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Virgin Labfest and 
Cinemalaya on their 
14th Year

Two of the most significant initiatives in the Philippine performing 
arts landscape were launched in the same year in 2004: Virgin Labfest 
(VLF) for theater, and Cinemalaya for film. In the fourteen years since 
then, the two festivals have had storied careers, not devoid of wrong 
turns or even controversies (particularly in the case of Cinemalaya), 
and other initiatives have emerged to share the same landscapes. But 
there can be no question how seminal they have been in generating 
both artistic output and public enthusiasm for original Filipino 
cultural work. Cinemalaya virtually created a market for local indie 
films, while Virgin Labfest has been unparalleled in producing new 
plays for local theater. While their focuses have been somewhat 
differently directed (VLF toward playwrights, Cinemalaya toward 
film directors), they are both firmly critical features of the cultural 
calendar, eagerly looked forward to every year; and intriguingly 
enough their seasons fall within a month of each other (early July 
for VLF, early August for Cinemalaya): for many aficionados (present 
reporter included), the two jointly constitute an almost continuous 
highlight of the cultural year.

This year, I have been fortunate to be able to watch all twelve 
of VLF’s full productions of new one-act plays, organized in four 
sets of three plays each (a fifth set includes three restaged plays 
from the previous season), and all ten of Cinemalaya’s full-length 
feature films (it also screens ten short films, presented in two sets 
of five “shorts” each). What follows is a record of my reactions to 
these works, in capsule form. I must emphasize that these reflect a 
good deal of personal preferences and biases as to material and/
or style. Whatever reservations I may have over specific works, I 
maintain that, as a body of work, the output of these two festivals 
has consistently been invaluable, both as cultural output and as a 
collective social tapestry of Philippine society.
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THE PLAYS OF VIRGIN LABFEST 14

SET A

MGA BATA SA SELDA 43 (By Rolin Obina; Dir. Ian Segarra): A 
freshly inventive approach to the “tokhang” war employing child 
actors and an intriguing alternate-dimension setting. Initially an 
almost whimsically playful interaction between two siblings trapped 
in a mysterious detention center, engagingly acted by Tomas Santos 
and JM Canlas, it progressively moved to a feeling of dread as the 
nature of the detention was gradually made clear, culminating in 
a chilling denouement. The intrusion of political content, with the 
entry of a third boy played by Rafael Tibayan, felt a trifle heavy-
handed and rather strained credulity, but the closing scenes were 
wrenchingly affecting and the young actors delivered memorably 
fine performances.

MGA EKSENA SA BUHAY NG KONTRABIDA (By Dustin 
Celestino; Dir. Reebok Valle): A portrait of an almost surreally 
dysfunctional family, laced with black humor, and nicely structured 
by director Valle as a series of episodic two-person dialogues, 
enhancing the quasi-psychotic mindsets of the characters. Excellent 
ensemble acting, especially by Jay Gonzaga as the “black sheep” (as 
though the rest of the family could claim healthier outlooks) and 
JV Ibesate as the putative agent of their “final solution” (a clear if 
oblique nod to the EJK mentality). I initially found the unremitting 
grimness of this parody of a family unconscionably repelling until 
the closing scene delivered a note of saving humanity that relieved 
the dark atmosphere.

ANG INYONG MGA ANAK: SI HAROLD AT NAPOLEON (By 
Anthony Kim Vergara; Dir. Ricardo Magno): A hauntingly poetry-
infused meditation on the imperatives of social engagement across 
generations in the face of differing challenges and environments, 
disillusion warring with fresh commitment. It was notable for its 
indictment not so much of the perpetrators of violence as of the 
enabling wider society. Simultaneously, it was an affecting portrayal 
of family love and acceptance played with wonderful nuance by 
Edna Vida, May Bayot and Joshua Tayco. The avowals of social 
commitment and outrage at times threatened to sound formulaic, 
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but the enveloping mood of poetry, encapsulated by the final 
recitation by Vida, raised the message to a more rarified dimension.

SET B

ROSAS (By Jose Dennis Teodosio; Dir. Charles Yee): A quiet 
drama of two old friends reconnecting in their twilight years, set 
in the garden of the nursing home where their relationship had 
played out. Their past was recalled through episodic recollections, 
often touching but sometimes jarring, in a meandering, indirect 
manner. Some of this (like the symbolism of the flowers) felt a touch 
clichéd and the pace verged on the static, but the simple staging 
and the understated performances of Bembol Roco and Crispin 
Medina, conveyed an elegiac mood that movingly captured the 
wistful regrets of old age.

ANG MGA PROPESYUNAL (By Sari Saysay; Dir. Carlitos 
Siguion-Reyna): Like Mga Bata sa Selda 43, an inventively original 
take on the EJK tragedy through the eyes of scavenging street 
children, play-acting the grown-up roles of doctor, reporter, and 
policeman, who get sucked into the real-life world of extra-judicial 
killings as gleaned by the children from media bites. Playfully 
plotted and scripted, with the grown-up roles harking back to their 
original childhood selves. The play succeeded on multi-levels, 
from the chilling tendency of the children to internalize the violent 
world they absorb from the news, to the irony between their present 
world of poverty and the middle-class professions they aspire to. 
Brimming with enjoyable humor and fun, segueing to a growing 
dread, until the devastating conclusion. The three kids playing the 
roles—Arthur Castro, Krystle Campos, and Jian Markus Tayco—
were nothing short of marvelous.

EDGAR ALLAN HEMINGWAY (By Carlo Vergara; Dir. George 
de Jesus III): A satirical look at a homecoming of a literary sensation 
abroad and how meeting up with a struggling former mentor leads 
to facing up to the realities of his success. Actually the themes of 
artistic integrity and literary ethics are not new, though here given 
a contemporary high-tech twist; and the trajectory of the play’s 
story is a bit predictable. But the script’s wit and spot-on insight 
into its characters, and a sly moral subtext of contrasting instant 
fame and dogged industry, make for an outstandingly enjoyable 
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dance of fallible human beings. The three-person cast was a riot 
of delightful takes by Guelan Luarca, Rafa Siguion-Reyna, and the 
inimitable Ricci Chan.

SET C

LABOR ROOM (By Ma. Cecilia dela Rosa; Dirs. Jose Estrella and 
Issa Manalo Lopez): A black comedy about the plight of maternity 
patients in a public health facility, savagely satirizing the deplorable 
medical conditions while portraying with compassion the various 
patients’ life situations. Hilariously, sometimes obscenely, funny, 
acted out by an excellent ensemble of variously prospective and 
thwarted mothers (brilliantly played by Harriette Damole, Skyzx 
Labastilla, Sheryll Ceasico, Opaline Santos and Ina Azarcon-Bolívar) 
and, perhaps even more sidesplittingly, their attending physician 
(J-Mee Katanyag) and nurse (Kiki Baento). The play was somewhat 
less effective when it slips off the savage humor into a more didactic 
mode, spelling out dismal statistics and closing with a shift to a 
mood of moral uplift. It best made its points when convulsing its 
audience with madcap absurdities.

TULAD NG DATI (By JV Ibesate; Dir. Olive Nieto): Drama—
actually, melodrama—about the homecoming after long years in 
prison of a convicted rapist and his reunion with the sibling he left 
behind. The initial interaction of the brothers is affectingly played 
by Arnold Reyes and Acey Aguilar. But the unfolding of the darker 
impulses in their relationship, with each other and with others 
around them, was psychologically confusing, as was the congruence 
of the production design with the characters’ life circumstances. 
Ultimately the play relied, for audience impact, more on visceral 
shock than on persuasive character development.

ENSAYO (By Juan Ekis; Dir. Erik Villanueva dela Cruz): A 
delightful comedy of two “oldie” would-be actors rehearsing for 
a play and their mutual, and mutually suppressed, attraction. 
Ostensibly a lightweight piece (some might find it too coy) after 
the heavy themes of the previous plays in its set, it was in fact the 
most fully realized plot-wise and psychologically true character-
wise, guffawingly enjoyable with no “deeper” subtext. Wittily and 
sympathetically written by Ekis, directed by dela Cruz, and most 
of all acted by Bembol Roco and a fantastic Sherry Lara.
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SET D

MARAWI MUSICALE (By Tyron Casumpang; Dir. Ariel 
Yonzon): A portrayal, set to song, of the plight of evacuees at refugee 
camps from the tragic Marawi conflict. The piece was strongest 
in capturing the feel of ordinary folk struggling to get on with 
day-to-day minutiae of life in the shadow of a war beyond their 
control, with the use of music serving as balm to the helplessness. 
At the same time, the very good-heartedness that infused the play 
tended to diminish its own dramatic effectiveness, skirting a deeper 
exploration of the situation’s inherent tensions and contradictions. 
Several strands in the story often seemed to be left hanging after the 
intended “message.” The cast led by Jonathan Tadioan and Bayang 
Barrios (who sang beautifully) gave heartfelt performances, most 
affecting in those little touches of humor and pathos that were the 
soul of the play.

AMOY PULBOS ANG MGA ALABOK SA ILALIM NG RILES 
NG TREN (By Lito Balmes; Dir. Tess Jamias): A dark social comedy, 
dealing with a dirt-poor family pinning life hopes on a “Pera o 
Bayong” TV game show. The play was outstanding in juxtaposing 
the gritty realities of its protagonists’ squalid home with the tawdry 
fantasy aspirations inherent in participation in such a game show. 
The production design of the claustrophobic shanty setting and the 
nightmarish lighting effects of the passing trains punctuating the 
story shifts were superb. The dialogues were frequently hilarious, 
and the leads, Bong Cabrera and Marjorie Lorico, performed to 
match, feisty, comic and pathetic all at once in their stridency. The 
farcical game show spiels were rather overdone after a while but the 
subtext of a family driven to awful measures (with their own child) 
against poverty was all the more poignant in contrast.

RIVER LETHE (By Allan Lopez; Dir. Chris Martinez): Audacious 
in matter and style, a play which may elicit conflicting reactions, 
with its out-of-the-box tale of a middle-aged couple, both cancer-
stricken, conducting an illicit affair in a garish motel room in 
the shadow of their own mortality. Their intimacy, sexual and 
otherwise, was enacted in graphic scenes and verbal foreplay, which 
might draw varying reactions of shock, hilarity, or even pained 
empathy. Additionally, the director employed a stylistic device of 
three young actors, ostensibly motel staff, whose provocative (silent) 
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appearances, mostly half-clothed, may be taken to represent the 
themes of the play—sex, death, human connection. It was a brave 
production, challenging the audience’s willingness (and maybe 
patience) to empathize and interpret, and splendidly performed by 
Paolo O’Hara and above all Dolly de Leon. 

Apart from the four sets of three one-act plays each (plus a 
Set E of three one-act plays restaged from the previous season), 
the festival also includes a number of staged readings of entries 
not deemed qualified for a full production, although some such 
readings in the past had gone on to success as independent theater 
productions (a notable recent example being “Changing Partners” 
which became a critical hit on stage and in film). This season, there 
were four staged readings, and one of these to my mind deserved a 
place in the full production line-up: WITHOUT THE DRAMA (By 
Jay Crisostomo. Dir. Renante Bustamente). While the material was 
hardly original in its basic storyline about a marriage breakdown, 
it was inventively scripted, staged with panache, and deliciously 
acted by Liza Magtoto and Carlo Vergara.

I had a positive reaction to many of the entries, but I suppose, 
if one were to choose five plays out of the crop, I would have to 
mention RIVER LETHE, ANG MGA PROPESYUNAL, AMOY 
PULOBOS ANG MGA ALABOK SA ILALIM NG RILES NG TREN, 
ENSAYO, and MGA EKSENA SA BUHAY NG KONTRABIDA as my 
personal favorites. 

As a matter of record, the following three plays were chosen for 
re-staging next season: RIVER LETHE, MGA EKSENA SA BUHAY 
NG KONTRABIDA, and EDGAR ALLAN HEMINGWAY.
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THE TEN FILMS OF CINEMALAYA 14

1.	 LIWAY (Dir. Kip Oebanda, screenplay by Kip 
Oebanda and Zig Dulay): By far, my favourite film 
of the festival. The story of a young boy growing 
up in a military prison camp under martial law 
with his parents, both captured NPA rebels, it was 
wonderfully filmed, directed (by Kip Oebanda, the 
real-life boy in the film) with marvelous sensitivity 
and a total lack of polemical cant (even in the rally 
scenes) without losing the sense of passionate 
commitment, and beautifully acted by a uniformly 
excellent cast, preeminently Glaiza de Castro as the 
eponymous rebel/mother and the amazing young 
Kenken Nuyad as the appealingly precocious Dakip. 
But the supporting cast were all stellar as well. It 
was not perfect: there were the occasional preachy-
sounding lines, the seeming plot gaps, the effective 
use of shadow play that then just dropped out. But 
the power of the film is such that I defy any sensitive 
viewer of whatever political persuasion not to be 
moved. Particularly haunting were the use of the 
classic Asin folk songs, “Pagbabalik” and “Himig 
ng Pag-ibig,” not the usual patriotic or revolutionary 
anthems, but indelibly setting the much more 
personal perspective of the film.

2.	 MAMANG (Dir. Denise O’Hara, screenplay by 
Denise O’Hara): Best for a superb performance 
from Celeste Legazpi, simultaneously melancholy 
and feisty as a woman in her sunset years facing 
her mortality and the onset of dementia, her 
dysfunctional memory reliving phantoms from the 
traumas that defined her life. Almost as good was 
Ketchup Eusebio as her gay bachelor son providing 
loving counterpoint to her vagaries, yet destined to 
supply one more twist to the sum of her sorrows. 
Some of the plotting had a contrived feel but the 
overall tone was elegiac and quite lovely.
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3.	 PAN DE SALAWAL (Dir. Che Espiritu, screenplay 
by Che Espiritu): The synopsis I had read did not 
sound promising, but Pan de Salawal surprised me 
by turning out to be one of my favorites: an almost 
outrageously off-beat comedy of bonding between 
a waif exercising healing powers by inflicting pain 
on the afflicted and an ageing prostate sufferer. By 
turns laugh-out-loud hilarious, heartwarming, and 
heartbreaking, its fantasy-air enjoyment overrode the 
sheer improbability of its premises. Miel Espinosa 
was likely to give Liway’s Kenken Nuyad a run 
for outstanding child actor of the festival, and the 
ensemble of the objects of her “cariño brutal,” led by 
Boogie Pascua, were a charmingly, if occasionally 
exasperatingly, comic lot.

4.	 KUNG PAANO HINIHINTAY ANG DAPITHAPON 
(Dir. Carlo Enciso Catu, screenplay by John Carlo 
Pacala): Like its fellow, “twilight years” film Mamang, 
Dapithapon drew marvelous acting performances. 
The trio of Dante Rivero, Menggie Cobarrubias, and, 
above all, Perla Bautista turned in a wonderfully 
understated ensemble portrayal of affection and 
generosity, with an ageing couple extending succour 
to the woman’s dying long-estranged husband. The 
film could feel too slow-paced and quiet, and the 
decency of the protagonists sometimes felt carried 
to a fault, but it was absolutely beautifully shot, and 
in the end was a tonic for one’s faith in the potential 
of humane impulses.

5.	 SCHOOL SERVICE (Dir. Luisito Ignacio, screenplay 
by Louie Ignacio and Rona Lean Sales): A portrayal 
of the gritty miseries of the day-to-day life of street 
beggars, spilling into drugs, prostitution, and 
even homicide, the film teeters into poverty porn 
territory. It captured the texture of the environment 
of the streets and has touching moments of real 
family feeling among the street children, even a 
clutching at a semblance of “moral” standards; 
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and Ai Ai de las Alas gave a moving performance 
of a true matriarchal figure desperately balancing 
responsibility and concern for her charges with the 
imperatives of a dog-eat-dog survival. But in the 
end, to this viewer, it just all felt too depressingly 
miserable with hardly a glimmer of hope.

6.	 ML (Dir. Benedict Mique, screenplay by Benedict 
Mique): The other festival entry overtly addressing 
the Martial Law era, ML takes a diametrically 
contrasting approach from Liway, wielding a rather 
improbable but nonetheless chilling portrayal 
of Martial Law-era tortures in full gruesome 
and sadistic detail in a present-day incarnation, 
presided over by an over-the-top Eddie Garcia. This 
bludgeon approach to a polemic versus martial law, 
explicitly (and satisfyingly) linked to the current 
EJK nightmare, might strain its own credibility, but 
the thriller format, gore and all, was surprisingly 
effective. The plot logic, though, particularly went 
downhill in the aftermath of the mayhem.

7.	 DISTANCE (Dir. Perci Intalan, screenplay by Keavy 
Eunice Vicente): At the opposite end of the social 
spectrum from School Services is Distance, where an 
upper-class family had its own demons to cope with. 
The film captured the tasteful privileged milieu, and 
Iza Calzado and Nonie Buencamino gave nuanced, 
sympathetic performances; but, to this viewer, the 
structuring of the narrative through flashbacks that 
portrayed the actuations of the characters felt less 
than completely convincing; some of the dialogue 
struck one as improbably “noble,” and the film closed 
on an unsatisfying note (perhaps intentionally so). 
Nonetheless its plea for tolerance and acceptance 
comes across affectingly.

8.	 KUYA WES (Dir. James Robin Mayo, screenplay by 
Heber O’Hara): A film with worthy intentions, this 
was a sweet little comedy of a sad sack of a remittance 



146

For the Record: Virgin Labfest and Cinemalaya on their 14th Year

company clerk (Ogie Alcasid) and his romantic crush 
on a client in distress. Despite its occasional affecting 
moments, there was no freshness in its handling 
of this well-worn theme, much of the humor felt 
stale, and the inevitable heartbreak ending felt both 
predictable and unearned. The saving grace was the 
sensitive portrayal of the desperately constricted 
circumstances of its protagonist’s life station.

9.	 MUSMOS NA SUMIBOL SA GUBAT NG DIGMA 
(Dir. Iar Lionel Arondaing, screenplay by Iar 
Lionel Arondaing): An agonizingly paced tale 
set in rido-ridden Muslim Mindanao of a foster-
sibling relationship that slowly evolved between 
young people from warring clans, it had stunning 
cinematography of the waterways of the locale and 
beautifully evoked the texture of the culture, but this 
hardly made up for the glacial progress, confusing 
structure, and ultimate, seeming pointlessness of 
the storyline.

10.	 THE LOOKOUT (Dir. Afi Africa, screenplay by Afi 
Africa): Unquestionably the worst of the festival crop 
this year. Purportedly dealing with the situation of 
gay denizens of the underworld, it was an indigestible 
compound of pandering homoeroticism, gratuitous 
sadism, murky motivations, and incoherent narrative. 
Even the title seemed irrelevant.

Overall, I have to say that this had been a rewarding Cinemalaya 
season, more so than the previous year. With only one exception, I 
found the whole crop of films well worth watching, indeed deserving 
of repeat viewings, making me look forward to the following year.

For the record, the following major awards were handed out at 
the close of the festival:

Best feature film: KUNG PAANO HINIHINTAY ANG 
DAPITHAPON
Best director: Che Espiritu (PAN DE SALAWAL)
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Best actor: Eddie Garcia (ML)
Best actress: Ai Ai de las Alas (SCHOOL SERVICE)
Best supporting actor: Ketchup Eusebio (MAMANG)
Best supporting actress: Therese Malvar (SCHOOL SERVICE/
DISTANCE)
Audience choice: LIWAY
Special Jury Award: PAN DE SALAWAL
Special Jury Commendation: LIWAY
Special Jury Prize for Acting: Miel Espinosa (PAN DE 
SALAWAL), Kenken Nuyad (LIWAY) & JM Salvado (PAN 
DE SALAWAL)

Arturo Hilado
hiladoarturo@gmail.com
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