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Review Essay

CHRISTOFFER MITCH C. CERDA

Redirecting the Flow
of Literary Relations
of the Philippines
with the World

SOLEDAD S. REYES

Retrieving the Past / Recuperating the Voice

Manila: University of Santo Tomas Publishing House, 2017. 203 pages.

PATRICIO MARIANO, trans. SOLEDAD S. REYES

The Star of Panghulo

Naga City: Ateneo de Naga University Press, 2018. 101 pages.

Continuing her prolific output over the past four decades, Soledad S. Reyes
has published Retrieving the Past / Recuperating the Voice, a collection of
critical essays on Philippine literature, and The Star of Panghulo, an English
translation of Patricio Mariano’s Ang ‘lala sa Panghulo (1913/1972). These
two books follow Reyes’s other books of critical essays: Narratives of Note
(University of Santo Tomas Publishing House, 2012), From Darna to
Zsazsa Zaturnnah (Anvil, 2009), A Dark ‘Tinge to the World (University of
the Philippines Press, 2005), Tellers of Tales, Singers of Songs (De La Salle
University Press, 2001), Pagbasa ng Panitikan at Kulturang Popular (Ateneo
de Manila University Press, 1997), and The Romance Mode in Philippine
Popular Literature and Other Essays (De La Salle University Press, 1991),
along with her recent English translations of Filipino novels and short stories
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such as Rosario de Guzman-Lingat's The Locked Door and Other Stories
(Ateneo de Manila University Press, 2017), The Cloak of God (De La Salle
University Press, 2013), The Death of Summer (De La Salle University Press,
2013), and What Now, Ricky? (Anvil, 2013); Macario Pineda’s Love in the
Rice Fields and Other Short Stories (Anvil, 2016) and The Gold in Makiling
(Anvil, 2012); and Antonio G. Sempio’s The Golden Dagger (De La Salle
University Press, 2016).

Reyes’s two recent books represent her continued commitment to
reevaluating and expanding the Filipino literary canon. The six essays in
Retrieving the Past / Recuperating the Voice attempt to root the majority of
Tagalog literature to José Rizal’s influence both on the writings of more
“canonized” writers like Lope K. Santos, Faustino Aguilar, and Lazaro
Francisco and more “popular” writers like Patricio Mariano, Teofilo Sauco,
Antonio Sempio, and Lina Flor. In this way, Reyes tries to give importance
to works and writers that other critics and literary historians marginalize.
And her translation of a romantic novel like Patricio Mariano’s Ang Tala
sa Panghulo into English, instead of works by more canonical writers like
Santos, Aguilar, or Francisco, cannot but be understood as her attempt to
reshape the literary canon. For Reyes, it is through translation that literature,
especially Filipino literature, can remain central to the lives of people. In
this way, her translation work cannot be read other than as an extension of
her critical work.

The story of The Star of Panghulo revolves around Berta, a puffed-rice
vendor from the barrio of Panghulo. She has taken on the role of breadwinner
for her adoptive family since Nana Sula, the woman who adopted her after
her mother died, has become too old to work. Along with Nana Sula, Berta
also takes care of Elang and Enrique, children who have recognized her
as their adoptive mother. Berta would fall in love with Luciano, a rich and
educated young man living in Manila, when he becomes a patron of her
pufted rice. The love between the two of them would grow closer when
Luciano gets shot in the chest by a jealous suitor of his female friend during
a hunting trip near Panghulo. Berta would nurse Luciano back to health
but would hesitate to express her love for him because of his reputation as a
ladies” man and the difference in their social status. It is revealed in the end
that Mang Pedro, Luciano’s kind neighbor, is actually Berta’s father. Pedro
also comes from humble beginnings, being a dropout who then decided to
become a silversmith to earn a living. He falls in love with Sinay, Berta’s
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mother and the daughter of the rich but abusive Kapitan Lino. Kapitan
Lino is against the relationship between Pedro and Sinay. He plots to accuse
Pedro of theft, which would cause Pedro’s arrest and deportation to Balabak.
Sinay would escape from her father after he nearly beat her to death after
he found out that she was pregnant. Nana Sula would take care of Sinay
in Panghulo, where she would die shortly after giving birth to Berta. She
would leave Berta a book containing her life’s story and a box that Berta
could open only when she was in great need. After befriending the warden in
Balabak, Pedro would go on to Iloilo and there become rich as a silversmith
before moving back to Manila in search of Sinay and his long-lost daughter.
The novel would end with a happy reunion between father and daughter
when one of the medallions that Pedro left Sinay is revealed to be in Berta’s
possession. With the blessing of Pedro, Berta and Luciano would be married
as the difference in their social class had been resolved.

As already noted in Reyes’s introduction to her translation of the novel,
The Star of Panghulo is unabashedly romantic in plot and sentiment. The
plot is convoluted, full of twists and turns. The characters are stereotypical,
and its idea of love can be dangerously self-destructive, as seen in the fate
of Lucia when she dies in the hands of Tinong because she has resorted to
prostitution.

In “Love Spurned and the Role of Class in Three Tagalog Novels
(1913-1933),” the ffth essay in Retrieving the Past / Recuperating the
Voice, Reyes provides an extended argument on the importance of popular
romantic novels like The Star of Panghulo. In this essay Reyes analyzes the
use of the theme of love in three popular Tagalog novels in the context of
social inequality at the height of American colonization. It is important to
note that two of the three novels discussed in this essay have been translated
by Reyes: the aforementioned The Star of Panghulo and Antonio Sempio’s
The Golden Dagger. Teofilo Sauco’s Ang Magmamani (The Peanut Vendor)
is the only one that has not been translated, although “Love Spurned” hints
at its possible translation in future. In this essay, Reyes argues that the three
novels are more than just simple romance novels but are important texts
that, directly or indirectly, tackle the social inequalities prevalent during
the American colonial period. These three novels portray the idealized and
pastoral image of the barrio in contrast to the decadence of the city. Reyes
also highlights how the characters fall into certain preset categories (like
the prostitute with a golden heart) and shows how capitalism and patriarchy
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have pushed women and men to abandon their ideals and encouraged greed
and deception. Reyes uses the novels” plots and themes as data that prove the
critical stand of writers like Mariano vis-a-vis the American colonial order.

However, Reyes has difficulty in connecting the theme of love with the
socioeconomic issues in the “Love Spurned” essay and in the introductory
essay for The Star of Panghulo. In the first part of the introductory essay,
she mentions mistakenly that the novel ends with the death of a prostitute
in Manila, which was “teeming with American soldiers” (Reyes 2018, x),
but the story ends in 1891, way before the arrival of the Americans. Was
Reyes trying too hard to connect the events of the novel, set from 1872 to
1891, to the contemporary moment of the writing and publication of the
novel in 19137 Although not strictly a historical novel, as already noted by
Reyes, Mariano sees social inequality as prevalent even before the coming
of the Americans. However, because the novel offers a thin description of
everyday life in the late—nineteenth-century Philippines, it is understandable
why Reyes has difficulty in connecting the theme of love with the historical
and socioeconomic situation of the Philippines in greater detail. One can
read the novel as an allegorical critique of American colonialism by being
a historical novel, but Reyes categorizes The Star of Panghulo as a romance
novel that is set in the past because the novel is not a historical novel in
the Lukdcsian sense of the term in which history is an active element
that influences the plot and characters (Lukdcs 1983, 43). As such, Reyes
interprets the setting of the novel in the late nineteenth century as Mariano’s
attempt to freeze the fading and disappearing “native” values of the Filipinos
in the face of Americanization, urbanization, and modernization. A different
kind of reading is needed to fully appreciate the novel both as a romantic
love story and as a historical novel.

The other essays in Retrieving the Past / Recuperating the Voice also
tackle literary history in their own ways. Five of the six were delivered as
public lectures or speeches in Filipino and English, which give them a
readable quality for nonexperts on literary studies. The essays are arranged
chronologically based on when they were written or delivered. The fourth
essay, “Ang Pagtuturo ng Panitikan: Bakit at Paano?” (Teaching Literature:
Why and How?), is to me the most important as it gives literature teachers a
framework on how to read and teach literature. It can also be read as a guide
to the critical approach that Reyes uses in all the other essays in this collection
and in her critical essays in her previous books. Reyes anchors this essay in

124 PSHEV  67,NO. 1 (2019)

the concepts and frameworks drawn from M. H. Abrams’s The Mirror and the
Lamp (1953), specifically “literature as an institution,” although it should be
noted that this concept was also developed by Abrams’s contemporary Harry
Levin in The Gates of Horn (1963). Reyes uses the concept of “literature
as an institution” and the four elements of literature as an institution —the
author, the literary work, society, and the reader —as foundational in reading
literature and which she modifies to include Marxist, psychological, reader-
response, and feminist theories. However, it is on the use of history that
Reyes relies the most to enhance her readings. This critical approach gives
her essays great breadth as the essays tackle each topic by discussing the
literary production of a text through the social context and personal histories
of the writers.

The first two essays in the collection, “Rizal’s Legacy: The Power of
Literature” and “Si Rizal Bilang Nobelista: Isang Pagpapahalaga” (Rizal as
a Novelist: An Appreciation), were written for commemorations of Rizal’s
sesquicentennial birth anniversary. “Rizal’s Legacy” traces the influence
that Rizal’s novels have had on later generations of writers, particularly
those writing in Tagalog. For Reyes, this literary influence solidifies Rizal’s
legacy. With Rizal and his writings, the younger generation of writers have
an important model and source of tropes and character types that they could
use to critique the new colonial policies of the US. Rizal and his writings
become the bridge between the literatures of the late nineteenth century
and of the twentieth century.

In the essay “Si Rizal Bilang Nobelista” Reyes offers a literary analysis
of Rizal’s novels in the context of the cultural and social upheavals of the
late—nineteenth-century Philippines. Reyes contextualizes Rizal’s literary
contributions in light of contemporaneous historical developments and
the generations of writers that came after him. Reyes avoids hagiography by
always going to the texts and the context in which Rizal lived. Moreover, she
clarifies that Rizal’s novels should not be read simply as historical documents
but as artistic works that carry his ideas and ideals that were given form and
imagery within the novels.

The third essay, “Paano Babasahin si Macario Pineda sa Ikadalawampu’t
Isang Siglo” (How to Read Macario Pineda in the Twenty-First Century),
assesses Pineda’s continuing importance in an age of superficial fame and
fortune that the rise of new digital media has brought about. Reyes grounds

Pineda’s importance in Philippine literary history as a modernizing writer
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during his time and the significance of his innovative handling of themes
and ideas that remain relevant until today. She interprets Pineda’s shift
from English to Filipino as his attempt to reach a wider audience. She also
highlights how Pineda introduced innovations and changes to the rehashed
themes like love and family to give them renewed power.

The sixth essay, “Women Writing in Filipino: Genoveva LEdroza-
Matute, Lina Flor, Liwayway Arceo, and Rosario de Guzman Lingat,”
summarizes the careers and literary contributions of these four women
writers in Filipino. Reyes evaluates through a feminist lens their personal
and social histories and highlights the prejudices prevalent during their
careers and the successes they achieved in the face of these challenges.
Reyes notes how women were equal contributors among the first generation
of writers that started to write and publish during the first two decades of the
twentieth century. However, a gender imbalance emerged when a younger
and American-educated generation of writers rose to prominence. With the
exception of Edroza-Matute, the women writers who Reyes highlighted were
also not part of the academe, which set the literary standards for judging and
evaluating Filipino literature. Arceo, Flor, and De Guzman Lingat wrote for
a popular audience and published in popular magazines, radio, television,
and komiks. However, this “popular” background should not be used to look
down on their contributions to Philippine literature.

Nearly all of the essays in Retrieving the Past / Recuperating the Voice are
clearly founded on Reyes’s expertise as a critic of the Tagalog novel and show
her grounding in formalism. Although she supplements her approach by
using other literary theories, her grounding in formalism and literary history
has put the literary text as central in understanding Philippine history and
society.

It is interesting to see in this collection that Reyes has focused more on
the field of literature as compared with her previous collections that covered
topics in popular culture. This refocusing on literature may be due to the
circumstances of the writing of the essays — centenaries and sesquicentenaries
and public lectures, which the essays commemorate and for which they
were commissioned. But there seems to be an underlying argument about
the current cultural state of the Philippines that is found in each essay.
In “Rizal’s Legacy” and “Si Rizal Bilang Nobelista,” Reyes challenges the
prevalent tendency to idealize Rizal without understanding his literary and
critical work. In “Love Spurned,” Reyes questions the marginalization of
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romantic novels as unimportant or not worthy of critical study. In “Women
Writing in Filipino,” Reyes argues against the marginalization of women
writers in Philippine literary history.

It is in “Paano Babasahin si Macario Pineda” where Reyes poses the
most problematic argument and judgment on the current cultural state of
the Philippines. Here, she laments the speed and instant gratification that
current technologies provide its users and consumers. This evaluation is
juxtaposed with the slowness and purposefulness of literature and the act
of reading. Although I agree in part with her evaluation of new media, her
judgment can be misconstrued as being dismissive of current trends in popular
culture. One can judge Reyes as possibly being out of touch to understand
the nuances of current technology and the popular culture that these kinds
of technologies produce. But this may be too rash a judgment, considering
that Reyes is one of the pioneers of the study of Philippine popular culture.
Her focus on the values that Pineda’s works carry is possibly her response to
the current educational reforms brought by the implementation of the K-12
law, which has weakened the teaching and study of literature. These reforms
are supposed to create an educational system that keeps the Philippines in
pace with the changes caused by globalization and technologization, but the
reforms have been a bane to the humanities and the social sciences, especially
in the study of literature and history—given the stripping of humanities and
social science courses in the lineup of general education courses at the
tertiary level and, to some extent, at the junior and senior high school levels.
In a highly capitalist and market-driven environment, Reyes insists on the
centrality of literature in the lives of Filipinos. But how can it compete in an
age of memes, selfies, and fake news? Is there really a competition between
“literature” and “new media” in the first place? Is literature diametrically
opposed to new media? Or can literature be integrated with new media and
vice versa? What are the new forms of “literature” that the current technology
is able to produce? How can literature —and criticism and cultural studies
for that matter—survive in an age of datafication? Such questions must be
answered by the next generation of literary critics and analysts.

Just as she has done in “Women Writing in Filipino,” Reyes, for
decades, has championed writers, literary works, and genres that have
been sidelined or underappreciated by other literary critics as can be seen
in her critical analysis and editorial work on the novels of Pineda, Flor,
and De Guzman Lingat. In the same way, her attempt to highlight the
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contributions of komiks to Philippine culture elevates it into an important
literary and popular genre. With her translation work, Reyes would
champion Philippine literature in the realm of world literature. One can
focus at the quality of The Star of Panghulo in its translation of the Tagalog
original, but it cannot be denied that the choice of translating this specific
work is both literary and political.

Throughout her translation, Reyes uses an old-fashion style of English in
a possible attempt to capture the formal style of Mariano’s Tagalog. This way
of translating the novel works for the most part, but it can be difficult to follow,
especially as Reyes also tries to replicate Mariano’s long and meandering
sentences. However, it works in part also because the language captures the
high manner and ideals of the characters and their romantic sentiments. But
this evaluation of the English translation can only be inferred by a reader
familiar with both languages and versions of the novel. Reyes does not provide
notes that would explain her strategy or creative decisions in the translation.
Having the translator’s notes or putting the original Tagalog novel side-by-
side with the English translation could have been helpful, especially for the
growth of translation studies in the Philippines. A simple comparison of the
first few paragraphs of the original Tagalog and the English translation would
yield slight differences between the two. For example, the first paragraph of
the novel is made up of two sentences in the original Tagalog while Reyes
chose to condense it into one sentence. Also, the phrase in the first sentence
of the original Tagalog “wari’y may hinahabol at ang nasa’y makarating na
madali sa isang tipanan” (as if he is chasing something and he wishes to
immediately arrive at a tryst) (Mariano 1913/1972, 1) is completely absent in
the translation. Nonetheless, it is understandable why the original Tagalog
was not included as it would have doubled the length of the book and could
have made it financially prohibitive for the publisher to print.

In both these books, Reyes has again contributed to the growth and
dissemination of Philippine literature. Her efforts are commendable
considering that she is writing and translating as an individual. Her effort is
notable in the context of a growing trend in translation in the Philippines. The
Komisyon ng Wikang Filipino (KWF), the Ateneo de Naga University Press
(ADNU Press), Adarna House, and even Anvil Publishing have spearheaded
the growth of translation as a practice in the Philippines. Although much is
still to be done in terms of the volume that needs to be translated from/to
English and to/from Filipino and other Philippine languages, translators and
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critics must not forget the critical and aesthetic aspects of the practice and
art of translation. But this is not to dismiss Reyes’s efforts in translating novels
and short stories from Filipino into English. More needs to be translated and,
hopefully, there will come a time when new translations would be needed.
And as translation to/from Philippine languages grow, so will Philippine
literary criticism and cultural studies also grow.
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