth upon his work. He shares the older artist’s intensely
personal vision.
Wyeth’s individualism grew in response to a vast and indifferent,
if not hostile nature, to the untamed frontier spaces of the American
landscape. His few human characters possess a stubborn hardiness in
face of their rugged pioneer existence of coaxing life from intractable land.
Wyeth’s wide uptilting ground marked by a solitary tree or house on the
crest of the hill becomes a symbol of man setting his mark on the land.
The autumnal browns are those of a parched earth blighted by drought,
implying the existence of deserts beyond the nearest hill. Wyeth’s vision is
autumnal, that of an older man reminiscing past seasons with a bitterness
that is at once mournful and brave.
When so young a Filipino artist nurtures the older man’s vision,
one observes with some astonishment the quiet solitariness in the young
man, a trait which runs contrary to the customary gregariousness of youth
and to the strong cohesiveness of Philippine society. The romantic realism
of Stevesantos is one of alienation and of turning away in the sense of
Emily Dickinson’s “The Soul selects her own Society—Then—shuts the
Door—.”
While an early prizewinning piece dealing with the subject of an
old beggar in Quiapo showed a concern for social truths, his subsequent
works have suppressed the harsh and the painful to cultivate a lonely
and malingering low-grade fever of the soul, the malaise of hot, desolate
afternoons. The defiantly individualist vision of Wyeth is transformed
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in Stevesantos into a tenuous and fragile relationship with reality where
images are but correlatives of fugitive inner states.
Despite its highly subjective quality, the work of Stevesantos
manifests a strong formal discipline. His paintings in tempera and
watercolor are composed along a clearly articulated geometric structure
of vertical and horizontal lines intersecting at right angles, their sternness
relieved by a single diagonal or curve. Windows, doors, gates, and posts in
their formal relationships make up his vocabulary of structure. The light
effect of his medium of watercolor and/or where a slight slip will weaken
or diffuse the idea. The object, such as a cylindrical pail on grass, does not
exist independently of light and atmosphere.
In many instances, as in Five in the Afternoon, light becomes an
active element that traverses forms and overlays linear structures. Two
Lights Reflecting shows a concentrated interest in creating fine tonal
relationships in a monochrome work: within the limited space of a corner
is a vertical side window, a light bulb suspended from the ceiling, and a
table with an overturned can.
Value as a subjective element forestalls literalism in Stevesantos’s
art. The romantic quality of his work resides in his full and certain
comprehension of value as an element for evoking mood, tempera further
enhances the abstract aspect of his art.
Complementing the geometric framework is a fine tonal control
that balances and unifies the work. In watercolor monochrome, tonal
control becomes a particularly exacting discipline where value contrasts,
half-tones and transitions create visual meaning and atmosphere: spirit
presences, memories, and premonitions hover in the shadows above a
locked door.
Windows too fascinate the artist as a spatial device. He
sometimes defines a large window on an outer wall and initiates a
dialogue between sunlit exterior and shadowy interior. Sometimes he
even opens another and smaller window on the farther inside wall,
thus creating dynamic spatial relationships: inner versus outer, wide
versus deep, open versus enclosed, with pockets of space within a larger
extensive space. In the austere barren of his interiors with their decaying
wooden frames, windows in providing an access into the large outdoors
introduce a note of optimism.
Stevesantos brings a mystique to ordinary, banal objects,
artifacts plodding, unheroic existence. They are shown isolated on a spare
background, seemingly to emphasize their individual objectness.
His well-known painting of pails on grass provide the most
striking example. Why pails? One might ask. The artist’s interest in them is
primarily formalistic: the pails are open cylinders, their shapes loosened
to soften their geometric severity and cubist derivation. Made of reflecting
tin, their rims become a distinctively articulated circumference of light
tones, while their bodies cast full diagonal shadows on the damp grass.
Objects too make a comment on man: the jacket on the
clothesline, the coat hanging awry on the door. Sometimes a certain
incongruity creeps in: the handsome jacket, for one, is held up by a mean
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and misshapen hanger. A disturbing quality of foreignness also enters, as
in the Western-style coat on the door and the unfamiliar fixtures of what
seems to be a one-night hotel room.
The artist is most successful when he recreates familiar images
that seem to lie dormant at the back of one’s mind. The lingering heat of
summer afternoons finds a concentrated image in a dog dozing on wooden
planks leading to a poor man’s washroom.
His landscapes are mood paintings rather than specific scenes
from the familiar environment. Many of them are of a brown, autumnal
barrenness, though a few are of a tempered green. They are, however,
invariably lonely, with a solitary farmhouse and a tree stretching out its
old and aching limbs to the sky. There is little warmth or intimacy in a
vision of a nature that is alien and indifferent, rather than embracing
and protective.
Stevesantos’s treatment of the human figure also carries pressing
intimations of loneliness at the core. At times, he treats it with an
objective detachment by cropping it and squaring off a delimited area of
interest. This device borrowed from the selective framing of cinema and
photography, which use it to make elliptical statements, freezes the objects
of Stevesantos’s work as it is subjected to the will or caprice of the artist
who thus comes up with chosen fragments of total reality.
The delicate modeling of the human figures sometimes endows
them with a suspended, immaterial quality, or may, as in the languorous
portrait of Lotis Key, capture a fleeting mood or an ephemeral quality of
spirit. Here the subject seems to exist in a weightless ether that flatters
lines into a soft but decisive clarity, and brings out the nuances of tints
growing into one another.
His portrait of Vicente Manansala, however, shows more fullbodied strength and optimism as well as rare insight in the attitude of the
old man firming himself up with his hands on a table as he gazes through
an open window.
Stevesantos, in his ability to carry a vision through and to
translate inner reality into convincing image, has distinguished himself as
a most gifted artist. He has won early public notice by reviving an interest
in realism through the sensitive handling of his materials.
At his best, his present art offers rare insights into man through
images of solitary vulnerability. It is an austere, self-denying art which
serves to balance a common and easy native exuberance. Yet, such a style
has its own hazards, as it may easily slip into a thin-blooded fragility, a
paltriness that aspires to significance. But the artist, being young, is even
now restless and in quest of new images and new meanings.
He conceives of making blowups of single objects, microcosms
that will yield surprising insights. He has also considered painting people
and more people, perhaps leaving the confining shell of his studio to create
a richer art from the more immediate concerns of his friends and fellows.
Stevesantos with his indisputable talent faces a wide field of
options for his art. It will remain up to him to chart the course of his
artistic career, which, optimistically, will be of authentic significance to
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the human person, particularly to the person and most familiar human,
the Filipino.

ARCHIPELAGO IV.A46 (1978): 18–21.

Vicente Manansala, 1910-1981: National Artist
Painting was his lifeblood, as it was his long love and
demanding mistress. Vicente Manansala pursued his artistic career with
a singlemindedness of purpose, knowing art to be his own form of selfrealization and no other. Even as a newsboy and bootblack in Intramuros,
he already recognized his true calling, expressing his early creativity
in designing kites and making charcoal sketches from materials saved
from his meager schoolboy’s allowance. At 15, he studied under the artist
Ramon Peralta while doing signboards for a painting shop. The following
year, 1926, he entered the UP School of Fine Arts from which he graduated
in 1930. Subsequently, he earned a modest living as illustrator for Herald
and Liwayway and as layout artist for Photonews and Saturday Evening
News Magazine during the great era of illustration in the Philippines
which brought out such talents as Carlos Francisco and Cesar Legaspi.
It was in the 50s that he came out strongly as an artist with
his famous painting of jeepneys and of the Madonna of the Slums, a
masterpiece of the period. He later sought to enrich his art by studies
abroad, in Canada, France, and the United States. In the 60s he made it to
the top in the Philippine art scene as a leading first-generation modernist
in the country and as one of the most sought-after painters by art lovers
and collectors. Last year, he held a successful retrospective, a summingup of his artistic production for more than three decades, at the Manila
Hotel, a show which coincided with the launching of the Manansala book
in silver and gilt-edged editions by Rodolfo Paras-Perez, followed by an art
auction of his work, the first to be held in lifetime of an artist.
All his life Manansala breathed, lived, and talked art. His warm
and vivid personality, sparkling with humor and occasional mischief,
was fueled by the love for art. With increasing fame and success, he
became a bon vivant, while remaining simple at the core, but never for
once abandoning his easel. Late last year, he confided to friends—perhaps
feeling the first intimations of mortality—that he would cease to accept
commissions, of which he had been veritably swamped, to start working
in paintings (“experimental,” he called them) which would lead to a new
direction in his art. The morning the artist was taken ill, he probably held
brush in hand before a canvas, and when he had to put it down, could he
have known that he would never take it up again?
Manansala, or Mang Enteng as fondly called, was at the
forefront of the modernist movement in the 50s. But it is of particular
interest to note that the exploration on home grounds of modernist
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idioms derived from Europe and the United States was, in the same
decade, followed by a wave of national self-consciousness which raised
questions of national identity and culture. Manansala, along with his
fellow artists of the period, among them Galo Ocampo, Legaspi, Botong
Francisco, and H. R. Ocampo, did not put to question the idea of the
nationalist orientation of art. Their works of the period reflected the
social environment, the Manila of the post-war period, and expressed the
native sensibility and temperament.
Of the modernists who emerged in the 50s, it is probably
Manansala who has had the largest and most sustained influence on
the younger artists. Mang Enteng opted to work in the figurative mode,
with the exception of a few occasional abstract works. But shunning
Amorsolo’s rural idyls, the new artists painted the faces of the city. And
it was primarily Manansala who created and developed the new imagery.
From his paintbrush issued multifaceted images of Manila endowed
with a distinct personality: ravaged by war but picking up the pieces
and recovering by dint of creative ingenuity expressed in the noisy and
ubiquitous jeepney and in the ragtag barong-barongs. Most of all, unlike
the great industrial cities and commercial hubs of the West, the city of
Manila through the vision of the artist had a strong folk character, where
the only cosmopolitanism was of the GI Joe variety and of the creoles and
Americans of the past colonial regimes who set up their industries on
the fat of the land. It was a struggling city of small vendors and hawkers
with their petty, picturesque trades that brought in a subsistence income.
At the time, Quiapo was still the center, with its church of the Black
Nazarene reeking with incense and echoing with somnolent waves of song.
And all around it in the patio and spilling over the sidewalks were, and
have always been, the vendors of holy rosaries, novenas, and scapulars,
and of candles, slender yellow or waxy red in flat human shapes to fulfill
a personal vow or beg for a miracle. Manansala’s women sat veiled and
hunched over their wares, their brown impassive faces like the archaic
bululs, block-like and chiseled in broad planes, their large bare feet
sticking out from the hem of their sayas.
The menfolk took to cockfighting as the native machos, kerchief
knotted around the head, rooster carried in the crook of an arm, reared
in the game from adolescence. The flurry of the cockfight brought out the
vibrant hues of folk culture in sharp transparent facets. A key painting
of the period is the Madonna of the Slums, in which predominate brown
tones in the representation of mother and child in figures simplified
but expressive, set against the makeshift walls and roofs of the barongbarongs in the geometric and contrapuntal patterns of cubism. Another
early theme was that of a family seated at table for a modest meal in
quiet reverential attitudes. Also not to be overlooked are the Manansala
still life of native fruits and vegetables, of fish with their spiky patterns,
and of the utensils of the indigenous kitchen, the almeres, palayok,
and kawali, in a delicate play of tonalities against window frames or
translucent capiz squares.
Manansala’s vision of the city and his fundamentally native and
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Filipino approach to his subjects would influence numerous artists who
would take up his folk themes within an urban context. Among them is
counted Malang with his own version of folk romanticism in paintings
that convey the same fragile, makeshift character of the 50s. With him are
other artists, largely from UST, such as Antonio Austria, Angelito Antonio,
Mario Parial who all draw on the same fascination for the folk with their
small occupations and pleasures. The senior artist’s most recent followers
include some Laguna artists with a strong folk background such as
Manuel Baldemor and Nemesio Miranda, Jr.
His particular style derived from cubism also influenced the
work of Ang Kiu Kok, Romeo Tabuena in his later style, and Hugo Yonzon.
The cubist aspect of Manansala’s work rests largely in the geometric
faceting of forms and the shifting and overlapping planarities. However, in
Manansala, the facets and planes are broader than in original cubism and
bring out on large rhythms. Here and there are incorporated linear and
decorative patterns, as in the ironwork curlicues of gates and windows.
He exploited to the full the implications of transparency in the original
cubist style of Braque and Picasso. Unlike analytical and synthetic cubism
which arbitrarily fragmented and dissected the figure into a complex
abstract composition with only a few stray hints of the subject remaining,
Manansala stayed close to the figure, simplifying it to its basic geometric
planes but refusing to do it violence. On the whole except for a short black
and white period of Crucifixions and Madonna-and-Child paintings, he
shunned the basic austerity of the European style with its limited use of
color and instead used colors in all its folk vibrancy, sensuous appeal, and
evocative power. His compositions feature lines of perspective creating a
shallow space, but these are simultaneously opposed by lines and planes
which create spatial ambiguities that play on planarity and recession.
His still lifes have a tapestry-like quality as the various objects, not
fragmented but left entire, occupy the visual field, bright figures on a dark,
ambiguous space, at times showing the influence of the 17th century Dutch
interiors with their checkerboard motifs, at other times, keenly aware, in
the Oriental manner, of spatial resonance. On the whole, he reinterpreted
cubism according to the native Filipino sensibility as he drew his themes
from the familiar environment.
Manansala’s art constituted a solution to the problems of
the 50s in terms of the use of modern Western idioms and their local
transformations, and in terms of the subject matter and content of art as
reflecting a people’s identity. Life and art for him were one and the same as
he enjoyed, through the years, his steady fulfillment as an artist. With his
death, Vicente Manansala as artist is now part of Philippine art history,
especially in its difficult searching years, and as man he becomes part of
the national legend.

OBSERVER, 8 SEPTEMBER 1981, 40–1.
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Galo B. Ocampo, Pioneering Modernist
Some of the spirit and excitement of the early years of Philippine
modernism continues in the recent work of Galo B. Ocampo, now busy
preparing for an exhibit. Of the original Triumvirate of Philippine
modernism in the 30s including Victorio Edades and Carlos “Botong”
Francisco, it is Galo B. Ocampo who has enjoyed the most colorful and
far-ranging life experiences. Of an optimistic, bright, and ebullient
temperament, he has played the various roles of artist, educator, guerrilla,
government employee, husband, and father. It is only now, retired and a
grandfather at 69, that he enjoys a relative and well-earned leisure spent
in his original love, painting in his San Juan studio in the months that he
is not with his children in the United States.
The association of the Original Three—Edades, Botong Francisco,
and Galo Ocampo—proved a most auspicious one for Philippine art.
With a high morale and a faith in modernism, as against the academic
conservatism of the Amorsolo School, the three launched a crusade with
the brush and the pen to stimulate artistic development and to pave the
way for the much needed change which the existing academies refused to
grant. The inspired murals which the three did together—early works in
interaction—for the lobbies of the Capitol and State Theaters in 1934 were
an expression of their new artistic credo allied with nationalistic themes
at the height of the Commonwealth Period.
It did not take long for Galo Ocampo to emerge with his
individual artistic personality. A key painting of the period was Brown
Madonna (1938) which drew the ire of the conservative Catholic sector but
which found a champion in Mons. Billet of the Mountain Province. After
the innumerable Madonnas and saints of Caucasian cast, this painting
was the first to Filipinize the image of the Virgin, both in her physical
traits as in her setting, thus rendering her in familiar terms. Likewise,
its theme only marked the beginning of his lasting preoccupation with
religion in its native and folk aspect. Another work of the same period,
Moro Dancer (1939) and the Igorot Dance (1943) were celebrations of the
ethnic and indigenous in lively color and design. In these paintings, the
traditional concern for realistic verisimilitude gave way to a feeling for
design and the management of forms and spaces, for linear rhythms and
fresh, vivid colors.
As external events play a role in the development of an artist,
so did the war set a lasting mark on Galo Ocampo’s art. He did little
painting during the war itself, except for stage backdrops for the
Associated Artists Group headed by Fernando Poe—a work he used as
cover for his intelligence work for the guerrilla movement, with Poe
providing food and shelter to the guerrillas. Ocampo did his valorous
share in the war years as lieutenant and subsequently captain—a heroic
period for which he wears his army identification bracelet as constant
reminder. In his paintings, the war continued to haunt him through the
50s, and even up to the present where one still senses its faint echo. The
Flagellant theme, fully brought out in Ecce Homo (1953), is at its origins,
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associated with the harrowing experiences of the war. In fact, the images
of Christ’s Passion are reinterpreted by the artist through the images of
war in a surrealist technique superimposing apparently anachronistic
historical events. Thus, Christ, crowned with thorns and hooded with
the flagellant’s veil, stands with arms bound together while in the skies
around and above him war planes whiz by trailing smoke or release a
fleet of parachutes wreaking havoc on culture and human life. In Shades
of Things to Come (1955), a flagellant lies prostrate, his arms forming
a cross, while the shadows of warplanes ply the arid ground. These
paintings, in brown and sepia tones, convey the feeling of the modern
wasteland, littered with the debris of war.
The Flagellant theme would undergo development in the mid50s with the large painting Christ in Flagellant, showing a significant
stylistic change. Here the entire space is filled up with figures, with
the hooded Christ on the Cross predominating. The receding space in
previous works becomes replaced by a vigorous two-dimensional design
in rhythmic cubist sectioning, as in stained glass. Indeed, the artist in
1956 was sent by the Archbishop of Manila to Rome to study liturgical
art in preparation for his working on the stained glass design of the
reconstructed Metropolitan Cathedral, as earlier he had received a grant
to update heraldry studies in Madrid. His stained glass designs for the
Manila Cathedral were the major influence on his paintings of the period,
characterized by a tight, vigorous composition and a somber mood.
Meanwhile, Galo B. Ocampo became increasingly involved in
various government positions. In 1962, he was appointed curator of the
Presidential Museum of Malacañang and subsequently Director of the
National Museum under then President Macapagal, while he continued
as technical adviser on heraldry in the office of the president (for which
positions he declined to receive salary and thus received no retirement
benefits!). During this time, he was also professor of art at UST and later
at FEU in 1966, becoming head of the Department of Fine Arts in 1971. All
these activities in which he plunged with untiring fervor inevitably left
him less and less time for his art, so that for quite a time he saw himself
in the limited role of dutiful administrator and employee, his creative
talent in suspension.
It was thus only in 1973, at the age of fifty-nine years, that Galo
B. Ocampo held his first one-man show at Galerie Bleue. And this would
not have happened if a student of Rodolfo Paras-Perez, interviewing
the former for a term paper, had not pointedly asked the artist: “Why
did you stop painting, Mr. Ocampo?” Suddenly he felt the weight of all
the past years upon him. Was he not, after all, one of the first three
pioneers of modern art in the country? Did he not then champion it with
brush and pen with all the fervor of his youth? So challenged, Galo B.
Ocampo took to his easel and produced a new series of works entitled
Anthropographic Designs in which he pays tribute to the Tabon Man. It
thus turns out that his years at the Museum were not spent in vain, but
on the contrary, enriched him artistically. His field work with Dr. Robert
Fox at the Tabon Caves in Palawan eventually gave rise to his images of
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the early Filipino, Adam and Eve growing from the ancient stalagmites
and reflecting the ever-changing hues of the mysterious caves aglow with
an Aladdin lamp. The rock formations with their rich mineral textures
create astonishing stone tapestries, chandeliers, and anterooms leading
into endless labyrinths still unexplored. Through these wander the first
man and woman in a pristine mobility, Tabon man as Atlas carrying the
world on his shoulders, and the two silent rowers to the underworld in
the Manunggul jar. There are likewise shells of various shapes, the gifts
of the sea, along with bone-white carcasses of animals. In the watercolor
medium, tones turn iridescent like mother-of-pearl; shadows lengthen
across the perfect white sand, hauntingly surrealist as they span centuries
of time.
Once more Galo B. Ocampo faces his easel with alacrity and
confidence. His autobiography runs his new works, all his past and
present interrelated: the Flagellants are still there, but without their
original disquieting somber mood and their allusions to war; instead the
hooded figure of Ecce Homo sits on a space missile in a lunar landscape
(what meditations in this sci-fi Gethsemane?). The ethnic theme has
become expanded into the Ati-Atihan where masked figures cavort in
gaudy revelry. The folk community spirit is in the Bayanihan and Planting
Rice paintings, the golden sun gilding the ample harvest of rice. “Art is
people,” Galo Ocampo says with the expansiveness that a full life gives, “It
is basically human beings. It is not the adjuncts of science and invention
which come of prime importance, but rather, the soul of man in his past,
present, and future in the scheme of things.”

OBSERVER, 27 JUNE 1982, 30–1.

Alcuaz’s Grand Gesture
Fascinating, enigmatic, and controversial artist Federico Aguilar
Alcuaz has flown in from Europe to celebrate his 50th birthday in Manila.
A big one-man show is in order for such an occasion, but, to doubly
realize our expectations, Alcuaz is putting up not just one show, but two
within the year. And the unusual and unprecedented thing about these
two successive shows is that they are a loyal son’s tribute, at the height of
his success, to his schools, the Ateneo and the UP College (then School) of
Fine Arts. Thus, to these institutions he has made an outright donation of
over 70 works. 52 paintings were sold-out at the Ateneo exhibit. More than
20 oils go to the UP College of Fine Arts Alumni Foundation through its
President, Edwina Koch Arroyo. The proceeds of this exhibit will go
to student scholarships, and faculty improvement of the UP College of
Fine Arts.
Such a splendid and magnanimous gesture is hard to come by
these days: donations on such a scale do not have precedents, and artist
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Aguilar Alcuaz makes history in doing so. Federico Aguilar Alcuaz, after
all, is one of the leading lights of Philippine contemporary art with one
of the broadest artistic and cultural backgrounds. A career in the arts
was not offered to him on a silver platter. Though his father, a lawyer and
musician, saw to his early exposure to the arts, still it was his staunch
desire for this, his sixth son among eleven, to pursue a career in law.
The dutiful son that Federico Aguilar Alcuaz was, he completed a law
degree at the Ateneo, but during which, without his father’s knowledge he
cross-enrolled at the UP School of Fine Arts. In the early 50s, he became
the favorite student of the late National Artist Guillermo Tolentino who
used to take him along in his various projects. Alcuaz clearly remembers
his mentors, particularly Ambrosio Morales, Dominador Castañeda, and
Virginia Flor Agbayani. When Ateneo provided him with studio space, the
UP CFA faculty among them Amorsolo, Miranda, Herrera, and Alcantara
paid visits to his studio.
Recognition came to Alcuaz in the early 50s. In 1953, he won
the first prize in the modern category in the Shell Art Competition, the
only UP student among six winners from UST. In 1954, a few months
short of graduation from his Bachelor of Fine Arts course, he put up his
first one-man show, with paintings he did at the UP, at the St. Benedict
Hall of San Beda College where he studied high school. His show was
reviewed by friend Leonidas Benesa, writing his first critical piece, who
flatly stated that Alcuaz had nothing more to learn from his UP mentors.
Then, like Juan Luna, when told that there was nothing more to learn
from the Academia, Federico Aguilar Alcuaz trained his sights abroad.
The opportunity came in 1955 when he left for Europe, the Ateneo Jesuits
packing him off to study at the Academia de San Fernando in Madrid.
At 23 years of age, alone and on his own, Europe became for
him an experience in alternating agony and ecstasy. Like the Filipino
expatriates a century earlier, he roamed the streets of Madrid and
Barcelona where once Lopez Jaena had picked up cigarette butts to allay
his hunger. A man of lesser will would have succumbed to the grinding
poverty that was the common lot of a struggling artist in Europe. He
remembers the lean years: the stray centimos in the subway, the first taste
of bread after an empty week. Then the gradual recovery, followed by a
furious application to his art. Within five weeks of his arrival in Spain, he
was able to arrange his first exhibit in Barcelona: Euphoria! But he had
not reckoned with the fact that the show was out of season. The result
for this young struggling artist of the most precarious means was an
indebtedness of five thousand pesetas to the gallery, thus leaving him in
worse straits than before. Six months later, his second exhibit in Barcelona
turned to be a modest success. From there he went to Santander where
he put up another show. And from there on, it led to smoother waters for
the artist in the 10 years he would stay in Spain. Accolades in the press
recognized him as El Gran Pintor Filipino.
In high spirits, he explored the rest of Europe: France, Germany,
and Czechoslovakia. He eagerly imbibed all he could learn from the
original works: Goya, El Greco, Van Gogh, the Impressionists, Picasso.
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He took to languages with natural ease, now speaking all European
languages except Greek. In 1960 he participated with the Spanish group
in the international competition of Art Libre in which he won a prize but
which he subsequently forfeited because he was not a Spaniard. It was
also in the same period that he received the French Award for Arts and
Letters as well as the French Genius Award. Such successes soon made him
a bon vivant (“Turtle soup as usual”) and cosmopolite, firm believer in the
role of the Spanish language in the Philippines. In the meantime, he took
a German wife with whom he had two sons (one of them now a gymnast
competing in the Olympics). He proceeded to score another high with his
large abstract tapestries, he painstakingly labored over himself, striking
for their vigorous design, in Czechoslovakia. In the United States he held
an exhibit in 1974 at the Damon Runyon Gallery in New York, through the
sponsorship of the Spanish Embassy. At this point, he emphasizes, with
clippings in hand, that he was at all times referred to as a Filipino artist,
never a Spaniard, as some quarters have misconstrued. He stresses that it
would have been no trouble at all for him to get Spanish citizenship, but
he has preferred to stay a Filipino. He avers that he feels most at home
in the Philippines and that he “feels himself more Filipino than most of
them,” referring to his erstwhile critics.
The year 1964 brought the traumatic experience of a car accident
that nearly cost him his life. In fact, he refers to it as his “death.” What
effects it had on his art, he cannot say. He only knows that he came out
of it with an unusually sharp memory, now remembering incidents and
details in his far past that he had previously forgotten. It was a severe
jolt back to his roots: to his childhood at the Alejandro Albert Elementary
School in Dapitan, to his law studies at the Ateneo. Deep in a recollecting
mood, Alcuaz draws himself up and recites, in perfect and fluent recall,
Edmund Burke’s oration on “England and Its Glories.” His law studies, he
says, gave discipline to his art and the strength to persevere.
It is immediately evident that Alcuaz works with masterly
ease in both the figurative and abstract modes. His abstracts of smaller
format show his intimate exposure to the School of Paris, the cubism of
Braque, Picasso, and Gris in the later synthetic rather than in the analytic
phase. His earlier large abstracts of the 60s tended to fill up most of the
space with dynamic organic shapes that generated a fierce intensity,
further brought out by the strong color contrasts, such as of blues and
acid yellows, by lively textural motifs, and by a painterly and personal
brushwork. The sharp, clutching, and convoluted angst of his earlier
abstracts has now mellowed to more harmonious compositions
of design and color. His new works maintain a strong visual appeal in
their interplaying shapes, their spatial devices, and their intense and
vivid hues—all successfully pulled together by a strong and cohesive
artistic personality.
For the figurative works, he has taken up the Tres Marias theme,
the Three Graces, in fact, with the Rotisserie girls modelling in his studio.
Viewing these works, one is astonished at how much the artist draws from
the Luna tradition, especially in the 19th century artist’s smaller intimate
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pieces, the oil sketches and the works bordering on impressionism.
Alcuaz’s approach is but a few strokes away from turn-of-the-century
romantic and impressionist: the girls in their beribonned gowns, like a
clutch of fresh flowers, captive odalisques shifting and turning in the
light of the window or the balcony. Whispers, soft laughter, the toss of
a head, the flick of a fan, are picked up by the colors with their restless
virtuosity, the flashing tonalities of silk and precious stuff flirting with
the light. Sometimes, a pensive deep-yellow nude sits by an open window.
But always, how spontaneous yet how sure is the brushstroke that lightly
and caressingly delineates the feminine caprices of gesture, or the subtle
rhythms of the limbs.
Alcuaz paints 10 hours daily in the Philippines—in Europe, for as
long as 16 hours a day—from dawn to nightfall, even farther into night. He
does not suffer from fickle inspiration, but paints continuously as second
nature. On his 50th year, he makes a felicitous gesture to those who had
supported him along the way—indeed the best way of celebrating success.

OBSERVER, 4 JULY 1982, 30–1.

An Enduring Romance with Wood
Wood is never idle in Paete, in this town named after the tool,
paet or chisel, used in its principal folk art and occupation. It is a romance
with wood which goes back to the pre-Spanish period and which gives
this Laguna town its particular charm and character. A little walk in the
small picturesque streets and one comes upon a cartful of happy children
seated among a pile of wooden figurines, rearing horses with silky manes,
to be brought to the shop for painting and finishing. Strapping young
men of serious mien go about carrying armfuls of preening swans. The
neat houses with rows of hanging plants may be embellished with door
frames in curvilinear floral designs. Windows, too, may surprise us with
a display of relief work, showing folk characters from the rich treasury of
Laguna legends. Peep inside the windows of the houses lining the streets
and one sees veritable workshops where folk engage in various stages of
woodcarving: the men carving with an array of tools, the women polishing
and painting. On the worktables are row or piles of Sto. Niños, Last
Suppers, Ecce Homos, Virgin Marys, Madonnas, along with a multitude
of secular subjects such as horses, birds, if they are not bakya, tables, or
chess sets, which await the gentle ministrations of master carver or his
wife with the painting brush, in between stirring the sinigang in the pot.
The interiors of the houses are amply graced with the native talent in
wood: stairs and balusters are fashioned with handcrafted care, screens
are original designs, and the furniture is of notable quality. On the family
altar the fine santo was carved by father, grandfather, or great-grandfather, several generations old, thus making it twice or thrice treasured.
131

FRISSON

The dining table of polished hardwood features legs ending in
exquisitely carved lion’s paws; even the refrigerator is set on a wooden
stand carved with a rural landscape in relief, complete with nipa hut,
trees, and mountains.
In the late 19th century, the two great centers of woodcarving, in
Luzon were Paete and Quiapo in Manila which also built its own tradition
of woodcarving, although of more recent vintage and in the nature of an
urban guild. At points in time up to the present, the two centers influenced
each other. In the 19th century, Mariano Madriñan of Paete worked for a
time in the Quiapo atelier of Bonifacio Arevalo. Jose Caancan and Mateo
Edjawan also worked for a stint with the Manila sculptors after their
visit to their provincemate and occasional sculptor, Dr. Jose Rizal in
exile in Dapitan. Records attest to the fact that from the national hero,
they learned more about carving techniques and had lessons in Spanish
and English. In recent years, Justino Cagayat also spent time in the
Evangelista shops.
Much of the woodcarving practiced at present still owes much
to the traditions established by the elders and the previous generations
of Paete woodcarvers. Prominent among them are Mariano Madriñan
(1858-1939), and Jose Caancan (1877-1965). The former found high
distinction at the Amsterdam Exposition in 1883 (a year before Luna won
honors with the Spoliarium) when his Mater Dolorosa won a gold medal
over European entries, thereby drawing the attention of King Alfonso XII
of Spain who recognized his talent. Madriñan contributed much to the
town’s woodcarving tradition. It was in his time that the santero’s art
reached its peak with the highly realistic and expressive santos, life-size
or even larger. The native woodcarvers introduced such consummate
refinements such as movable, ball-and-socket joints at the shoulders,
knees, elbows, and even fingers, so as to make possible the portrayal of
different religious episodes, as in the Passion of Christ. These devices are
known to have been striking enough to startle the miracle-prone viewer
into Alleluias. In the traditional process, the completed carving itself is
twice coated with a native gesso made of mixture of fine white clay, or
even on kesong puti, mixed with a glue made from boiled cow or carabao
hide. This is to provide a solid and non-porous surface for the paint
which is subsequently applied over it.
One example of a traditional santo is the Jesus Desmayado,
carved by Froilan Madriñan, Sr. as a copy of the original done by his
father Santiago Madriñan in 1885, which was destroyed in the burning
of the town of Paete by the Japanese in 1944. Almost five feet in full
height, the Christ-figure with bowed head and hands chained to a pillar,
is half-seated, half-reclining. Its delicate features of expressive, sad
eyes, are the recognizable hallmark of the Paete woodcarving art. Old
secrets of the trade include light brown wavy hair made of peña fiber
from pineapple leaves, eyelashes from hairs pulled from a monkey’s back,
eyes of glass, blown and shaped then tinted in the center. The wood, as
in all the best santos, is batikuling, which repels termites and has a
faint aromatic odor. The women of the house see to its maintenance and
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costume changes, especially when it is brought out in procession during
Holy Week.
In Paete, families specialize in particular aspects of the art
of woodcarving, from the making of tools to the final painting and
varnishing. Most of the tools come from the shop of Mariano Cajipe who
fashions them on a native forge. His workshop, in the shady silong of his
nipa house, is modest indeed, with its earthen floor and the old, blackened
paraphernalia scattered around, but from this place has issued hundreds,
even thousands of tools essential to the practice of art. The traditional
woodcarving tools are the chisel or paet, the skew or hiwas, the shallow
gouge or landay, the deep gouge lukob, and the parting tool or trespico
(tatlong kanto). Paete made-to-order tools are much sought after, since
they are of superior quality to those of American or European make. This
is because these native handmade tools are harder and more durable,
because they undergo a more thorough tempering process where the steel,
several times fired and hammered to shape, is entirely dipped in oil and
water up to the fine and sharp blade-ends. Innovations in native tools
include double parting tools and double gouges, unused railroad ties and
old saws are converted to make these tools, the size of which range from
the very fine used for delicate work such as carving eyes to the very large
for broad surfaces.
Not to be overlooked are the designers who innovate on their
subjects, such as Fermin Cadapan who showed numerous designs on
Manila paper from single figures to large complex compositions, as in
historical subjects, to be executed by himself or others, in relief or in the
round. His drawings reflect the influence of the late National Artist Carlos
“Botong” Francisco who, he points out, got Paete woodcarvers to execute
his designs in relief for the Seattle Exposition in the 60s.
Of the woodcarvers themselves, a recent exhibit at the City
Gallery featured the Masters of Paete, thirty-five masters from the 19th
century to the present. From the poster one notes the fact that family
names continually recur, attesting to the handing down of the art from
father to son in several generations: Madriñan, Caancan, Edjawan, Adao,
Afunggol, Cagayat, Cagandahan, Baet, Bagabaldo, Baldemor, Pelatino,
names native to Paete for centuries. A contemporary Paete master is
Justino Navarro Cagayat who learned woodcarving from his father. Now
he is the head of a busy workshop with a number of carvers working
simultaneously on different orders of Last Suppers, Santo Niños, and
Virgin Marys. On lucky days, clients from Manila come around to put
in orders based on a photo catalogue of sculpture pieces, occasionally,
an order is placed of for an entire carroza complete with ornaments.
The subjects may be grouped into religious statues, collector’s items of
secular interest, and Greek figurines. On his table lie hundreds of wood
carving tools, their handles worn smooth with years of use. Aside from
the batikuling which is the favored wood ideal for carving because of its
toughness, other woods used are narra, kamagong, langka, and marang.
An encarnador is Mang Peping Magno to whose workshop
carvers bring their wooden figures for finishing and painting.
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These are treated with a neutral coat of surfacer before they are given
coatings of automotive paint. While Mang Peping adds fine details and
finishing touches to the sculpture, the women take over the painting
chores and the embellishing of gold designs as for the Cape of Santo
Niño or San Isidro Labrador with his angels plowing the fields before the
astonished landlord.
From the continuous activity, it may not occur to the occasional
visitor that woodcarving in Paete has in reality considerably declined
from its peak years in the 60s. For the fact is that in recent years, wood has
become scarcer and has attained the status of a near-precious commodity,
since the ban on cutting wood on the nearby Sierra Madre mountains took
effect. With the ban, family incomes from woodcarving have dropped to
an all-time low, a pittance compared to the prosperity of former times.
Townsfolk point to the cases of beer stacked in rows along the side of the
street as the measure of woodcarving activity: in the 60s, streets were
lined with cases upon cases as everybody of all generations were engaged
in woodcarving from morning to night, in contrast the present when the
cases have dropped to a third of, or even lower, their former record.
Nevertheless, the native talent and tradition in woodcarving
continues to be part of the lives of the modest and sincere Paete folk. They
are in continual search of new forms in addition to the traditional ones,
a recent example being the driftwood sculpture from the Marcial Cagayat
workshop. Many continue to live out their entire lives in the town as folk
carvers, a number are sent to study fine arts in Manila where they may
eventually choose to settle and work out their individual styles, modifying
their folk tradition with new approaches. To the younger crop of sculptors
belong Froilan Madriñan Jr. who handles some classes at the UP College
of Fine Arts and who does mainly portraits and busts, religious statues,
trophies and medallions such as those he recently executed for the UP
Sports Foundation Center. Other sculptors are Manuel Baldemor, better
known as a painter; Fred Baldemor who has had shows in wood and ivory
sculpture done with exquisite delicacy; and Angelo Baldemor, brother of
Manny, an up-and-coming artist with new works in wood. Like the natural,
health-giving springs of Laguna, the old well of native talent goes deep
into an inexhaustible and unfathomable source.

OBSERVER. 5 SEPTEMBER 1982, 14–16.

Where Folk and Baroque Meet
Mention the town of Betis in Pampanga and it immediately calls
to mind its long tradition of furniture and woodcraft. Its impressive
church embodies the character of their art: a unique blend of indigenous
folk and baroque. Historically, the church is a symbol of the material
prosperity of the town and of Pampanga province as a whole. As far back
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as the Spanish Period it has been a rich rice-producing province and
has enjoyed, in addition, ample revenues from its cane sugar and fishing
industries. The agricultural surplus of the province which supplied
the needs of the Manila populations, particularly the Spanish ruling
class, created the material conditions leading to a lively support and
patronage of the arts. The landlord merchant classes of Pampanga became
connoisseurs of art and sought the amenities of country gentility in their
daily life. No less an artist than Simon Flores settled in the province
where he did numerous portraits of the Kapampangan principalia in
the miniaturist style which lent itself perfectly to the representation of
finery. To him is ascribed some of the finest religious murals that are
the pride of Betis church. Nothing but the best could satisfy the taste
of the patrons, the Spanish colonial rulers and the local landlord class,
whether it was in the culinary arts in which the Pampangans developed
a rich and distinctive cuisine, or in the art of furniture in which they
excelled. What is particularly interesting is that the artistic expressions
of the Pampangan show a blend of the Malayan indigenous with the
European colonial. In furniture and woodcraft, the native decorative strain
assumes the heavy richness of European baroque. The simple organic and
curvilinear motifs become easily transformed into the unfurling scrolls
and deep scooped-out shells of baroque ornamentation.
Along the highway that passes through Bacolor and Betis,
furniture shows crop up along the way, the furniture pieces put out in the
open for airing and display. Blocks of wood piled in the yard, the litter of
wood-shavings, and most of all, the aromatic odor of freshly-cut wood and
of lacquer varnish attest to the principal occupation of Betis.
The heart of furniture country is Barangay Santa Ursula in
Betis, a small barrio branching off the highway to follow the banks of
the Pampanga River. From the modest houses lining the street, one easily
sees the two main sources of livelihood: fishing and furniture-making. In
the shady silong are small boats to be carried to the river at dawn for an
early catch, or sections of furniture such as headboards and backrests
still awaiting the finishing touch of the master-carver. Sometimes the
silong is completely enclosed and converted into a shop bustling with
activity. Though it is dark and damp with its earthen floor, and the lighting
often from a single light bulb, the workers busily engage in carving while
chatting and exchanging jokes. They follow the patterns on the cardboard
cut-outs hanging on the walls. Young men in their 20s have been in the
trade since their early teens, for boys with their chins barely reaching
above the workshop tables also go to it with vigor and determination.
Meanwhile, younger children, half-naked with perennial running noses,
run up and down the stairs and mingle among the workers, and rub
against their legs like frolicsome pets.
A master-carver is the barangay captain himself, Teofilo Cayanan,
58, young looking for his years. His house was not hard to find—children
pointed to it as ing maragul at the end of the street. The concrete silong is
a shop where various pieces of furniture await polishing and varnishing.
A beautiful narra door carved on both sides (baligtaran) greets the visitor
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to the sala, which is garnished, with an assortment of decoration, from
the carpet protected with a large plastic sheet to the gaudy Bornean
tapestry on the wall. Signs of prosperity and social status are the
numerous colored pictures of saints honored with light bulbs, candles,
and large stiff bouquets of plastic flowers, while side cabinets hold an
assortment of bric-a-brac including rearing steeds, an ethnic warrior, and
various colored glassware. Visiting at the time are two master-carvers and
designers Felix Dayrit and Antonio Razon, while the lady of the house in
long dress and hair streaked with henna, a wakasan comics at her side,
lounges on the finely-crafted gallinera.
Teofilo Cayanan stresses the point that all this visible material
prosperity from furniture goes back to less than ten years when they lived
in a humble bahay-kubo and he was a lowly pescador drawing his daily
keep from the Pampanga River. He got the idea to engage in woodcraft
from the big wooden partitions or doors of the fishponds. He bought
these water-soaked and aged panels, sawed them into sections and carved
religious reliefs on them, which he subsequently brought to the Mabini
antique shops where they were eagerly snapped up by the dealers, who
ordered more. Eyes sparkling with pride, Cayanan enthusiastically lauds
the spirit of private enterprise when he recalls the lean days he wore
patchwork pants and peddled his woodcraft, a far cry from the present
when each of his children has his own vehicle from the proceeds of his two
furniture shops in Quezon City.
In Betis, the art of woodcraft and furniture is as old as the town
itself; although the art did not always flourish steadily its highpoints were
in the mid-19th century with cash-crop agriculture that came with the
opening of the country to world trade, and more recently, in the 60s during
the time of Macapagal through the Nacida. Since then it has alternately
waxed and waned up to the present. A certain rich townsman, Deson
David, kept the tradition of woodcraft alive. His apprentice, Juan Flores,
imparted his skills to his townmates, whom he trained as his workers.
But here Cayanan again stresses that he encourages the workers to be
on their own, to set up their own independent shops. For he himself had
gone through the difficult period of working for the furniture business.
He earned his livelihood for a time as carpenter in Balut, Tondo, during
which he worked for the Nuguid and Puyat shops in Manila as carver. At
the same time, his native interest in woodcraft led him to observe piano
manufacturing at Yupangco. Much of what he knows of woodcraft and
furniture-making comes from his long apprenticeship and observation of
work techniques and processes, knowledge which now serves him well in
his shops. Speaking with the folk gift for metaphor or talinghaga, he says
of the enterprising initiative: “Lalangoy muna sa isang sapa na walang
hawakan, at pag lumakas na ay lalangoy naman sa dagat.”
A statement which probably sums up the aspirations of the, small
Filipino entrepreneur.
For woodcraft as it is practiced in Betis, hinges largely on the
tools themselves which are produced in Apalit. The woods used are narra
of the red and yellow varieties, and acacia—all Philippine hardwood.
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At present there is a relative scarcity of material because of the
existing ban on the cutting down of trees. Nevertheless the production
of furniture is maintained at a moderate but steady pace. From the
workshops regularly issue gallineras, aparadors, console tables, coffee
tables, headboards to be brought to their various outlets in Metro
Manila. There is enough work to occupy the menfolk of Betis, for in
fact, many youths are known to have dropped out of elementary and
secondary schooling to take up the carver’s tools.
The folk tradition in furniture is continued in the gallinera,
that inspired a piece of church furniture, now secularized, that made it
possible for churchgoing machos to be seated comfortably during their
devotions while their favorite gamecocks preened, crowed, or prematurely
engaged in skirmishes in the slatted enclosure with sliding doors under
the long seat. Evidently, Sunday after mass was reserved for cockfights,
and what could be more convenient for the avid followers of St. Peter than
to reach down under their seats for their feathered challenger after the
last Dominus vobiscum? To the simple bench of a single plank of wood,
the furniture-masters added a chicken coop to the space below, put up a
slatted backrest and added arms for good measure. The present gallineras
of Betis is how the furniture at its most refined, the narra in two tones,
carefully polished and varnished to a high sheen, the square panels
featuring carved rosettes flanked by small, neatly-turned balusters for the
backrest and the pen below.
Of more colonial aspect are the tables and the armoires with
motifs derived from European period furniture styles fashionable
in the salons of the nobility. Recognizably baroque are the motifs of
the unfurling scrolls meeting at the center, the concave shells curling
delicately at the edges, the medallions and cartouches, the occasional
broken pediments, and twisting solomonic columns. These motifs,
however, are found in conjunction with elements of local origin such as
rosettes and other organic and curvilinear motifs, as well as the row of
small balusters that are the verandillas of the bahay-na-bato in miniature.
Betis woodcarving is distinguished by the motifs and figures carved in
bold relief or in intricate open work, as the hardwood narra and acacia
permit. It likewise exhibits a heavy, opulent character from the evident
baroque influence.
Occasionally, however, a purely folk creation comes up, as in a
table of carved genre figures. By the rice paddies and the hills wend a cart
carrying rice, and a van bearing the legend: Fruit and Vegetable Dealer.
Beside the nipa hut and the banana and coconut trees laden with fruit,
men engage in their favorite sport of cock-fighting. The perspective is quite
folksy, a flat decorative design rather than recession in depth. But for all
its innocence and refreshingly naive qualities, the scene is unsparingly
framed by heavy baroque scrolls.
All in all, Betis furniture, which is folk with a strong colonial
character, depends heavily on carved ornamentation in strong relief or
openwork, rather than on basic structural forms. With its distinctive
character, which is luxurious bordering on ostentation, the furniture
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clearly served the rich tastes of its original patrons, the landed ilustrado
gentry in the 19th century mansions, and the Spanish colonial officials with
their consciousness of caste and intimations of monarchic grandeur—
indeed, long an example of an art serving patrons outside the immediate
community of the carvers and furniture-makers themselves, most of
whom continue to live in modest bahay-kubo. For these old patrons and
the present antique conscious urban middle-class, the Betis artisans have
carried the art of furniture-making to an admirable level of excellence.

OBSERVER, 26 SEPTEMBER 1982, 15–7.

Night-Pieces and Tarot Cards
Art for Brenda Fajardo is the quest for self—an exercise, spiritual,
if one prefers, in which she journeys to the secret springs of self to find
wholeness and meaning. Her prints open into an entire universe within
that invites exploring: an inner nocturnal world peopled with figures
in celebration or in turmoil, possessing their own lifes and deaths, but
supernaturally bedecked with wings and fire. Likewise, these images are
personal symbols of the artist’s self in an unfolding biography.
Fajardo, after going through an agricultural course in Los Baños,
began to discover herself more as an artist in the early 60s when she took
up painting at PWU, with the privilege of having the printmaking pioneer
Manuel Rodriguez Sr. as first teacher. She proceeded to earn a master’s
degree in art education at the University of Wisconsin where anatomy
classes in the studio arts honed her skills in figure drawing. Many of
her prints show figures in movement because she has always wanted
to be a mover, herself finding an endless fascination in dance and body
movements in series and in variations. This strong personal kinesis has
now found an immediate outlet in the theater. As an active member of the
Philippine Educational Theater Association (PETA), she is involved in all
aspects of play production, from designing posters, costumes, and sets to
acting on stage. In this way she achieves a satisfying integration of the
many aspects of her personality.
In 1967, she began tentative work in etching, mostly experiments
in the abstract, exploring possibilities of tone and texture. Warmed by
initial encouragement from artist-friends, she familiarized herself more
thoroughly with the medium, later combining etching with acid and direct
engraving or intaglio. She also did a few prints in woodcut which she
called “greenscapes” and “lifescapes,” but she went back to printing on
metal. Henceforth, her development in the art was smooth and continuous.
With acquired mastery in the early 70s, she did prints on irregularly cut
metal plates, corresponding to shaped canvases in painting. By so doing,
she did away with the limits of the rigid and traditional square format
and at the same time achieved compositions of greater dynamism for
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her subject of figures in perpetual motion. The nude figures show the
influence of Michelangelo in their dramatic contrapposto and classical
orientation, Henry Moore in their tactility and suppleness, and de Kooning
in their uninhibited spontaneity. At the same time, the kinetic rhythms of
the figures interact with geometric elements such as circles, triangles, and
parallelograms, the figures ingenuously adapting to the format as relief
figures to the diagonal sides of the classical pediments.
As form continued to yield its secrets to the artist, the medium
of print increasingly became a vehicle for probing the restless psyche.
Imagery became more personal and symbolic as the interior drama in
her art began to unfold—elements from the unconscious and the dream
rising to the surface like phosphorescent creatures in the dark. The year
1974 saw the development of the theme of freedom, both in a personal
and in a social sense. Her prints, now in color, became peopled with
winged humans, as in Pakpak na Matibay (with faint allusions to the
Winged Victory of Samothrace)—angels, perhaps, but are too corporeal of
frame to be pure spirit. These beings, however, have to reckon with Death,
in the physical and moral sense, symbolized by the ever-present symbol
of the Skull. Is the skull thus triumphant? A struggle ensues between two
forces. In Sarili sa Kahon, a half-face is aflame, its hair leaping fire, its
twin half a dark, ominous skull. In the shaped print Buka Ngunit Tikom,
an outspread palm is capriciously crossed by the fortune lines, while
figures writhe in modules and corridors of space. Could the image of the
palm signify crisis, the intersecting of lines of ominous or fatal import?
Again, in Sumilip ang Buwan, Pumasok ang Dilim, feathered beings
move, wind-swept, while faces peer out anxiously from the dark eyesockets of a skull.
The symbolism deepens and acquires greater complexity, as
in 1976, the etchings incorporate elements of collage. The night-shapes
come out in full abandon in two major pieces which complement each
other as male and female: Tikom—Mahirap, Sinag-Araw, Bigyan Mo
Ako ng Kabuuan and Tikom—Mahirap, Sinag-Buwan, Bigyan Mo Ako
ng Katahimikan. The male head, sun-symbol, is the skull of a horned
beast from whose eye-hollows issue and spill out multitude of struggling
nude figures who seek freedom from the ominous goat-head stark white
against a gray tonal field. In the female head, moon-symbol, nudes rise
from the eyes and mouth as though from a night of sleep into the light,
while strange bone-like shapes sprout all around the face, and plants
rise in a dense blue-green growth from the top of the head. During this
time, the artist did a print-poster from the PETA play on the murdered
Lapiang Malaya leader Tatay Valentin de los Santos who placed his faith
on his anting-anting.
In 1977 the artist resumes the theme of fortune or destiny, the
imagery becoming even more surreal as in Ang Ngayon ay Kahapon
at Bukas. But a new element comes in here, that of folk and ethnic
design in the use of ancient Filipino script, calligraphic and gracefully
curvilinear. Meanwhile in prints such as Pakikipagsapalaran, the feeling
becomes even more intense: in a giant skull, a lone figure standing in an
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eye-socket gazes upwards to the sun, while screaming, tortured figures
scattered across land and water to be helped by winged beings.
The theme of fortune continues in her recent works since 1978,
but now with the reference to the Tarot cards, as in Baraha ng Tadhana.
The colorful imagery uniquely fuses occult esotericism with a folk-naive
quality, betraying its medieval origin. At the same time, the artist has
made the gesture of dealing the cards, laying out the images that spell
out her fortune at a particular time, thus inviting the initiate viewer to
read the cards. Most recently she has done colored drawings of the Tarot,
the entire suite of 22 characters, the imagery and the names indigenized
into Filipino, with the addition of two, Ang Manggagawa and Ang
Mangingisda to the traditional ones. These works mark the beginning
of a series, the direction and development of which is still to unfold.
Indeed there is much to learn from Brenda Fajardo who draws
upon her art for healing and wholeness. It is in her prints that she acts
out, in the symbolic language of the unconscious, the drama of the inner
self. She thus continues to create a personal art that is continually in
touch with her profound needs as a solitary individual and as an altruistic
social being.

OBSERVER, 10 OCTOBER 1982, 30.

The Deadly Art of the Balisong
Just flicking it open requires a special technique—a quick, deft
turn of the wrist for the handle to fly open and the blade to jut forward, its
steel glinting out a cold ultimatum. To test the blade, jab it into a peso coin
and see how it comes neatly through, metal piercing softer than metal. For
wooden target several meters away, the balisong, which has a good throw
because of its solid, substantial weight, fares more than creditably: it
makes an ideal blade for the ticklish carnival act featuring a well-endowed
besequinned amazon standing against a wooden wall to be besieged all
around by an assortment of knives and darts thrown within an inch of her
life. When used in crime passionel or under premeditated circumstances,
its blade makes a clean, linear gash, cleaving flesh into bloody, mortal fact,
notching up one more, to the daily police statistics.
The balisong, of course, is used for the sober and sorry business
of the slaughtering animals for food or skin, and indeed, it will serve one
in good stead when passing through a dark jungle teeming with slimy,
slithering creatures that will readily take a biped for a hearty meal.
However, the balisong also makes its appearance in the urban jungle—
notwithstanding the ban on carrying deadly weapons. Tough luck if the
shifty character seated next to you in the jeep decides to take out his
balisong for more than purely exhibit purposes (surely, his intentions will
not be modestly limited to blowing on the blade appreciatively and wiping
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it shiny with spittle, without weightier things on his mind). But while
the blade is largely associated with the tattooed gangland desperadoes,
regional lore has it that for the comely maidens of Batangas, it has always
served as a trustworthy guardian of virtue, when neatly tucked at the waist
or concealed under the pillow at night, as protection against despondent
suitors who have recourse to santong paspasan when santong dasalan has
turned deaf ear.
Batangas, particularly Taal in the barrio named after the
blade itself, is the native home of the balisong. Not surprising then that
Batangueños, men and women, are known for their choleric tempers and
their fierce nationalistic stance—as witness how they drove out the Chinse
from their retail trade. With stubborn pride, many defied the Spanish
Governor-General Claveria’s decrees on names and clung to their original
Tagalog appellations: Dimagiba, Dimailig, Dimayuga, Dimaunahan—native
braves all.
Balisong-making is the main source of income for the more than
fifty families that live in the two adjacent barrios of Balisong and Bule.
Because of the long fame of the blade, it may come as a surprise to know
that the tradition of the balisong goes back to less than a century, the
process having been invented during the American regime by Pefecto de
Leon, an elder of Barrio Balisong. True it is that the concept is not entirely
original, being based on the Japanese fan-knife. The difference is that in
Batangas the balisong is hand-made, a folk craft, while elsewhere it is
mass-produced in factories. Thus, the best native balisong is pasadya,
made-to-order, with personalized attention given to the customer’s
specifications of material, size, and design.
Filipino native ingenuity fashions the balisong from machine and
automobile spare parts. The hardest and most potent blades are made
from the ball-bearing, particularly the two concentric rings of highly
resistant metal which hold a number of balls running within the grooves,
while blades of lesser quality are made from the muelle, or coiled springs.
The first-class balisongs made from ball-bearing are highly appreciated
for their hardness and durability, as well as for their exceedingly smooth
surface and silvery glint. They are likewise rust-proof, requiring only an
occasional polishing with oil to keep them in top form. Those made from
the muelle are less durable and of an undistinguished sheen. The price
difference, too, is considerable, P70 and above for first class, depending on
the size of the blade, whether 6, 8, 10, 12, or 15 centimeters; and about P35
for second class.
The formidable native weapon has three basic varieties, equally
potent but with small refinements that elaborate on the manner of inflicting
the coup-de-grace. There is the de buyod, characterized by a fine ridge
running down the center of the double-bladed weapon. Then there is the
dahong palay, simple in shape and single-bladed with a straight back but
its cutting edge sharp as a new razor. And for cockfight aficionados who
want to leave a mark of their favorite sport on their victim, there is the
curving blade of the hinuhustare inspired by the shape of a gamecock’s spur
(tare) to which a blade is tied to the better to claw and tear its opponent.
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Design elements are found on the handle, the most highly prized
being made of deerhorn which has a natural design of etched brown lines
on a cream-colored ground, and which, moreover, gives a good, form grip
because of its characteristic texture and density. Next comes carabao horn
polished to a shining ebony black, with nailheads of aluminum and copper
forming a design on its surface. The handle can also be made from the
hard bone of the horse which is incised and treated to resemble deerhorn.
Sometimes, carabao horn is combined with deerhorn due to the scarcity
of the latter material. The sections of horn or bone are cut and trimmed to
form the hinged two-piece handle which, when locked, conceals the blade
within it, but which, when opened, fans out on both sides with the sections
joining together to serve as the handle of the blade.
The workshop of Leopoldo Maligaya, 48, and his father, Gregorio,
64, in Barrio Balisong in Taal is the setting for the deadly art in its various
stages of production. All in all, it is a modest shop, a small ground area
divided into compartments according to the activity. It could be, in fact, an
all-male precinct, with the many trimmed gamecocks crowing and pacing
restlessly in their individual slatted crates stacked one on one top of the
other along a wall. No wonder then that one kind of blade is named after
the rooster’s spur of tare which draws blood in the arena. As sabong was
the macho sport, so was the balisong, in earlier times, part of the rural
macho’s personal ensemble, with the red kerchief tied in folds around the
head, and the ubiquitous brown cigar tucked in a corner of the mouth,
puffing smoke on the gamecock to excite its fighter instinct.
In the shop, the handles are first prepared by Leopoldo Maligaya
and his assistants, Pole Cesanova and Ben Arganda, both young men
of twenty. Copper strips are flattened and trimmed then bound to the
vertical sections of horn on bone held together by copper and aluminum
nails which are integrated with the design or which actually constitute it.
This done, the blade is securely attached to the hinged two-piece handle.
The blade itself, however, was not fashioned in the same shop, but in the
smithies of neighboring Barrio Pandayan: “Sa pandayan ang banhay ng
talim.” There the concentric rings of the ball-bearing or muelle are heated
in a furnace of burning coals, the high temperature maintained through
the pumping action of the cylindrical forge, traditionally made of a large
bamboo tube worked with a movable rod to expel air forcibly into the bed
of hot coals. When the highly resistant metal becomes soft and pliable
with the heat, it is worked with a hammer, stretching, and flattening it out
on the palihan (anvil) after which it is trimmed and fashioned into shape.
It is further subjected to a refining process by the kikil or metal file. In the
shop, the prepared blades are honed to razor sharpness in the mulihon or
grindstone, powered by electricity and releasing a continuous shower of
sparks: “sa molihon binabasyada upang tumalas.” The more expensive
quality blades have a longer honing time, taking about half an hour or
more at the mulihon, while cheap ones or the patakbuhin are run for only
about ten minutes. Aside from the balisong which is the principal product,
the shop also turns out the large gulok, Boy Scout knives, kitchen knives,
and budding knives for gardening.
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Meanwhile, at the display booth outside the shop, a woman
customer takes her pick of the gleaming balisongs arranged in rows
in velvet-lined cases. She thoughtfully chooses the largest blade, the
15-centimeter beauty with deerhorn handle, tests it on her palms for
weight, then gives a little inward smile of satisfaction. Not for killing
chickens for dinner, this blade of importance but for some worthier victim:
erring husband or lover; who knows? The blade will keep its secrets.

OBSERVER, 21 NOVEMBER 1982, 20–1.

The Super-Stars of San Fernando
As Christmas Eve spectacular, nothing, whether carnival,
procession, games, or fair, can beat the great parol contest held yearly at
the place of San Fernando, Pampanga. No square foot of street, no inch
of window space, not even the roofs of vehicles are spared by the huge
milling crowd of locals and visitors from all over gathered to see the giant
lanterns vying in design and color that are the pride of the townsfolk.
In the midst of the din of voices, the band, brought over from Pulilan,
Bulacan, strikes a rousing note, a hush descends, and as the bright, brassy
music of Jesus Christ Superstar or Christmas Medley begins to fill the air,
the huge lanterns light up, their colors flashing, turning, and dancing in
perfect rhythm to the music. Against the dark midnight sky, the lanterns,
measuring from 10 to 16 feet in diameter, are truly an amazing sight: giant
kaleidoscopes, they continuously create infinite patterns of multi-colored
lights. The central star expands and contracts, pulsating with the musical
beat, while in turn the shells, scrolls, and smaller stars appear falling
into numerous movements, changing every second. Now spring to life
the flowers, trumpet-lilies in all hues, then the green holly leaves, while
in their turn, golden bells ring out together a sonorous greeting. Thus
do the colored lights flash, whirl, and dance in endless rhythm all night
long. More than ferris wheels or fireworks, the entire exhibition creates a
sparkling and heady atmosphere around Christmas.
Big, likewise, is the word: the San Fernando parol more than
amply demonstrates that the word for large-scale exists in the lexicon
of our native folk art. Constructed with barangay funds and generous
contributions from individual sponsors, these Christmas lanterns express
the seasonal prodigality of our folk—the go-for-broke fiesta of the
overloaded and groaning festive table, never mind the tuyo and camote
the rest of the year, all the socially valued trait of being galante, a Filipino
gentleman’s readiness to splurge on drinks and food on his friends at
the slightest prodding. Of these lanterns vying for the prize, the numbers
alone are indicative: from 10 to 16 feet in diameter, weighing a total of
around 1000 kilos, with 1100 to 2000 bulbs of wattage varying from 10 to
50 watts, all in all not to exceed 50,000 watts equivalent 250 kva (kilowatt
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volt amperes), each lantern with its own safety box and attached to a 75
KVA generator powerful enough to light up an entire barrio. The expense
involved in lanterns of this size is upward of P22,000.
On December 23, the finished lanterns on wooden stands are
paraded in vehicles around the sponsoring barangays of San Fernando:
Barangay Santa Lucia, Del Pilar, San Jose, Dolores, Lourdes, and San Juan.
Much of the day is also spent on rehearsing the synchronization of the
light play with the band playing the particular piece corresponding to
the lantern’s rhythms. Christmas Eve is the decisive day when the lighted
parol ranged along the municipio are evaluated by a panel of judges,
some of them foreign guests. Competition is very keen, and, as in local
elections, barangays are known to have filed protests often on the issue of
size versus quality. The display at the San Fernando plaza, however, is only
the first phase, for the lanterns are brought over to Manila, particularly to
the CCP grounds, to Philcite, and to Nayong Pilipino, as well as to Clark
Air Base and to Olongapo. In fact, some of these lanterns have traveled
as far as Hawaii and American mainland. Ernesto Quiwa, one of the
foremost parol-makers, recalls that when the prize-winning lanterns were
transported from San Fernando to Manila it took all of eight hours, from
two in the afternoon to two the following morning. All along the way, three
barangay tanods, assisted by an entire crew, took turns on foot to direct
the traffic, clear the way, protect the lanterns from sudden showers, attend
to snags and overhead wires, and despite of which measures, the lantern
convoy still figured in three collisions. This was not at all surprising,
considering the fact that the giant, thousand-kilo lanterns spanning the
entire street were conveyed on 10-wheeler trucks with a crane, followed by
the jeep carrying the rotors and generators.
The tradition of this original folk art goes back to 1928 with
Francisco Estanislao who developed the art of the parol. What is now a
full-blown spectacular had modest beginnings. At first it was a simple fivepoint Christmas star made with papel de japon on bamboo framework.
This was first lighted from within the carbide (kalburo) lamp. Not content
with this, the parol-makers, elaborating on the design, began to use a car
battery to light it while it was transported during processions. The latest
development makes use of electric current from a portable generator. That
edition is carried on by parol-makers Ernesto Quiwa and Mario Datu, both
of whom started young in parol-making at the workshops of their elders.
Where is the hard-hearted bigot who will insist that Filipino
folk art is unworthy and crude? A refined complexity, in fact, is one of its
qualities, especially when a developed form such as the San Fernando
parol. The process itself is long and painstaking, combining the native
sense of design with technological ingenuity. First, after color studies and
design research, the design is drawn, actual size, on plywood panels. This
drawing serves as a guide for the next step which involves the cutting,
shaping, and welding of wires to set off the design elements and to serve
as structural framework, which consists of two identical faces for both
sides, joined together with rods of iron and wood. For a more striking
light play, each motif area is set apart by means of white cardboard
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partitions to keep the colors distinct and clear. This done, the electrical
wiring is arranged and the bulbs installed according to an overall light
design. This stage takes into account the different wattage of the bulbs,
and their grouping into series of five bulbs to a socket. Each distinct motif
area has a space for four bulbs wired to flash according to a lighting
sequence, illumination, movement—how much lanterns appeal to the
Filipino’s penchant for magic. While the light play of smaller lanterns
of about five feet in diameter is regulated by winker sockets, the giant
lanterns having more than 1000 bulbs is controlled by rotors attached
to a generator. One lantern can have as many as three to five rotors,
measuring from five to eight feet in length and from 20 inches and more in
diameter. These cylindrical wooden rotors are manually rotated by a wheel
and have individual safety boxes. On their surface are nailed numerous
small squares of iron sheet following a pattern to serve as contacts.
Correspondingly, each bulb of the lantern is connected to a terminal,
flattened-out plain metal hair clip which is aligned on a rod atop the rotor
and which touches the contacts at points when the wheel is rotated, thus
setting off the lighting mechanism.
Covering the framework with paper is only possible when the
entire lighting system and salt and checked. Ernesto Quiwa prefers to us
find glossy paper made in Austria instead of the traditional papel de japon
because the former has more vivid and distinct colors. More important,
the paper is not simply pasted on flat upon the framework, but is attached
in sculptured layers of varying thickness to create subtle tonal effects,
modulating the glow. Indeed, a closer look will show that the surface of the
parol itself is not flat, but each design motif is distinct and raised shape
set at an angle to the adjacent elements, but all forming a symmetrical
whole. Some spaces are likewise left open to further enhance the solid
areas of design as well as to create effects of transparency. When all the
elements are in their proper place, the sides are lined with gold and silver
foil, and the entire lantern is wrapped with cellophane, lightly crumpled
for textural effect. Ernesto Quiwa has created a total of 58 designs to
which he has given names such as Starlight, Cattleya, Bougainvillea, etc.,
all cataloged in a photograph album.
While Mario Datu, lantern-maker of Barangay Del Pilar creates
giant lanterns all by himself in all stages of the process, Ernesto Quiwa of
Barangay Santa Lucia, Capitol Subdivision has opened a veritable parol
factory around his house. His 58 workers, mostly out-of-school youth, are
busy the whole year round: from January to May for the wire framework,
June to July for the electrical connections, and August to December for
the papering. The workers observe division of labor, the male separated
from the females to prevent continuous bantering and teasing between
the sexes. His wife, Zenaida, in charge of quality control, goes over the
finished pieces in their production of about 2000 pieces a year. Mr. Quiwa
says, however, that since the demand is seasonal, parol-making does not
generate sufficient income for the family. He derives more income from
his other business of handmade hollow blocks, as Mario Datu works as
fireman at the San Fernando Five Station. Nonetheless, the enthusiasm
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for parol-making is always at a high, especially in these last weeks
before Christmas. In the yard, an almost 11-feet parol is being readied
for the contest. It stands in its own galvanized iron shed and has its own
scaffolding upon which workers climb to garnish the year’s parol, as along
the fence hang the disembodied lanterns of Christmases past. Color, light,
movement, and music—how much do patterns of San Fernando appeal
to our penchant for spectacle! They are the combination of folk art of the
parol which, with the aid of folk technology and sheer native ingenuity,
has graduated from a simple visual sign and reminder of the Star of
Bethlehem to a visual spectacle, indeed, a total performance enveloping
the spectator and giving him that distinct peculiar but undefinable
pleasure rooted in the secret crannies of the Filipino soul.

OBSERVER, 18 DECEMBER 1982, 12–5.

Piyadasa on Art
At the School of Humanities of the Universiti Sains Malaysia,
Penang, a class in Modern Asian Art has questions on Manansala and
Carlos Francisco for its final examinations.This pioneering course is
handled by Redza Piyadasa who, aside from his teaching activities, is a
well-known Malaysian artist and art critic, curating important shows,
the latest being the ASEAN Exhibition of Paintings and Photographs:
Landscape in Contemporary Art Forms; writing columns and books on
Malaysian art, and himself creating a significant body of work, the subject
of an admirable monograph accompanying his 1978 one-man show by art
historian T.K. Sabapathy.
Of Malaysian Sinhalese parentage in a predominantly Malay
society, Piyadasa holds a 1967 Diploma in Art and Design from The
Hornsey College of Art in London, a school which at the time of his studies
had just shifted from an academic emotive-expressionist orientation
to the investigative-analytic approach of the Bauhaus. In 1975 to 1977
he studied at the Art Department of the University of Hawaii where he
enrolled in Sculpture and Asian Art History. A strong influence during this
period was Professor Neogy, a specialist in Indian art, who expanded the
horizons of art history and supported the artist’s concerns which led to
conceptual art. Piyadasa himself is not an unfamiliar figure in the local art
scene having visited the Philippines a number of times and met with our
artists. In his early 40s, Redza Piyadasa has fine dark features and is of an
uncommon intellectual vitality.
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Setting 1: The long bus ride from Malacca back to Kuala Lumpur,
December 18, 1982. Through the window, the quiet coastline of the Straits
of Malacca in the late afternoon light gradually grows into an evening
landscape of large and dark masses of trees encroaching upon both sides
of the winding road.
What is the central concern of your art?
I view my art as an investigation into mythic systems
perpetuated by the art establishment. These systems include codifications
such as “high art vs. low art,” traditional academic hierarchies of
medium and form, the distinction between painting and sculpture, the
old “grammar of forms,” the traditional sanctity of the art object, and the
passive object-observer relationship. The art establishment has created a
lot of mystifications in art in the form of conventions, dogmatic rules, and
prejudices. What I am trying to do is to demystify art by exploring the
line demarcating definitions and requestioning the previous definitions in
the analytical spirit of the Bauhaus. It is by doing so that one can extend
the parameters of art—a concern that has led me from constructivism to
conceptual art.
In The Great Malaysian Landscape (1972), Piyadasa made a
parody of painting itself in the attempt “to reduce everything within
the work to the level of ‘facts’ about painting jargon.” An important
conceptual work is Bacon’s Chair (1976) which he explicates in his
master’s thesis quoted by Sabapathy: “... I have collected old and
abandoned chairs and repaired them, leaving a quarter of their forms
untouched, thereby leaving that particular part of the now-renovated
chairs stuck in a kind of time-dimension. Again, I have further taken
tracings of their shadows in the evenings when they are longest, and
juxtaposed the ‘schizophrenic’ chairs with their frozen shadows. I then
used a spotlight to create another frozen shadow (in actual time) from
the chair, hence raising questions about what we actually see and how
we actually see situations before us.’’ An earlier work, May 13 (1969)
which makes reference to a day of racial riots, consists of an upended
coffin painted with fragments of the Malaysian flag, at the same time
that its strong patterns diminish the importance of mass and volume in
sculpture.
What if an artist creates an elaborate intellectual structure on an
obviously negligible work which in itself may not be able to support
this structure foisted upon it?
There are dangers of conceptual art. It took me 20 years
to develop from constructivism to my present conceptual position in
which every work is a progressive development in an interlinked series
of investigations. A work is not an isolated, capricious phenomenon,
but forms part of an entire context or intellectual structure. The artist
himself must be able to discuss this structure as it is concretized in the
147

FRISSON

work and in relation to his other works. Then, too, conceptual art, since it
is not a style, cannot be taught. A young artist cannot begin as conceptual.
But as of now conceptual artists are caught by a new academism.
What about the use of non-traditional materials and techniques as
conceptual art?
That may be only being mediumistic. Then, too, experiments
in form cannot in themselves constitute conceptual art. And making
readymades for the sake of readymades is a form of academism, being
fashionable, a fad. But anti-art and non-art, if one creates the context for
it, can be brought into the art context.
What about the total dematerialization of the art-object when the
conceptual artist carries his art about in his head?
I do not subscribe to that. The ideational and philosophical
structure is very important, but it must be concretized in something which
is a carrier of that meaning, conveyor rather than art object.
It seems that you espouse a deeper personalized art.
Depersonalized in the sense of a shedding off of our egoism
and self-indulgence. But depersonalization does not necessarily imply
dehumanization. Negation of the self can result in greater understanding
of ourselves.
Suppose the term “conceptual art” eventually becomes inadequate, a
catch-all or many varieties?
Which is why I would propose the term “Post-Formalist Art” with
its own critical approach. Post-formalism goes beyond discussions of style
and formalist qualities to the concepts and issues which create the context
of the work. What is crucial is no longer technical skills based on stylistic,
iconic, and gestural concerns, but the context, the intellectual structures
which draw from all fields of human knowledge and experience—
sociology, anthropology, philosophy, in this approach the function of the
critic is not to describe the qualities of the work and evaluate it according
to formalist criteria, but to identify and delineate the ideational construct,
if there be one, and to examine the significance of the work within that
context. Thus, context goes over and beyond the mere consideration of
the art-object: it is wholistic, as well as peculiar to one’s time. Good art
activity, which is essentially ideational, is vital to the value-forming
processes: the antithesis is pure indulgence, pure visual delectation, hence
so easily commercialized. The artist activates the value-forming potentials.
In post-formalism, one is not constricted by formalistic considerations
nor by a particular style. Which is why I included the cartoonist Lat in
the exhibit because of his distinct contribution in the social context.
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In contrast, formalism is trapped by the art-market syndrome which
perpetuates the notion of “sanctified art objects” by the “unique artist,”
when, in fact, the finalized object is just one aspect of the art activity.
The legitimacy of art is accentuated with links with an elitist class and the
criterion becomes how much the artist is selling his paintings. In view of
this, my work has been an attempt to demystify art.
What is your approach to art history and what is its role in your work?
For me art history is to be approached not as a study of styles
but of intellectual structures, or contexts. We are interested in the ideas
that initiate. It is not so much the style itself of Pollock and the New York
School as the propelling issues which influenced later art. I have also
explored the area of “historical transgressions” which makes available
to the artist entire fields of competing traditions, Western and Asian.
A completed work makes its entry into art history. While the general
tendency is to “freeze” art into a historical period, the artist may reinvest a work with a new vitality to re-enter the present. This opens out
rich possibilities for the artist who may reactivate works of the past to
re-enter into a contemporary context. In Entry Points (1978) I provided
a contemporary context for the 1956 painting of a Nanyang artist in a
painting-within-a-painting situation. It is likewise of importance for the
artist to know the antecedents of art history in order to know how he can
make an original contribution and so extend the parameters of art.

Setting 2: The cafe of Federal Hotel, Kuala Lumpur, afternoon of December
18, 1982.
How do you then define your role as artist and art critic?
In art and art criticism one rejects closed-circuit situations but
defuses them and makes them open ended. This involves the continual
testing of definitions. Such an activity is more challenging than the old
functions. The artist as thinker must be well-equipped with a knowledge
of the literary-cultural traditions. He goes into all fields, philosophy,
anthropology, sociology. The artist, critic, writer may reside in one and
the same person. You thus elevate the status of artist. Particularly
important is the effect his ideas have on his time. He creates a challenge
for the next generation, as he extends complex notions of reality,
multifaceted, multi-dimensional.
Redza Piyadasa beside me smiled, exhilarated by his ideas, and
we were surrounded by the reality of a warm Malaysian afternoon. I
remembered to drink my coffee. It was four o’clock in KL as in Manila.

OBSERVER, 9 JANUARY 1983, 30–1.
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Continuing Botong’s Legacy
Angono town is as it was when Carlos “Botong” Francisco lived
there: the curving national highway, the narrow lanes lined with shady
trees and modest houses with a quiet country air, the lakeshore with
fishermen’s boats huddled together in the open space. Most of all, the
legacy of Carlos Francisco lives on in the many artists who keep studios
in their houses, the easels holding paintings in progress, with the
pigments and brushes in disarray attesting to the abundant flowing
of the creative juices.
Vicente V. Reyes, one of the fortunate heirs of this artistic legacy,
says, however, that artmaking formed part of Angono’s origins, its folk
legends even, so that the town can indeed rightfully speak of a long
tradition of art from beginnings lost in memory through the 19th century
primitive painters to Botong and the present. There was, for instance,
Pedrong Pintor, whose fame reached its peak more than a century ago, at
a time when people assumed the names of their occupations. Or Tandang
Juanso, another painter contemporary of the better known Antonio
Malantic of Laguna. It was, however, National Artist Carlos “Botong”
Francisco of recent memory, who epitomized the town’s artistic genius and
stimulated a new flowering of art.
Even now, Botong is still very much a part of his town. Artists
refer to him as neighbor, “ninong”—most of them in some way or other
related to him by blood, social bonds, or proximity. Vicente V. Reyes
proudly points out that the V of his middle initial is Villaluz, a surname
he shares with Carlos V. Francisco: “Kung napunta sa kahoy, sanga
ako ni Botong.” As any conversation with another Angono artist, Jose
Blanco, is sprinkled with references to Botong, so is it also true with
Vicente Reyes. These references, however, are not a superficial borrowing
of the senior artist’s glory, rather, they signify for these younger artists
a continual source of sustenance and a rich fund of idealism. One may
ask, for instance, why Vicente Reyes has had but infrequent shows of
his works and his exposure to the public, hitherto limited. He prefers to
work on his paintings slowly, he says, one painting taking weeks or even
months to finish, as he brings it by gradual degrees to artistic fullness
and completion. Carlos Francisco, he recalls, did not work day and night.
Instead, he used to warn his fellow artists not to get drowned in their
work, in a flood of gallery pieces and commissions, for they would thus
become slaves of their profession. When one starts to be preoccupied
with material gain, one’s artistic sincerity becomes lost—a lamentable
condition which may easily affect senior artists. He always emphasized
the importance of quality over quantity, which is why Botong himself,
in spite of his immense talent, was not a prolific painter. Vicente Reyes
expresses some apprehension that Angono might go the way of Paete,
another artistic lakeshore town, the traditional arts of which have
become commercialized. Artists should know how to preserve their
legacy, he says, and not allow it to go way of mass production and
all-out commercialization.
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At the very core of Botong’s artistic legacy was the nationalist
fervor of an artist who had grown out of the American colonial period
and the second World War, and from these experiences developed a
large historical perspective. Always, he counseled artists to discover our
national identity and continually express and support it through art.
While foreign, particularly Western influence is not to be rejected, still
artists have to find their way to the expression of our identity as a people.
He used to look to Mexico as an example of a country which has achieved
its identity in art.
To achieve this end, Botong always advised artists to observe the
life around them, to be aware of the range of Philippine reality, including
the underprivileged and the non-Christian groups, and to do diligent
research into the history of our country. Agreeing with Botong’s quest for
national identity, Vicente Reyes wants to continue his art where Botong
left off. He staunchly declares that “the identity of Philippine painting
begins in this small town.”
Botong stimulated artistic activity in Angono in many ways.
His studio, open and accessible to all, became the favorite hang-out of
children after school. Younger artists remember how they played with
his colors and added a furtive stroke or two to his canvases. Botong
encouraged those with interest and talent—it was he, for instance, who
brought Vicente Reyes to UST where the former taught mural painting for
six years. When there was a big project or commission, Botong gathered
the most talented young men to serve as his apprentices. One such project
was the large mural of the Five Hundred Years History of the Philippines
done for the International Fair during President Quirino’s administration
in the 50s. It was at this time that Carlos Francisco founded the Angono
Ateliers Association, which brought the artists of the town under his
direction and influence. His immediate assistants in the large mural were
Jennings Sturgeon, who was an American G.I. turned painter, Pol Caparas,
Vicente Reyes, portraitist Fermin Sanchez, and a Muslim artist who also
served as consultant for the Muslim costumes and manners depicted. It
is remembered that this mural won international recognition and was
reproduced in full color on a spread of Newsweek.
Vicente Reyes proudly admits that he owes much of his art to
Carlos Francisco, his boyhood art teacher and later professor at UST.
Another artist who encouraged him was Virginia Ty-Navarro who put up
his three one-man shows at the Hilton Art Center. Francisco Sionil Jose
also invited him to join a group exhibit at Solidaridad. Reyes has also
participated in international exhibitions in Copenhagen with his Planting
Rice in 1975 and in India with Musikero in 1978. He was art instructor for
two years at Letran and Assumption College, after which he decided to
devote all his time to painting. His most important works are the 10 x 14
mural at the International Rice Research Institute, and the paintings at
the National Museum and the Department of Justice.
While his work shows the definite influence of Carlos Francisco,
there are notable differences between the paintings of the two artists—
differences which themselves define Reyes’s individual style.
151

FRISSON

While Botong used hues of light values, color in Reyes’s canvases are of
a strong tropical warmth based on the color schemes of ethnic and folk
art. While Botong’s shapes are more lyrical with curvilinear contours, in
Reyes, forms are more solid and monumental because of greater color
depth. Vicente Reyes is very conscious of composition: the lines of his
paintings are rhythmic, almost musical in quality, as they guide the eye
in sweeping circular movements. The figures, trees, and other elements
are components of the underlying design with a folk decorative character.
Perspective is implied, not by linear perspective, but by numerous
overlapping forms in subtle interrelation. All this is true, for instance, for
the painting Bayanihan, currently in his studio, where the strong rhythmic
lines guide the viewer into the painting: the viewer is to feel into the life
and movement of the people. Here is a tableaux of folk life in Angono.
With a strong central focusing, a group of stalwart young men carry a
large roofed structure hung with the objects of daily life. Around them
swirl images of the town’s fishermen, the women preparing the fish for the
native sinigang, the children playing on the laps of their mothers. Thalo
green sets the ground upon which the other hues interplay, harmonized
by a native artistic intuition. But above all, there is a strong sense of folk
life, its diversity and strong community bonds. It is in such paintings
such as this by Vicente Reyes that the legacy of Botong Francisco lives on,
enriched, however, by artists in search of their own expression within the
nationalistic ideals of the older artists.

WHO, 6 JULY 1983, 33–4.

The Filipino According to Larry Alcala
This jolly good fellow has done them all: fiestas, department
stores, carnivals, restaurants, turo-turo, beauty parlors, movie houses,
TV stations, etc. And Larry Alcala goes on daily, weekly in numerous
cartoons and comic strips tickling funny-bones not only in Metro Manila
but from Aparri to Jolo. His knowledge of humankind, species Filipino, is
among the most extensive, derived largely from constant observation every
minute of the day, i.e., while walking, jogging around the neighborhood,
riding in all manner of conveyances including airplanes. Larry Alcala,
cartoonist, always carries a sketchpad, which is of course not unusual for
an artist, but his is more of the built-in variety. His quick notations are
filed and stored for reference in his visual memory. Or he sneakily does
actual sketches at odd moments and odd corners, secretly chortling in the
process. It is quite apt to call him the human Candid Camera who captures
peoples’ antics and idiosyncrasies in cartoons on a page.
Larry Alcala, president of the Samahang Kartunista ng Pilipinas,
has been in this enjoyable occupation since after the war, in 1946, and
from then on through the 50s to the present. His early model was Zabala
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Santos, the most active pre-war cartoonist, who was later joined in the
decade of the 50s by Malang. A major influence on the work of Zabala
Santos was Al Capp in his Lil’ Abner strip.
Alcala’s success is largely due to his immersion in the social
scene. He enjoys, like few others, the entire range of the ABCD audience,
thus attesting to a strong mass appeal. He does not spare any effort to
acquire firsthand insight into a particular activity or area of interest. His
feedback consists of fan mail from all over. He has, for instance, received
invitations to seminaries, to nunneries, to prisons, and army camps,
although he says that these milieux may require a particularly delicate
treatment. Evidently, one cannot easily do a strip on the antics and high
jinks of nuns or the venerable clergy without touching a sensitive spot
somewhere. One may also be hard-pressed for easy, casual humor when
dealing with prisons and army camps. Another thing he avoided doing is
sauna baths, since he is well aware of a large young audience who may
get prurient ideas. He has also skirted the issue of elections which, as
everyone knows, is always a ticklish, tightrope issue. But because Larry
has done almost any place, situation or issue in the Philippine setting,
the omission of these few areas becomes noticeable by their very absence.
Censoring one’s own work then becomes like travelling over the open road
while avoiding the obvious potholes or carabao wallows.
An example of firsthand experience in his work is the mural
for the Commission on Audit building for which he spent a month in
preparation disguised as an employee attending seminars and various
functions. For only in this way could he get a true feel of the life of the
various departments and of the entire office complex. Thus when he finally
completed a large 4’ by 8’ work in acrylic, it had a total of 200 personages
from the commissioner to the janitor. Each of them is individually
portrayed so that it is possible for the employees to identify themselves
and their officemates, with not a few red faces concealed by large grins.
Observation is supplemented by interviews, so that physical appearance
is not enough, but even the way of thinking and family background come
into the picture. Small insights abound, so that the work becomes, finally,
an instrument of self-knowledge through humor. And what could be
more healthy than the ability to laugh at oneself? Larry thrives best on
idiosyncrasies: the department head who wears a well-ironed barong with
natty sports shoes. He looks for the chink in the armor, the tic on the wellgroomed façade. Thus Larry is not only artist and cartoonist, he is also
sociologist and psychologist rolled into one. Which is perhaps more than
we can say for some artists around who rely on pure technical skill.
In one week Larry Alcala does a total of nine comic strips for
magazines and newspapers: one daily (Siopawman) and eight weeklies
(Spice of Life for Weekend, Mod-caps for Mod magazine); and for comicbooks, Sneaker-Teen, Smolbutteribol, Bimbambom, Asyong Akasya, Laugh
and Live for Life Today, and a remake of Kalabog en Bosyo. How does
he manage to do all these? He claims his sense of humor works best
under pressure; continual engagement in the work serves to percolate his
creative juices. Of course, aside from the cartoons and comic strips, he has
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other commissioned jobs, mostly in advertising (who has not seen him on TV,
his portly and amiable father figure lending his endorsement to a product?—
even his characters are now on t-shirts).
One of his favorite series is the non-verbal Slice of Life which occupies
the entire last page of Weekend magazine. His approach is very genre, very
situational, the format giving him ample room to develop the theme and stretch
out his imagination comfortably, without the restraint of frame sequences as
in the comic strip. He explores what he considers the common-denominator
traits of Filipinos, endowed with a common physiognomy: pop-eyed, with
bulbous noses, soft, slack torsos and limbs, slightly top-heavy. Actually, the
Filipino in Larry Alcala is the perpetual innocent, urban on the surface but
with a strong rural or small-town constitution, and a naïveté that derives
from persisting folk traditions and pieties. The Filipino to him is mostly
practical joker, ogler of women, voyeur, or just plain innocent, a little dull
around the corners. The folk huddle together for warmth or view things and
happenings together like so many children waiting for the magician to pull
the proverbial rabbit from the hat. He reserves, however, some mild spoofing
for the upper class couple or family who strut into a department store with
their fancy dog on a leash or the pompous husband and wife who wear their
stateside furcoats for cold mornings.
One of his most popular comic strips has been Kalabog en Bosyo
in their Kalambogesyons. Part of the humor lies in the use of English words
spelled in Tagalog: Tipikal Employi, Energy Krants, Gudbay kiss sa di Litel
Wuman, As Ey Mater op Pak. A typical dialogue proceeds in the following
manner: “Kalantoges, Bos! Hindi na makalabas ng Bahay ang mga Tao!”
“Naturalmente, porke lahat ng mga Pinto sa buong siyudad ay nawawala.”
With other comic characters such as Congressman Kalog (1968), Mang-Ambo,
and Imelda Puffing, he has touched on a wide range of topics such as the
income tax, u.f.o.’s, ice cream vendors, picnics, singers, etc. But his most
inventive, fantasy-wise as well as verbally is Kalabog en Bosyo which has
its own inimitable flamboyance in the layers of culture that come into play.
Larry Alcala’s commitment is to “elevate the profession of the
cartoonist,” from the common idea associated with it as “puro kalokohan.”
Laughter, he says, can be a social force. Indeed, his cartoons, such as Slice
of Life, invite a strong sense of identification on the part of the readers—a
strong “Pinoy-consciousness,” though, we hasten to add that “Pinoy” always
carries the connotation of vulnerable innocent, of gentle sentimental folk
that makes easy prey to the sharp-eyed Eagle. His humor is kept within the
traditional conventions of the comics and the cartoon, the arts of humor
which are originally meant to entertain children on Sundays. Thus, it is
invariably guileless, sweet, candy-colored, and when we laugh at ourselves
in his characters, we are thence lulled into a soft, thumb-sucking sleep at the
whispered suggestion: “Aren’t we Pinoys all like that, poor naughty children
in our small limited world?” A suitable ending for pious, picnicking Sundays
without rages or smoldering fevers.

WHO, 4 APRIL 1984, 24–5.
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From Pinball Machines to Retablos
Pinball machines and church retablos provide the visual
framework of Ofelia Gelvezon’s excellent prints. She came out with the
early in 1971 with Philippine Grand Derby, an etching in color, which
placed the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse on the gameboard of a
pinball machine. In the context of our times, the ominous words “Game
Over,” in the etching allude to the threat of nuclear holocaust. As in a
pinball game, the superpowers play at their whim with coin slot and
buttons of Push and Pull, activating the horsemen of universal destruction.
The bright figures in the linear and space medieval style further creates
an underlying ironic effect because of their remoteness in time and their
childlike naive quality, so far removed from the nightmarish terror of
global and wanton holocaust.
The artist developed the imagery further in The First Horseman
(1980) now in viscosity printing in five colors, a process she learned in
Paris. Here the rider in the sky surrounded by the words “Shoot Away”
is situated above four figures for target practice. The two on the left are
military soldiers, the two on the right, revolutionary fighters, judging
from their attire (one even has a G-string below his jacket and the other is
in peasant garb). Now the viewer who doubles as a player of the pinball
machine–and the particular format psychologically invites the viewers
participation–will have to confront the question of choice: whom to hit
the target. While these figures are static, there are, across the concentric
bands, shadowy figures of fighters concealed in tree- and cloud-shapes in
furtive positions of guerrilla warfare, thus bringing in the dimension of
contemporary history into the simple format of the game.
The medieval figures of the Apocalypse become transposed into
folk religious figures in a later series where the game board is replaced
by the retablo or church altar. Like the pinball machine, the retablo is
also oriented towards the viewer—in the first a player, in the second a
worshipper. Altar Mayor (1983) has popular saints in the niches, the Sto.
Niño, the Virgin, the Nazareno, San Miguel, along with Rizal and another,
possibly Bonifacio, as in the Banahaw folk cults. Even more, shadowy
figures of rebel fighters move across the santos, thereby superimposing
the plane of contemporary history on the sacred and secular figures.
The same also happens in Retablo in which the sacrificial lamb, with
seven horns and seven eyes in the Revelations, is flanked by the saints on
which are again seen the dark shapes of military, “keeping peace” with
their guns on alert.
Of Gelvezon-Tequi’s latest work, the most striking is Predella.
Predellas are small sections on the lower border of religious paintings of
the Early Renaissance, usually containing anecdotes supplementing the
principal figure of the venerated saint occupying the principal space. In
Gelvezon-Tequi’s work, the composition is divided into upper and lower
sections. All the upper section is the figure of a seated woman (head
and shoulders cropped out) wearing a terno ornamented with a sash of
the color of the flag and a state honorary medal. Vigil lights at her feet
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established her position as saint (or even goddess?), a position confirmed
by the saintly gesture of her two arms outstretched in compassion, as
though bounty flowed down from them. Who is this woman? It does not
take three or even two guesses to know.
In the predella below is a scene of a street demo with figures
scuffling, resisting, fleeing, as anti-riot police with shields bear down on
them. Two shadowy figures stand on either side of these figures—one a
revolutionary, the other a military figure. This puts the demonstration
scene within a larger, national perspective.
A strong irony exists between the quiet isolated figure with her
gesture of compassion, which the surrounding dark negates as empty, and
the lively movement in the predella below. Clearly, the geometric structure
defined by the entablature and the columns becomes the static and
oppressive social structure itself—a structure which the figures, people—
making contemporary history, are just about ready to break out of and
even tear down in the process of gaining freedom.

NATIONAL MIDWEEK, 6 NOVEMBER 1985, 46–7.

A Personal Mission to Teach Art
Summer brings numerous invitations to art workshops all
over the city. Children and young adults eagerly flock to them with their
colors and brushes to try art as a way of life and the brighter side of the
daily routine. But of the many Filipino artists past and present, there is
probably no one who has given so much of himself and of his time to the
teaching of art outside the regular schools as Fernando Sena.
Tondo-born, “Mang Nanding” as his pupils call him, supported
himself through school as a newsboy. Despite all the difficulties, he
developed his natural aptitude for art in the high school vocational
program and won in a number of art contests. At 17, his discovery of the
free summer art classes offered by the Children’s Museum and Library
then located at the Legarda Elementary School in Sampaloc assured his
future as an artist. He studied there for two months, after which his
teacher, the late professor Pablo Victoria, noted art educator from the
University of the East School of Music and Fine Arts, invited him to join
a group show at the Philamlife. Subsequently, professor Victoria also
recommended him for a CMLI college scholarship in the Fine Arts. Sena
studied for 5 years under its scholarship program.
After graduation, he volunteered as an art teacher for the CMLI
art classes, first at Tondo, and later to Sapang Palay, Carmona in Cavite,
Antipolo, Taytay, and San Bartolome in Malabon. His zeal for teaching
overcame all difficulties. He remembers a location in which, the organizers
not having been able to secure a proper venue, he held the workshop in
the only place available, a funeral parlor in a depressed area infested with
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mosquitoes and flies. For seven years he taught at the CMLI summer in
Saturday classes. Eventually, his classes became so big that the mothers of
this pupils suggested that he hold his own workshops.
He has always preferred to teach art to underprivileged children
who usually do not have access to opportunities to develop their talents. In
1975, he held classes at Saint Joseph Church in Tondo and taught painting
for free at San Jose de Torozo Parish. Every Thursday and Saturday,
rain or shine, ninety-five students came to his classes. Inspired by their
enthusiasm, Sena founded the Kabataang Tondo Art Group. His students
grew up in his workshops and the best became assistant teachers. The
group conducted workshops in depressed areas, such as Tatalon, and were
invited as far as Tabacco, Albay. They participated in the SuperKulayeros
project, and children from Sapang Palay, Carmona, and Tondo were
fetched in buses to do murals. They also did on-the-spot painting in Fort
Santiago. Sena feels deep satisfaction when he sees his underprivileged
students makes use of what they learned in different ways, including
livelihood projects which make use of design such as silkscreen painting
of t-shirts. The awakening of the youth to art brightens their lives, gives
them a purpose, and keeps them away from harmful influences. Many of
the students such as those Saling Pusa group, have won many honors and
awards; they are quick to acknowledge the guidance of Mang Nanding at
every opportunity.
In his art classes, Sena makes it a point to actually demonstrate
what he teaches. However, he does not require his students to copy his
style but to develop their own. To develop overall proficiency, he teaches
painting techniques in all media, pencil, pentel pen, and pastel, and
encourages his students to be creative using any medium. He stresses
the importance of the concept of work and the correct use of the medium.
Students must go through the basics first; if one is good in figure
compositions, then one will also be good in abstract art. Nature is the first
and enduring teacher of the artists. That is why on-the-spot painting is
an important part of his workshop. According to him, art becomes a way
of life, for the more one paints, the more one learns. For him there is no
unemployment in painting; one is always employed. But what sustains the
artist is the feeling that he has for his subject, for his art.
Mang Nanding has held a number of one-man shows, though his
time for painting is limited by his many teaching activities. He has always
shown social consciousness in his paintings and has preferred to paint
the life and setting of the masses, such as the slums and squatter areas.
Governments may whitewash the poverty and grime but he continues to
paint them so that the elite will see the conditions of the poor and become
aware of the inequitable distribution of the country’s wealth. In his most
recent body of work, Mang Nanding focused on the humble pan de sal,
the popular Filipino breakfast fare. Aside from the striking realism and
the superb rendering of the subject in terms of highly nuanced tones,
these paintings convey a quiet reverence for the daily bread and the small
daily blessings that are so easily taken for granted. At the same time, they
convey the spirit of an honest life without vanity and one from which
157

FRISSON

genuine human warmth and comradeship emanate. In his images of brown
and toasted pan de sal piled beside a steaming cup of coffee or a saucer
of sardines in tomato sauce, the artist seems to invite us to begin our
day with a clear and brave heart, what the ordinary Filipino needs in his
struggle for survival.
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Sexual Politics
Greetings to women all over the world on International
Women’s Day, the eight of this month. Women-libbers show a more active
and vigorous militancy in the United States and Europe than in the
Philippines. Nonetheless, the issues for women’s liberation do exist as
sharply here—even more so since the Philippines is a developing country
with a low per capita income. Unlike Mother’s Day which is a sentimental
occasion largely in the context of traditional values, International
Women’s Day, which grew out of the 19th century Industrial Revolution,
has a strong social and economic basis in the struggle for better wages
and working conditions, labor laws, suffrage, and other women’s rights
such as forming and joining labor unions.
As the term implies, the women’s liberation movement is a
concerted and progressive effort to free woman from the traditional
constraints which have prevented her from fully realizing her potentials
as a person co-equal to man, and as a productive member of society,
herself actively engaged in shaping or changing it. An obvious but often
sadly ignored fact is that half of the world’s population and half of any
society consists of women. From this it follows that only a society which
enables women to contribute actively and fully to the social, economic,
and political processes in terms of their talents and resources can realize
its maximum productivity. The situation in which one sex dominates
the other, the male dominating the female, stems from feudal structures
with built-in hierarchical and exploitative relationships, such as king
to vassal, feudal lord or landlord to tenant. In this social context, man,
engaged actively in production, makes of woman a mere chattel, a piece of
property the value of which lies solely in her reproductive capacity. Such a
feudal relationship is no longer tenable in our day and age which has been
witness to the process of economic evolution from feudalism to capitalism
and more advanced systems. We are, after all, creatures of the last quarter
of the 20th century and heirs to the ideas of Freud, Marx, Einstein, and
other liberating philosophies. Society and its institutions must then
recognize the necessity of giving to woman equal opportunities and rights,
for sexual discrimination and prejudice can only belong to outmoded
social structures.
Even today in this country, woman encounters sexual
discrimination in institutions in terms of employment and job
placement. In a male-dominated society such as ours, the more favorable
opportunities for advancement, especially on the executive level, may be
accessible to men rather than to women, no matter how well qualified
these latter may be. There are educational institutions, for instance, where
women lose their chance to become permanent employees if they go on
maternity leave during a specified period of probation. Of course, in many
corporations, many risk losing their jobs altogether if they get married or
go on maternity leave. Traditionally, in a society where male and female
roles are strictly defined, the woman is consigned to a life in the kitchen
and the bed. While the husband goes out to work and enjoys a large range
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of social opportunities, society decrees that “a woman’s place is in the
home” where she faces the interminable tasks of preparing meals, sewing
clothes, doing the laundry, mending socks, and rearing a brood of children.
In the most conservative households, she is not even allowed to mingle
with guests or partake in their conversation, or not permitted to come out
of the room at all by a macho and possessive husband. How much human
potential is irretrievably lost this way we shall never know.
Many social factors connive to produce an adverse effect on
women’s liberation. There is for instance, the commonly held view,
supported by conventional structures, that a woman’s contribution to
production is limited and confined to the few years between graduation
and marriage, during which time she finds employment while waiting for
the right partner defined as a good provider who will make her further
employment unnecessary. The bourgeois social ideal of marrying a wealthy
husband who will surround the woman with comfort and luxury still
persists. Complementing this is the male ideal of a woman who will “grace
his home” where she will be the beautiful centerpiece among the many
competing works of art.
An offshoot of these attitudes is that many Filipino parents often
tend to give less attention and financial support to the education of girls
than they do to that of their male children, in the idea that the former will
not make full use of their education anyway. Thus, many girls are sent to
secretarial schools or to “finishing schools” which are supposed to give
them a veneer of sophistication and manners that will attract wealthy
men, local or preferably foreign businessmen. With the premium on
physical attractiveness, itself a transient asset, placed by tourism and the
cult of feminine beauty, many are content to be secretaries, receptionists,
and usherettes in light and temporary occupations which capitalize
on charm and physical assets and which serve to create a good public
relations image to the company. Another occupation which has attracted
women in recent years is that of fashion model glorified by numerous
articles in popular magazines. Teenagers have dreamt of being models
pirouetting on the ramp in flashy, signature clothes. For these they go to
local finishing schools where they learn a new use for books, aside from
reading them, which is to balance them on the head for good posture and
where the acme of educational attainment is to know what kind of wine
goes with what fish in hypothetical situations where eligible foreign
gentlemen connoisseurs would be involved. Recently, the popular ambition
to become fashion models has somewhat soured with many of the models
ending up as disguised strip-tease entertainers, a-go-go dancers, or even
call girls.
Many other social factors combine in the intellectual oppression
of women and perpetuate the attitude of not taking her seriously. One
culprit is found in the women’s magazines of large circulation which
do nothing to raise the intellectual level of woman but instead keep her
to a limited and customary diet of escapist romances, lives of rich and
famous celebrities, horoscopes, fashion, culinary and beauty tips. Even
more insidious are the syndicated articles touching on mores and lifestyle
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but which have a foreign context hardly applicable to ours. The series of
popular romances, historical or soft porn also connive, and most possibly
deliberately on the part of foreign capitalist publishers with local support,
in keeping a sizeable proportion of the world’s female population in a state
of intellectual poverty, dependence, and oppression.
Given the generally low quality of education, it is not surprising
that there are many local misconceptions of women’s lib. A woman friend
may ask another in a wheedling, confidential tone: “Liberated ka ba,
‘Day?” One readily identifies the current abuse of the term to mean the
ease with which a woman enters into casual sexual relationships. To a
number, “liberated” has wrongly come to mean a female form of libertinage
where one engages in trifling and transient sexual relationships without
emotional involvement but with, possibly, some economic gain in the
process. This, indeed is a grave abuse of the word. For while female
liberation involves the capacity to determine one’s life and the freedom to
make choices, basic to it—if it is not going to be reduced to a purely selfindulgent exercise—is a revaluation of a woman’s relationship to herself,
to man, the other sex, to her family, and to society as a whole.
Woman’s liberation cannot be achieved in unilateral, egotistical
behavior. Rather, it is relational in her ability to meet the other sex in
a truly egalitarian relationship. Crucial to her freedom is the ability to
create and maintain mutually fulfilling relationships in the intellectual,
emotional, and physical sense, with man the Other, whether or not in
relation to the social institution of marriage. In this come into play values
of mind and feeling which education should have the task of shaping. To
the relationship, each offers gifts of sensibility and insight that can only
come from their natural differences. As to sex, which is an integral part
of the personality, a woman is liberated when she is able to realize the
full measure of her sexuality. A degree of self-confidence and objectivity
becomes necessary so that man does not regard the woman as a threat to
his ego, nor the woman suspect the man of oppressive tactics. It is still
possible to achieve this harmony in marriage, modified as an open-ended
relationship which allows the exploration of a larger reality as it draws
out one’s entire human potential.
A common pitfall for women’s lib is for the woman to assume
an aggressive, competitive posture vis-a-vis the man. Women have
occasionally allowed themselves to get embroiled in useless and absurd
debates as to whether God is a man or a woman. In the competitive spirit,
which is, after all, a counterpart of the male sexist attitude, the woman
raises herself by putting down the man. Her behavior, containing a
destructive component, would form the pattern of emasculating the male,
even to the extent of sexually exploiting him in turn in a reversal of roles.
Thus, since there are female pin-ups in magazines, of female exploitation,
so must there also be male centerfolds in varying degrees of nudity. If
males have their muses and sex symbols, so women will also have theirs,
squirming uneasily in their laurel wreaths. But such antagonisms and
reversals of behavior will only lead nowhere, and the game of putting one
over the other will only result in more frustration. Competitiveness may
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not be the best tool to combat male sexist behavior. Better would be to
arrive at common terms of agreement.
Women’s lib in Europe and the United States with its “burnthe-bra” rallying cry has espoused a number of causes, among them free
abortion and lesbianism. At the same time, the current social vocabulary
has been enriched with new terms such as “single parent” and “un-married
woman.” There is no doubt that, in this age of scientific and medical
advances, women have the right to determine the number of children they
wish to have, in view of limited economic resources. But it is possible,
however, that the rather loud clamor for free abortion, especially in highly
developed countries, only goes hand in hand with a careless and selfindulgent sexual behavior at a time when contraceptives which provide
the better alternative are continually being produced and refined and
when bearing children out of wedlock no longer has the social stigma it
used to have. This matter, however, is best left to the individual conscience
which may find adequate justification in concrete circumstances. One
only wonders, however, if it does not entail a corresponding decline
of feminine sensitivity and warmth. It may also tend towards falsely
separating woman’s liberation from her natural function of bearing
and rearing children which the enlightened woman and mother must
satisfactorily come to terms with. Then there are the women-libbers who
loudly espouse the cause of lesbianism, when those women inclined to
it by reason of their hormonal and psychological make-up can always go
about their chosen lifestyles without unnecessary self-conscious postures
of defiance within a liberalizing society. Of course, women’s lib is not a
de-feminization process. On the contrary, it is to realize and enhance the
full value of a woman’s femininity in liberative expressions. As to the
“single parent” and the “un-married woman,” these states can be welltaken as courageous conditions if they involved getting out of oppressive
and stifling relationships; although it may also be possible that these
point to failed relationships which broke down due to unbearable tensions
occasioned by intense male-female competitiveness. The issues of abortion
and lesbianism are peripheral, at most, in the woman’s struggle in the
Philippines, where as a developing country, it is defined by strong social,
economic, and political imperatives, which, in fact, hew more closely to the
original concepts of the movement.
Primarily then, woman’s liberation in the Philippines entails
the struggle on the social, economic, and political places to achieve
equal rights for women as the men have always enjoyed, as well as to
develop and enhance her capacity for choice, self-determination and free
action. But freedom, once more, is not a solipsistic and egotistical value.
It is dynamic and relational, based on a woman’s relationship not only
with herself as a continually developing personality but also with man
her partner and with society as a whole. Her freedom has to do with
intellectual and emotional development in the light of humanistic values
as she rejects oppressive structures and influences as well as with the
ability to express this freedom in maintaining egalitarian and mutually
fulfilling relationships. On the broadest plane, liberation for woman
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involves the raising of her social and political consciousness which is
central in the capacity to act and change society for the better.

WHO, 23 MARCH 1983, 30–1.

Our Chronic Language Problem
One issue that has always been attended with confusion and
emotionalism is that of the national language. Since the Commonwealth
period, when President Quezon decreed the development of a National
Language, people have not arrived at a single unified consensus on the
subject which has always provoked heated discussions and debates.
Much of our attitudes to language has been shaped by our history and
economic circumstances. Show a text in Filipino to a Manila intellectual,
and not infrequently, he will decline apologetically or reject it outright
while saying that he does not read Filipino. One wonders how he
could have managed to insulate himself so completely from the social
environment so that he cannot read a text in the native language. But try
showing the same intellectual a text in Spanish or French and observe
how he will almost never admit incompetence in the foreign language.
One accidentally overheard a conversation during Nakasone’s visit
here in which a person expressed annoyance at the fact that the prime
minister of Japan insisted in speaking Japanese when he was, after all,
a Harvard graduate. Such reactions arise because we do not understand
nor have we felt the nationalistic thrill of addressing an international
forum such as the United Nations in our national language with an
interpreter as intermediary. The Filipino language has not been given a
chance to reverberate in the halls of international diplomacy. We have
not given it its rightful status as the language of our national sovereignty
among other world languages. Instead, our Filipino representatives,
delegates, and ministers have always depended on the English language,
with the idea of impressing the forum—many members of whom express
themselves effectively and eloquently in their own languages—with
our ability to make beautiful and resounding speeches on the human
condition in the English language, interspersed, moreover, with allusions
in the Western classical tradition. We present ourselves to the world in
the language of our former colonial masters than in our native language
in which we identify ourselves as Asians in solidarity, with the problems
of the Third World.
In truth, we should consider ourselves fortunate indeed to have
been able to preserve our native languages through the long centuries of
colonization. The Spaniards, for instance, followed a rigorous language
policy in its colonies in the Americans which have all but lost their
pre-Columbian languages. The Peruvians, for instance, are making an
effort to retrieve their indigenous tongue, Quechua, by offering it as a
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university course, a cultural artifact rather than a living language. Here,
what happened was the reverse. While the Spanish colonial government
reluctantly taught Spanish in order to keep liberal ideas inaccessible to
the population, the friars, to their credit, enthusiastically studied our
own languages, in which they compiled dictionaries, lexicons, and in
which they themselves wrote. We know, too, that they were unstinting in
their praise of the Philippine languages. According to Father Francisco
Colin, “the most courteous, grave, artistic, and elegant is the Tagalog, for
it shares in four qualities of the four greatest languages in the world,
namely Hebrew, Greek, Latin, and Spanish. With the Hebrew, besides the
resemblances already noted in the matter of its vowels and consonants, it
has the roots of the vocables and their hidden and obscure meaning and
some gutturals; with the Greek, the articles in the declension of nouns,
and in the conjunctions the abundance of voices and moods; with the
Latin, the abundance and elegance; with the Spanish, the fine structure,
polish and courtesy.” Added to this, of course, is the fact that, as Father
Chirino attests to, “All the islanders are much given to reading and writing
and there is hardly a man, and much less a woman, who does not read
and write in the letters used in the island of Manila.” Of course, some
will say that the friars were partial to Tagalog, over the Visayan and the
other languages. But why should one pit one language with another, when
they are in fact, all Philippine languages, belonging to the large MalayoPolynesian family of languages. Because of the common linguistic base,
their similarities far exceeding their differences, it does not take long for
an Ilocano or a Visayan to learn Tagalog or for a Tagalog to learn the other
languages. By geographical and historical circumstance, however, Tagalog
is the Philippine language traditionally spoken in Manila, the country’s
political center.
If, as Father Colin attested, our native languages, particularly
Tagalog, had already reached a high degree of development in the 16th
century, how is it then possible for some to say that our national language
is immature, now in our day and age? Such can only imply that our
languages have undergone a steady deterioration process—an unlikely
possibility, considering that Tagalog, the base of Filipino, for instance,
is as vigorous as ever, its literary tradition continually and considerably
enriched by works in the language. Now, since language is the reflection
of a society, it can only evolve within the context of that society and its
particular socio-economic and historical conditions, its development
shaped by sociocultural dynamics. Thus, by itself, one cannot expect a
language to generate elements outside its context. Technological terms
in this age of computers and microchips necessarily originate from the
developed countries, such as the United States, which spearhead these
developments by means of their vast economic resources. Any country,
whether English-speaking or not, in adapting these technologies, will
necessarily borrow the body of terms from the originating country and
assimilate these phonetically into their languages, if they do not create a
new vocabulary of terms to correspond to these technologies. Filipino
as a language is at least adequate in its linguistic structure to absorb
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the elements of the new technology. It takes, however, a vigilant body,
perhaps the Surian ng Wikang Pambansa, to systematize the adaptation
of foreign technological vocabularies.
Now, the reason why we are still bogged down by the language
problem is because there has been no strong and resolute move to develop
the national language. Much so far has been lackadaisical and halfhearted. One reason is the fact that none of our regimes have transcended
regionalism. For regional interests have played a considerable role in our
national politics, past and present, with a patent and obvious favoring of
the politician’s home province in terms of infrastructure developments
and projects funding, to the detriment of other and needier regions.
This regionalistic attitude, in fact, is a vestige of the colonial “divideand-rule” policy in which one region was pitted against the other so as
to retard the development of a national identity. This reluctance, then,
on the part of certain sectors to support the development of Filipino, our
national language, is but a sad comment on the petty regionalisms of
many of our policy-makers, so that if they can’t have Ilocano or Cebuano
or Waray as the base of the national language, then they would much
rather have English rather than Tagalog-based Filipino. This condition
does smack of the generation of America-worshipping “Old-Timers,”
California apple-pickers, the more recent and absolutely appalling
“Statehood USA,” and the yayas instructed to speak to their privileged
young wards in heavy fragmented English at any cost rather than in
Tagalog in which they are effective. It is lamentable that regionalism
should obviate a clear-cut policy in favor of the national language,
when other countries of the ASEAN have made decided advances in this
direction. Malaysia, for instance, a multi-racial society, has transcended
the narrow interests of racial communities to create a strong language
program for Bahasa Malaysia, the medium of instruction from the lower
grades to the university level, gradually reducing the role of English which
they inherited from their British colonial past. Indonesia, too, during
the regime of the nationalist President Sukarno, established Bahasa
Indonesia, based on the Malay lingua franca as the national language,
over such strong regional languages as Javanese.
But even more than regionalism, a factor in the present
weakening support of the national language is the fact that the national
economic policy is inextricably linked up with American economic
interests. American economic advisers and Ford-sponsored programs
such as the Presidential Commission to Study Philippine Education
(PCSPE) have been influential in the shaping of our education and
language on English and the reorientation of education along technical
lines. As to the technical orientation of education, this may, at first blush,
seem to be a progressive measure, but on closer view, the policy will show
that it only seeks to promote low to middle level technological skills,
with a corresponding reduction in content or idea courses in the social
sciences and humanities, rather than to give a real impetus to science
education which has on the whole remained stagnant, without much
support given to science education programs. This is aside from the fact
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that pursuing a career in science is either exorbitant, as in the case of
medicine, which is only within the reach of the wealthy, or an academic
dead-end, as in the case of physics, which also explains why many of
our high-level professionals seek work abroad for lack of opportunities
for development, thus withdrawing their much needed services from
our people. This direction given to our education by Ford-sponsored
programs reflects the extensive interference of the multinationals in our
educational system. With the support given to English, at the expense of
Filipino, and the building of technological skills, our educational program
will thus be effectively geared to American and foreign interests. Such
conditions would ensure the necessary “quality” manpower and training
for the multinationals, and the Export Processing Zones, create a climate
highly favorable to foreign investment; which, as we all know, puts
in much less capital than it repatriates in profits. Needless to say, the
orientation of the working population to English will subtly modify the
value systems to make them supportive of American and foreign, rather
than national interests.
Another link between economics and the support for English
at the expense of Filipino in the educational system has to do with
our massive export labor, in which Filipino manpower in contractual
arrangements is made to service foreign developmental needs. In the
international labor market, the government seeks to attract foreign
contacts by laying stress on a manpower that is skilled as a result of
technical training, that is English-speaking, and, of course, cheap. This
exodus of domestics, workers, and professionals, with the blessings of the
government is expected to bring in the much needed dollar remittances
to help offset balance-of-payment deficits incurred by huge loans. At the
same time, our national language is of great importance because it is
an expression, not only of our cultural identity; but also of our national
sovereignty. Our national language is bound up with our sense of pride
as a nation. And to have a national language, which is Filipino, most of
us have to shed our petty regionalisms to give it our support. Moreover,
re-examination of the teaching of Filipino should be conducted to do
away with old-fashioned and formalistic methodologies which create
negative and prejudicial attitudes on the part of our young students.
More venues for the writing of Filipino should be opened and encouraged,
with the writers in Filipino supportive of younger writers while they
create an atmosphere of easy accessibility to the language as they also
avoid tendencies to exclusiveness and academism. The Filipino language
itself should be continually developed to meet contemporary needs by
increasing its technological vocabulary and by expanding its linguistic
resources to include the most significant elements and features of the
leading Philippine languages.
Filipino, as our national language, is an expression of our
national sovereignty, but we have to create the socio-economic structures
of the sovereignty. And the growing withdrawal of support for the national
language is but a clear indication that these structures of sovereignty
and independence are themselves faltering and weak in this period of
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our history. The issue of the national language can be a rallying point
for national unity and strength vis-a-vis foreign economic control and
cultural domination.
Same time, it artificially solves the unemployment problem in
which large numbers cannot be absorbed into the local labor market.
There are, however, elements outside our control in the overseas labor
industry, with 63% of workers sent to Saudi Arabia. One is a notable rise
in antagonistic attitudes to Filipino workers, as the recent executions
and punishments are indicative of. Another, of larger consequence, is
the cutting down by Gulf States of their development budgets, thereby
reducing the number of projects available to overseas contractors. Thus,
the educational system is restructured to create a labor force attractive
to multinational corporations, thus tightening imperialist bonds, and to
the overseas labor market which is a desperate economic stopgap. In such
conditions, nationalism and content courses in the social sciences and
humanities, and even solid scientific courses which all together constitute
the body of a well-rounded Filipino education, become the losers in an
educational system without far- reaching vision or perspective.
This is, of course, not to assume an antagonistic position with
respect to the English language, for English will continue to have its
uses, as it renders accessible trends and developments abroad, and as
such can be taught as a foreign language, or second language. Then, too,
language is an effective tool and crucial in the exchange is the content and
nature of the ideas conveyed—and English is always usable in conveying
progressive ideas to the urban middle class. Philippine literature in
English will always have its importance, as Rizal’s novels in Spanish will
always have their place. This will likewise be true for our vernacular.

WHO, 13 JULY 1983, 29–30.

Tensions in the Aquino Government
Even after the ratification of the Constitution and the local
elections to be held later this year, tensions will continue to beset
the Aquino government. For while the government may now shed its
transitory character and claim a more solid ground, nevertheless, the
quality of the political leadership remains to be the decisive factor as it
will reckon, successfully or unsuccessfully with the different contending
and dynamic forces. Even more, the ratification of the Constitution—with
the renewal of official optimism that attends it—does not give President
Aquino a clean slate as it will not erase nor diminish in importance
the issues and events before the plebiscite. What the Constitution only
does is to lay down and define the limits of people’s expectations in the
economic and political fields. But the recent events, so far-reaching in
their implications, have given rise to different meanings: the tug-of-war
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between civilian and military, or the struggle between the Right and
the Left.
Two salient events occurred in quick succession just before
the holding of the plebiscite: the Mendiola Massacre on January 22 and
the three-day aborted coup attempt in the last week of the month. The
Mendiola Massacre, leaves a dark and ineradicable stain on the record
of the Aquino government. In broad daylight. Marines with automatic
weapons, along with other units of the military, such as the Capcom
and the plain-clothesmen, fired high-powered automatic weapons into a
large crowd of unarmed demonstrators led by peasants who wanted to
present their demands for land reform to the President. Casualties chalked
up 18 dead, 12 of whom died instantly, more than 90 wounded, and an
undetermined number missing—surpassing the toll in any demonstration
including the First Quarter Storm during the Marcos dictatorship. Whereas
before, negotiations were held and a clear time frame to disperse was
announced, after which water cannons were employed and truncheons
wielded by the anti-riot squads, this time combat-hardened Marines were
deployed in the area. We recall that the violent demolition of the TataIon
community of squatters was particularly condemnable because of the
brutality of the Marines in ejecting a defenseless community. On January
22, it was these same Marines who opened fire on the rallyists and as
videotapes show, kept firing for a sustained period and aggressively
pursued the demonstrators even as far as Liwasang Bonifacio, while
soldiers aboard four army jeeps lobbed tear gas, swept through the area
and what remained of the crowd. When the carnage was over, the RectoLegarda intersection was strewn with the bodies of the dead and dying
peasants, around them their frayed buri hats, rubber sandals, and a few
sticks and stones.
In the subsequent investigation ordered by Mrs. Aquino, the
military put up their familiar lines of defense: that “infiltrators” were
responsible, and that the peasants themselves were armed (with sticks and
stones). They made the most of the peasant leader’s figurative statement
the day before that blood would flow if they did not cross Mendiola Bridge.
They cited “unconfirmed reports” that the peasants were expecting armed
support from the regions. And Presidential Spokesman Teodoro Benigno
in a post-massacre conference muttered dark and ambiguous hints about
this being the work of the “enemies of the government” although he
declined to identify who these were.
Notable in the light of the circumstances was the willingness
of some sectors of society to exonerate the military. They argued that
the peasants were aggressive and armed, thus echoing the defense of the
military establishment. Some even went so far as to point an accusing
finger on Jaime Tadeo, chairman of the Kapisanan ng Magbubukid sa
Pilipinas, for his impassioned confrontational stance. Such a willingness
to excuse or to assent to the military act of firing upon unarmed peasant
demonstrators, with high-powered firearms at that, indicates two things.
First, it suggests the working of a class bias against the peasants, a deeply
entrenched elitism in a section of the middle class and of the landlord171
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comprador bourgeoisie who view them as belonging to the “lower orders”
and that therefore a killing of their numbers is not of great consequence.
They cannot perceive that the urgency and determination of the peasant
demonstrators was based, not on the drive to exert a massive effort to
breach the Palace gates and seize power then and there, as some might
think, nor on abstract ideological imperatives, but on the fact that
the peasants feel that no more time should be lost in presenting their
demands because they and their families are hungry and the persisting
feudal conditions in the countryside under which they live from day to
day only perpetuate injustice and increase their poverty. Secondly, this
assent on the part of a section of the middle class, including professionals,
also reveals the deterioration and decay of the sense of justice and human
rights—a condition which is a lingering effect of the Marcos years, and
a continuing accommodation to fascist trends and potentialities in the
present government.
It cannot be denied that the Aquino government, indeed, Mrs.
Aquino herself, has abetted a class bias against the peasantry. The appeals
of the President—even in the gravest of crises her public statements are
in carefully enunciated and proper English diction, possibly her idea of
projecting the aura of supreme authority in the social hierarchy, at the
same time removing the need for interpreters for the invisible but everpresent American audience—are directed primarily to the urban middle
class and the rural gentry which she identities as the Center loyal to her
and to the February Revolution and which she must jealously guard from
the importunings of the Right and the Left. She has, in fact, installed a
subtle screening device for Palace visitors and the local press by issuing
the requirement that these be properly attired and shod. And, again, what
primarily emerges in her interview for Time is an irrepressible desire to
dissociate herself, as erstwhile resident of New York and Boston, from the
country hicks and bumpkins of Tarlac country and their bedbug-infested
movie houses. Most serious of all is the fact that President Aquino, on
four separate occasions, refused to grant a forum to peasant delegations
who marched all the way from Cagayan Valley to press for land reform
and to air their grievances against the intensive search-and-destroy
operations conducted in their region. Ironically, they were sent away with
the message that the government did not subscribe to “pressure politics”
as a method for presenting demands. Given these as background, there is
an almost inexorable and fatal logic to the supposition that on the fifth
occasion on January 22, apathy and piqued indifference chose to get rid of
the “irritants” by having them fired upon by the Marines.
When, however, Mrs. Aquino chooses to go to the regions to
campaign, as she did last week, she will not be deterred by any coup or
other consideration. The campaign had the desired effect of boosting
her popularity, as it was in the nature of a “personal appearance,” and
the last aborted coup produced the backfire effect of winning back some
lost support. But her popularity, it must be said, is not based on genuine
populism with a far-ranging grassroots program and appeal; instead
it stems from and thrives on the personalistic character of Philippine
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politics, which, previously deterred by the dictatorial severity of Marcos,
now seeks spontaneous fulfillment in the smiling image of “Tita Cory.” This
personalism, which is at the root of the mass adulation for movie stars
and popular public figures political or non-political, and which sets image
over issues continues to permeate the whole of local politics. It is behind
such unofficial and out-of-turn statements as Jaime Tadeo’s declaration
that “the peasants love you, Mrs. Aquino,” in a subsequent dialog at the
Palace. It is this personalistic character of our politics that the President
encourages and fully exploits, in the paucity of concrete achievements, to
maintain her popular mandate.
Inevitably, the question of presidential responsibility for the
Mendiola Massacre is raised. And again it seems that a number would
easily remove President Aquino from blame. The fact, however, is that
as President, Mrs. Aquino is also Commander-in-Chief of the Armed
Forces, and that therefore this military action is covered by the principle
of command responsibility. If it is then argued that she did not have
knowledge of, much less ordered the presence of the Marines, then it
must follow that either she has been negligent in spelling out the rules
governing police and military conduct in crowd control, or she is simply
not in command. Another is the fact that the Mendiola Massacre cannot
be viewed as an isolated incident, or accident, in the year-old Aquino
government. Previous to this was the shocking Olalia torture-murder,
important leads of which were allegedly traced to the Ministry of National
Defense, after which the investigation seems to have fizzled out. Also in
Cagayan in April of last year, massive military operations using bomber
planes and helicopter gunships were unleashed, Vietnam-style, on the
peasant populations in order to stifle dissent and protect large private
interests in the region. Sadly enough, all these events follow the logic of
military repression.
To absolve President Aquino from responsibility in the massacre
leads to the dangerous assumption that the military has been acting as an
autonomous, self-governing entity. Accepting or taking this assumption
for granted opens the way to military control and subsequently to military
rule. A further implication is that these recent events cannot be reduced
to mere conflict between the civilian and the military. For this equation
effectively conceals the fact that the military is the coercive arm of the
State, while the State, on the whole, allies itself with the interests of a
class or certain classes and uses both coercion and hegemony in governing
civil society. It is the role of the military to exercise a repressive/coercive
function. As conservative academic Samuel Huntington puts it, “the
military becomes a conservative force protecting the existing order against
the incursions of the lower classes” in the face of increasing demands
for greater political participation, as it is the “doorkeeper” opening the
door to the middle classes and keeping it close to the lower classes—an
observation particularly cogent in the recent events. This is compounded
by the fact that the AFP looks to the United States for training, logistics,
war materials, ideology, and programs and, in exchange, carries out the
interests of American monopoly capital in counter-insurgency operations.
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The State also governs through hegemony which is the
dissemination of ideology and ideational structures for society to
internalize and accept as its own. There is nothing new that the Aquino
government has formulated in this area. What is immediately obvious is
that Mrs. Aquino’s ideology as well as legitimation is basically religious—
with evident ecclesiastical support—and easily comprehensible and
acceptable to the majority Christian population of the country. However,
President Aquino’s religion is not just an inspirational effusion of faith
and virtue. It reveals constant political ingredients which seem to be
coming to the fore. This is seen particularly in her insistence on the
distinction between “godly” and the “godless.” At first blush, this may seem
to be the overused anti-communist line, but beyond this it discloses the
insidious logic that the so-called “godly” or the “men of faith” can claim
the moral legitimacy to kill or wield “the sword of war” on the so-called
“godless,” supposedly the communists and allied dissenters. And this is
precisely where Mrs. Aquino’s religion fits hand-in-glove with the Cold
War manichaeism of black and white, good and evil, democracy Americanstyle and communism. And this is also where, along with her free market
economic policies she finds full favor with Reagan and the conservative
US establishment, especially since, in addition to this, Mrs. Aquino knows
how to play on the personalism of the masses’ political response, and
playing up personalism in government correspondingly weakens and
retards the politicization process.
It may seem to be ironic then that the Aquino government,
popular as it may be, has seen fit to preserve intact the vastly expanded
military structure inherited from the Marcos dictatorship, since, in
principle, the more popular and hegemonic a government is, the less need
it should have of the repressive/coercive functions of the military. But
this is not how it quite operates in our semi-colonial context, because the
United States is highly interested in making use of a popular President to
launch a massive attack on the revolutionary forces.
In viewing these events then, it is a myth and erroneous
simplification to interpret them as a tug-of-war between the civilian and
the military. This is a myth which works in favor of Mrs. Aquino because
it spontaneously draws people to her side against the military. But the
fact is that she is both head of the civilian government and Commanderin-Chief of the AFP which follows her orders in line with the principle of
civilian supremacy and which she calls upon at any time for coercive state
action. Thus, her civilian office has a military component.
Along these lines. Latin American political scientist Arturo
Valenzuela writing in Third World Quarterly (January 1985) succinctly
points out: “It is simply a distortion of reality to conceive of the civilian
side of the equation in the same light as the military side, and apply
the concept of institutionalization to both. The military is indeed an
institution...and can be studied in terms of Huntington’s categories of
flexibility, adaptability, coherence, etc. But the civilian side is not just
another complex organization amenable to similar treatment. It involves
not only a multiplicity of institutions such as parties, interest groups,
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associations, tribes, ethnic groups, bit also state structures ranging from
local governments to corporations, to judicial and legislative bodies... It is
one thing to measure the strength of a single institution, quite another to
measure the strength of what amounts to the political system itself.”
It is an oversimplification to interpret recent events as a tug-ofwar between the civilian and the military, a myth that works in favor of
President Aquino because it draws people to her side against the military.
Another view of recent events is to set them as a conflict between
the Left and the Right with a large body of uncommitted citizens,
Centrists, in the middle. So much rhetoric about the Left and the Right
results only in obscuring the issues and preventing the people from
properly evaluating these. The reality is that in the Philippine context.
the centrist position is exceedingly fragile and impossible to maintain
since the national economy, politics, the military, and education fall under
American hegemony and are dominated by conservative US interests.
To ignore or reject the Left as communistic is to fail to
address such crucial national issues and projects as strengthening
our domestic economy vis-a-vis the domination of foreign monopoly
capital in transnational corporations and the IMF-World Bank, national
industrialization, genuine land reform, the removal of the US bases
which stockpile nuclear weapons in the superpower conflict, and the
equitable distribution of the nation’s wealth in the fight against poverty.
It is the militant mass organizations often identified with the Left which
have consistently raised these issues which are above personalities and
traditional party politics.
For the middle class to conceive of the Left as a threat is to opt
for the role of the proverbial ostrich burying its head in the sand and
for the petty bourgeois to be indeed petty in a double sense, preferring
to nurture its little concerns of personal comfort and security and
coddling its petty gains of status and privilege as against larger national
imperatives. To simply dismiss the Left or what is referred to as the
radical Left is to overlook these issues in favor of familiar rhetoric and
traditional approaches which may indeed bring in short-term gains in
terms of loans and foreign investments but which in the tong run will
make the country even more dependent until it becomes a veritable
banana republic.
As for the Right, again there is an obscuring of issues, because
it is not only in the rabid anti-communist groups, civilian and military,
but it operates, though in a less evident way, in the economic policies of
the Aquino government itself which professes to be centrist—in policies
which go all out for foreign investment, for the IMF-WB dictates, for
privatization, import liberalization, and a stronger foreign control over
the economy. It has been described in fact as an open market economy
with a vengeance.
In fact, the emergence and proliferation of extreme rightwing
groups is encouraged by the Reagan government in its funding of the
Contras, now frustrated by the Iran arms deal scandal, and of bogus
“freedom fighters” all over the world. Possibly, civilian rightists and
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Marcos loyalists in alliance with military groups think it is the best
time to form groups in order to present themselves as candidates and
beneficiaries of CIA aid rechannelled from the Nicaraguan Contras. The
anti-communists seem to be developing a more elaborate rhetoric and are
setting up propaganda schemes as in the latest aborted coup. Behind all
this is the fact that the Reagan government has made anti-communism
an easy meal ticket all over the Third World and a well-paved road to
political power, with a little help from the CIA, to be sure. And then there
are always those who march to the tune of money. Marcos himself, since
his overthrow, saw the need to lay down a stronger anti-communist line
in the hope that this may secure concessions from the US government
in the area of his ill-gotten billions and in the possibility of gaining a
reconsideration of his position as deposed head of state. The series of
recent coups were intended to be a concerted effort to provide support
for his return to power or at least to establish a military junta with Mrs.
Aquino as figurehead.
After the last coup, the public waits to see if and how justice
will be meted out to the plotters and if indeed the “full force of the law”
as President Aquino announced at the start will be made to operate. On
the other hand, the military, as a corporate body is, from the way the coup
was managed, interested in keeping its organization and entire apparatus
intact—which is why no assault on Channel 7 took place and why the
rebel soldiers were given all the time to make up their minds to leave the
premises. The rebel soldiers themselves were out to stage a coup with
concerted strikes in key areas such as Villamor Air Base in a duplicate of
February “people power” but with Marcos this time reinstated in office. As
defense they used the shield of anti-communism which is the commonly
held ideology of the AFP and raised certain, corporate demands to win the
sympathy of the rest of the military. But it is well to note, that while the
military has a well-defined organization with a complex bureaucracy in
its favor, it can never enjoy a lasting and popular mandate in the political
arena because of its basically coercive/repressive function and because
it is invariably situated at one end of the political spectrum, that is, the
Right, with few historical exceptions. Finally, the question is whether
President Aquino will mete out justice or simply let the affair redound
to the now regulation “thirty push-ups,” an even more lenient penalty
compared to the old punishment of thirty lashes. And for that matter,
will justice be forthcoming to the massacred peasants, the wounded and
missing of Mendiola, or for Lando Olalia and for Ninoy Aquino himself?
The answer to this spells out the strength or weakness of the government’s
political will.

BUSINESS DAY MAGAZINE, 6 FEBRUARY 1987, 5–7.

176

The Collected Criticism of Alice Guillermo

Consistent with the National Interest
Article 2, Section 8 of the 1986 Constitution states that “the
Philippines, consistent with the national interest, adopts and pursues
a policy of freedom from nuclear weapons in its territory.” Given this,
the two pending Senate bills drafted by Senators Wigberto Tañada and
Aquilino Pimentel affirming a total ban on nuclear weapons on Philippine
territory, including Clark Air Base and Subic Naval Base, are thus only
drawing out the full import of the constitutional provision.
This constitutes a particularly ticklish issue for the US
government, so that its visiting officials and the Embassy in Manila have
already been making negative noises aimed at derailing the course of the
bills. This is one of the crucial provisions—aside from those touching
on the interests of the transnational corporations—that they have been
zeroing on.
Since the bases are up for a new round of discussions in 1991,
all the recent US maneuvering in the political arena has been directed
towards softening up the government and the public on the bases—
orchestrated maneuvers which have ranged from semantic tussles on
“rent” or “aid” through CIA covert aid in forming and financing vigilante
groups to imminent threats of a US-sponsored coup d’état as piece de
résistance, setting the rightwing opposition jockeying for favors.
It is an obvious fact that the US bases in the Philippines are an
important part of what is termed their “strategic interests.” No less than
the Center for Strategic and International Studies, the ultraconservative
hub at Georgetown University, stated in a monograph that “nowhere
in the world do we have a more important basing facility than in the
Philippines.”
In land area alone, the Subic Naval Base in Bataan and Zambales
covers 15,000 hectares of land and 11,000 hectares of water. Clark Air Base
in Pampanga consists of 49,000 hectares of land with a 22 mile perimeter.
US military facilities in the Philippines have five major functions:
logistics support; repair and maintenance; training; command, control,
communications and intelligence; and personnel services.
The Naval Supply Depot at Subic has the capability of providing
more than 4 million barrels of fuel a month to the Seventh Fleet; Clark
Air Base has an extensive storage capacity of petrol, oil, and lubricants
for transport planes. The Crow Valley at Clark can simulate “battlefield
realism” in preparing pilots for combat, complete with an “aggressor”
training squadron, sophisticated bombing, gunnery, and electronic warfare
facilities. Incidentally, US pilots in training on more than one occasion,
dropped some bombs outside the perimeter then covered the craters with
earth to “erase” the incident.
Often ignored in this formidable array of military services is
one salient fact for Philippine labor. An article by F.A. Mediansky on
“US Military Facilities in the Philippines” for the journal Contemporary
Southeast Asia (March 1987) conveys the information that “the repair,
maintenance, conversion, and alteration services of the two bases
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involve only about one-seventh (italics mine) of the labor costs in the
United States.”
But this is only the visible tip of the proverbial iceberg. Aside
from being “springboards from which the US Armed Forces may be
projected,” these bases service war materiél with nuclear capability,
making them important centers in a large nuclear infrastructure
consisting of 24 units scattered all over the Philippine archipelago.
These in turn form part of a world-wide US infrastructure, a
complete system for launching nuclear war with first-strike capability,
the units thereby becoming potential nuclear targets themselves. At
the order of the US Strategic Air Command, these units all over Luzon
and in Del Monte, Bukidnon in Mindanao, with relay, surveillance, and
communications stations synchronized with the bases, will instantly go
into action bringing the Philippines as “host,” if not hostage, country right
into the vortex of a nuclear confrontation with the superpowers.
Now with all these military facilities that the “host” country has
made possible, the United States is firm in its official policy of neither
confirming nor denying nuclear weapon storage in the bases and thus
prefers keeping the country in the dark so as not to cause anxiety and risk
losing its advantages. It is a known fact, however, that since the early 60s,
nuclear-powered jets and nuclear-armed aircraft carriers have called at
Subic and Clark.
In Waltzing with a Dictator (The Making of American Policy),
Raymond Bonner cites a 1971 Top Secret National Security Council
Document which states that the Authorized Ceiling on Nuclear Weapons
Deployments in the Philippines was 201, including 115 tactical bombs
aboard navy ships and that in 1973, the authorized number of nuclear
weapons had gone up to 260. In addition, new developments in nuclear
weaponry, such as the Tomahawk Naval Cruise Missile, serve to obscure
the distinction between conventional and nuclear weapons—convenient
prop for “plausible deniability”—at the same time that they feature a more
sophisticated, multipurpose design.
Retired Admiral Gene la Roque of the Centre for Defense
Information in Washington gave testimony to the US Congress that Subic
“is probably the major naval storage point for tactical nuclear weapons
in the Western Pacific.” And according to recent reports, the Philippines is
among the countries listed in the US contingency plans for the deployment
of nuclear weapons.
Cited by Simbulan in The Bases of Our Insecurity as positive
proof of nuclear storage here is the existence of documents of instruction
issued by the US Department of Navy and Defense detailing the measures
to be taken in the event of a nuclear accident in the Philippines,
accompanied by a format of a press release to be issued by the US
Embassy to the Philippine public in such an eventuality.
Nuclear accidents from leaks, fires, and explosions causing severe
plutonium contamination do not only incinerate, vaporize, and annihilate
all living things within a radius of 30 to 40 kilometers, but they cause
long-term damage to the ecology.
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The name of the US game is nuclear warfare by which it seeks
through “coercive diplomacy” and outright military coercion through the
use of nuclear weapons, in limited or apocalyptic scale, to “contain” the
Soviet Union and to assert US global hegemony whatever the cost. And
the US cannot do it alone; it needs its overseas bases such as Clark and
Subic for the staging of its deadly nuclear “theater” in the Pacific and
their functioning as advance pawns deflecting direct nuclear attack on
its home grounds.
Obviously, our prospects for survival as a country and the health
and well-being of our future generations, hinges on how clearly and
correctly we perceive what our national interest is at this moment of our
history, particularly with respect to the US bases.

PHILIPPINE DAILY GLOBE, 30 OCT 1987, 5.

People Power in Reverse
It denotes a sorry state of affairs if no less than the Head of State
endorses and institutionalizes vigilante groups.
If this endorsement is legitimized by invoking “people power,”
then it makes a mockery of the aspirations of the people who mobilize
themselves towards goals of democracy and direct participation in the
political process.
A state maintains an army which is its coercive arm with
well-defined branches and functions, a particular sector with its own
professional standards. Given this, the formation of state-backed vigilante
groups raises serious questions with repercussions in the military,
judicial, and political spheres. For while these groups—whether armed
with conventional weapons (and the guidelines are silent about these) such
as bolos, axes, and bows-and-arrows, or whether unarmed but serving
as adjuncts of the military—do expand the military and, in a sense,
strengthen it by numbers, they severely erode its professional standards
as well.
It brings together in the same framework career officers and
graduates of the PMA and street toughies who are only too glad for the
opportunity to carry arms openly and only too willing to be mobilized
for whatever cause, ideological or political. This blurring of distinction
between civilian and military damages the social fabric. At the very
least, the state owes it to its citizens, for their peace of mind as far as
this be possible, that the military remain a well-defined institution
with its members properly identified through correct uniforms and
nameplates and observing a modicum of professional behavior. There
is nothing more disquieting to the civilian sensibility than swaggering
bare-chested males in grimy pants or shorts manning military
checkpoints and brandishing firearms.
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In a situation where street toughies can lord it over the
community with guns, it is only natural to expect the rest of the
population to also opt to carry their own hardware to even up the balance
of terror. And since Mrs. Aquino coddles vigilante groups in her preserve,
then nothing prevents the Marcos loyalists to form theirs, or landlords,
businessmen, and local officials.
On the political level, vigilantism again does not make for a
healthy body politic because it stultifies meaningful participation and
blocks the free circulation of ideas and creative contributions from the
people to our political life, not to speak of the negative influence it has on
the conduct of elections. There is no greater setback for political maturity
than a climate which encourages mechanical responses patterned after
Reagan’s Cold War politics. When such benighted fundamentalism is
allowed to permeate a Third World population, the result can only be a
“proxy” war such as we have right now.
Vigilante groups can only be a phenomenon in Third World
countries like the Philippines marked by brutalizing poverty, traditional
oppression by elite groups, lack of educational opportunities, colonial
orientation in education, lack of gainful employment, and the presence in
the territory of US strategic interests facing a strong indigenous threat.
The function of vigilante groups is to suppress dissent in as brisk and
summary a manner as possible. Their “godfather” is the US government
launching its Low Intensity Conflict which stresses the importance of
“paramilitary assets,” meaning these very groups.
As a “total war at the grassroots level” drawing from the Vietnam
experience, it advocates arming tribal mercenaries in unconventional
warfare involving salvaging, hamletting, and the like. In order to maintain
its access to Third World resources, the US spreads its “dirty wars” in poor
countries – “dirty” because they dispense with the professionalism of the
military and with all legal norms.
In fact, a most distressing symptom of our times is the drift
away from constitutional and legal processes or the use of these as fronts
for vested interests. The US government has increasingly resorted to
“covert action” in two aspects: circumventing US Congressional scrutiny
and conducting such operations in the “target” country. “Disinformation”
is a device that can be freely used in the Third World provided care is
taken not to “pollute” the US domestic press. “Plausible deniability” which
exploits loopholes and gray areas in the law is used to ward off suspicions
and deflect close scrutiny.
The optimum goal is for the US “not to get directly involved” and
thus it develops substitutes or “surrogates” in “surrogate wars,” “surrogate
soldiers,” infrastructures and superstructures in the “penetrated society.”
And, indeed, in the Cory government, US surrogates are flourishing with
impunity in a looking glass war.
So much circumventing of constitutional provisions, bypassing
of legal structures, exploiting of loopholes wherever these exist, so
much “double talk” about democracy in “nation-building,” “civic action,”
as well as the blurring of distinctions between civilian and military
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where officials play musical chairs. And where in all this is the official
morality to speak of? As LIC advocate Dr. Sam Sarkesian openly states:
“low intensity conflicts” do not conform to democratic notions of
strategy and tactics.
As the US government would have it, democracy is a luxury
reserved only for Americans.

PHILIPPINE DAILY GLOBE, 4 NOVEMBER 1987, 5.

Recipes for War
The sub-literary genre of do-it-yourself manuals is enjoying
brisk sales these days. And they are not the traditional Carpentry-MadeEasy types nor recipe books for making presidential chicken liver pate
or homemade corned beef. These manuals have to do with the conduct
of counterinsurgency propaganda, as in Psychological Operations in
Guerrilla Warfare, or the method of launching a coup d’etat, as in
Luttwak’s Coup d’Etat: A Practical Handbook.
The first is widely known as the manual written by the CIA for
the US-financed contras in Nicaragua. As the preface states, “This book is
a manual for the training of guerrillas in psychological operations, and its
applications to the concrete case of the Christian and democratic crusade
being waged in Nicaragua by the Freedom Commandos.”
This manual sparked widespread protests because of its
aggressive interventionism as it trains surrogate forces substituting for
American soldiers in grassroots warfare in which the goal is no longer the
conquest of territory but of the “six inches between a campesino’s ears,” as
a Low Intensity Strategist put it.
The other briskly circulated manual is Luttwak’s Coup d’Etat, A
Practical Handbook, which lays down step by step the entire procedure of
launching a coup d’etat, the full course from soup to nuts, so to speak. But
who is Edward N. Luttwak to begin with?
A review of Luttwak’s latest book on Strategy for the Times
Literary Supplement (September 18-24, 1987) describes him as “a civilian
who has never hesitated to teach the military in the United States how to
conduct their affairs,” and proffers the information that he was born in
Transylvania “in the heart of Dracula country,” an odd detail which may or
may not have an obscure bearing on the present manual.
Certainly more cogent is the fact that Luttwak, Research
Professor at Georgetown University and Senior Fellow of the Georgetown
Center for Strategic and International Studies, was member of the
Special Warfare Advisory Group that presented recommendations
on Low Intensity Conflict to the US Department of Defense in 1984.
With him as members of the group were Fred Ikle, Undersecretary of
Defense for Policy, General Edward Lansdale of Magsaysay-era fame,
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General John Singlaub of present notoriety, and some others. This
group jointly advised the US government to place importance of “civic
action,” psychological warfare, and small unit operations rather than on
conventional warfare in countries where its interests are threatened.
Right at the outset, this book admits that it is not a theoretical
study or political analysis of the coup d’etat but that it is indeed a
“cookery book” for any individual or group “equipped with enthusiasm
and the right ingredients” to carry out a coup. If, with the aid of this book,
people launch coup d’etats in their countries, then well and good, he says,
for this will lead to the “democratization of the coup.”
No reader can miss the openly inviting tone of the book which
draws him into a conspiracy. “The fact that the personnel of the state
security system is both numerous and divisive means that we, the
planners of the coup, will be able to infiltrate the system. In doing so, we
will have the dual task of turning a few of its component units into active
participants of the coup, while neutralizing the others.”
Luttwak stresses that the techniques discussed are “politically
neutral” and that they are “only concerned with the objective of seizing
control of the state, and not at all with subsequent policies.” The author
would make it appear, at least in the beginning, that the book is not
slanted towards the Right or the Left. But in the course of the discussion,
its façade of neutrality breaks down in places revealing the essentially
rightist orientation and its advocacy of the coup d’etat as tool of
rightwing extremists.
For one, the author expects this manual to have its widest
applicability in the “new states” or countries that have recently shaken off
their colonial yoke. Using Africa as an example, he draws the sweeping
conclusion that these new states are ill-governed and riddled with
corruption and the gross appropriation of public wealth by the leaders.
But the raising of the issue of corruption gives rise to two
distinct positions: one decries bureaucratic corruption institutionalized
in mechanisms that guarantee the monopoly of the country’s wealth by
a small and well-entrenched elite, resulting in the grossly inequitable
distribution of the country’s resources to the prejudice of the broad
masses. The other decries the government corruption and monopoly of
resources by the ruling elite faction, resulting in the exclusion of other
elite factions from access to these resources.
It becomes categorically clear that Luttwak takes the second
position. He presumes that the traditionally oppressed masses are passive
and that they accept the elite’s economic privileges as well as its monopoly
of power. “Equally they will accept a change of government whether legal
or otherwise. After all, it is merely another lot of ‘them’ taking over.” The
coup is therefore staged in order to open up avenues for the circulation of
new elites or in order to establish the monopoly of the plotters and their
elite faction in turn.
In the case of client states under foreign economic and political
control, Luttwak emphasizes the necessity for the coup plotters to
obtain the blessings of the controlling power. “The coup must seek
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the endorsement of the Great Power if large numbers of its naturals are
serving as military or civilian advisers.” Even more, the plotters must
dutifully spell out to the superpower what post-coup foreign policy
they intend to pursue—one which will be necessarily be favorable to
the superpower (the United States, who else?) and will guarantee its
interests and continued access to the country’s resources in order to get
its go-signal.
One particularly telling passage reveals the book’s political
orientation. “We want to seize power within the present system, and we
shall only stay in power if we embody some new status quo supported by
those very forces which a revolution may seek to destroy.” With the success
of the coup and the new regime in place, Luttwak states the desired goal
as achieving economic development “in order to satisfy the aspirations
of the elite and would be elite without taxing the masses beyond the
politically safe limit, which could lead to their revolt.” To stay in power, the
book advises the use of propaganda and repression, or a mixture of both.
As the term suggests the coup d’etat or golpe de estado denotes
a drastic overnight seizure of state power. The problem however, lies
in the fact that the quickness of the move precludes the long process
of winning popular consensus, especially in the case of a generally
politicized citizenry. It is therefore strongly authoritarian, if not outright
militaristic in character with the subsequent creation of a ruling junta
where the military provides the critical element for a constitutional
facade of civilian leaders.

PHILIPPINE DAILY GLOBE, 10 NOVEMBER 1987, 5.

Tales from the Dark Side
Behind the events, personalities, and official diplomacy that
make the daily headlines, one is more keenly aware than ever of behindthe-scenes shuffling and maneuvering the full import of which may not
be immediately plain. In the shadows, the murmurings are rising louder
now and the doors creaking with the endless comings and goings as in the
feverish air of a sickroom.
In the area of foreign relations, candor and reason have taken
the backseat to a covert and coercive diplomacy that is the hallmark of
the Reagan era. As a top official of the US State Department admitted
to the magazine US News and World Report, “the trademark of this
(Reagan’s) administration is that it has effectively substituted cover
action for foreign policy,” notwithstanding the exposure of the Iran
arms scandal which seems to have fizzled out in the predominantly
conservative atmosphere.
Reagan has seen to it that the resurgent CIA rules the domain of
cloak-and-dagger operations in the Third World countries, including the
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Philippines. His term has given it a big boost in an increased portion of
the US federal budget outpacing even that of the Pentagon. Its share for
aggressive covert operations is a hefty $60 million dollars a year. Its new
formidable presence serves as backdrop to the Reagan Doctrine with its
policy of fighting an internal insurgency. Thus, it has generously backed
rebels against governments hostile to the United States, as in Nicaragua,
Angola, Afghanistan, Cambodia, and has taken every opportunity to make
the most propaganda out of the “successes” of the US mercenaries.
In 1984 the CIA stretched its luck too far by mining Nicaragua’s
harbors in a direct covert operation. To conceal its hand, a CIA official paid
a visit to former rebel leader Edgar Chamorro at the unholy hour of two
in the morning to ask him to sign a statement claiming responsibility for
the action. The US Congress, upon exposure of the operation, showed its
displeasure of the abuse by cutting off funding for military aid entirely
and prohibiting help to the contras by US government officials.
Rebuffed, if only temporarily, Reagan, whose professed ardor for
the contra mercenaries would not bear frustration, tried a new tack to
circumvent congressional restrictions. Since official action in “politically
risky” areas could come up against censure by Congress, the convenient
solution was the “privatization” of intelligence work and covert operations.
This was accomplished through the creation of a large
international clandestine network centered at the National Security
Council and Pentagon composed of private entities. In underworld
parlance, these were “cut-outs,” private front companies expressly
attending to the function of transporting air cargo and the laundering of
money, Mafia style, in which it is cleansed of its illegal taint by investing it
in registered corporations or donating it to recognized foundations.
These “cut-out” firms are run by retired military officers, former
CIA pilots, veterans for hire, rightwing philanthropists, and Cold War
zealots. Moreover, these firms became the repositories of “black ops”
money which circumvents the usual reporting and accounting procedures
required by law.
Private individuals, such as businessmen and wealth financiers,
or groups such as mayors with “sister-city” arrangements are tapped to
contribute to this fund and to finance specific projects such as forming
paramilitary and vigilante groups. In the privatization of foreign policy,
organizations such as Americares, Friends of the Americas, US Council for
World Freedom, and the various Moonie satellites play an important role
in safeguarding US interests around the world. Moreover, “third-country
cooperation” avails of the resources of US allies, such as Israel and Saudi
Arabia, to serve as conduit for arms and funds in order to conceal the
interventionist role of the United States.
Emphasis is placed on the function of private individuals in
carrying out US foreign policy because their private status allows room for
“plausible deniability” in the face of protests against meddling in internal
affairs. Thus, retired US generals make the rounds of the “target country”
in covert operations. Officials in a foreign assignment for the CIA may
temporarily shed their official status in a neat stratagem termed “sheep184
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dipping,” i.e., dyeing their wool in another color, in order to be able to go
about their affairs unnoticed or undisturbed as an ordinary visitor or
tourist. When the former US Ambassador Bosworth was asked in the local
press regarding Singlaub’s activities, he airily dismissed them by saying
that as a private individual he could go anywhere he pleased.
Another tactic to conceal intervention is for the US government to
send private individuals such as retired generals and former CIA deputies
to convey official messages or to use unofficial means or channels to send
word from the White House. These maneuvers may, in fact, constitute
breaches of diplomatic protocol which are allowed to pass without protest.
At the same time, they imply a confidentiality between the White House
and the local officials in a way that messages delivered via unofficial
channels may be excluded from public knowledge through the media.
Such maneuvers allow room for complicity between the US
government and local leaders in the face of strong anti-interventionist
sentiments. And as for “coercive diplomacy,” what more obvious example
is there than Secretary of State Schultz’s giant sniffing canines who are
meant to awe Filipinos by their olfactory belligerence as by the very
thought that their daily menus pack more prime beef than the worker in a
TNC can ever expect to dine on in his short and unhappy life.
These salient aspects of US “black ops” diplomacy constitute
the shadowy level of policy with which the official level of public
pronouncements may or may not coincide. While the US government
continually refurbishes its arsenal of shady maneuvers, it is at the same
time sensitive to perceptions of meddling in local affairs since the issue of
intervention is powerful enough to draw a broad range of popular support.
Of the Aquino government, the US has little to worry about
because the Keeper of the House has virtually thrown the windows wide
open to the howling winds bringing in a plague of vultures impatiently
circling the air and avidly swooping down at the scent of fresh carrion.
But it is the people that have to be reckoned with in the long run, and in
the continuing process of brutalization that is the Low Intensity Conflict,
it expects that no one decent enough will be left around to cry foul.

PHILIPPINE DAILY GLOBE, 15 NOVEMBER 1987, 5.

The “Walking Tall” Syndrome
The US defeat on Indochina was followed by the Vietnam
syndrome, a climate of psychological withdrawal and distaste on the part
of the American public to further engage in overseas interventions, a wave
of guilt and shame for a militarist adventure of dubious legitimacy that
claimed a high toll in life and wealth. While this may have been the general
sentiment, a hard core of conservatives felt, instead of guilt and shame,
a bitter resentment and frustration of what they perceived to be a failure
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of will to pursue the war at all cost and to bring to bear on the
battlefields of Vietnam whatever measure of American military power
was necessary in order to win.
It is the second reaction which has gained ascendance now
more than a decade after Vietnam. The conservatives of the New Right
including Jeane Kirkpatrick, Singlaub, Cline, Luttwak, Lansdale, etc.,
grouped together to lick their wounds at the Georgetown Center for
Strategic and International Studies and also formed the Special Warfare
Advisory Group to the Department of Defense. Drawing lessons from the
American defeat, they came up with the Low Intensity Conflict, a strategy
of “total war at the grassroots level” for future interventions which
would maximize the use of indigenous forces functioning as American
proxies. The neo-conservative aim was to redress the damage to US
superpower status by stressing that American military interventions
after Vietnam would, above all, be undertaken with no less than a
“commitment to victory.”
As such, the Third World countries are now faced in the postVietnam era with an even more virulent form of US interventionism.
After tasting defeat at the hands of a small and poor Asian country,
a Resurgent America with a chip on its shoulder is raring to “set the
balance straight.” This aggressive mood is reflected in the Reagan
government’s obsession, despite recent disasters such as Iranscam,
to once again “stand tall” in the world in the best cowboy style of
the malingering heir of John Wayne. In fact, it is not just a matter
of “standing tall” and showing off one’s slightly damaged profile to
advantage, but “walking tall,” again in the film style of the lawmanturned-vigilante, his modest nightstick turned into a bludgeoning club.
What is notable about the resurgent American Right is its
sense of moral righteousness: Vietnam was right after all, what was
wrong was that America did not go all the way to wipe it from the face
of the map. It is a sense of righteousness rooted in fascist evangelism
in which the fire-and-brimstone excoriation of Satanism has acquired
a highly lucrative form through such personalities as Jerry Falwell
and Pat Robertson who nurture political ambitions. Its rhetoric rings
with words such as “freedom” and “democracy” and while it speaks of
containing the “secular, political messianism” of the Soviet Union is
itself belligerently messianic in asserting its “proprietary claim to the
future” as right wing publisher Irving Kristol put it. For this it engages
in direct and indirect intervention all over the world, as it supplies
aid, arms, and advice to counterinsurgency operations and foments the
destabilization of socialist states.
The superpower complex of the New Right headed by Reagan
himself goes hand-in-hand with a militaristic disposition. Jeane
Kirkpatrick, former US ambassador to the UN and chief articulator
of the Reagan Doctrine, warned the American public that it should
“change its attitude that peace is a norm and that war and violence are
abnormal.” The post-Vietnam isolationist tendency that stresses human
rights and rejects or seeks to restrict the use of American military
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power anywhere is branded as anti-nationalist and against American
interests, as well as an evasion of responsibility.
To opt for isolationism, the conservatives say, is not to
care deeply enough for the “cause of freedom in the world” and for
the propagation of the “American way of life” in politically heathen
lands. The ascendant Right sees American foreign policy as becoming
increasingly “activist,” meaning interventionist, and moving towards
what it calls “global unilateralism” in which the United States strongly
asserts its determination to use its power and might to achieve its
purposes in the world regardless of the sentiments of the American
public or its foreign allies.
As Irving Kristol wrote in the opening salvo of the conservative
journal The National Interest (Fall 1985), “In the years ahead, the US will be
far less inhibited in its use of military power, with or without the approval
of its allies.” Moreover, in the fire next time, the use of force will be
backed by a “commitment to victory.” Force will be used not so much in an
incremental manner in proportion to the needs of the situation, but, as a
superpower prerogative, in “quick, overwhelming, decisive action in crisis.”
The assumptions on American foreign policy that the journal
The National Interest sets down in its initial issue is worth quoting in
full, for these can be examined in the light of recent developments in our
relationship with the United States. They are:
– that the primary and overriding purpose of American foreign policy
must be to defend and advance the national interest of the United
States (an interest that encompasses the values and aspirations of the
American people, as well as their security from external threat and
their material well-being);
– that, for better or worse, international politics remains essentially
power politics, and that the efficacy of military power in the conduct
of foreign policy remains undiminished;
– that the Soviet Union constitutes the single greatest threat to
America’s interests, and will continue to do so for the foreseeable
future.
Such an aggressive and chauvinistic foreign policy pursues
intervention in the “target countries” on the economic, military, political,
and ideological fields. And for this, the Philippines has become its current
“laboratory.” Only recently, aid was promised at a critical point in order to
deflect the possible filing of an official protest, against US intervention in
the August 26 failed coup. For a long-term strategy, a Marshall Plan for the
Philippines seems to be under consideration. On the military front, there
has been a conspicuous influx of American soldiers to the bases, the timed
visit of the nuclear armed carrier Midway, continuing patrols outside the
base perimeter in violation of base agreements, and joint war maneuvers
that serve as a form of threat with the displays of US military might.
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The killing of the three American soldiers at Clark may be taken
as an excuse for so-called “humanitarian intervention” which takes the
form of a military assault the stated purpose of which is to protect US
nationals living abroad who are “not adequately protected by the host
country.” On the political front, intervention takes place on several levels:
on the level of official diplomacy, Washington issues statements of support
to the Aquino government, while on the level of covert action, the US uses
coup attempts to increase pressure on the government to kill off with
effective dispatch sizeable numbers of its dissenting population while the
CIA finances vigilante groups. On the ideological front, the US makes use
of religious evangelism to stir up a Cold War mentality at the same time
that the US plays up the Soviet angle to legitimize its intervention.
While intervention is ordinarily viewed in terms of relations
between two countries, i.e., the United States meddling in Philippine
affairs, at this point in time, it has assumed a regional character. Thus,
the non-aligned posture of the ASEAN, unfavorable to US interests, is to be
derailed by Philippine Foreign Secretary Manglapus’s tours to emphasize
the role of the US bases for military bases and to lobby for their extension.
In fact, the foreign secretary has an even bigger role to play in hosting the
countries of “restored democracies.”
Through our Department of Foreign Affairs, the US will monitor
the political tendencies of these countries and direct and channel them
along lines favorable to its interests and to its continued access to their
resources. It also props up the Aquino government with its “total war”
as an example, if not model, of a so-called “restored democracy” with
a constitutional façade that the US can feel more comfortable with.
Through these programs, the Philippines plays the role of “third-country
cooperation” by serving as middleman and mediating buffer to an
unacceptable direct US intervention in the region.

PHILIPPINE DAILY GLOBE, 5 DECEMBER 1987, 5.

188

The Collected Criticism of Alice Guillermo

189

Broadening
the
Public
Sphere
of Art
National Identity and the Artist | 192
Problems of Figurative Art | 194
The Hazards of “Judging” Art | 197
Design in National Life | 199
The Many Faces of Censorship | 201
After the Furor over Fakes; Authentication-Consciousness | 205
Progress or Classical Sterility? | 208
The Asian in Philippine Art | 211
An Art for One’s Time | 216
The “In” of Indigenous | 223
Rejecting the Anti-Women in Art and Media | 226
Organizing for Art and Literature | 229
Book-burning in the 20th Century | 232

FRISSON

National Identity and the Artist
Even as early as the 50s following the declaration of Philippine
independence, people have bothered or mulled over the question of
national identity. The First National Convention of Filipino Artists in
the Visual and Plastic Arts held recently at the PICC had to reckon with
it at every turn. Far from being illusory wishful-thinking, the question
is always of crucial significance since it has to do with our national
sovereignty and pride as a people—that we possess a cultural identity
which distinguishes us and with which we can identify, that we enjoy
full political status and are not in any way a colony or neo-colony in the
economic or cultural sense.
It somehow verges on the painful to deal with the question
of national identity because it is, even now, not a problem assumed by
all. Some find it an abstraction, but abstract and general as it may be
who can deny its basis on concrete day-to-day reality? Besides, while
values are in themselves abstract, we continually deal with or reckon
with values whether we wish to or not. Sociology, political science, even
history, if you will deal with values expressed in modes of thinking and
behavior. Some find it irrelevant, perhaps uncomfortable, because it
doesn’t jibe with pipe dreams of immigration to the US and making it
big over there with international recognition in art or science, nor does
it go very well with the more modest passion for imported chocolates.
Some may even find the question threatening, to be met with an
embarrassed or apologetic silence like a faux pas in distinguished
company—and suspected to be part of militant nationalist propaganda
which may be felt to be culturally backward because not attuned with
the latest cultural and artistic trends in the United States and Europe,
especially when it is assumed that privileged persons so attuned are
way ahead of their society and time and thus form the advance guard
in culture.
Yet, we feel that as a people we have been suffering from a
chronic identity crisis, like a perennial running cold or general malaise
one might easily attribute to the weather. Our colonial experience of five
hundred years has done us damage especially in so far as the colonial
masters had tried to shape and manipulate our values to serve their
economic interests and to flatter their cultural chauvinism. At present,
the manipulation of our values by foreign interests continues even
more insidiously through the seduction of the dollar and the yen. A
self-protective instinct or built-in mechanism for survival does begin
to send us signals that we should strengthen our collective backbone
so as to be able to firmly assert our interests vis-a-vis aggressive neocolonialism in economics and culture and so maintain our pride and
spiritual cohesiveness. For only by doing so can we command respect
in the world of nations and not be simply used as a passive consumer
market or dumping ground for technological and cultural trash or as an
unresisting sucker for raw materials and recreational sex. It is through
the defining of our national identity that we can achieve unity as
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a people—not shallow, sentimental, and unprincipled unity, however, but
a unity based on the aspirations of the larger number.
Now, national identity is not a finished or completed thing
that we can assiduously look for in books, or if less scholarly inclined,
in colorful jeepney flourishes, and picturesque town fiestas. It is in a
constant process of evolution, being linked with the historical process
and the struggle against neo-colonial domination and the violation of the
people’s interests. It is a continual and sensitive response to contemporary
political events.
Another aspect is that national identity cannot be defined in
terms of the values and interests of Manila’s social and economic elite,
the bankers, exporters, sugar barons, and lumber magnates. Rather, it is
to be defined in terms of the large masses of workers, peasants, underpaid
teachers, and plodding writers to which most of us belong. Meanwhile
we have to re-examine our values continually and be clear what our
interests really are, even if these should entail temporary sacrifice. For one
thing, people are not mobile enough, do not circulate enough, but are too
confined to their small, tight circle of family, friends, and associates. To the
urban middle class, life can be lived out vicariously through books, films,
the theater, and petty academic gossip, and having spent a significant
sum on cultural forms, largely imported too, one readily entertains the
illusion that one enjoys a rich and full existence. But such a life can
become too tenuous and fragile of substance, too thin and Prufrokian that
one eventually feels like a character in search of a plot. And for many of
us, simply earning a livelihood to provide for the family needs is no doubt
essential and makes us part of the reality of the economic struggle, but
should not necessarily consign us to a deadening and relentless routine.
Many willingly take stifling and unrewarding jobs just to be able to buy
color TV, a car, and to keep up with the social amenities at the cost of one’s
creativity and individual potential. The man one may have once admired
for artistic sensitivity and insight becomes reduced to a money-driven
drudge. And the family relationship, if one doesn’t take care, may create
deformities and distortions in its members, scarring them rather than
making them whole. Such can become a cycle in which we are caught and
our children in their turn. In such a narrow and confined state, all vision is
dimmed and lost—the novel, the poem, the painting, the invention, undone
and forgotten. We need to break out of the tyranny of social pressures,
expectations, and conventions in order to realize ourselves for our own
sakes, as well as for the sake of our loved ones and of our country. We need
a larger breadth in our view of life—which for us have been traditionally
feudal with fixed and rigid roles—as well as a greater willingness to take
risks for principle, and the heroic sense that we, each of us and all, do
count in the making of current history.
Now, one will come and say, But how shall we put national
identity in a painting, for example? Truly, one cannot face a canvas, or
take paper and say with deliberation that one will wield pen or brush
to create Philippine art. Artistic creativity is a most sensitive operation
involving depths of intuition and sensibility that elude volitional control.
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What happens, rather, is that one assumes values for oneself as artist
and human being—and one of these could well be the positive affirmation
of one’s Filipino identity allied with a solidarity with the people in their
aspirations and interests—a conviction that we must hold on together in
the face of encroaching forces or suffer the loss of our birthright. Now,
what we believe in, what we love, and what we are willing to take risks for
will surely come out, in one way or the other, in our art, if that art indeed
be a part of our innermost selves and not just a means to achieve material
wealth and fame. And our art will draw its source from the wellsprings of
our being and be true to ourselves finally.
In painting, sculpture, film, music, theater, the novel, we
continually hunger for images of ourselves, for although we may
appreciate the best in foreign literature and art there will always remain
a psychological distance between ourselves and the people and society
therein portrayed—and this is where Philippine art comes in. We seek
images not debased nor deformed by commercialism or falsehood, but of
our most real and tender selves. Thus we shall be able to say of the drama,
novel, poem, or painting that we have indeed known these people who are
neither foreigners nor strangers, but our friends, comrades, and intimates,
that, we are all here together again through the struggle and the tears;
and that this drama, novel, poem, or painting, is truly ours because it is
of ourselves and our essential truths. People may go to art for various
reasons—possible social status, intellectual, and technical prestige,
money, escapist diversion, relaxation, recreation, or play, but for all these,
it should still be possible, even now in our time, to go to art for love.

OBSERVER, 28 APRIL 1981, 48–9.

Problems of Figurative Art
The latest artist to pursue social realism as an artistic
commitment is Papo de Asis with his paintings of workers, peasants,
and urban poor. Papo de Asis’s talent lies in an above average ability in
figuration which becomes evident in such genre paintings as Kasama,
showing a sugar cane worker loading bundles of cane on a cart as another
operates a mill to reduce it to a pulp, and Manggagawang Bukid, with
farmers filling baskets with produce from the field. From his circumspect,
restrained style, one observes that these are works of Philippine
genre that continue the tradition of figurative art from Hidalgo’s preEuropean work, through Fabian de la Rosa, to Amorsolo. It is an Old
Master tradition of landscape and genre that culminates in Amorsolo’s
academism of the 30s.
The best of Papo’s work, however, are those which deviate from
this tradition and assert a more independent artistic spirit. Mahihirap sa
Lunsod brings the figure of a young girl up close against a background
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of shanties in a diagonal composition. The characterization of the girl
hugging a doll likewise points to a salutary development in the artist’s
work. One welcomes this growing interest in characterization, as in the
figures of the workers for which the artist used real-life models, that is an
advance over the earlier figure-types.
As social realism necessarily implies a contemporaneous subject
matter, deriving from social forces in contention and crisis, it is only
fitting that it turns away from conservative modes of representation of
the Amorsolo school and become more audacious and inventive in form.
Social realism, which is a school and not a style, should not be construed
as restrictive, but as allowing all freedom to the artist to explore the
expressive means. Again, social realism does not coincide with the
academic and the anecdotal, which unfortunately marks much of our genre
as a whole.
The crux of the matter is for social realist artists who wish
to convey certain well-defined values or a particular socio-political
standpoint to discover what is expressive form. Now, depicting workers in
the activity of stacking sugar cane on a cart does not by itself express the
artist’s values or social orientation—it may simply be the representation
of a part of the entire process of sugar production. As such, it may well
constitute one picture in a series for a calendar commissioned by the
Sugar Planters’ Association. Per se, it remains a neutral image, which does
not go beyond illustration to the expression of value.
The valuation of the artist does not come from subject matter
alone—it proceeds from the internal coherence of his work and the
expressive, persuasive quality of his form. Working in genre, the social
realist does not merely situate figures in action in an ordinary and
perhaps banal landscape of fields and leafy trees, but the very landscape
itself should be endowed with a character that furthers the meaning of
the work. The flat, unending stretches of field in the French realist Millet
serve as a perfect foil for the monumental figures of the toiling gleaners.
In Daumier, the tall, smoke-darkened buildings of impersonal aspect
seem to loom menacingly on the figures of the laundress and her young
daughter. Courbet’s best qualities are not found in the highly objective
Stonebreakers, but in paintings such as The Funeral at Ornans, in which
the characterization of the figures composing the crowd is sharply
particularizing and incisive.
Even social realists can learn a few lessons from such a bourgeois
hedonist as Matisse when he declares that expressiveness does not
reside in a single gesture or a look, but in the very shapes of the figures,
the intermediate spaces between them, their disposition in space, and in
the sensitivity to color-feeling. Thus it is not enough for the figures to be
drawn with competent draughtsmanship and to occupy a credible setting.
Figures that are faultlessly drawn, though there is a separate merit in this,
are not necessarily expressive, in the same way that a rose scientifically
drawn for a botanical treatise is stripped of its richer connotations. What
is important is the “functionality” of all elements of the work towards a
unified meaning, a total thought-feeling complex. It is the supreme mark
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of the artist, for the social-realist here in particular, that he takes the
all-important step above mere imitation or mimesis to achieve expressive
form. For it is only in the acute awareness of the properties of line, shape,
color, texture, value, and space to convey specific qualities, that he is able
to convey, with the full potency of the image, the values that he wishes to
communicate and to share. What follows then is that he achieves an art of
total persuasion, not an art which skims on the surface of things, but one
in which he can truly find artistic and ideological fulfillment.
Along this line, Papo de Asis’s most successful paintings are those
which break away from traditional imagery for a fresher, more innovative
approach. One such painting would be Kapital, a big work which shows
factory workers on two levels, with two workers standing frontally in the
background, and several pulling rhythmically on the cables of a machine
in the middle ground.
There is a higher expressive quality in this painting in the
relationship of man and machines and in the more refined use of color.
The artist’s fine draughtsmanship can be put to better advantage in the
quest for greater expressiveness. However, the figures have a posed, static
quality which do relate them to formal classicism as well as to the art of
the poster. Nevertheless, one does not hesitate to say that Papo de Asis is a
talented young artist whom we expect to produce some of the best social
realist art in the near future.
The problem of expressive form again crops up in the work of
Romeo Mananquil and Angel Cacnio who recently had an exhibit of genre
paintings at Galerie Bleue. These two artists cannot be faulted in their
grasp of the human figure—in which they, along with their colleague
Carlos Valino, are undisputed masters.
In their new paintings, in which the styles of the two artists are
closely related, their disciplined figure draughtsmanship is clothed in a
quasi-impressionist and painterly brushwork to create a lively surface
effect. While Cacnio portrays ethnic and folk dances, Mananquil does
genre paintings of cockfights, farmers pausing for their noonday meal, a
woman cooking at an open fire, works which echo Amorsolo’s subjects and
style of color-heightening but jazzed up with a greater activity and flurry
of brushwork.
Mananquil’s avowed masterpiece in the show is the large
painting about the building of the rice terraces where the Ifugao workers
are shown patiently building the immense structure stone by stone amid a
vast panorama of mountains and valleys. This solemn tableau is intended
to pay tribute to the Filipino genius as the title of the show avers. Both
Mananquil and Cacnio continue the tradition of Philippine genre which
has long since thrived on fiesta pageantry, spectacle, and epic color. With
their folk sports, dances, and rituals, they jointly recreate on canvas
the Kasaysayan ng Lahi pageant where the gentle T’boli and the poetic
Mangyan are coaxed out of their humble villages to display their precious
finery to urban sophisticates.

OBSERVER, 18 AUGUST 1981, 42–3.
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The Hazards of “Judging” Art
Being a judge of an art competition is one of the most difficult
things one can imagine. It is a most ephemeral position far from enviable.
Judging art is no comfortable task, largely because art, at its best, involves
the most sensitive area of personal statements like revelations or precious
illuminations the artist hesitantly proffers to a public he hardly knows.
One refers in particular to the present AAP Annual where so many
works vie for attention, and while the harvest of recent years seemed to
strike a safe but somewhat dull middle ground; this year sees a much
wider and more exciting range of concepts, themes, and materials: all
of 180 works hopefully angling for the prized plums of two trips to the
People’s Republic of China. To view and evaluate all in the space of a few
hours was a pretty tough proposition. Taking such circumstances into
account, artists who have all the reason to believe in their work should
not interpret losing in a competition as a repudiation of their talent or
an outright rejection of it, but as one of the risks that invariably go with
joining contests.
Does one detect a tendency to conservatism in the fact that in a
painting competition the first choices are usually given to “straight” oil- or
acrylic-on-canvas works? Those who deviate from this usual norm in the
use of material seem to suffer from an initial disadvantage. Among such
works are the entries of Paz Abad Santos, Tito Sanchez, Moire Ocampo,
and Bogie Ruiz. Paz Abad Santos’s Infinity is an excellent work which
was unfortunately glossed over. In finely controlled tones of black, white,
and gray skillfully painted, stitched, and corded in burlap, the large work
possesses an intense concentration and compelling character which does
not preclude the subtlest of effects: moving shadows and reflections,
densities of darkness, emerging and disappearing lights. What one
appreciates most in a work such as this is that while it is fully engrossed
in the difficult struggle with sheer material and process, it does not
resolve itself on the plane of material and process alone but transcends
these to create an unusual experience of human and universal meaning.
Often we are drawn to smooth technical execution, color, and
surface richness, but in some works these values give way to a greater
authenticity of material and imaginative innovation. Novelty, for instance,
is a clear asset of Tito Sanchez’s work, a striking collage-in-depth
mounted in glass and suspended with cord upon a wooden framework,
although novelty for its own sake does not by itself make for significance.
Moire Ocampo’s work which includes a realistic portrait of former
PRC Chairman Hua Kuo-Feng in a context of folding screens requires a
larger leisure to contemplate to allow its meanings to unfold and shift
themselves in the mind. Another is Bogie Ruiz’s illustrated notebook, very
original with a strikingly written, intelligent text, and unusual for its
ironic twist on the last page, as it suggests in a light and humorous vein,
consciousness as a reflection of class and the cultural alienation of social
classes from each other. These works which place much importance on
expressive presentation show an ingenious use of material, not slick
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or showy, but unobtrusive and deceptively simple, as with these means
they make their point in a quiet way. A hazard is for these sensitive, lowprofile works to be by-passed by the anxious and unwary critic.
Of the works of high impact, the social realists left much to be
desired. Many of them were plagued by a too liberal use of red, when
red is not a color easy to handle in large areas as it either stands out too
strongly at the expense of the other artistic resources or creates a painful,
saturating glare. Sometimes, the work may be grim and unrelieved, the
subject remaining raw and untransmuted. Or, on the other hand, it may
be too generalized leading to a weak, effaced quality and lacking in the
“degree of realism” which Lucien Goldmann defines as the “richness and
complexity of the real social relationships” which are reflected in the
world created by the artist. Papo de Asis’s Third World stood out among
them for its strong principal figure and emotional force, although his art
still shows the need for further enrichment and complexity which would
reject easy stock solutions.
Is there an objective basis for judging art? Primarily, what
one looks for is a coherent whole where the expressive elements are
so skillfully and sensitively organized, the materials and techniques so
appropriately handled as to create a unified configuration of meaning.
The meaning or content of a work cannot be reduced to a mere statement,
message, or theme, but it is a total thought-feeling complex which
determines the character and effect of the work. In other words, a good
work, whether abstract or figurative, is not nondescript or indeterminate,
its elements being diffused and not shaping up to an organic whole,
but has an integrity of its own, and possesses character and presence.
It may come out strongly or subtly, but nevertheless it makes a definite
mark on the viewer’s consciousness because of its very wholeness where
form and meaning are effectively fused. The work has the effect of
gathering half-conscious or semi-articulated tendencies, intellectual or
emotional, inchoate impulses and desires into a concrete visual image
expressive of value.
When it concerns matters of technical competence in the
traditional as in the more innovative forms, one does not expect a wide
divergence of judgement granted ideal conditions without pressure and
the general openness and receptivity to all forms and styles. It is certain
and clear that the judge or critic should give due and ample recognition
to all works of high artistic competence whatever their style. But art
is fundamentally inseparable from values, since a work, necessarily
implies the attitudes and valuations of the artist, in terms of affirmations,
rejections, or choices, in relation to art itself and to reality. There then
arises an encounter between the values expressed in the work of art
and those of the spectator himself, be he critic or general viewer. In this
encounter, the critic, as a free and responsible being, asserts his freedom
to select, among entries of recognized high artistic excellence, those
works the values of which he is in accord or sympathy with. Therefore it
is understandable why, given works of artistic quality, the critic will not
choose one of a paltry of gimmicky content which in no way enriches one’s
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experience as it provides no insights into reality or offers no liberating
influence. While judging, which is a function of criticism, is certainly no
capricious affair, to assert the freedom to make one’s ultimate choices
according to one’s values is not to be construed as mere personal bias,
perhaps petty or limited. It is just that as a total person, one develops
one’s values in the course of life experiences and study, and one would
wish to stand by these in a reasonable and honorable way in life as in art,
which after all are basically inseparable.

OBSERVER, 25 AUGUST 1981, 41.

Design in National Life
The Design Center Philippines again came to public focus with
the recent celebration of Design Consciousness Week. Clearly, there is a
need for such a center to stimulate and enhance the sense of design in the
country. One can only wish that such an institution, meant to operate at
the quotidian level where art and life constantly rub elbows, would make
its presence more palpable and pervasive.
As it is, the influence of the Center is largely limited to the
products geared to the urban middle class and foreign tourists. Much of
its production, as the perennial exhibit shows, has to do with ornamental
objects and accessories for personal and home beautification. Emphasis,
for instance, is placed on jewelry that exploits the urban interest in the
ethnic and indigenous. There are silver, utility boxes done in the same rich,
elaborate style of Maranao betel nut containers which are meant to grace
a dresser set. The sand-cast aluminum containers and, most of all, the
pottery are primarily flower vases in their shapes and unusual textures.
Then, there are, too, the macrame, the wall-hangings, and mini-tapestries,
featuring ethnic motifs or copying H. R. Ocampo patterns, again meant to
be hung on walls of well-appointed homes and hotels. The paper section
produces bags of interesting design but of limited durability or stationery
of fine, distinctive prints. There are sterling silver containers fashioned
in basket weave, inevitably implying that such objects of silver are more
precious than the originals of bamboo and twine.
Indeed, overmuch concern is placed on house decor and small
fashion items such as belts, buckles, and combs of carabao bone, and on
expensive collector’s pieces such as gold-looking stands for holding shells
that would make a living room’s conversation pieces. And what about
the wine racks of narra to garnish a master’s bar? Or the smart cocktail
servers? There are, of course, functional objects as cutting boards which
do not turn out to be just any ordinary board, but, as the catalogue states,
are French Bread Slicing Boards with built-in stainless steel knife. One
must then go first to Makati specialty shops to buy French bread so as to
do proper honor to such boards.
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From all this one wonders whether there could exist a possible
confusion between design and decoration in the notion that one who
engages in design has to do primarily with objets d’art, status symbols
and conversation pieces for display. There is here a strong implication of
design as precious and exclusive in the sense of artists’ signature objects
which, of course, makes them of limited and expensive editions. Such a
notion of design has to do only with the superficial and the peripheral,
lacking as it does a grasp of the essence of design which fuses with
function in the applied arts.
In the true sense of the applied arts, function is given its due
respect and importance so that what takes place is a fine and sensitive
relationship of design and function. There is nothing of the fancy and
obtrusive in the best design, but the object, whatever its use, is an
integral piece, admirable for its classical simplicity and sheer justness.
Design is founded on a veritable study into the nature of things and their
functions, and as the Tao Te Ching says, it is not just the body of a vase
which constitutes its vase-ness but the space it holds within as well.
Design is more an acute sensitivity to the area where function and form
perfectly converge. Form articulates function in the most efficient and
most humanly satisfying manner possible. The former never calls undue
and disproportionate attention to itself and leaves function behind as
unwanted baggage.
While there has been research into design, there has been little
corresponding research into the vast range of functions. For instance, a
large number of vessels and containers function as flower vases. There
are few models of things one uses for more basic purposes, such as
plates, cups, and saucers or glasses. As to textiles, again they are mostly
decorative hangings and tapestries. It would be of larger application to
make a research and comparative study of regional weaving or a quality
survey of local blankets and how they can be improved in terms of
material and design. Or an effort could be directed toward strengthening
the indigenous basket-weaving traditions.
To be truly effective, a design center should operate on the
grassroots level and on a national scale. It is not just confined to a staff in
an office who operate from a number of influences, among these Japanese
and Scandinavian, with ethnic notions abstracted from their social
context. Ideally, one might envisage a body of artists and researchers
fielded to a region where they make a thorough investigation of its
available materials and resources, after which they study the existing
crafts and arts of the area. They then would proceed to a threshing out of
problems of material and design in a fruitful exchange between the artists
and the local inhabitants. The artists do not impose new forms, but make
use, enhance, modify, or develop the existing forms to make them more
suitable to present needs.
Now indeed is the time to engage in a large-scale design
campaign to awaken a lively appreciation and interest in native design
and local organic material, and by this, to build a cultural identity in the
objects and artifacts of our daily life. The character, style, yes, even the
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spirit, of the things we use from day to day have a way of enhancing our
national consciousness as they create an atmosphere that we recognize
as our own and in which we feel most at home. If no real efforts are
made soon in this direction, then the artificial and anonymous culture of
plastics and nondescript mass-produced objects will take over and we
shall experience an eventual alienation from the things which surround
us and which we use. Or, we shall be further swamped by imported goods
even to our toothbrushes and towels to the extent that all cultural identity
will be effaced. Truly that will be a sad time for any society or nation when
it loses the grace and the ability to express its spirit and personality in the
objects of everyday life.
A design center then cannot limit its services only to the urban
middle class, the entrepreneurs, the tourists, and the foreign market. It has
to come to terms with the nitty-gritty, and essential character of design
which has to do with the everyday life of the masses; it has to reckon with
design as a vital cultural entity. It is never too late, however, for artists
to take up the challenge of design for living and design for people, and
to realize that painting and sculpture are not the only domain, but in a
positive and healthy attitude toward design as it fuses with function, take
part in the effort to create a distinctive material culture meaningful to all.

OBSERVER, 18 OCTOBER 1981, 28–9.

The Many Faces of Censorship
In a prompt response to EO 868 which would significantly
enlarge the scope and functions of censorship into film and TV, directors
and artists drafted a cogent manifesto, which drew a sizable number
of signatories including ourselves, and subsequently held a rally at
the Liwasang Bonifacio. Artists have all the right to safeguard their
artistic freedom with vigilance, because art becomes stifled under severe
conditions of censorship which carries a prohibitive, inhibiting effect,
limiting the range of the artist and freezing his creative impulse.
The heavy and insistent presence of censorship may imply two
things. One is the idea that the public is not mature enough, intellectually
and emotionally, to view scenes of sex and violence with a dispassionate
and critical eye, so that an exposure to such would trigger off dire social
consequences. Such a view does a disservice to a sizable number of the
population consisting of intelligent viewers who have developed critical
tools in the viewing of art forms, at the same time that it would keep the
rest of mass viewers within a narrow, limited range, a condition which
would not, in the least, be helpful in achieving the desired maturity of the
Filipino audience. It is not the adults whose morals need safeguarding;
rather, censorship may be applicable in a limited sense to children and
minors who have not yet acquired sufficient maturity to cope intellectually
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and emotionally with scenes of sex and violence. In this direction, the
categories of “For Adults Only” and “General Patronage” can be more
strictly enforced, a solution which does not infringe on the adult’s freedom
to choose what to view and to formulate his own judgements. The other
thing, however, which censorship implies, is its use as tool by certain
groups to safeguard, not so much the morals of the public, which may be
a convenient pretext, as their class interests. Thus, such a group, class, or
clique may well applaud the quibbling over scenes of sex and violence, so
that issues of more crucial import, social and political in character, may
easily fall, largely unnoticed, into the net of censorship when the occasion
so arises. In this respect, censorship easily moves towards the repressive
control of a society so that its range of thought and action are kept within
well monitored and supervised limits—a measure infinitely injurious to
vitality as a people.
Freedom, indeed, is in the essence of art, but the artist, on
his part, should know how to best use this freedom. And the best and
fullest use of this freedom is when the artists, through his art, achieves
individual and social liberation. For true art liberates from egoistic and
narrow self-interests, superstitions, prejudices, feudal values, sexual
chauvinisms, neo-colonial attitudes, tyrannies of commercialism, and
oppressive social structures. For as we all born into a historical situation,
so does the artist create within a historical context.
The three areas in which censorship operates are sex, violence,
and politics. The reason why sex is so vulnerable to censorship is that
much of it is linked to the commercial motive of “box-office hits,” the
drawing power of which are “bold” scenes. An established film star may be
prevailed upon, with additional monetary incentives, to shed her clothes,
and advertising will loudly capitalize on “So-and-So’s first bold role.”
Even more questionable is the exploitation of adolescent actresses, with
producers cashing in on their tender youth in stories of romantic softporn as found in cheap popular romances. This trend acquires additional
implications in the rise of child prostitution in urban tourist areas, a
trend likewise linked to the recent rash of mass magazines that, in their
blatant scandal-raking and catering to prurient interests, are virtual
adjuncts to the skin trade. In the cinema, sex scenes may be prolonged
disproportionately in relation to the story or, at worst, the story itself may
be but a flimsy excuse for these scenes. If such is the treatment of sex,
then it is no wonder that it is an easy target for the censors.
It is possible to understand, perhaps even appreciate, the
possible directorial motivation of using bold scenes to test and thereby
extend the limits of realism in the Philippine cinema. Yet this has its
limitations with the director diverted from more important concerns. The
current rage for explicitness going from bold, bolder, to boldest caters
to the voyeuristic instinct, generally frustrated in real life but finding
satisfaction on the screen with the image greatly magnified. But then, the
satisfaction of voyeurism has little value in itself, except as a stimulant
for the healthy viewer or a tonic for jaded appetites. When overdone,
cinematic values run to the sensational and debased to the neglect of
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the refined and the subtle, with an adverse effect on the development of
the mass of viewers.
To be able to stand up to the censors— if censors must always be
around—there has to be a new approach to sex in the cinema. Freed from
commercial and purely sensationalist motives, it has to be brought back
to the human context of the characters themselves as they live in specific
human situations. Moreover, these would have to be fully characterized as
distinct personalities, so that even sex is permeated by the unique quality
and sensibility of the characters themselves that the scenes of love and
sex acquire a psychological resonance, each being a distinct experience,
without the usual stereotyping.
Another thing, too, is that in the best erotic films, one notes
that sex possesses a cultural dimension, a quality which makes the best
of Japanese erotic cinema and literature particularly fascinating. Pure
sexuality is transformed into eroticism, highly nuanced and reflective of
human sensibility, psychological, and aesthetic. There is, for instance,
the celebration of sensuous experience which is a total approach to
reality and not limited to only one aspect of it. Eroticism thus becomes
part of an entire human perception of the world, possibly fatalistic as in
some oriental world views, so that in the fabric of erotic experience may
be interwoven a dark vein, a morbid streak which gives it a particular
coloring. On the other hand, when sex scenes express brutality, there again
has to be a clear socio-psychological context for it. Indeed, the potentials
of eroticism in cinema still have to be discovered and they may pose some
of the most interesting challenges to the serious director.
Like sex, violence in the cinema needs to be contextualized.
For a while, violence in Philippine movies was an extension of Bruce
Lee’s martial arts pyrotechnics with flying karate chops, or it was a
version of Western horse operas, complete with low-slung cowboy
sombreros. Much of it only served to satisfy macho fantasies and was
as simplistic as the censorship device of blocking off the gun in the
hands of the hero or villain in the big movie advertisements in the
period following the declaration of martial law. Aside from the spaghetti
Westerns, there was also the usual spate of war movies of the Allied
Forces, generally Americans, versus the Axis Japanese and Germans in
battle situations, without much psychological refinement—stock vehicles
for American propaganda.
In the last decade, there has been a significant trend towards
realistic violence in the cinema. This came to the fore with the movies
of Sam Peckinpah such as Straw Dogs. For such a movie in which the
exploration of violence is central, the hero and villain are defined in black
and white: scholar-mathematician (intellectual and universal order) versus
leering country louts (primitive instincts), so that when the showdown
takes place, the villains only make fair targets. What the movie likewise
introduced is the objectification of cruelty in the variety of ingenious
and horrendous ways of maiming and killing: violence is fully exploited
as cinematic spectacle. Such an approach is also making its entrance in
recent Philippine cinema.
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This type of cinematic violence, the implications of which
can only be fully perceived by an adult audience, creates an attitude of
detachment towards violence, in which, in the simplistic Manichaean
distinctions between good and evil, one identifies with the good guy
representing established law and order and empathizes with the execution
of violence without batting an eyelash. Such realistic scenes within
simplistic story frame, when repeatedly viewed, create an insensitive
climate, the audience inured to violence, with an attendant blunting of
the sensibilities and a hankering for bloody spectacles in increasingly
elaborate variations. And to what ends, one may ask, this violence
abstracted from real issues?
What is to be rejected as completely worthless and harmful
would be arbitrary and anarchistic violence with no apparent motive but
sheer destruction and the exploitation of this cinematically. One type
would be violence glorifying brutal criminals, without any psychological
interest. Then there have been senseless movies detailing the satanic
butchery of the Manson cult. These are cheap films, however, and have
no claim to artistic merit nor do they give any insight into the human
condition, but only cash in on man’s irrational impulses.
A challenge comes in when violence becomes related to
important issues, values, and ongoing struggles. In this case, it involves
the channeling and directing of the viewer’s aggressive drives, whether
in offense or defense. Catharsis as emotional release from the mounting
tension of the conflict, becomes possible only when one’s values are
vindicated in the end, so that it becomes imperative that the issues of the
conflict are identified and clearly defined; otherwise, one comes out of all
that murder and mayhem with a bewildered feeling. Films such as these
necessarily invite positions of assent or dissent, for one does not just
throw content out of the window and retain only technical values.
It is when violence is linked to contemporary socio-political
conditions that film enters a most sensitive area. This is where entire films
risk being canned by the censors. In fact, this area of censorship can be
the most subtle and the most comprehensive because the public may not
even be the least aware when films and other cultural productions are
censored and completely withdrawn. For political ideas can constitute the
entire structure of the film. Sex which has to do with mores in a changing
world, poses little threat to the system. On the other hand, political ideas,
in association with violence, can raise sensitive contemporary issues
that challenge the status quo, so that the guardians and defenders of
established values and structures will quickly take measures in their
defense. There may be ways, however, in which the public may become
aware of what was censored and its particulars so that it can clearly
assess the new developments and formulations of the conflict on the level
of ideas in culture.
Freedom is always and ever the optimum condition for the artist,
and censorship is basically inimical to it as it creates strictures in a
society such as ours based on liberal premises. But the artist must know
how he can best use this freedom. He can only realize the full dimensions
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of this freedom by continually developing intellectually and emotionally as
a total person in the best traditions of humanism and by aligning himself
with the forces of humanity, truth, and justice for the people.

WHO, 16 MARCH 1983, 19–20.

After the Furor over Fakes;
Authentication-Consciousness
You visit a corporate office and look around admiringly at the
tasteful furniture and the elegant wall-to-wall carpeting. An Amorsolo
painting hangs proudly on a wall. Your attention is drawn to it while the
boss is busy at consultation. All at once, the shadow of a doubt crosses
your mind as to its authenticity, with all the rumors of fakes going
around. How many thousands of pesos exchanged hands on its purchase,
you wonder.
Someone shows you a folio of Manansala drawings, each one
signed and dated, offered at a “special price.” You ask the charming and
persistent dealer for a few days to consider. What assurance can you have
against forgeries?
While the weather has blown hot and cold on the issue of
forgeries, the necessity for creating a reliable system of authentication
based on solid scholarship has come to the fore. This has become all
the more imperative because of the richness of our Philippine cultural
heritage which has now developed into a significant body of artistic
production, the present growing from the past. Paintings of the 19th
century Philippine masters are discovered every week and brought into
the art market where they command prices running into six, even seven,
digits, especially for a Simon Flores, an Amorsolo, or a Carlos Francisco.
Dealers have found the area of old masters a particularly lucrative trade
where a single painting can make one’s lifetime fortune. Thus, they have
enthusiastically gotten into the act, ferreting out originals from the sales
and bodegas of old provincial houses, from churches and convents in the
remotest areas. They have ingratiated themselves into the confidence of
old gullible mornings, caretakers of crumbling ancestral houses; they
have wheedled parish priests and appealed to all possible motivations,
spiritual or mundane. Will ethical considerations serve to check the rush
for masterpieces in the general gullible and enthusiastic climate of the art
scene now expanded to nouveaux riches collectors and corporate buyers
hoping to build a hedge against inflation?
Three years ago, art collectors Leandro Locsin and Benito
Legarda requested the National Museum for the authentication of a
number of pieces. Not having anticipated such a development, the Museum
was caught unprepared, and to its embarrassment, in no position to
perform such a service, Locsin then subsequently requested in an official
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letter for the formation of a panel of authenticators from outside the
National Museum to function in this area.
Since August 1982, however, the realization grew among a
number of, the original members that the panel needed restructuring.
The venue of the panel was likewise moved to the ASEAN Institute of Art.
As restructured, the Panel of Experts now includes: Leonidas Benesa,
art critic with specialization on art from the post-war decade to the
present; Angelito David, conservation expert with degrees from European
institutions on the field; Hilario Francia, art critic with specialization
in the nineteenth century and consultant for the UP Council of the
Arts; Rodolfo Paras-Perez, art historian with a doctorate from Harvard;
Emmanuel Tones, art critic and professor of literature and humanities at
the Ateneo University and curator of the Ateneo Art Gallery; and, Sr. Esther
Maria Cuvin, S.Sp.S., corporate secretary with the panel and head of the
School of Fine Arts, College of the Holy Spirit. The restructuring was along
two lines: to remove the panel of authenticators from the pressures of art
dealership and to professionalize authentication services on the basis of
art scholarship hand in hand with scientific procedures.
Now under the auspices of the ASEAN Institute of Art, the panel
of experts, meeting every first and third Saturday of the month at the
College of the Holy Spirit, acquires institutional stature and forms part
of the system of services that the AIA renders. A graduate school for the
visual arts, it has as one of its principal aims, the creation of a “human
infrastructure” for art in the fields of art history, criticism, museology, and
related fields, particularly the professionalization of art conservation and
authentication in its scientific and technical aspects. As a partnershipconsortium with the colleges of fine arts of five universities, the AIA hopes
to develop the system of supports necessary for the continued flourishing
of art.
Needless to say, the panel of experts aims to counteract
the rampant forgery of artworks which, in recent years, has reached
phenomenal proportions. A year or so ago, about every seven out of
ten paintings brought to the panel turned out to be forgeries. At one
time, a whole batch of watercolors were found to be fakes. These
forgeries, whether oil paintings, watercolors, or drawings are often
pastiches, done in the manner of a particular artist and passed off as
originals. Sometimes the forgers copy colored plates in art books and
introduce slight variations such as a change of angle. Dealers, obsessed
with making a fast killing in the market, may even consider directly
participating in the proliferation of fakes.
Of utmost importance then is it to realize the full implications
of forgeries. For these, if no countermeasures are taken, will have
the noxious effect of corrupting the entire Philippine art scene. Art
scholarship, including art history and criticism, will suffer when the
situation has become so muddled up that it will be increasingly difficult
to distinguish between the authentic and the fake. Collectors, individual
or corporate, will find more reliable avenues of investment since the
situation could worsen to the point that they may not wish to risk large
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sums on works of dubious value. With the proliferation of forgeries,
the resale value of artworks is greatly affected. Thus, when collectors
want to unload works on the market, the credibility of the works will
always be put to question. In such a climate, it follows that the art
dealers themselves will have an increasingly difficult time because of
the reluctance of the art public to take risks. In sum, the proliferation of
forgeries will have the effect of demoralizing the entire art scene with
the general decline in credibility replaced by attitudes of cynicism and
withdrawal. For dealers, it can be a case of “killing the goose that laid
the golden egg.” For artists, art scholars and students, writers, critics,
collectors and dealers, it will mean the collapse of the support systems
that sustain the artistic life of the country.
Faced with such dangers, the art public must necessarily realize
the necessity for the constitution of a reliable Panel of Experts. Thus the
AIA group approaches the functions of authentication in the spirit of
objectivity, and professionalism. Along with the regular panel, there are
also special panels handling particular artists, one of these being the
Manansala Panel consisting of people who enjoyed a close relationship
with Manansala: Malang, Edgar Doctor, Lino Severino, Agustin Goy, Olazo,
Paras-Perez, and Mrs. Manansala. People with expertise on a particular
area can also be consulted. For the use of the panel, an x-ray laboratory,
has been put up for scientific evidence on the genuineness of the works.
The panel also hopes to compile x-ray profiles of all stylistic variations
of an artist of each of his periods or year by year, in the interest of
systematization and professionalization.
Every artwork authenticated by the panel is thoroughly
documented, taking into account its provenance, history, its physical
characteristics such as measurements, even thickness of the paper and
material. It is likewise photographed accompanied with indications
of value range and actual scale. The pertinent points touched by
authentication include the approximation of the date of the work based
on studies of the works of the period; attribution, taking into account
the subject matter, style, brush work, phase of artist’s work; and value
appraisal. Restoration can also be done on the work upon request of
the client. A large part of the panel’s activity consists in determining
the physical condition of the work with attention to all its marks, recto
and verso, the quality of the canvas and its support, and whether it
underwent retouching or overpainting. The panel particularly scrutinizes
the work for possible “tricks of the trade” which may necessitate long
and close study. To maintain objectivity, the panel does not go about
soliciting authentication services. The professional fee is fixed at five
hundred pesos per work, painting, drawing, or whatever, and regardless
of whether it turns out to be authentic or forged. Furthermore, to preclude
the possibility of pressure applied by the client, the panel members do
not know the identity of the client who is not to approach them directly
but through Sr. Esther as corporate secretary. One advice the panel gives
to collectors is for them to seek the authentication of the work before
purchase rather than after, so as to avoid unfortunate experiences.
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The furor about the rampant proliferation of fakes should now
be replaced by a positive authentication-consciousness on the part of
all concerned with art. It is indeed time that the authentication and
documentation of art in the Philippines be professionalized so as to ensure
the continued health and vitality of the art scene. Authentication now
plays a major role in upgrading the condition of the country’s art by giving
it all its due care and respect so that it can uphold its character as the
cultural expression of our best and most inspired moments.

WHO, 11 MAY 1983, 32–3.

Progress or Classical Sterility?
Is there progress in art? Does art proceed from lower and simpler
to higher and more complex forms? This is answered in the affirmative by
Suzi Gablik, a scholar who is expected to visit the Philippines next month.
This, in fact, is the central thesis of her book, Progress in Art, in which she
purports to demonstrate the progressive development of art in a series of
hierarchic transformations from what she calls “primitive art” to modern
artistic expressions.
To support her contention, Gablik uses a model Jean Piaget’s
stages in the development of the cognitive processes in the child as
discussed in the Swiss structuralist-biologist’s famous work, Principles
of Genetic Epistemology. According to Piaget, there are three stages of
cognitive development. The first is the sensorimotor level at the preoperational stage in which movements largely lack coordination, a
stage likewise marked by egocentrism and “adualism,” where subject is
undifferentiated from object. The second stage is the level of concrete
operations where the coordination process develops with “decentration”
in which differentiation takes place and logico-mathematical operations
begin, while still dependent on concrete, perceptual data. In the third
stage, that of formal operations, processes become increasingly schematic,
abstract, and independent of the concrete and particular situation.
Using the Piagetian model, the writer then proceeds to plot the
development of art in “mega-periods” of art history corresponding to the
three stages of cognitive development. To the pre-operational stage, which
she characterizes in the visual arts as having no depth nor unified global
space, she assigns ancient and medieval art “including Graeco-Byzantine,
ancient Oriental, Egyptian, archaic Greek and early medieval.” To the
concrete-operational stage, characterized in art by linear perspective
based on Euclidean geometry, she assigns the Renaissance. And to the
third and highest, the formal-operational stage, which is that of the full
maturation of the cognitive powers, characterized in art by “space as an
overall extension in which all points are of equal status and are relative
to each other,” she assigns the modern period from Impressionism
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and Cubism, particularly to “art governed by logical systems and by
propositional thinking.” She strongly affirms her thesis that “we can
discover within the history of art the genesis of certain kinds of thought
processes…specifically to the evolution of logical and rational thinking
from primitive and imagistic modes of thought.”
It is not difficult to see, however, that her thesis, using Piagetian
theory as a prop, but which instead operates in this case as a Procrustean
bed chopping off members or stretching to fit material into the rigid
framework, can barely hold its ground.
Very notable, for instance, in her placing superior value on the
“mathematic-logical processes,” on the rational and scientific over and
above the emotional, expressive, and affective aspects of man. Progress
becomes defined in terms of the increasing abstractization of the logical
operations into propositional thinking, as, correspondingly, the emotive
faculties are left behind and discarded, in fact, consigned to atrophy.
This is, of course, entirely alien to the spirit of art, the creation of which
involves not only rational and conscious choice but the operation of
feeling, intuition, and imagination. The writer likewise overlooks the
important fact that the maturation of the human cognitive faculty is but
one function of the total maturation process of the human being, so that
intellectual maturation complements emotional maturation in order to
operate effectively in the continuous interaction of man and the world.
A glaring error is her relegation of all Oriental art into
the lowest pre-operational stage which she describes as governed
by emotion and mysticism. She sees the absence of linear singlepoint perspective in the Asian cultures as a lack, without taking into
consideration alternative formulations of space in their particular
cultural contexts. She has the unbelievable gall to say: “It would seem
that a fully-developed formal-operational stage has not appeared in the
art of any culture except that of post-Renaissance Western art. It is only
in the art of our own time that the logical mechanisms of intelligence
have come to their fullest maturity—in the sense of becoming entirely
separated from perceptual content and acquiring an independent
value, prestige, and authority of their own.” Only one writing from the
severely limited Western chauvinist point of view can dismiss the great
philosophical-aesthetic traditions of Asia in such a glib formulation.
For while linear perspective is not present in the Asian
painting traditions, Asian aesthetics has valuable concepts not arrived
at in the West until modern times. One is the concept of space as a
positive entity and not mere void or passive vehicle. Einstein himself
said that “it is clear that the concept of space as a real thing already
existed in the extra-scientific conceptual world. Euclid’s mathematics,
however, knew nothing of his concept as such; they confined
themselves to the concepts of the object and the spatial relations
between objects.” Another Asian concept, particularly in Chinese art, is
that of cosmic energy dynamically manifesting itself in the opposition
and interplay of the yang and the yin—a vitality which permeates
the monumental landscapes of the Northern Sung. And in Indian
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aesthetics, a highly complex relativity of time and space operates in its
kalpas and multiple universes.
Gablik insists on what she calls a “clear and unbroken line of
development—a formal constructivist, conceptual line—linked with
transformations of space, proportion, regularity, symmetry, progression,
and the structuring of measured relations.” In cognitive development,
she particularly emphasizes geometrization which she describes as “a
process that starts with tentative schemata and concepts drawn from
Greco-Roman antiquity and medieval scholastic traditions, proceeds
to the highly mathematized art of the Renaissance and ends with the
propositional and deductive logic that characterizes the more conceptual
forms of recent art.” This stress on linear continuity as integral to her
framework explains why she leaves out recalcitrant material which will
not easily fall into line. For one, she makes no mention of the Baroque,
a dynamic period after the Renaissance and based like the Hellenistic
Period on premises contrary to the classical. Then, too, the dadaists and
the surrealists such as Paul Klee, Max Ernst, Magritte, or Dali are left out
altogether, their contributions negligently overlooked.
Even more important is the fact that contrary to what Gablik
avers, there is no true continuity of cognitive structures between
the Renaissance, her second “mega-period,” and modern art. This is
because Einstein’s theories of relativity completely displaced Euclidean
mathematics rather that developed from it. As Fritzhof Capra writes:
“Classical physics was based on the notion both of an absolute, threedimensional space, independent of the material objects it contains,
and obeying the laws of Euclidean geometry, and of time as a separate
dimension which again is absolute and flows at an even rate, independent
of the material world,” while, in contrast, to the Euclidean framework,
“relativity theory has thus shown that all measurements involving space
and time lose their absolute significance and has forced us to abandon the
classical concepts of an absolute space and absolute time.”
Then, too, why should figuration as such be consigned to a
lower hierarchic level to abstraction, when, in fact, the figurative and
the abstract in art exist in a dialectical relationship, not precluding
synthesis—in the same way that abstract logical propositions have their
correspondence and verification in empirical reality? As seen in the wide
variety of contemporary art, figurative or iconic art does not necessarily
rest on outmoded Euclidean premises. In the West, Warhol, Rosenquist,
Lichtenstein, Chuck Close, and Pearlstein have achieved a post-abstract
figuration. Such a schema as Gablik’s likewise dichotomizes abstract
and figurative, thus echoing the old dispute between modernists and
conservatives, when in fact these two modes have given rise to a large
variety of artistic options open to the contemporary artist.
All in all, Gablik’s glorification of the rational and the scientific
as the sole “progressive” material of art and her definition of the artist’s
occupation as the endless elaboration of abstract mathematico-logical
propositions which have lost their links with concrete reality because
autonomous, reduces the artist to an ivory-tower specialist engaged
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in non-human and sterile occupation apart from the vital issues of the
time. Gablik plots a unilinear direction for the whole of world art, a
direction she sees as spearheaded by the United States primarily. Using
the Piagetian model of cognitive stages, she leaves other cultural contexts
no choice but to follow suit or to lag behind indefinitely. Worse still is the
implied failure of intelligence in these societies and, in the background of
her thesis, a lurking reference to biological determinants to development.
Definitely, Asian cultures including the Philippines will seek and create for
themselves other alternatives than Gablik’s belated and sterile classicism,
to realize their humanity in art.

WHO, 19 OCTOBER 1983, 38–9.

The Asian in Philippine Art
It is a common tendency in considering Philippine art in its
Asian context to embark on a nostalgia trip to the past—so often is our
concept of the Asian temporal rather than spatial or geographical. And
while the foundation of our culture and sensibility which is Asian goes
back to the pre-colonial period, because of centuries of colonization, we
tend to regard it as part of an irretrievable past rather than considering
the Asian in us, or more particularly, the Southeast Asian in us, an everpresent and continuing reality.
Before the coming of the Spaniards, the Southeast Asian region
enjoyed a fluidity of movement among its populations. The flourishing
trade between commercial outposts in the Sultanate of Sulu, Mindoro,
and other Philippine ports with Malacca and the Moluccas or Spice
Islands created regional networks of communication and exchange,
commercial as well as cultural. Centers of political organization
which were the Hinduized kingdoms of Sri-Vishaya and Madjapahit in
Sumatra and Java must have made their presence felt in the Southern
Philippines. With the Islamization of the Malay Peninsula and the
entire archipelago, Islam also spread to the South and on the eve of
colonization, began to hold sway in the Manila area. The mobility of the
peoples in the form of island-hopping by means of boats which were
the primary means of transportation continued up to the colonial era.
With the coming of the Spaniards, their subsequent control of trade, and
their setting up of national boundaries, the Filipinos were cut off from
the larger communications they had previously enjoyed with the rest of
Southeast Asia.
Our indigenous cultural traditions, like our Philippine languages,
are derived from, the larger Southeast Asian context at the same time
that they are local adaptations and variations. Evidences of archaeology
trace them to Southeast Asian cultural complexes, Dongson bronze and
Kalanay pottery. At present, the term indigenous it is applicable to three
211

FRISSON

areas: pre-colonial art particularly in artifacts, ethnic art, and folk art,
differentiations which imply the influence of colonization.
As cultural interest often dwells lingeringly on the almost five
centuries of Spanish rule, it is easy to overlook the fact that the precolonial period consists of thousands of years during which we were
shaping our basic character as a Southeast Asian people. Our knowledge
of our prehistoric past is based on the archaeological evidence of fossils
and artifacts; the oral tradition of epics, myths, and legends; Asian records
and travelogues such as those of Chau Ju-kua (12th and 13th centuries)
and Wang Tee Yuan (14th century), and the colonial accounts on Spanish
contact. Comparative studies of excavated artifacts such as tools, pottery,
bronze implements and vessels, boats, as well as textile fragments point
to a shared regional culture that dates back to the Neolithic. The Tabon
Man, as we all know, is assigned by Carbon-14 dating to a time threshold
of 22,000 years ago. Epics, legends, myths, and folk tales likewise tell us
of the animistic world view, the social life, culture, and values of the early
Filipinos. Aside from these, there are the Chinese and Spanish accounts
that shed light on pre-colonial Philippines. While the records of the
conquistadores and friars are written from the colonial point of view, still
it is possible to piece together from these, while shifting through Western
prejudices, a picture of our ancestors.
Our indigenous traditions have been preserved by what are
officially called “cultural communities” or formerly “ethnic minorities”—
terms which hardly do justice to the people, because these were groups in
no way essentially different from the other ethnic groups in the country
before the arrival of the Spaniards. It was they, however, who resisted
the colonization process by putting up armed resistance or by fleeing
to the hills. William Henry Scott calls them the Independent Filipinos
of unhispanized Philippines. Their artistic productions, which continue
the indigenous traditions loosely fall under the term “ethnic art” which
includes the art of the Cordillera groups in the North, the Islamized
Maranaos, Maguindanaos, Tausogs, and Samals in the South, as well as
that of the T’boli Manuans, Tagbanuas, and Bagobos.
We also see the continuity of the indigenous artistic traditions in
the folk art of the Christianized Filipinos of the rural areas. Folk art has
a Christian and colonial component which ethnic art does not have—as
witness the numerous artistic expressions that revolve around fiestas.
The symbolism of the Christian parol is Christian, and so is the subject
of the belen and the tinapay ni San Nicolas. It is well to note, however,
that the borderline between ethnic and folk art is blurred, as in the case
of baskets and hats, although folk art production of these has a generally
“domesticated” quality that distinguishes them from, say, the baskets
of ethnic art which may incorporate long tufts of hair and bands of
intricated beadwork.
On the eve of Spanish colonization, indigenous artistic values had
become clearly established, values which prevailed, on the whole, in the
rest of Southeast Asia, and which, moreover, contrasted sharply with the
values introduced by the West.
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As in the rest of Southeast Asia, the art forms of pre-colonial
Philippines flowed into each other without any strict categorization of
forms. Art was, first of all, a total human and collective experience, an
expression of religion and ritual. Dance, song, proto-theater and ritual
objects created a total atmosphere linked with the times of planting and
harvesting, with initiation rites, weddings, burials, and with shaman
healing rituals. The forms of art existed in relation to a heightened
religious experience centering around the shaman-bard-artist.
In this context art was essentially social in character: the
artist as bard and shaman had an important social role as intermediary
between his society and the gods of nature as well as the ancestral deities.
Art plays the primary role in social events such as harvest festivals,
weddings, burials, and healing rituals. Because of this, art contributed
greatly to social cohesiveness and group solidarity. Ensuring the survival
of their communality in ritual, it bound together family clan and tribe
in a common and collective experience. Even today our indigenous art
draws much of its vitality from kinship ties. We observe, for instance,
how the present-day jeepneys and even buses reflect family and domestic
values in bringing in the features of a traditional living room or sala in
the crocheted curtains, hangings, and painted Iandscapes. Strong kinship
values are also expressed in the names emblazoned on jeepneys and boats
values traceable to the early baranganic communities.
Art was likewise accessible to all because it was continually
produced for the ritual and daily needs of the community. The making of
cultural objects involved entire families as generations of families as well
as generations of families. In Southeast Asia, some of the greatest artistic
expressions retain this popular character, as in wayang of Indonesia, the
wood cuts of Japan, the kites and paper cut-outs of China. In the early
classless societies of country, material culture was the property of all and
did not possess elitist characteristics. With the emergence of the Islamic
sultanates of the South and the petty plutocracies of the North (W. H.
Scott’s categories) which attended the development of surplus production
and the growing distinction between a laboring and a landowning
leisure class, art began to acquire a status character as it began to [...]
the interests of the local [...] classes for power and aggrandizement. For
instance, certain colors and types of [...] became, reserved for the [...]
elite. Likewise, the possession of the sari-manok and exquisite okir—
woodcarving also distinguished this class. This also became true for
the Cordillera [...] for whom the hagabi, for instance, is a seat of social
rank. Art, too, and artistic design, aside from being related to ritual, was
integrated with the functional aspect of material culture. It is the pottery,
the metalware in bronze, brass, and precious metal, the fine wood carving
that attest to the high […] of our prehispanic culture. […] was truly an
integral part of […] and the social environment […] strongly marked with
the [...], the sense of design. Art produced for pure contemplation and
aesthetic delectation, was yet unknown.
There are existed no strict categories between fine arts and
applied arts, between arts and crafts the first superior to the second.
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The reason why much of native artistic production was relegated, with
colonization, to an inferior status was that the indigenous arts, which
had been highly cultural expressions, became cut off from their religious
and social meaning, and from the colonial point of view, became regarded
solely as decorative objects of “pagan” inspiration. In reality, all these
indigenous arts were originally produced within the context of myth and
religion, of symbolic and social meaning. Thus, the Ifugao and Kalinga
blankets do not simply weave in the figures of man, lizard, and shield only
as decorative motifs, but these were meant as talismans for the dead in the
journey to the afterlife. The sari-manok, the naga, the Tree of Life designs
all have mythical origins of a Hindu-Buddhist strain and signify values
related to material abundance, fertility, long life, and protection against
evil spirits. With the intimate connection of art and ritual, the making
of art, particularly ritualistic objects, was itself a sacred process. Its
products, likewise, were treated with great care and reverence. The ritual
for the making of the kris, for instance, involves the invocation of the gods
accompanied by blood sacrifice, with the observance of safeguards to
protect the artist from polluting influences. Like the shaman and bard, the
artist who fashioned objects of ritual assumed the character of high priest
and mediator with the gods.
The indigenous arts, produced for the immediate community to
which the artist belonged, did not have the character of a commodity to
be sold. They were first of all objects of ritual and social meaning, often
prized heirlooms passed from one generation to another and related to
the cult of the ancestors and to tribal pride, given as part of dowry, or,
at the least, exchanged for goods of equivalent value. At the same time,
since much of indigenous art was made of fragile, perishable materials,
art was a continuous process wherein the works, like the flowers and
fruits of nature, were continually produced, replaced, and replenished,
with artmaking having a broad base of community participation. The early
Filipinos were not concerned with the making of masterpieces in which
works are considered unique, formal, and final statements—an attitude
introduced by colonization.
Having its roots in animism which worshipped the forces of
nature, art was likewise an expression of man’s relationship with the
environment and his adaptation to local geographical and ecological
conditions. Drawn from the environment, it had a distinctly organic
character as it reflected a land and riverine culture. This organic quality
comes out most clearly in the widespread use of bamboo. The Hanunoos,
for instance, inscribe their ambahan verses on living bamboos and
improvised benches in the forests. In the Tuwaang epic, the hero is skilled
in the weaving of anklets, the patterns of which are likened to the eyes
of different birds. The epic also reflects the indigenous intimate sense of
material in the various woods used for spears, shields, and tools which are
appreciated within a mythical context. In our native art, all materials are
usable in art, with no sense of the hierarchy of materials such as exists
in the West. Artistic expression is not confined to a limited number of
prescribed materials: human and animal hair, bones, teeth, feathers, seeds
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that are all a part of organic nature have their place. In T’boli jewelry, fine
chains of horsehair alternate with brass links.
Along with the organic nature of artistic production, great
importance is placed on the highly skilled work of the hands, such as we
see in our handicraft architecture, or in the mats of Sulu. Contrary to what
we commonly think, our indigenous arts, folk, and ethnic often show a
remarkable complexity in their execution, manifesting a premium placed
on dexterity and skill. This is seen in the Tree of Life applique blankets
of the Tausug, in the Sulu mats, in the beadwork of the T’boli, in the
beautiful blankets of the Cordilleras. In folk art, native woodcarvers like
to test their skill by carving intricate details such as chains or feathery
fans from a single bar of wood. The highly decorative character of much
of our indigenous art does not exist for itself alone, but is there to give
the work a precious, even sacred quality, such as will give pleasure to the
gods. The native house, be it the nipa hut or the bahay-na-bato, the various
conveyances, horse drawn or engine powered, invariably reflect the love
for the decorative, which has in the course of time, developed recognizable
motifs and styles linking all parts of the country. This penchant
corresponds to the native musical style in which the melody is lavishly
ornamented with melismatic passages, microtones, and glissandi.
The formal qualities of indigenous art themselves reflect
social values. Much of our native art is based on the curvilinear line, as
in the okir—woodcarving, the Tagalog script, as well as in music and
chanting, signifying a ritualistic elaboration and an indirection that
opposes the straightforward or direct. The arts of the north, however,
the bulul and the related woodcarving, in general, possess a stern and
geometric character possibly reflective of the more rigorous geographical
conditions of the highlands.
In ethnic art, colors are produced from organic dyes that give
a distinct charm, and come in combinations different from that of the
Christianized lowlands. They likewise retain a religious and social
symbolism and significance. Folk art revels in bright, high-saturation
primary and secondary hues, such as are seen in the Paete papier mache
animals. Bright colors in folk art are expressive of social warmth and
gregariousness, as well as joy in a fertile environment. Bright is vivid
or matingkad, a positive value signifying life and intensity; pale is
mapusyaw, a negative value signifying lack. Scholars have pointed out
that the indigenous sense of color is intimately bound up with the sense of
tonal value.
In indigenous art, one sees the filling up of entire space following
regular patterns of alternation and repetition, although motifs apparently
geometric may be stylized figures of diverse creatures of land, air, and
water, and as such possessing religious and ritualistic significance.
The indigenous approach to space signifies the value given to fertility,
abundance, and gregariousness, a Southeast Asian quality with possibly
Indian influence.
These artistic values which we draw from the Asian traditions
are a continuing reality in our native arts and form an essential part of
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our self-definition as Filipinos and Southeast Asians. It is our continual
obligation, as it is at the same time a pleasure, to be keenly aware of these
traditions and to resituate them in the present, not merely as alternative
values to those of the West, but as our original and authentic values. This
awareness acquires a political dimension in that it shapes our definition
of ourselves as a distinct people vis-a-vis the West with its aggressive
cultural imperialism. At the same time, we relate ourselves with the rest of
the Southeast Asian region as the matrix of our culture in similar struggles
against economic and cultural impositions. Thus, we seek to move towards
an art which resumes and continues a meaningful communication with the
Southeast Asian, and more broadly, the Asian community to which we have
always belonged.

WHO, 7 DECEMBER 1983, 32–4.

An Art for One’s Time
A survey of recent trends in the visual arts will show a strongly
discernible thrust on the part of a growing sector of young artists toward
an art of socio-political content. The active trendsetters are the social
realists who create an art not only of keen social observation but also of
engagement in current issues. As such, they start from a strong position
of advantage. First, they counterpose a vital intellectual and emotional
participation in the issues raised in the historical process as against
pure artistic hedonism, which, when lacking in the dimension of spirit,
produces works of facile appeal, and at worst, soft-brained mechanical
effusions. Secondly, they assume a position of historicity, with the artist
in the very mainstream of the national experience, the element in which
he lives and draws his creative inspiration. It is, in fact, in the art of
social commitment that the artist discovers and regains a wholeness of
personality. In this his artistic sensitivity is honed to apply not only and
exclusively to the issues of formal aesthetics but to the human issues
that affect him as individual person and member of a community. In the
striving for wholeness and self-realization, the social realist, or the artist
of social orientation in general, develops the complex ability to interrelate
and integrate the various aspects of himself, personal with social, artistic
with political. Art for him does not consist in the production of a series
of objects of technical sophistication for the approval of the connoisseur
and the pleasure of collectors. For him, art and life, with its social and
political dimensions, merge into a continuum.
Certainly, the social theme is far from new in art. In Philippine
art history, periods of crisis have elicited ample artistic response. The
war and the Japanese occupation, the post-war years of the 50s which
saw the country in ruins with the urban poverty and social dislocation
spawned by the war, was reflected in the works of Amorsolo, and the
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early modernists H. R. Ocampo, Manansala, and Legaspi who together
introduced the imagery of the urban slum, the barong-barong, and the
jeepney. With economic recovery, the artistic temper changed and the
erstwhile subjects of social meaning became transformed into folkdecorative and picturesque motifs in cubistic compositions. For them
the social theme in art was but an immediate response to external
conditions. To the social realists, however, the approach to the social
environment goes beyond occasional response to a consistent point of
view, a philosophy of reality. This likewise differentiate them from genre
artists that project a lively social ambience in fiestas, rituals and folk
customs. For basic to the social realist viewpoint is the sense of social
forces in contradiction and struggle, and from this, the artists’ espousal
of the interests and aspirations of the oppressed and exploited, at the
same time that they assert nationalist interests against foreign economic
domination. Art for them has a social role. And because it embodies social
valuations, aspirations are sentiments, it becomes an agent of change,
an instrument for personal and social liberation. In the international
and historical perspective, the social realists only continue the long and
honored tradition of socially engaged art from Courbet and the 19th
century French realist school to the present. The French realists, including
Courbet, Daumier, and Millet, emphasized the importance of social
observation, the breaking down of hierarchies in subject matter to admit
the common man as valid subject for art, the recognition of the dignity
of the laboring classes. Of political content in art, who was not familiar
with Goya’s Tres de Mayo, 1808, where patriotic citizens of Madrid are
lined up against a wall and mowed down by Napoleon’s invading troops?
Or Delacroix’s Liberty Guiding the People with La France charging
forward with the citizenry amid the smoke and confusion of battle?
One of the most famous contemporary masterpieces of political art is
Picasso’s Guernica, black and white in the cubist style, a moving antifascist protest against the bombing of the Basque town of Guernica. In
Mexico there are the great muralists–Orozco, Siquieros, and Rivera–whose
creative energies fired by revolutionary fervor have covered entire walls
with dynamic figures in the historical process. The United States has its
own strong social tradition in the works of Ben Shahn, Philip Evergood,
and Jack Levine, among others, who reflected America in the Depression
years but whose fame was rather unjustly superseded by Pollock and the
abstract expressionists. Doubtless, the social tradition in art all over the
world has produced some of the most powerful and moving images of
humanity in the history of art.
The Philippine social realists, among them Adi Baens Santos,
Antipas Delotavo, Edgar Talusan Fernandez, Renato Habulan, Al
Manrique, Papo de Asis, Neil Doloricon, Orlando Castillo, and Jose Tence
Ruiz, link up with this courageous artistic tradition–a tradition which
opposes the well-recompensed and aristocratic art of court artists.
Indeed, the artist can fully realize his artistic potential only in a position
of independence, not catering to the powers-that-be for privilege and
personal gain, but espousing the causes of the people. Social realism in
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the Philippines forms part of Third World Art in Asia, Africa, and Latin
America, regions which have suffered from colonial and neo-colonial
systems. Third World Art has common themes that arise from a shared,
if often bitter, historical experience: the people’s struggle against neocolonialism and imperialism, the unity of the basic masses, the dignity
of the laboring classes, oppression and exploitation of workers and
peasants, gross social inequality and injustice, the violation of human
rights, the solidarity of the professional sector, sympathy with the
oppressed national minorities.
Given these urgent contemporary issues, the aim of the social
realists is to achieve the fusion of human meaning and aesthetic form.
In any successful work, there can be no dichotomy between form and
content, between the material and spiritual aspects. The character or
total effect of the work is shaped by the whys and hows of form, by the
combination of artistic choices that the artist makes in the course of
the creative process. The depiction of subject matter alone with a level of
technical competence in figuration would constitute illustration which,
being functional, has its own specific uses. But to achieve the emotional
power and resonance of art, the artist continually seeks to create a
sensitive and refined language based on the elements of line, shape, value,
color, texture, and composition. It is only when the social realist, or any
artist for that matter, has mastery of his language, in both the conscious
and intuitive levels, that his work will achieve the dimensions of spirit
found in a fully realized work.
Now, an art that fuses form with meaningful content—
recognizing man in his personal, social, and political aspects—is of the
most vigorous because drawn from the very context of life itself. The
cult of the ego alone in self-expression is difficult to maintain because
of the constant need of the artist to replenish his spiritual resources. Art
at its best expresses a total, unfragmented personality. And personality,
too, is never static but must necessarily strive outward, otherwise it will
suffer from a confinement, often self-imposed, to a few limited formalistic
concerns. For the artist as total person, range is most important—the
broad range of his own humanity, intellectual and emotional. And in order
to learn, he extends beyond his limited self into the larger social and
political context. Man is defined by his socio-political coordinates. An
ahistorical or apolitical position can only spell the death of the capacity
to learn and to grow as a total human person. This is particularly true
at the present time when we are drawn irresistibly into the strong and
swelling tide of our national history. As the social realists believe, art is a
voice and the times require that the artist speak his piece, and speak out,
for the people who, in the last analysis, are the motive force of history; for
otherwise, the artist suppresses his own self and deprives himself of his
voice and social presence.
The contrary argument has often been advanced by the “artfor-art’s sake” artists. But in historical perspective, “art for art’s sake”
was but the 19th century artist’s reaction to the emergent middle class
with their money-oriented values. It was, in fact, to protect art from
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the growing climate of commercialization in which art becomes mere
commodity responding to market economics. As a writer described the
historical process effectively: “There was a time, as in the Middle Ages
when only the superfluous, the excess of production over consumption,
was exchanged...There was again a time when not only the superfluous,
but all products, all industrial existence, had passed into commerce,
when the whole of production depended on exchange. Finally, there came
a time when everything that man had considered as inalienable became
an object of exchange, of traffic, and could be alienated. This is the time
when the very things which till then had been communicated but never
exchanged; given, but never sold; acquired, but never bought–virtue, love,
conviction, knowledge; conscience, etc.– when everything, in short passed
into commerce. It is the time of general corruption, of universal venality,
or to speak, in terms of political economy, the time when everything,
moral or physical, having become a marketable value, is brought to the
market to be assessed at its truest value.”
The withdrawal into the ivory tower of “art for art’s sake” is not
the best solution to the problem. One solution as offered by the social
realists is to strongly posit an opposing value, human meaning in the
historical and socio-political situation over and above material gain.
Those who still pursue the illusion of “pure art” or reject definite areas
of the human experience, such as the social and the political, seek the
absurdity of creating art in a context-free vacuum, as they deliberately
stifle certain potentialities of the human personality from growing,
developing, and taking the risks inherent to a moral existence. At the
least, the artist working in whatever medium or style, whether figurative
or abstract, would be expected to leave his range of possibilities openended, in fact, to enlarge his options to open new avenues of human
knowledge so as to discover his ever unfolding human potential.
It is a salutary development that social realism in this country
has been marked by a flexibility and diversity of artistic resources. It
has grown beyond the early stage of model forms in the early 70s with
the rigorous and militant efforts of the Nagkakaisang Progresibong
Artista at Arkitekto 1971 and 1972. It has maintained its artistic vigor
and freshness on the whole by eluding prescription which in the past
had marred the genre of socio-political art. While social realism may
be a school or a loose grouping of artists, it is not and never will be a
homogenous style. The social realists cannot afford to fall into a sterile
academism which sets prescribed norms, […] the creative energies thrive
on innovation and exploration.
Thus, social realism as a school embraces diverse stylistic
tendencies: realist, expressionist, symbolic-surrealist, pop, the happening
and performance arts, then conceptual art in the sense of conceptual
need not be confined to formal aesthetic ties to the exclusion of all
others, but may make sly political comment, starting with an anticommercial position. The matter of medium for the social realist is
likewise open-ended. In fact, social realists such as Ato Habulan, Neil
Doloricon, and Edgar Fernandez have introduced innovations of medium.
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An awaited development would be a more enthusiastic engagement in
indigenous materials in art, which itself has nationalistic and antiimperialistic implications.
Thus, while the style of realism itself is based on the keen
observation of nature and social reality, as it stresses the virtues of
particularization and living detail together with its extended range of
subject matter, social realism is based on subject matter rather than on
style. The great Mexican muralists cannot be described as realists for
they are more expressionist in the dynamism and ardor of their works,
aside from their being non-academic in their assiduous experimentation
with materials.
Of the Philippine social realists, the core realists are Delotavo
and Habulan. Their styles spring from the disciplines of figuredrawing hence both of them excel in realist portraiture. Both draw
from photographic documentation to achieve living characterization
with authenticity in costume and detail. Delotavo has made his mark in
paintings of urban poor and workers, one series being of the sakadas
and a more recent one of construction workers. Delotavo sets his figures
in a spare but meaningful setting, so that the environment, whether it
be a whitewashed wall with half-effaced graffiti, a pile of empty cartons
of imported products dumped in a corner, or a massive stone structure,
suggests ironic significations in relation to the human figure. His figures
of men and women are expressive in a subtle way, in their stooping
walk, the downward slope of shoulders, the listless gaze as they possess
the casual air of everyday reality. He has a distinctive but unobtrusive
technique of slightly blurring contours and of allowing a certain gestural
spontaneity so as to imply movement and maintain flexibility, as well
as to avoid a studied caution in the contour lines. His art is further
strengthened by abstract elements: angles of shadow, lines of girders,
beams and posts, textures of wood and stone, all of which he has used not
as visual elements contributing interest in themselves, but as signifiers
of meaning. As such, Delotavo has achieved a social realist style of
refinement and sophistication, in which meaning operates on both the
conscious and subconscious levels.
Habulan’s approach to the portrait of workers and peasants
asserts as values facial expression and authenticity of costume in the
strong drive to particularization. As early as his Sisa series, he has always
brought in an element of symbolism in his work, as in the modulating
red sunset skies that are background to his peasants. His depiction
of machines described in minute and literal detail acquires an iconic
character along with the human figures. His recent exhibit showed
a number of directions: the highly accomplished gray-monochrome
works of man and machine, the paintings in framed sections eliciting
meanings through the juxtaposition of images, and the large crowd
paintings in frontal presentation. The multi-framed paintings have an
intriguing ambiguity of meaning in the gestures and human situations.
Many of his works possess a strong relational character: worker against
machine or worker’s head against a graph of production. In these, there
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is a certain flatness of treatment that lends itself easily to the poster
format, as there are no transitional passages nor a sense of atmosphere,
a lack which explains the occasional iconic quality. He is, however, quite
able to handle atmosphere, as seen in the multi-framed workers which
borrow from baroque resources of color and value. One theme that he has
dealt with in varying degrees of success is the worker-ilustrado theme,
striking in the class contrasts of sakada carrying bundles of cane and
landowning gentry in their period finery implying a historical dimension.
The geometric framing device to section off elements again precludes
transitional passages and creates neatly articulated relationships in his
secular iconography. Recently he has also dealt with themes from street
plays which have lent a dramatic expressionism to a section of his work.
Baens Santos, best known for his Komprador and Panginoong
May-lupa, has strong positive values in his non-traditional
compositional design. He consciously strives to make his compositions
express social forces ranged in opposition and conflict. In these dynamic
compositions he has tried to introduce the sense of energy and movement
by a cursory and spontaneous brushwork. This has worked well for his
crowd paintings of rallies in the long view, seen as masses of people in
movement, but less so for figures brought up close. Color which he uses
most sparingly in his brown or gray-monochrome paintings makes lively
accents and relief. Of the social realists, he is the most influenced by the
Mexican muralists in his heroic temper, and especially in the large-scale
conceptualization of his works which sometimes seek to portray entire
societies, or the world itself torn in conflict and strife. He represents
large compact masses, strong and formidable in unity, within neutral
universal space.
Fernandez has developed his own social realist idiom—basically
realist in the tension between individual and type, but combined with
devices drawn from a number of sources, including surrealism and
abstraction. Starting as an abstract painter, then doing short stints
in non-traditional sculpture and in photography relying on darkroom
techniques, and recently experimenting on the vertical scroll format,
Fernandez easily springs the most surprises. Recently, however, he has
systematized the elements of his iconography in the Mother and Child
series. While done in the realist vein, she is also Inang Bayan within
the symbolic context of red dawn, sacrificial skull, weapon, bloodstained flag, and sometimes human figures hidden in the silhouettes of
the framing foliage. Clearly symbolic, though surrealist in origin, is the
device of the metamorphosis of the drapery of Inang Bayan into a clear
landscape with road, implying a goal to be attained: freedom and justice.
The ancient Filipino script also constitutes part of his visual vocabulary,
recently combined with allusions to falling confetti. Fernandez’s art
clearly illustrates the stylistic openness and flexibility of social realism,
and its successful avoidance of congealing academism.
De Asis is likewise realist in style, but with a natural ease in
figuration that easily lends itself to types and models. His themes—antiimperialism, the dignity of labor, or political repression—are approached
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in a straightforward style that leaves no room for ambiguity. His social
realism has a de rigueur character in the noble, well-built workers, in the
factory, the bowed prisoner defiantly lifting his head against the red sky
with banners flying. As such, he represents the simple, heroic style, with
influences from Chinese art of the Gang of Four period. His works have a
solid persuasiveness and are clearly executed with the intent to convey
and to edify. His realism which moves away from quotidian particularity
becomes easily transformed into tableau symbolism.
Doloricon, another realist working from photographs, has
enriched his art with technical innovations. He has, for instance, painted
in diptychs of narrow vertical panels juxtaposing images, mostly faces
of old and young, and human figures, drawn from the peasants and
workers—portraits which are units of social meaning and which taken
together create resonances: the fall of innocence, the hunger of children,
the exploitation from cradle to grave. Doloricon has also done collages
of multinational products as well as paintings of dramatic political
situations supplemented by written text from the poetry of Amado V.
Hernandez, and panel works where images painted on irregular wooden
panels are juxtaposed in montage.
Other social realists are Manrique, Castillo, and Tence Ruiz. A
successful series of Al Manrique is Bunung-Braso with its original and
expressive approach to the figure, here the backs of bound prisoners,
their contours broken up for a striking dramatic effect. Castillo has been
among the more prolific of the social realists, working in prints, oil on
canvas and oil on paper. The scope of his social imagery has a richness
of detail drawn from personal experience. His social realist works are
stylistically interesting in that his figures naturally resist rigorous
draftsmanship and continually seek expressionist stylization which he
had easily realized in his prints. His best works are marked by a generous
creative impulse which fills entire areas with motifs in paintings which
give in rather than repress his natural penchant for the decorative with
a quasi-baroque feeling. For him, art cannot be realized in a severe
style, for his latent exuberance will always surface in one form or the
other, possibly in ornate clouds or in textures of foliage. After a brief
rest from social themes, he has come up with a new social realist work,
a symbolic piece in red and black featuring Mount Arayat, a good work
by itself without the plastic figures newly strung across it, since plastic
as a material substance always has either a pop or a trivializing quality.
Perhaps the most anti-academic and unconventional of the social realists
is Tence Ruiz who came out at one time with his astonishing jeepneys of
folk symbolism and iconography: the jeepney almost acquires the iconic
and baroque character of a church retablo. Recently, he has distinguished
himself with fine magazine illustrations of startling originality which in
themselves deserve special merit.
Not a formidable, academic style, social realism in the
Philippines strives to be the artistic expression of a total human
response to the social reality and the historical experience. It is at
its best a continually growing school where the artist finds artistic
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realization in an openness of style that recognizes the individual
temperament and in a content consisting of the most immediate and
moving aspects of human truth.

PHILIPPINE PANORAMA, 11 MARCH 1984, 10; 12–3; 36–8.

The “In” of Indigenous
In recent years, the art scene used to take a patronizing attitude
towards the use of non-conventional and indigenous materials for art, a
practice looked upon at most as an occasional if not quirky exercise. It is
with occasions such as this current Intergallery Exhibition, bringing to
the fore the use of indigenous materials, with the participation of MOM,
City Gallery, Luz Gallery, Hiraya, Rear Room, Sining Kamalig, Galerie
Bleue, and Gallery Genesis in connection with the Third ASEAN Exhibition
of Painting and Photography held this year in Manila, that we realize the
very justness, in fact, the happy exigency itself, of the use of our local,
available, and accessible materials. In art, as in economics, this involves
no less than a reversal of attitudes and habits, a significant reorientation
from the unhealthy dependence on imported materials and products—
which has favored foreign neo-colonial economies and correspondingly
wrought disaster on our own—to the revaluation and appreciation of our
native resources. Thus, the artistic choice of using indigenous materials
constitutes, at higher levels of awareness, a political assertion of our
cultural identity vis-a-vis Western influence which at every moment
threatens to overwhelm and neutralize, if not obliterate it.
From another angle, the auspicious move towards using
indigenous materials will contribute to our efforts to create a distinctive
art reflecting our culture within the setting of our natural environment,
ecology, and tropical resources. Moreover, their successful use in art
will go beyond the superficial plane of technique and manipulation of
medium, to an art that suggests the intimate relationship between identity,
temperament, or the Filipino psyche, if you will, and the factors of ecology
and geography that play a part in the distinctive economic structure, and
which will be perceived not as merely constituting passive background as
distinct from living consciousness, but as active factors themselves, that
operate, however imperceptibly, in the shaping of our cultural identity. A
further implication is the enlarging of the artist’s range, from his familiar
and limited urban experience to a larger awareness of the Filipino in a
day-to-day interaction with nature in his basic occupations of planting,
fishing, and hunting—an awareness that likewise breaks down the
unhealthy urban-rural dichotomy and instead promotes the circulation of
experience and expertise.
Of course, the use of indigenous materials in art becomes a
challenge to the artist’s creativity and ingenuity at the same time that
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it opens out into a little-explored field of artistic resources, allowing
the development of new idioms and expressions. Actually, this discovery
for the visual artist, who has now gone beyond the academic categories
of painting and sculpture to the modes of two-dimensional and threedimensional expression, corresponds to the discovery for his musical
counterpart, hitherto exclusively trained in the Western idioms, of the
rich resources of Asian, indigenous, and folk music. Current musical
developments have centered around the creation of new musical
expression infused with the vitality of these new resources, thus
proceeding from the classical and traditional to a contemporary synthesis.
Historically, this development is not entirely new, having begun in the 19th
century with Chopin and the composers of the romantic movement who
transposed into their music themes from their folk traditions, but recent
developments have not only touched on theme but on medium itself, in
the analysis and exploration of its expressive capabilities, thus the use
of indigenous instruments and idioms, in contemporary and avant-garde
music. This trend, began as part of the romantic artist’s reaction to the
unrelenting lucidity and brilliance of the works of the classical composers,
Mozart and Haydn above all—at the same time that the incorporation of
folk themes into the musical mainstream was part of the growing national
consciousness of the 19th century European nation-states.
In the same manner, this direction in the visual arts is part of
the modem reaction to classicism which had petrified into academism.
This is particularly true since academic art had always insisted on
hierarchies: first, of subject matter, of which historical painting in large
studio compositions in the grand manner formed the highest category,
with still life at the bottom of the rung and always in need of moral
justification; and secondly, of medium, with oil on canvas for painting
and marble as “noble material” for sculpture taking the lead. Those
hierarchies in art were part of the old monarchical structures which in
the first place created the academies and which in turn set down the
norms of High Art that was the exclusive province of the elite. Picasso
challenged these entrenched attitudes when he said: “The artist is a
receptacle for emotions that come from all over the place: from the sky,
from the earth, from a scrap of paper, from a spider’s web. That is why we
must not discriminate between things. When things are concerned, there
are no class distinctions. We must pick out what is good for us where
we can find it.” After which, we have the beginning of a whole new trend
with collages, found objects, junk sculptures, assemblages, combines,
etc. Certainly, art cannot be confined to prescribed and particular media
and techniques, for like life itself, art to be free must seek a continually
expanding range of options.
From this Intergallery Exhibition, it is interesting to note the
various approaches our artists have taken towards indigenous materials.
One approach has to do with the incorporation of these materials into a
basic format of two-dimensional or three-dimensional expression. A good
example is seen in the small series of Impy Pilapil, in which coconut bark
is integrated into a print. Painted white against the equally white field
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lightly marked by a moon symbol, the treatment brings out the natural
grace of the material in its tactile organic rhythm. This Santiago Bose also
does, but with a different temper, in his work incorporating an incomplete,
headless santo with a stampita collage. Another approach makes full
use of the decorative richness of folk, materials, such as in the collages
of Mario Parial with Tausog pis and anting-anting, cultural artifacts
integrated into paintings with human figures: the folk Filipino within his
cultural context. In the collages, the appeal is strongly decorative in the
bright colors and rich patterns, while in the word featuring a palisade of
bamboo inscribed with ancient writing the appeal becomes all-native in
a strong-boned way in this vigorously articulated work. Mario de Rivera
also exploits the richness of the native folk traditions, but he expands
these to include other areas of meaning in allusions to the Christian rites
and colonial repression in complex, multileveled compositions unified
by brooding Malay faces. One observes that in paintings of the folkdecorative genre the tendency is for the human element to be subsumed as
neutral object into the overall general design which becomes the principal
and compelling value. Of course, such can be the conscious intention of the
artist. Nevertheless, such an approach usually implies the urban position
which sees folk as colorful, picturesque, and generally two-dimensional,
with little room for a living and continually elaborating consciousness.
Precisely the reason why the large work of Imelda Cajipe-Endaya has
unusual strength is that here, while the folk element plays a vital role as
design, it transcends design itself to become the socio-cultural medium
in which the human figures play out their lives, so that now the fusion of
the folk design in the use of the banig and the crocheted curtains among
the dramatis personae is no less than total. Here is one work which, while
using folk design elements, also enters into the folk consciousness, with
its social and historical dimensions. And while on one hand, the folkdecorative genre has the tendency to assert the uniform value of design
to which human elements are subsumed, on the other hand, folk design
as in this case, can become the very fabric of people’s lives, or a frame in
fact, in which past, present, and future converge. The brown folk faces of
old and young grieve, warn or cry out through the crises of history; the
materials of the banig transparent in areas to transcend its materiality or
the crocheted curtains and striped cloth while blown by winds of summer
and change do not in the least trivialize their human presences. The
sense of consciousness and sensitive psyche is strongly present, and the
indigenous materials do not obtrude as medium per se.
In many of the works, the indigenous materials are not only
integrated but themselves constitute the entire medium: wood with
Abueva, J. Elizalde Navarro, and Araos with their various sources of
inspiration, glass with Orlina, metal with Edgar Doctor, bamboo with
Francisco Verano, and clay with Julie Lluch-Dalena. The benches of Jerry
Araos make startling and unsuspected social comment. Made from old
stairs, cut down into segments, they attest to the artist’s symbolic gesture
of “breaking down class hierarchies,” as he himself declares. Edgar Doctor
has new and interesting developments in his metal sculpture which
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have attained a new coherence and character. Manny Baldemor’s wood
sculptures are painted with layers of color to revive the technique of
painting santos for genre themes. Outstanding are the portrait sculptures
of Julie Dalena, particularly that of her artist husband whom she has
thereby “immortalized” as much as his own works have done for him. The
scratching black dog beside the male-chauvinist presence provides a sly
additional comment, showing that Julie can very well transpose her wifely
arguments to sculpture and come out more than creditably, with a string
of masterpieces to boot. Boy Rodriguez’s dyed paintings are technically
remarkable as usual. A new note has come in with the genre paintings
of the market scene and the boy feeding a backyard of ducks. A lot of
contemporary batik paintings in the Southeast Asian region have featured
genre scenes, it is true, but they have developed a stylized idiom particular
to the material. With all the technical refinement and coloristic charm at
his command, it does not seem best to adopt a realistic approach which
does not distinguish the works from the usual genre paintings on oil on
canvas or watercolor. Rodriguez’s mastery of the process could better be
coupled with a distinctive idiom, possibly stylized, textured, and doing
away with traditional compositions and ordinary approaches to the figure,
at the same time taking into account the rich traditions of Asian painting
on cloth. Other outstanding works using indigenous materials are those of
Pacita Abad with her celebratory tapestries and Paz Abad Santos, this time
with burlap works of a more reflective strain.
One must say that the Intergallery Exhibition was an
unprecedented pooling together of artistic talents, and managerial
expertise; a successful and happy occasion, the brainchild of Dr. Rodolfo
Paras-Perez, chancellor of the ASEAN Institute of Art. It is rounded off
by Ugat-Suri, a book on the show authored by Leonidas Benesa, Alice G.
Guillermo, Anna Fer, Alfredo Navarro Salanga, Rod Paras-Perez, and Eva
Toledo with photography by Sr. Esther Maria Cuvin, S.Sp.S., Annamee
Gutierrez, and Paola Luz. Again, one more step towards regional friendship
and understanding.

WHO, 21 MARCH 1984, 25–6.

Rejecting the Anti-Women in Art and Media
A passing survey of the images of women in the arts and media
shows the changing attitudes and values with respect to women’s role
in society. These values and attitudes have—more often than not—
been obstacles in the way of women’s fulfillment and liberation. Often
prejudicial to her interests, they have reflected the biases and injustices
imposed and perpetrated by traditional male-dominated society.
To take a specific problem, the nude in art raises issues vis-a-vis
the feminist viewpoint because of the subject’s erotic potential. One may
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ask how the feminist is to regard the female nude in painting, sculpture,
photography, and the cinema.
In Western art history, the original motivation of the nude
among the classical Greeks was to create the image of the ideal form.
The classical artists observed in their art what they believed were the
ideal proportions of the human figure as laid down in their canons. These
nudes elevated on pedestals were to have the qualities of aloofness and
restraint, of being above common humanity with its struggles, griefs, and
fleeting emotions. These images, however, belong to the Platonic idealist
world view in their quest for the absolute, unchanging, and universal,
beyond “the shadowy and imperfect reality” in which we humans exist
and function. Such a concept can no longer hold in our contemporary
world of change and struggle. But the nude in art has survived under
new motivations.
First, the nude may reflect a strong scientific concern on the
part of the artist, a basic interest in comprehending the body as organic
structure, in developing a sensitivity to the balancing and continually
adjusting forces in the dynamic human figure. This is, I think, an essential
training in figurative art, especially art in the realist style which is based
on keen observation and which requires a solid anatomical basis in order
to be credible and convincing. Along with this scientific attitude, the artist
may also be interested in capturing individualizing features of the human
body in a vast range of physical characteristics and types, as well as in
developing a keen eye for gestures, stances, poses, movements, and it is the
nude unencumbered by drapery and clothing which lends itself best
to this interest.
Secondly, in what we may call the humanist motivation, the nude
female form, as in the case of Rembrandt and the masters, may be used
as a sensitive vehicle for the expression of inner feeling and states, and in
so doing, the artist may show the intimate link between the physical and
the spiritual, the body and the mind. In this approach, the artist explores
the full expressive potential of the human figure in order to convey ideas,
values, and attitudes in realist or symbolic works, thus contextualizing the
nude in an ideational framework.
On the other hand, the representations of the female nude in art
can very easily, and so often, become prejudicial to women. This is when
they effect the reification of woman—in which case woman is reduced to
a mere object devoid of consciousness no better than a table or chair. The
nude is likewise prejudicial and anti-women when woman is represented
as a mere object of man’s desire, a passive body displayed to the male gaze
to which it proffers or intimates pleasure in the implication that it is the
man who looks in an active role and the female looked at in a passive and
submissive role.
Sometimes, third-rate artists use the exalted phrase “celebration
of the female form” as an excuse for inflicting their cheap commercial
nudes on the public. Of course, the most blatantly sexist, as well as
tasteless, are the nudes, whether in painting or slick photography,
in seductive, sultry, and soliciting poses, or those clothed skimpily in
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a suggestive manner such as proliferate in girlie magazines and posters.
It is especially in these cases that women as models lend themselves to
sexual exploitation, so rampant in this time of economic crisis.
It is particularly in this regime that we have witnessed
the massive exploitation of the Filipino woman. Factors which have
contributed to this deplorable state are the tourist industry which has
made our women its major attraction to foreigners (as in the come-on
poster “There’s More Where She Comes From”), the corrupting influence of
the American bases, the general poverty and with it the lack of educational
and employment opportunities, the imperialist grip on our culture which,
for instance, has produced local bunnies for the Playboy Club from our
young and susceptible Filipinas.
There are many venues of woman exploitation in the media: 1)
the commercial bomba films, local or foreign, sometimes organized by
the State into festivals of smut; 2) ECP bomba films which are privileged
productions that sell the coffers of the State; 3) pornographic magazines
such as Tiktik, Sakdal, Tikatik, etc., pornography of the cheapest kind,
an insult to the intelligence of the Filipino masses who have little access
to good reading fare because of poverty, a shameless violation of human
dignity and of women in particular, like offering kanin-baboy to humans.
It is significant to note that a number of these magazines which persist
in surviving contain crude government propaganda in between the lurid
comics; 4) sexist ads in print and TV, such as young skimpily-dressed
women in liquor ads implying that woman too is just another commodity
for male consumption.
Bomba films made from the male chauvinist point of view debase
woman and portray her as sexual object, mindless animal, or helpless
victim. Does this mean then that films should not portray sex altogether—
sex, after all, is still a part of life? The old criterion of the scene being
called for by the story is not solid enough because the storyline itself may
be tailored to focus on a series of scenes, like a picaresque adventure story.
It seems, however, that sex scenes may not be necessarily objectionable
in certain cases. One is when the viewpoint in the total human situation
in which they occur is not prejudicial to women, that is, they are not mere
sex objects but total human beings who express their human personality
in a situation which is contextualized in a larger whole. Another is when
the scenes are integral to, or perhaps comment on, the socio-cultural and
historical milieu, with its mores, values, and attitudes, and that it is not a
scene abstracted and existing for itself as a gratuitous insert, blown out
of proportion, but an insightful comment on the human person as a social
and historical being.
The exploitation of women in the media and the arts has both
social and political implications. Basically, it reflects the bourgeois
capitalist drive to exploit human needs, instincts, and weaknesses for
financial gain, and to convert all things, including human relationships,
into commodities. Likewise, it is an escapist strategy to divert attention
from the current crisis and from vital issues to focus on an isolated
function which is per se instinctual, non-rational, and historical.
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It hinders women from gaining self-respect and achieving liberation
because of its continual attack on her humanity.
It is then imperative for feminist groups to expose and fight
the various ways by which the Filipina woman is exploited today. In the
field of the arts and media, including film the answer, however, lies not
in censorship which can be quite arbitrary, sweeping away the good with
the bad and further limiting our already much-reduced freedom, but in
a large campaign to raise the consciousness of women and thus awaken
all to the necessity of breaking down the enclaves of traditional male
and class privilege. By doing so, the way will be prepared not only for
the emancipation of the female sex but of woman as worker and creative
being, a requisite for the attainment of a truly human order.

WE FORUM, 27 FEBRUARY 1985, 9–10.

Organizing for Art and Literature
After the phenomenal mushrooming of art organizations that
followed the February Revolution, the flurry seems to have subsided to
give way to the streamlining of surviving groups and the creation of
new organizations in a more tempered spirit. From the lessons of the
past, writers’ and artists’ groups seem to promise a new organizational
efficiency that will ably serve the needs of the sectors and go beyond these
to contribute significantly to the development of Philippine culture.
The Art Association of the Philippines which enjoys the longest
history of all art organizations in the country came up with its First AAP
National Convention held from December 12 to 14, 1986. The convention,
in fact, was but a fitting climax to an active year under the leadership
of foremost contemporary sculptor Eduardo Castrillo. The highlights of
the convention were the election of officers with Castrillo reelected as
president, the keynote address from the two speakers, Paul Zafaralla and
myself, and the tour of the Lakeshore Area.
The selection of Angono as the site of the convention reflected the
AAP’s ongoing regional thrust, with the formation of provincial chapters
in Cebu, Bacolod, Davao, Cagayan de Oro, Leyte-Samar, Iloilo, Parañaque,
Tanay, Teresa, Baguio, Angono, and Taytay which were represented by their
delegates. An important innovation meant to support the decentralization
move was the expansion of the institutional AAP Annual Art Competition
exclusive to its members to the AAP-Rotary Open Art Competition which
welcomes all practicing artists in the Philippines.
Angono, the hometown of Carlos “Botong” Francisco and the
site of a flourishing regional art within the Rizal-Laguna lakeshore area,
was indeed a felicitous choice for the site of a convention that marked a
new beginning for a stronger Art Association of the Philippines. It was
likewise also fitting that the AAP pay homage to Botong who showed the
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way towards an art of nationalist sentiment, based on historical research
and the appreciation of our indigenous traditions. The implication of the
holding of the convention in Angono is the recognition of the necessity
for artists to break away from the Manila-based artistic enclaves that
confine the artist to the parameters of the urban middle-class setting but
instead to actively create channels and venues for a larger and nationwide
circulation of art. In this situation, the artist, accepting his responsibility
to the national community, not only brings his art to the regions, but more
importantly, interacts with the people so that he may truly understand
and empathize with the spirit and temper, the sentiments and aspirations
of the people in this stage of our history. For it is when the artist seeks
meaning and inspiration from their struggle and when his creativity and
talent are charged and revitalized by the deep and enduring creativity of
the folk that we shall see the flowering of our culture.
The recent success of the AAP is due to the demonstrated ability
of the organization to answer sectoral demands particular to the visual
artists. But even more, it is also attributable to the far-ranging vision
of its present leadership. Eduardo Castrillo repeatedly stressed the
need to go beyond technical, financial, and publicity gains to develop a
nationalist and pro-people orientation among artists all over the country.
Its outreach programs are geared towards the aim of opening the
avenues of participation in developing a truly Philippine art.
The effort towards a national art and culture aims towards the
democratization of art in the same way that we seek true democracy
in the economic and political spheres. This means an art which is
meaningful to ourselves as a sovereign people—an art that, in different
ways, spontaneously reflects our realities and reveals our dreams,
aspirations and alternatives for a better future, an art that grows out
of the popular traditions and transforms these into contemporary
meanings and contexts, an art that draws insights into ourselves as a
people engaged in the historical process. The most powerful, the most
expressive examples in the arts have derived their vigor from the sense
of social community. This move towards democratization also implies the
experimentation and use of forms and media which will reach a larger
number or, in the case of paintings, the exploration of technological
facilities to reproduce and disseminate these to a larger public. This also
implies experimentation in indigenous, inexpensive and locally available
materials which encourage widespread creativity and signify a culture
that builds from the grassroots. This also entails research into the
popular, indigenous, and traditional forms in order to extend these into
the contemporary context. Above all, the effort towards a national culture
must parallel the national goals of freedom, justice, and true economic
and political democracy which we ourselves as Filipinos will articulate.
In the context of a national culture, the role of painters and
sculptors will be to raise the standards of art and continually refine
artistic production in the country as a whole. For, with higher levels
attained, new artistic challenges will be raised and met in the process.
The vigorous art of China and Japan, or of Mexico, for instance, are
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built on a strong popular base enriched and enhanced by contemporary
idioms. But an art that is limited to urban coteries will only constitute
separate strands that will not come together to form a powerful totality.
National art, likewise, will be enriched by its very diversity, through
the original contributions of artists, but unified by the underlying will
towards a truly democratic order and the affirmation of our national
identity and pride.
Also in December was held the founding congress of the
PANULAT or National Union of Filipino Writers with the theme of the
Filipino Writer, National Liberation and Development. Tracing the
development of writers’ groups in the country from 1927 to 1970, Elmer
Ordoñez, elected Chairman of the interim Board, situates PANULAT in
the tradition: “With its Declaration of 1986, PANULAT strives to pick up
some of the concerns of the writer in the 30s when social justice and the
struggle against world fascism were dominant in his mind, or the writer
in the late 50s and 60s when nationalism became more than a shibboleth,
or the writer of the martial law period marking fourteen years of struggle
on his part to preserve his integrity amidst repression, corruption, and
economic hardship.” Lilia Q. Santiago, taking up where Ordoñez left off,
noted principal writers’ organizations from 1970-1986: Panulat para sa
Kaunlaran ng Sambayanan (PAKSA), Galian sa Arte at Tula (GAT), GUMIL
of Ilocano Writers, Women in Media Now (WOMEN), and the Philippine
Literary Arts Council (PLAC).
One of the most active poetry groups is the GAT from which
came “some of the more significant literary happenings during the dark
and precarious years of martial rule.” Santiago noted that “to evade
direct attack from the state, the group churned out what Bienvenido
Lumbera called a ‘literature of circumvention,’ literary works whose
political statements where camouflaged with ingenious use of language
and craft.” Many of these writers’ groups underwent changes with
the events following the assassination of Benigno Aquino Jr. GAT, for
instance, went through a severe organizational crisis which “would
culminate in a split among its ranks in February 1986 with a number
of its members calling for an explanation from some members who had
endorsed Marcos’ candidacy.” Also in relation to the assassination, the
PLAC metamorphosed into protest poets, now known as “yellow poets,”
with a collection of poems dedicated to Ninoy. As for the WOMEN, the
group remains divided on the issue as to whether the woman question is
top priority or the campaign for human rights and press freedom.
In its Filipino Writers Declaration of 1986, “PANULAT affirms
that free expression, a right invaluable to the writer, is realized in and
through society, and that the writer, as a consequence, is called upon
to aid in the development of conditions felicitous to the growth and
defense of free expression.” Likewise, “PANULAT will, specifically, initiate
a dialogue between writers and editors, publishers, film producers,
donors and various patrons of the arts, whether here or abroad, to secure
grants, more and better outlets, and improved compensation for writers.
PANULAT will also support all national efforts at solving problems of
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underdevelopment, which are at the root of the economic difficulties
writers suffer and the general depression of opportunities in publishing
and writing.”

BUSINESS DAY MAGAZINE, 9 JANUARY 1987, 14.

Book-burning in the 20th Century
In ancient China, the Emperor Shih Huang Ti in the first year of
his reign issued two edicts: the burning of all books printed before his
rule, and the building of the Great Wall. With the first, he wanted to begin
a new dispensation the premises of which he would create himself out
of a clean page of history. With the second, he sought to make firm the
borders of his kingdom and protect it from invading hordes. These decrees,
apparently separate, are, in fact, linked together by an inner logic. With
the burning of books, that is, censorship in contemporary terms, goes a
corresponding clanging of the gates and drawing of the bolts, the closure
of the mind where unfamiliar ideas become at once suspect.
Our history has its own burnings, from the early years of Spanish
colonization when it was decreed that indigenous artifacts were to be
destroyed as the works of a heathen people to the present when censorship
itself has become institutionalized into the structures of State and Church.
But always, there is lively resistance to book burning, or else it would
be absorbed into our system and we become fearful and captive minds,
casting a glance at the jailer before so much as opening a single page.
The colonization of the Philippines in the 16th century took place
against a background of severe intellectual and cultural repression in
Spain. In 1493, the Inquisition, also known as a tribunal of the Holy Office,
was established in Spain through the efforts of Ferdinand and Isabella.
Flourishing on the fear of unorthodox views, the Inquisition in the 1530s
and 1540s “transformed itself into a great apparatus operating through
deletion and denunciation, a terrible machine that would eventually
escape from the control of its own creators and acquire an independent
existence of its own,” according to the scholar J. H. Elliott.
ROOTS IN SPAIN

It struck fear in the populace by torture, burning at the stake,
and public confessions, confiscation of worldly goods, and thereby
imposed the most rigid of orthodoxies. The chronicles of the period attest
that in its first years around 2000 men and women were condemned to the
flames for their beliefs. In 1545 the Inquisition drew up the first Spanish
Index of Forbidden Books, after the Vatican’s Librorum Prohibitorum. In
1588, a Spanish royal decree forbade the importation of foreign books and
ordered that all books printed in Spain be licensed by the Council of
232

The Collected Criticism of Alice Guillermo

the Inquisition. Ferdinand and Isabella had, in fact, forbidden the reading
of the Holy Scriptures in the vernacular. A methodical search was made for
forbidden books and no exception was made for public or private libraries.
Another decree prohibited Spanish students from studying abroad. As
early as 1515, the famous Grand Inquisitor Ximenes set up the Inquisition
in Oran in North Africa, after a brutal invasion, under the pretext of
setting up the cross on Muslim territory, and made plans to introduce it in
all colonies of Spain.
The burning of indigenous cultural expressions, such as anito
figures, in the early colonial period was an offshoot of the cultural
repression in Spain itself. For centuries, education was limited to the
cartilla and the catechism and the people were discouraged from learning
Spanish which could become a conduit to progressive ideas in Europe.
But it was over the private Catholic school she governed by conservative
Church hierarchy that the shadow of the Inquisition fell. For one, students
were made aware of the Index of Forbidden Books. Its influence, however,
was small, for, according to a writer on the Vatican, most of the books were
abstruse or of an eccentric theological nature—“seashells abandoned on
the shores of long-dead controversies.” A number belonged to the French
genre of “open letters” such as a particularly intriguing letter in 1664 “from
a lawyer to one of his friends on the ointment for treating burns,” rather
irrelevant of subject, unless it be for the treatment of burns derived from
the Inquisition’s expiratory flames.
Of course, it was for a long time understood that readings for
literature courses in the exclusive convent schools would exclude such
writers mentioned in the Index as Balzac condemned for omnes fabulae
amatoriae, Victor Hugo’s Les Miserables, Samuel Richardson, Rousseau,
Stendhal, Voltaire, and Zola, as well as modern writers Gide, Sartre, and
Alberto Moravia. Moreover, it was often not enough to exclude these
writers, but conservative faculty chose to keep a large margin of safety
away from literary works which questioned and challenged the prevailing
order. Thus, college readings emphasized certifiedly Catholic writers such
as G.K. Chesterton and Hillaire Belloc, who wrote in cultural contexts so
utterly alien and incomprehensible to the Filipino student.
RIZAL’S NOVELS BANNED

It was the influence of the Index Librorum Prohibitorum, that
misshapen offspring of the Inquisition, that lay behind the banning
of Rizal’s novels in the schools and colleges for several decades. Their
anti-clericalism continued to offend highly-placed conservative sectors
half a century after the end of Spanish rule. This issue became a central
controversy in education in the 50s and led to such sorry expediencies as
distinguishing between “expurgated” or safe editions and “unexpurgated”
or virulent editions. In the meantime, there were efforts and counterefforts to prove that Rizal retracted his anti-clerical ideas and went
back to the fold of the Church before his final hour. The decade of the
50s, dominated by extreme conservative elements during the time of
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Magsaysay, culminated in the Committee for Anti-Filipino Activities (CAFA)
witch hunt that was sparked by an anonymous article on peasant war in
a state campus journal. It was also the period in which the society pages
thrived with pictures of the Manila elite in smiling collusion with the
Church hierarchy. It was also the time when Cardinal Santos banned the
ballet and put an end to the careers of many a fledgling Fonteyn.
Censorship functions to protect a prevailing order and to ensure
the continuity of the powers-that-be against challenges expressed in
different venues, the arts, including literature, painting, and film, the press
and the different media. And in an authoritarian regime or one unsure of
itself because of the presence of a strong opposition, the Censor, scissorwielder or book-burner, occupies a privileged position. The present Salman
Rushdie case, of course, is a spectacular example because it calls for the
burning of the author himself who has adopted another culture.
UNDER DIFFERENT GUISES

Despite earlier expectations for its dismantling, censorship
has continued to flourish in the Aquino Government, with Morato as the
staunch guardian of public morals and politics. And censorship has been
vigorously practiced in excising what the Censor has perceived to be
sexually obscene or politically inflammatory. For these there are numerous
documented examples. In the continuing principle of “developmental
journalism” which is showing the good side and concealing the seamy, one
episode of Isip Pinoy on the problems of squatters and slum dwellers was
threatened with cancellation. The censor’s scissors were poised on several
films for “explicit scenes” and “less than edifying representations.” Aside
from these, one “genre” which was identified by the martial law regime
and which continues to be categorized is that of so-called subversive texts
presumably containing material challenging present conditions perceived
to be marked by subservience to foreign interests.
And yet, there are surprisingly those who submit themselves
willingly to the Censor who continually looks over their shoulder to
approve or disapprove the books they read or tells them what films and
programs to watch. And chillingly enough, the dreaded Spanish Inquisition
with its burnings continues to operate under different guises in our midst.
And as in Dostoevsky’s story of the Grand Inquisitor in The Brothers
Karamazov, the inquisitor lives on condemning even Christ to the flames
so long as there are people who willingly surrender their freedom of
choice in exchange for bread and the creature comforts of a quotidian
existence.

PHILIPPINE DAILY GLOBE, 15 MAY 1989, 12.
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TIMELINE
1938
Born on January 6 in Quiapo, Manila
to Pastor Aquino Guerrero and
Teodorica Vitalis.
1949
Graduates honorable mention from
San Juan Elementary School.
1953
Graduates honorable mention in high
school from Holy Ghost College (now
College of the Holy Spirit).
1956
Graduates with a Bachelor of Art degree
(major in English, minor in History) from
Holy Ghost College.
1957
Graduates with a Bachelor of Science
in Education degree, magna cum laude,
(major in English, minor in History) from
Holy Ghost College.
1958-1959
Teaches high school at the Holy Ghost
Institute.
ca. 1959
Joins the Student Cultural Association
of the University of the Philippines
(SCAUP).
ca. 1961-1964
Completes course work for a Master
of Arts in Comparative Literature at the
University of the Philippines (UP).

OPPOSITE PAGE:
Onib Olmedo
[Portrait of Alice G. Guillermo]
1986
Pastel on paper, 54.5 x 33.5 cm
Sofia and Ramon Guillermo collection
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ca. 1962-1964
Appointed Instructor in English,
Department of Humanities,
UP Los Baños.
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1964
Becomes a member of Cultural
Research Association of the Philippines
(CRAP).
1965-1967
Awarded a scholarship by the French
government. Studies at Université
d’Aix-Marseille in France. Obtains the
following: Diplôme de Langue et Lettres
Françaises (Avec Mention: Assez
Bien); Certificat de Séminaire d’Études
Supérieures (Avec Mention: Assez
Bien); and Certificat d’Études Littéraires
Générales (Section Moderne).
1967
Marries Gelacio Guillermo.
Teaches French part-time at the
Philippine Science High School.
1967-1968
Appointed Instructor in French,
Department of European Languages,
UP Diliman.
Appointed Lecturer in Humanities,
UP Manila.
1968
Gives birth to Sofia Guillermo.
1969
Gives birth to Ramon Guillermo.
1969-1978
Appointed Assistant Professor in
Humanities, University of the East (UE).
1975-1977
Serves as Vice-Chairman for
Publications of CRAP.

1976
Wins the Art Criticism Award from the
Art Association of the Philippines (AAP).
Co-authors the textbook Art: Perception
and Appreciation, published by UE.
1977-1978
Appointed Senior Lecturer, Department
of Humanities, UP College of Arts and
Sciences.
1978-1985
Appointed Assistant Professor in Art
History and Theory, UP College of Fine
Arts.
1979
Receives second prize in the Carlos
Palanca Memorial Award in Literature
for “Ang Kaisipang Pilipino Batay sa
Sining Biswal.”
1981
Mobil Oil Philippines publishes Mobil Art
Awards.
1981-1983
Writes a weekly art review for
Observer, the Sunday supplement of
the Times Journal.
1983-1984
Writes for Who magazine.
1984
Co-authors Ugat-Suri, published by
the ASEAN Institute of Art for the
Intergallery Group.
1985
Contributes to Life Today.
Writes for Business Page and We
Forum as columnist.
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1986
Co-authors A Portfolio of 60 Philippine
Art Masterpieces, published by
Instructional Materials Corporation.

1991
The National Museum of the Philippines
publishes The National Museum Visual
Arts Collection.

1987
Asphodel publishes Social Realism in
the Philippines.

Menardo R. Jimenez and Felipe Y. Liao
publish Blanco: The Family of Artists.

1987-1988
Named UP Creative Writing Center
National Fellow for the Essay.
1988
Kalikasan Press publishes Images of
Change: Essays and Reviews.
Co-authors Art, Man, and Society:
Instructional Materials for Humanities
II, published by the University of the
Philippines.

Felipe Y. Liao publishes Cebu: A
Heritage of Art.
Co-authors the textbook Ang Sining sa
Kasaysayang Pilipino.
Co-authors Iskultura sa Pilipinas: Mula
Anito Hanggang Assemblage at Iba
Pang Sanaysay, published by the
Metropolitan Museum of Manila.
Receives a Japan Foundation Fellowship
Grant in Tokyo.

Co-authors Anita Magsaysay-Ho: Isang
Pag-Alaala. A Retrospective, published
by the Metropolitan Museum of Manila.

1991-1994
Serves as chair of the UP Department of
Art Studies.

Receives a UP Diamond Jubilee
Assistant Professorial Chair.

1992
Writes “Sculpture: The Essence of
Form” in Art Philippines, published by
The Crucible Workshop.

1989
Kalikasan Press publishes The Covert
Presence and Other Essays on Politics
and Culture.
Serves as essayist-scriptwriter of
Cultural Center of the Philippines (CCP)
Tuklas Sining monograph and video
series project for “Sining Biswal: An
Essay and Documentary on Philippine
Visual Arts.”
1990
Metropolitan Museum of Manila
publishes Alfredo Carmelo: His Life
and Art.
Gapas Foundation publishes Ideology
and Consciousness.
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1993
Serves as essayist-scriptwriter of CCP
Tuklas Sining monograph and video
series project for “Sining Biswal IV:
An Essay and Documentary on the
American Colonial and Contemporary
Traditions in Philippine Visual Arts.”
CCP publishes Color in Philippine Life
and Art.
1994
Co-edits the Visual Arts volume of the
CCP Encyclopedia of Philippine Art.
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1995
Obtains PhD in Philippine Studies from
the University of the Philippines.

2005
Petron Corporation publishes
Brushstrokes from the Heart.

1995-1996
Receives a Japan Foundation
Fellowship.

2006
Ayala Museum publishes Quintessence:
30 Years of Sculpture.

1997
Co-authors the textbook Art and
Society, published by the University of
the Philippines.

2007
CCP publishes Onib Olmedo:
Dimensions of Depth.

E.L. Salas publishes The Uncommon Art
of Glenn Bautista.
1998
National Museum of Indonesia
publishes Abstract Emotions.
1999
Receives CCP Centennial Honor for the
Arts in Art Criticism.
2001
Ateneo de Manila University Press
publishes Images to Meaning: Essays
on Philippine Art.
University of the Philippines Press
publishes Protest/Revolutionary Art in
the Philippines, 1970-1990.
2003
Retires as Professor at the UP
Department of Art Studies.
2004
UP Board of Regents appoints Alice
Guillermo Professor Emerita.
Co-edits Suri at Sipat: Araling Ka Amado,
published by Amado V. Hernandez
Resource Center, Inc.

2008
Onion & Chives publishes Inscapes:
The Art of Agnes Arellano.
Co-authors Herencia: A Legacy of Art
and Progress: The Bank of the Philippine
Islands Art Collection, published by the
BPI Foundation.
2009
Philippine-Italian Association and
Tantoco-Rustia Foundation publish
Diosdado Magno Lorenzo: Art Rebel to
Legend.
2010
Vibal Foundation publishes The Art of
Duddley Diaz.
Galleria Duemila, Inc. publishes Roberto
M.A. Robles: Origen: Sculptural Reliefs.
2013
McENRHO publishes The Life and
Times of Galo B. Ocampo.
2014
The Metrobank Art and Design
Excellence (MADE) competition in
Writing Art Criticism is named in her
honor.
2018
Dies July 29 at age 80.
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Patrick D. Flores (b. 1969, Iloilo)
is Professor of Art Studies at the
Department of Art Studies at the
University of the Philippines, which
he chaired from 1997 to 2003, and
Curator of the Vargas Museum in
Manila. He was one of the curators of
Under Construction: New Dimensions
in Asian Art in 2000 and the Gwangju
Biennale (Position Papers) in 2008. He
was a Visiting Fellow at the National
Gallery of Art in Washington,
D.C. in 1999 and an Asian Public
Intellectuals Fellow in 2004. Among
his publications are Painting History:
Revisions in Philippine Colonial Art
(1999); Remarkable Collection: Art,
History, and the National Museum
(2006); and Past Peripheral: Curation
in Southeast Asia (2008). He was a
grantee of the Asian Cultural Council
(2010) and a member of the Advisory
Board of the exhibition The Global
Contemporary: Art Worlds After 1989
(2011) organized by the Center for Art
and Media in Karlsruhe and member
of the Guggenheim Museum’s Asian
Art Council (2011 and 2014). With
Joan Kee, he co-edited the Southeast
Asia issue of Third Text (2011). He
convened in 2013, on behalf of the
Clark Institute and the Department of
Art Studies of the University of the
Philippines, the conference “Histories
of Art History in Southeast Asia”
in Manila. He was a Guest Scholar
of the Getty Research Institute in
Los Angeles in 2014. He curated
an exhibition of contemporary art
from Southeast Asia and Southeast
Europe titled South by Southeast and
the Philippine Pavilion at the Venice
Biennale in 2015. He is the Artistic
Director of the Singapore Biennale
in 2019.
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Roberto Eliseo G. Paulino (b. 1969,
Quezon City) is Associate Professor
and Chair of the Department of Art
Studies, University of the Philippines
in Diliman.
He holds a double major in Visual
Communication and in Art History
(magna cum laude), an MA in
Philosophy, and a PhD in Philippine
Studies all from UP Diliman. He was
the recipient of the Washington Sycip
Award for Best General Education
Learning Material given by the
UP Office of the Vice President for
Academic Affairs, and co-author of a
textbook on contemporary Philippine
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The Philippine Contemporary Art
Network is a recently initiated public
institution for contemporary art
temporarily based at the University
of the Philippines Vargas Museum.
In its preliminary phase, it focuses
on three activities: Knowledge
Production and Circulation; Exhibition
and Curatorial Analysis; Public
Engagement and Artistic Formation.
It endeavors to activate a network to
coordinate a range of interventions in
contemporary art in the Philippines
and to cast a sharper profile for it on
an inter-local and trans-regional scale.
It is keen to confront the requirements
of research and discourse; curate art
and subject the curatorial gesture
to critique; and propose modes of
exciting the public sphere of art, and
in the process, harness the energies
of its agents.
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