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INTERVIEW

Onofre R. “Pagsi” Pagsanghan
October 8§, 2002
Loyola Heights, Quezon City

Onofre R. “Pagsi” Pagsanghan is a well-loved, multi-awarded
teacher in his alma mater, the Ateneo High School, where he has
been teaching English and Filipino since he graduated college in
1951. Pagsi founded the Ateneo High School Dramatics Society in
1956, which was renamed Dulaang Sibol in 1966. As both a teacher-
formator and a cultural icon, Pagsi has won numerous awards since
the 1960s, among them the prestigious Metrobank Foundation
Outstanding Filipinos Award for Teachers in 1985, the first year
the awards were ever given. More recently he has received awards
like the Gawad Paz Marquez Benitez For Outstanding Educator
in Literature from Unyon ng mga Manunulat sa Pilipinas (2002),
Bayaning Gurong Pilipino Award from the ABS-CBN Foundation
(2003), and the Natatanging Gawad Buhay (Life Achievement
Award) from Philstage (2015).

One of the mainstay productions of Dulaang Sibol is Sinta, an
adaptation of the long-running 1960 musical The Fantasticks. The
adaptation made its debut in 1975 and won the FAMAS Best Musical
Film Award in 1976.

In this interview, conducted in 2002, Pagsi recounts his writing
of Sinta, his reflections on growing up in Postwar Manila, and his
insights on enduring love. Pagsi turned 90 in 2017, and to this day,
his ruminations here continue to be relevant. Reproduced below is
an edited version of the interview transcript.

Missy Maramara (MM): Why did you choose to translate [Tom Jones
and Harvey Schmidt’s The Fantasticks]? What about it did you
fall in love with?

Pagsi Pagsanghan (PP): I fell in love with it because the theme is
universal. That strikes me, no? And I've always been fascinated
by the minimalist approach to the things and that’s as minimal
as stagecraft can be. Clutter sometimes distracts rather than
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helps, you see? So I like that. Universal means it appeals to all
sorts of people, and, as all things universal, it becomes even more
real when it’s particularized. That is why we have not settled for
a translation but a transplantation.

MM: Why did you decide to call it Sinta?

PP: The other choice was “Ang Mga Katakataka” if you really have
to translate it, 'no? But the magic of it is really Sinta. Sinta —
tamang-tama — Sinta is really short for, the nickname of Jacinta,
but Sinta [means] “sweetheart.” Sinisinta kita is something you
love. Sinta is really a love story. So what better word? It would
have been ridiculous, it would have been awkward to call it “Ang
Mga Katakataka” — The Fantasticks, “Katakataka,” “And Mga
Katakataka.” Can you imagine? It’s even hard to pronounce. Sinta
is easily said. It melts in your mouth.

MM: Sir, of all the characters, Sinta is the most far from her original
English counterpart.

PP: Yes. Because, well, I suppose the man remains basically the
same in all cultures. It's how we treat women that varies in a
way and yun nga kaya she’s [neither] Maria Clara or a women'’s
libber—she’s caught in between, she’s caught in flight but not yet
quite flown. That’s what makes her so 1947, 1951...

MM: Did you base her on anyone?

PP: I suppose my wife epitomizes what I'm looking for in a woman,
and I suppose consciously or unconsciously when I drew up
a dream girl I was thinking of a dream girl who was a dream
wife, a dream daughter. It’s all women in the idealized version
of a fool like Pagsi.

MM: Do you think that the girls of today can still relate or find Sinta
in themselves?

PP: I think they can. I think deep in the heart of the Filipina girl,
there is still that demureness that at least she respects and she
recognizes, and she wishes that she had the strength of character
to be. But Sinta fights. Sinta doesn’t take everything sitting down.
She says mahinhin ngunit pilya and in Act 2 she’s pilya. I was telling
the cast: both of them have fallen. It’s not as if it’s only the boy
who has lechered and sowed wild oats because Sinta, when she
surrenders her necklace, it’s a symbol of what I think she holds
most precious—which is her virginity—and she is ready to give
it away. And the most embarrassing thing about it, the most
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painful thing about it is she’s ready to give it away and there is
no taker. Matanglawin isn’t there. She isn’t even worth taking.
That’s what makes her cry.

And that’s what makes her wise. And that’s what wakes her
up: the reality that there is more than just a pwet ng baso necklace to
love. And that’s when they do come together both are chastened.
Both are humbled and you need to be humbled, to truly love you
need to be humbled. Proud people can never love, can never love
long. Because gratefulness is I think a beautiful ingredient of
love, to know that you are not perfect, but as one short story says,
you are loved anyway. Because until you reach that point, I don't
think it’s love, eh. I think it’s illusion. You're in love with unreality,
You're in love with an illusion because the perfect person does not
exist... well there is Christ and Mary, but all of us are familiars...
beautiful familiars, beautiful in our brokenness. That’s why even
God fell in love with broken beings. So.

MM: How long did it take you to write Sinta, Sir?

PP: (laughs) Necessity is the mother of invention. Wala na kaming
mapalabas eh so kailangan na. The first time it was produced it
was just Act 1. It’s complete na. It’s happy in Act 1. They sing
“Alalahanin, Gunitain.” It’s a happy experience: no pain,
everything is a romp, everything is a game. And then I think it
was a year or two... it was a year after that I finally got to Act
2. Ifind that it has been terribly Filipinized, especially in our
production now. There are overlays which were not there in the
original. It has never been baptized. Talaga, in the last production
“sa awa ng Diyos sila’y nagbalik. Salamat sa Diyos, tayo’y pwede nang
manahimik.” There’s no mention of God in The Fantasticks, but
you cannot truly say that it is a transplantation unless you put
God in the context, because God is an inescapable fact of the
Philippine context. Whether you forget Him or deny Him, He
is definitely part of the Philippine situation. When the fathers
welcome them, the image in mind is the prodigal son, ang anak
na alibugha nagbabalikbahay. And even the fathers have grown.
They can accept imperfection in their children. And they have
admitted imperfection in themselves. But we need the scorching
sun you know, to make you see reality, if you can accept reality
and see one another then you have truly loved. It’s a very wise
play. So that when they come, it’s an act of contrition, an act of

83



Interview

saying sorry not only to each other but to themselves and to God
and ultimately when the rain falls it washes away, it forgives, it
tries to forget. The rainfall at the end is beautiful: you're forgiven,
you're washed. You can start again. And I think it’s definitely
high school. Before you expose them to perversions, they must
know first what you're perverting. Otherwise, they’ll be lost
enmeshed in the perversion. They need grounding before you
expose them to sophistication.

When you are full, you just become lyrical and if there’s
anything it’s the lyricism.

MM: How long were you in the States?

PP: I'm crazy eh, I was supposed to stay away for three months. But
I'm terribly home based, after two months I asked permission
from the director whether I could come home already. Every
time I went to the States, I was so enamoured that I went to see
Sinta (The Fantasticks).

MM: So did you immediately write it after seeing it?

PP: No... I don't think I wrote it right away. 1974, that’s when I wrote it.

MM: Sir, 1974 was Martial Law. Did that affect you in any way
especially since the students were becoming politically active?

PP: I think it is needed eh. You need to know what you're fighting
for. What are you fighting for? You're fighting for this kind of
life. You're fighting for space to dream again and love again. I
think it’s in the midst of hate that you need something like this.
What am I fighting for? And I think it is beautifully positioned.
This is another perspective. I'm a very positive person. What
will you find in its place kapag binagsak mo na ang lahat? Unless
you have something that you really believe in. Kaya mo ibabagsak
ito becuase you're fighting for something. You want to put
something up. And besides, my orientation is almost always
high school. If you don't teach idealism in high school, when will
they learn? If idealism is passe, poor world. Sick world. What is
there to live for?

MM: But Sinta also tackles a lot of realism, the realizations...

PP: It comes to grips in the second part. The guy loses his sense of
direction because he is blinded by the light. The girl finds the
way back because she is surrounded by the darkness. Ang ganda
ng contrast...
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MM: And all this just came to mind when you were writing... when
you were writing it was just really free-flowing...

PP: It flowed. The only time I had was at 3 in the morning. It was
the only time I had, and teaching high school really zaps you.
Rolando (Tinio), before he died, I said, “Wow, buti ka pa Rolando,
you're the biggie of the Philippine stage now.” Wonderful,
congratulations. He says, “Kasi naman Pagsi you chose a different
line.” And that’s true. I didn’t choose theater. I'm not a man of
the theater. I'm a man of the classroom. And I use theater only
in as far as it reaches my classroom. It’s not as if naman you say
I will touch lives. It just happens. It happens. You're so full of
life, you've seen so much. God has given you the grace to see
so much and so you are what you are. What you're full of, you
overflow with.

MM: Hagonoy, Bulacan. Is that where you grew up?

PP: No, I grew up in Manila. But during the Japanese time, food
was very scarce in Manila and so therefore, my father said my
younger brother and I would go to Hagonoy, Bulacan because
food was easier in Hagonoy, Bulacan. And that’s when I got
enmeshed. We'd go there periodically kapag pista ng bayan to visit
the relatives and spend a week there but my longest stay there
was during the Japanese time. But I grew up in Manila.

MM: Did you study grade school and high school in Ateneo?

PP: No, grade school in C. Apostol Elementary school, and it was
a very good elementary school. I still remember my teacher
when I was in Grade 2. She was a very good teacher. But what
I remember about Grade 2 was that ang linis linis ng classroom
namin because magaling magpakintab ng sahig si Ms. Ancheta.
We loved her. She was a very good teacher. I never forgot my
Filipino. I'm grateful. Kasi pag dating mo sa Ateneo, the Ateneo
then was very English spokening no? In fact there was the English
rule. If you were caught speaking anything but English you
were punished. And my first and only hour of post in the old
Ateneo was really because I was caught speaking Tagalog. Isn't it
wonderful that I never forgot my Tagalog? Despite all the lessons
I got in English. Ang lalim ng pananagalog ng tatay ko, having come
from Hagonoy, Bulacan, ang galing ng Tagalog niya.

MM: Sir, you were a fantastic speaker here in Ateneo.
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PP: I got to represent the Ateneo in many inter-school oratorical
contests. Fr. Gaff, S.J. was speech trainor. Father Delaney, S.J.
was my idol. In fact, I think I'm a teacher because as way back
as when I was in my fourth year high school—he was never my
high school teacher but he was the principal—he had such a
strong personality that he touched, he colored the entire school.
Grabe. I remember Fr. Delaney say, “Pagsi, you have a particular
gift, a rare gift. You can bring down high thoughts in a language
that the common man could understand, that could catch the
hearts of the man on the streets. Have you ever thought of giving
your whole life to being a high school teacher?” That’s how it all
started. He was principal and I was a freshman in college. That’s
how I fell in love with the classroom.

MM: Did you write as much as you spoke?

PP: I did some writing. But my poetry has almost always been
romantic poetry. I suppose that’s explainable because I come
from... I got to study at that time because of the kindness of so
many people. There wasn’t widespread poverty and therefore
wala rin widespread scholarships here and there. It was my
mother who was the dreamer. My father is a very happy man—
“Okay na yan, Aureliano High School.” It was my mother who
was the dreamer because I was the brightest in the family. “Anak,
wala kang punuhan kundi ang (taps his head).” God must have
really wanted me to study in the Ateneo. On my father’s salary
I could never have afforded Ateneo, especially then no, Ateneo
was really the school for the rich. Unlike now when there are
so many scholarships and Tunong Dunong. My father was a
government mechanic, he used to repair the basura trucks. My
lolo naman is a latero. Umaakyat siya sa bubong ng mga simbahan
kapag may tumutulo. You'd never expect me to become the person I
have become. So therefore, sabi ng lolo ko sa parish priest, “Meron
akong apo, palagoy ko matalino. At saka naman siguro magpapari.” 1
got to meet him and he asked me what I wanted to do and I said,
“Gusto ko mag-aral sa Ateneo. He said he knew the president of
the Ateneo and he wrote a letter asking to give me a scholarship.
Ang kapal ng mukha ko talaga, my dream must have been really
intense. Wala akong kasama. Hindi ko kasama nanay ko, hindi ko
kasama tatay ko. Hindi naman marunong mgsalita ng Ingles and
tatay ko so I dared go over to Padre Faura from Oroquieta near
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Tayuman in Blumentritt, dared to speak to the president of the
university armed with nothing but a letter from the Monsignor.
When asked why I wanted to study in Ateneo, I said because I
wanted to speak good English. He gave me half a scholarship. I
returned to Monsignor and told him that it’s a no go because my
father could not afford the other half. He just smiled and said,
“It’s all right. Akong bahala sa kalahati” My report card became
very important because yun lang ang aking pinanghahawakan.

I tell you I have been loved into excellence. That’s why I
believe in love. I don’t do anything I don’t love. I'm a very free
person because I can choose. I don't ask much of life. For me, a
simple lifestyle sets me free. So therefore if I'm doing this, it’s
because I love doing this. Having been loved as much as I have
been, I would rather have spat blood than fail.

I hope you understand why PP writes plays like this. By
the goodness of people, I have known poverty. It maybe is
embarrassing to say but it’s true. But we’ve never been short
on life. We're poor in material things but never in things of
the heart.

MM: When you were writing, did you use any literary devices?

PP: No. It’s just that you have the script in front of you and you're
trying to Filipinize it, put it in the Philippine context. Maraming
unconscious elements: when we'd go to visit our lolo in Tondo,
we'd see the makeshift stages of kawayan in front of his house
tapos may sarswela diyan. Prosesyon. Moro-moro. I grew up imbibing
that. It’s a mix of everything. And then we used to go, nung
panahon ng hapon, to stage shows. Wala kasing movies. Bawal ang
movies so stage shows flourished. "Yung mga Bod-a-bil. Sila Katie
de la Cruz, Bobby Gonzales. I grew up with sila Wing Duo. You
imbibe all of that. Sila Pugo’t si Pugo. Very foxy, the humor is
very foxy. Not lewd, but racy...naughty. Sinta is very naughty in
parts. Gahasa is very naughty. Not lewd but naughty.

It’s life. It’s Philippine life as I knew it. As perhaps...you
sometimes wish na sana you could freeze time and na love was
that beautiful: naughty but nice.

Love is right at the very core of Sinta. It was done out of love
for the boys that I have taught, inspired by the love that I have
known all my life: my mother, my wife, my daughter. It’s very
sweetheart. What they are, what I have idealized them to be. Only
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a person in love with the material can respond to the lyricism
and the romanticism under the illusion of Philippine Life.

Missy Maramara is an actor, director, and teacher. She holds
an MFA in Drama (Performance) from the University of Arkansas
(Fayetteville) through the International Fulbright Scholarship
Program. She is Assistant Professor in the Fine Arts and English
Departments of the Ateneo de Manila University, where she earned
a BFA in Theater Arts and MA in English Literature and Cultural
Studies, and is currently pursuing a PhD in English Language and
Literature. Missy is a member of the Silly People’s Improv Theater
(SPIT), an alumna of Tanghalang Ateneo and Dulaang Sibol,
and moderator of Ateneo Blue Repertory. Her website is www.
missymaramara.com.

88



	Interview with Onofre R. “Pagsi” Pagsanghan on October 8, 2002 at Loyola Heights, Quezon City
	Recommended Citation

	Onofre R. “Pagsi” Pagsanghan Interviewed by Missy Maramara

