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Reviews

faces alike—peers or mentors they have worked (or even argued) with in
the classroom and the workshops whose poetics Hidalgo has reviewed and
annotated with the skillful eye of a true and adept practitioner of the craft.

Literary historians may also appreciate the contents of this book as
Hidalgo has generously provided them not only with a working archive
that documents a significant part of the development of women’s writing
in the Philippines but also with viable interpretative frameworks that give
critics a jumpstart in looking at the rich complexities that subtext the
literary production of women’s voices. Such critical perspectives do not only
acknowledge the influences of class, power, and history; they also move away
from the usual academic mode of literary exegesis. Here, the familiar can be
political and the intimate, subversive.

Miguel Antonio N. Lizada
Ateneo de Manila University
The University of Hong Kong

mlizada@ateneo.edu

~ |HEATER—

The Angry Christ. UP Playwrights’ Theatre. Written by Floy Quintos. Directed
and choreographed by Dexter Santos. Wilfrido Ma. Guerrero Theater,
University of the Philippines Diliman. April-May 2017.

The many critics who hailed Dulaang UP’s 7he Angry Christ as one of the
best, if not the best, productions of the year unfailingly cite, among others,
the play’s surefooted storytelling, the solid acting, and the almost orgasmic
visual pleasure that punctuates this Floy Quintos original.

There is certainly much to celebrate here. The near-three-hour exploration
of the titular artwork and its tortured creator proceeds seamlessly, effectively
utilizing, for instance, lighting and projections, as well as a lecturer character
(Mica Pineda) who not only steers the narrative forward but also provides key
background information on both the painter, Filipino-American modernist
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Alfonso Osorio (Nel Gomez), and the painting, “The Last Judgment,” known
for its depiction of a frowning Jesus.

This character, whose quirky ad libs enable her to exceed the obviously
functional role, is also instrumental in the piecemeal revelation of individual
sections of the painting. This tactic allows the audience to pay attention to
important details of the artwork—parallel with the progress in the painting’s
creation—en route to the full reveal in the finale.

The result is overall dazzling and immersive, surely a minimum for a
play that aims to celebrate a vaunted aesthetic object, and which regularly
shifts between two distinct milieus: early 1950s Negros—the mural is the
centerpiece of a private chapel inside an hacienda compound—and the
decadent New York art scene, Alfonso’s natural habitat. This array of heady
technical challenges is ably taken on, with much success, by the team of
Monimo Duque (lighting), Krina Cayabyab (sound design), and Steven
Tansiongco and Josef Garcia (video design).

Elsewhere, Quintos’s writing is, as usual, dexterous, often funny and
poignant, polemical without being pedantic, and admirably captures the
inflections of Hiligaynon and the fish-out-of-water humor in Alfonso’s visit
(although often at the expense of the sakadas—seasonal sugar plantation
workers). In addition to Gomez, stand-out performances include Kalil
Almonte as Alfonso’s assistant Anselmo, Banaue Miclat-Janssen as Belgian
liturgical artist Countess Adelaide de Bethune, and Felipe Ronnie Martinez
as local artisan Benjamin Valenciano.

But it is this technical bravura and formal perfection that somehow make
the sins of The Angry Christ especially troubling, precisely because they are
obscured—perhaps even exonerated—Dby laudable aesthetic decisions. To be
sure, Alfonso’s life and masterpiece are rich and complex enough to benefit
from a methodical unpacking, but scrutinized vis-a-vis a broader ideological
grounding, the play’s many meditations falter under Quintos’s admittedly
generative imagining.

Most overt of the conflicts is Alfonso’s negotiation of his Catholic guilt:
between, on one hand, the divine subject of his work—enacted, in turn, by
the pious Negrenses, including Anselmo—and, on the other, his personal
demons, foremost his torment about his homosexuality. The memories that
haunt him, from the wrath of his conservative father (Alexander Cortez) to
the brief respite with his erratic lover Ted Dragon (Josémari José), all swirl
with a vaguely melancholic air, the stage invariably receding to near-darkness.
Tortured, indeed.
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But this clash in the play is as spiritual as it is cultural (or even
civilizational). Wrestling with the guilt, Alfonso nevertheless engages
in nightly trysts with local sakadas and later tries to flirt with Anselmo,
who rebuffs his master’s advances, including the suddenly dirty term of
endearment “palangga” (beloved). Anselmo’s refusal is understandable—the
townspeople are a gossipy lot—but the vehemence of and conviction in the
rejection is uncharacteristic for the gentle, good-humored Anselmo, a heavy-
handed shift so he may fulfill his role as foil to Alfonso’s Western, that is,
modern, proclivities.

But doesn’t Anselmo gain a semblance of agency in this act of spurning
his master? Catholicism, here dangerously regarded a source of virtue, is itself
a colonial tool, profoundly intertwined with the other systemic oppressions
that had subjugated sakadas for generations. Which is to say: beyond the
play’s simplistic rendering of Anselmo as mere counterpoint to Alfonso, it
also conflates the native with the unthinking defense of tradition. Belatedly,
Anselmo hints at a more directly antagonistic argument in rebuffing
Alfonso—that the latter would inevitably leave him and Negros behind—
but the plea is more sad than angry, more lament than righteous indignation.

The culprit appears to be the project itself, which cannot help but
privilege Alfonso’s centrality in the universe that it has created. This, even as
the conditions that produced both art and artist are historically fraught. Not
only is the mural in a church that sits in the middle of sakada country, it was
finished in the early 1950s, a time of brewing peasant unrest in many areas
of the Philippine countryside. Funded by the Osorio wealth, the painting’s
creation is thus traceable to, if not contingent on, the hapless plight of the
sakadas in Victorias Sugar Mill, which his father founded.

To his credit, Quintos includes this feudal backdrop in rendering
Alfonso’s torment while he was conceptualizing the work: first as an innocent
taunt from his younger brother Frederic (Randy Villarama) about Alfonso’s
opulent lifestyle in New York then, later, in a fictitious encounter between
Alfonso and labor leader Jose Nava (Neil Tolentino), who admonishes him
to look to the everyday struggle of the common folk.

This generous imagining, however, is simply untenable. After finishing
the mural, the Harvard-educated Alfonso returned to the United States and
never set foot on the Philippines again. The work itself, which eschews, for
instance, Baroque conventions in favor of modernist abstractions, is in the end
wholly self-indulgent. In consciously ignoring populist forms and sources—
exemplified in the play by a “Filipinized” statue of San Jose Labrador, but also
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seen in the Stations of the Cross—Alfonso also ignores the bankrupt system
that is his artwork’s ultimate canvass.

At one moment toward the play’s conclusion, a frustrated Anselmo asks
Alfonso: “What’s so hard about painting?” The unspoken predicate here, of
course, is the comparison between art and backbreaking labor, or, broadly,
art and life, especially since in this case the latter subsidizes the former. The
slightest attempt, thus, to imbue Osorio with a social conscience that he didn’t
have is at best tokenistic and at worst disingenuous.

And in the play’s blistering finale, when the mural is unveiled for the
first time in its entirety, accompanied by dramatic music and Osorio’s
booming exegesis, it is the combination of the play’s tonal perfection and the
unaccounted veneration of political bankruptcy that is the most astonishing.
When the show is done, and a voice-over thanks Victorias Milling Company
as one of the play’s sponsors, the meditation on art that 7he Angry Christ
engenders is ultimately not in the direction that it had intended, after all.

Glenn Diaz

Department of English
Ateneo de Manila University
gdiaz@atenco.edu

Putri Anak: Isang Bagong Komedya. Written by Enrique S. Villasis and Juan
Ekis. Directed by Jina C. Umali. GT-Toyota Asian Center Auditorium,
University of the Philippines Diliman, August 23-25, 2017.

Those knowledgeable of the komedya would see how the people behind
Putri Anak built on tradition as they crafted a revision of the centuries-old
theater form. The komedya, also commonly called moro-moro, was the most
popular form of theater performed at fiestas all over the Philippines in the
Spanish and American colonial periods. It continued to be staged in many
places even after World War I, but its popularity waned steadily through the
decades, and it is now only performed in a few towns where communities have
made a sacred vow or panata to stage the play as an offering to their patron
saint at fiesta time.

Many features of the komedya make it outdated: the offensive themes
of Christian superiority over Muslims, the irrelevant setting of faraway
kingdoms, the stock characterization of chivalric princes in search of virtuous
princesses who quickly fall in love, the facile resolution of problems through
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