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Transcript of the Special Panel 
Representations of 

Enrique de Malacca 
26 June 2021, via Zoom,  7:00 pm (GMT +8:00)

PANELISTS 
Pedro Palma / Documentary Film Maker / Lisbon
Ahmad Fuad Osman / Visual Artist / Kuala Lumpur
Luis Francia / Playwright / New York
Kidlat Tahimik / Film Maker / Baguio

MODERATOR 
Simon Soon / Art Historian and Curator / Kuala Lumpur

Simon: Joining me this evening are four distinguished artists who 
created work across different art forms, from film to theater to visual 
arts. I expect this to be a very rich conversation. Our panelists are Pedro 

Note on the Transcription

This transcript is based on a panel discussion featuring four artists exploring the representations 
of Enrique de Malacca through various creative lenses. The discussion was transcribed from 
a recorded Zoom meeting live-streamed on YouTube. It has been lightly edited for clarity and 
readability while preserving the original tone, spontaneity, and intent of the speakers.	  
 
Overlapping speech, pauses, and descriptions of screenshared content have been selectively noted 
where relevant. Repetitions and filler words (“um,” “you know”) have generally been omitted unless 
they serve a rhetorical or expressive purpose. Bracketed text [like this] indicates clarifications, 
inaudible words, or editorial additions. The names of the moderator, artists, and other participants 
are included before their remarks for attribution.

The views expressed in this transcript are those of the individual participants and do not necessarily 
reflect the views of the editor or hosting organization.
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Palma, Ahmad Fuad Osman, Luis Francia, and Kidlat Tahimik. I am 
going to introduce each of them in turn.	

Pedro Palma is a documentary filmmaker currently based in Portugal. 
From an early age, he has shown an interest in cinema and photography. 
He then went on to complete a degree in the visual arts and later cinema. 
Today, his activity embraces directing, editing, screenwriting, fiction 
movies, documentaries,  TV commercials, and many others. In 2017, 
he completed Henry of Malacca: A Malay and Magellan. This is the 
documentary film that is of interest to us here because it centers around 
the complex relationship between Magellan and Enrique de Malacca 
to explore a significant historical moment of cross-cultural encounter.

Our second panelist is Ahmad Fuad Osman. He’s a visual artist from 
Malaysia. He is one of the founding members of the Matahati Arts 
Collective in the 1990s. As such, social, political themes such as identity 
politics, the abuse of power, and historical amnesia have long been 
key concerns in the conceptual work of Ahmad Fuad Osman, and this 
encompassed print, video, sculpture, and installation. Drawing on 
historical accounts and extant archives, Fuad also has a penchant for 
piecing together fragments of evidence and conflicting narratives to 
open up possibilities for contesting and rewriting established ways of 
thinking about history. The Enrique de Malacca Memorial Project is an 
outcome in this direction. It is an ambitious and playful exploration of 
the representations of Enrique through the staging of a museum display 
that troubles our understanding of truth and imagination. 

Luis Francia is our next panelist. He is a poet, journalist, and adjunct 
professor, and is on the faculty of New York University’s Department 
of Social and Cultural Analysis. He is also an online columnist for the 
Philippine Daily Inquirer. He is the author of, among other books, the 
travel memoir Eye of the Fish: A Personal Archipelago, RE: A Collection of 



PERSPECTIVES IN THE ARTS AND HUMANITIES ASIA   12: 1-2 (2022)

168

Essays, and his most recent poetry collection Tattered Boat. Black Henry is  
Francia’s second full-length play and is of concern to us here. It is a play 
that explores the profound consequences of a clash of cultures when, in 
1521, Ferdinand Magellan and three Spanish ships make landfall in the 
Philippines. Black Henry emphasizes Enrique’s role as the go-between of 
the conquistadors and the islanders. This is a dimension of Enrique that 
I hope we will have time to discuss further later in our panel. 

Finally, we have Kidlat Tahimik who comes from Baguio City, 
Philippines. Kidlat needs very little introduction. He’s an artist of 
many disciplines and the creative force in his community. His work 
ranges from film photography to weaving, freestyle architecture, and 
carved installations. Kidlat is an enthusiastic advocate of indigenous 
cultures. His unconventional artworks have also raised awareness 
about environmental issues. Enrique of Malacca features as the slave 
protagonist of his film Balikbayan No. 1. The film builds on an earlier 
attempt to create a feature about Enrique de Malacca in 1979. This was 
not completed. Kidlat returned to the project after nearly 30 years but 
soon realized the need to expand the narrative to include the present day.
	
Simon: Let’s begin our conversation. To start off, I want to get a sense 
from our panelists: how did you first come across Enrique de Malacca? 
What sparked your interest in him? I wonder if you could take us on a 
journey of your discovery.

Pedro: On Christmas night of 2015, I was at a friend’s house, a Portuguese 
from Malacca. We were in a room with his family, and also in the room 
was a former Chief Minister of Melaka, Ali Rustam. We started to talk 
about the connection between Portugal, Malacca, culture, heritage, and 
the topic of Magellan. The former Chief Minister showed interest in 
producing a documentary about the culture of the area of Malacca. The 
process of producing the documentary happened very fast. We discussed 
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it on Christmas night of 2015 and, by February, I was starting the early 
shooting in Malacca. And the shooting happened all of the year 2016. 
We finished close to December 25, 2016. We closed the whole process 
in one year.  

For me, it was a process of discovery about Enrique de Malacca, who was 
not a well-known figure in terms of facts. Books about him are almost 
non-existent, except for the historical novel, in fiction, Panglima Awang 
by Harun Aminurrasyid. Even up to now, we do not know the real name 
of Enrique de Malacca. For me, it was also a process of discovery of 
the relationship between Magellan and Enrique, the whole expedition 
around the world, and the big possibility that Enrique de Malacca is 
actually the first man to complete a trip around the world. From what we 
know, Magellan met Enrique in Malacca, a boy of 15 or 16, a young boy 
that he took with him to Portugal, to Africa, and then also introduced 
him to the king of Spain, and then both started this big journey of trying 
to find a new route to the Spice islands through the West. This is the 
starting point of this project for me and also for many researchers in 
Portugal, Spain, and Malaysia. We also interviewed a lot of researchers 
to help us in building the narrative of the documentary.

Simon: So you did not know about the subject before?

Pedro: I know about Magellan because he was a Portuguese captain. He 
was the conqueror of Malacca in 1511. He was also there in 1509 when 
the Portuguese approached Malacca for the first time, and returned in 
1511. In school we learned about Magellan, of course, and also Enrique 
of Malacca. We know about him as a servant of Magellan who became 
a friend. But, of course, the main character was Magellan, the captain 
from Portugal who went on a journey.  I had to study a bit more to try to 
find facts about Enrique de Malacca. I went digging into Pigafetta, the 
writer who followed Magellan, trying to find more facts about Enrique 
de Malacca.
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Simon: Would you like me to share the trailer of your documentary now? 
(Simon shares the trailer which can be viewed online through this link: https://
vimeo.com/191084128) That certainly whets our appetite, and we cannot 
wait to see your documentary.

Pedro:  When the pandemic calms down, I hope that we can open there 
in Malaysia, for sure.

Simon: Maybe to build on what Pedro has shared, I was wondering if I 
could next call on Fuad Ahmad Osman who has explored the museological 
construction and the representation of Enrique de Malacca, and who, 
in a way, is really trying  to push us to think about the challenges of 
working with the limitation of historical material and as a result of this 
representation, and what can art offer us as a means to circumvent these 
limitations. I wonder if you want to share a bit about your memorial 
project and how [it shows your] thinking about the memory of Enrique 
and its connection to our part of the world. 

Fuad: Thank you, Simon, and thank you to the Contacts and Continuities 
organizers of this event. I am happy to be part of this panel and to share 
my experience with my Enrique de Malacca Memorial Project. For me, 
I discovered Enrique much, much earlier, around 35 years ago. I was 
around 15 or 16.  I was still in school and I found this small book, my 
mom’s old book called Panglima Awang. And after I read it, that feeling 
that I felt during that time, I was quite excited to imagine someone from 
here could actually be the first one to circumnavigate the world instead 
of Magellan who is the one we always know about or learned about in 
school. To me, it was really exciting. But because I never thought of 
becoming an artist, the experience of that feeling was just there, it just 
stayed there, and then years after I graduated from UITM Fine Arts,  
I became an artist. Then in 2005, I moved my studio from Kuala Lumpur 
to Malacca, then suddenly this memory of Enrique or Panglima Awang 
came back and it was one of the projects I really wanted to explore at that 
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time. In 2005, I started to try to look for some materials to work on but 
unfortunately there’s not much material that I can find even in Malacca 
Museum. In late 2005, I moved to Korea for a year-long residency and 
the project got halted again. Then right when I came back in 2006…

I started to feel that I could not represent the character of Enrique de 
Malacca with just one figure or painting. I felt he was much bigger than 
that, so I’m imagining him as a bigger project but, of course, it involves 
a lot of funding and the project halted again. I had to do something else 
and work on other projects until 2015 when a curator from Singapore 
Museum called me up regarding the Singapore Biennale for 2016. She 
asked me if my work had anything to do with Asian maritime history.  
I told her I had nothing like that before, but there was something I 
wanted to explore more. It is not just about Southeast Asian or Nusantara 
history, but a bigger and global scope. And she was interested and asked 
me to send the proposal and they liked it. And they commissioned me 
for the Singapore Biennale in 2016 and that was how this was produced.  
I started working on this in early 2016 until the opening, around five 
to six months, to produce the work which, initially, I wanted to call a 
museum, but I also didn’t want to call it a museum because it sounds a 
bit too big. So I called it a memorial so it could be just a small room. So 
I called it the Enrique de Malacca Memorial Project. 

Simon: Maybe to build on Fuad’s  question of memorializing Enrique as 
a figure that needs to be remembered. I wonder if Luis you could share 
your take on Enrique. You seem to have highlighted another aspect 
of Enrique as a go-between figure and this reminds me, of course, of 
Stephen Greenblatt’s characterization of the class of protagonists who 
made cultural interaction possible across the early modern world. Did 
you have that in mind when you cast Enrique as a go-between figure? 
And what was his role in Black Henry? 
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Luis: Well, first of all, thank you to the organizers for this very pertinent 
conference. I am glad to be on this panel with the distinguished 
participants. In terms of Enrique de Malacca, I got interested partly 
because, when I was growing up, my father would kid all of us, his 
children, that we were descendants of Lapu-lapu. And so I began to be 
curious about who Lapu-lapu was. And then, in school, we learned about 
Magellan but nothing about Enrique. So in many ways, Enrique is the 
undiscovered indigenous self that was overshadowed by the colonial 
history that the Philippines had. 

At any rate, I read the journals of Pigafetta in the early 90s. I was able 
to borrow one of the rare books that had the facsimile of the original 
manuscripts. So I read that, and it struck me that Enrique is the prototype 
of the modern global Filipino and, in Cebu, he becomes important. When 
you read Pigafetta, he doesn’t make an appearance until the expedition 
gets to Cebu. And suddenly he becomes very important because he 
speaks the language, he looks like the islanders, and of course he speaks, 
by now, Spanish and Portuguese. So he becomes this link between the 
West and the East. And so I began to think, what kind of person was he? 
What was his relation to his master? Because, you know, in Southeast 
Asia at that time, there were also slave raiders. 

And so I fictionalized a bit because my play is a fiction based on true 
events. And so I imagined him as being a captive and a slave  to Magellan. 
And as Ahmad points out, and Pedro as well, he was a kid of 15 or 16, 
but by the time they got to the Philippines he was a grown man. They 
had experienced a lot of hardships, and he was faithful in the sense of 
doing all that was necessary to survive and to thrive with Magellan 
as his master. You have to remember, most of the crew was European. 
There was certainly racism on the part of the crew who were mostly 
white-skinned, and so that became a factor in the way I thought of 
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their relationship. Although of course that comes out later in the play.  
(I provided the link to watch the play so people can view it whenever 
they have the time to do so.)

I started to probe the character of Enrique and, you know, it’s also 
symbolic that he becomes basically the first known Overseas Filipino 
Worker and the first “balikbayan,” which is the Tagalog word meaning 
“returning to the home country.” And, of course, you know, I joke with 
my friends, saying that “he was the first balikbayan but he didn’t know 
he was returning home, so he didn’t have any gifts.” And so we don’t 
really know what happened to him after the ships (when they were down 
to three) leave the Philippines and return to Spain, and only one ship 
makes it back to Sevilla. So Enrique to me is both a human being and a 
symbol of the modern-day Filipino. Look at the merchant marine and the 
cruise industry—the majority of workers are Filipinos and there’s always 
been in Southeast Asia this sailing tradition and working on ships. So 
that will give you an idea of how I thought of Enrique in terms of his 
indigeneity and his race and his relationship with Magellan. 

Secondly, of course, I had to think of the character of Magellan, and it 
seemed to me too easy to portray him as a kind of villain,  you know,  the 
conquistador, because he was a human being. And so to have Enrique 
work with him for 10 years means they have a relationship that worked 
and Magellan was a tough “son of a __”, but from all accounts he was a 
fair person. He treated Enrique fairly because, in his will, he said that 
“on my death Enrique will be a free man, he will be given ten thousand 
maravedis from my estate and he can be whatever he wants.” But, of 
course, the person who takes over refuses to grant Magellan’s wish, 
and in the play he says, “As long as I’m the captain, you will remain a 
slave.” This sets up the rebellion that ends tragically. So that’s the way 
I conceived Enrique. And I got a grant to be in Cebu in 2003 and, if 
you go to Mactan, there’s this huge memorial to Magellan and I think 
only fairly recently did you have a statue of Lapu-lapu. And it’s a weird 
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statue because he looks like he’s been working out in the gym, you know, 
kind of like Arnold Schwarzenegger. But in reality, you know, he was a 
typical Malayan, slim but fast, and an expert in the native martial arts. 
So that’s more or less the long and short of it, the background of Enrique 
and Magellan.

Simon: Thanks, Luis. Kidlat, I’m gonna bring you on next. I feel like 
you, amongst all the panelists here today, are perhaps the most visible 
in trying to bring Enrique back from history as a way to address our 
present-day condition. I was wondering how did Enrique speak to you 
in 1979 when you first attempted to put together a feature film about 
Enrique de Malacca and what does Enrique mean to you today?

Kidlat: Well, I  guess I’ve been living with Enrique de Malacca for more 
than forty years—more than half of my life now. Yeah so, it’s more than 
a film or just a film project. I think, with my sons growing up, I also 
let them have bedtime stories which created chapters, or episodes. Just 
to start with, I first heard about Enrique, I always refer to him more as 
“Ikeng,” from a Philippine history icon Carlos Quirino who, when he 
was connected with the National Historical Institute, got Pigafetta’s 
book published here in the Philippines. So I really got interested in him 
because, at that time, I just finished my film Who Invented the Yo-yo? Who 
invented the Moon Buggy? (by the way the answer to that is “Filipinos!) 
…and so when I got this possibility that hey, maybe the first guy to go 
around the world was somebody from our part of the world, I got into it. 
I didn’t do as much academic research like most people would probably 
want to do before they get the project. I just read a few parts of the 
Pigafetta book, got an idea about it, and I said, “Okay, the first man to 
play the yo-yo on the moon in my film was a Filipino.”
 
Okay, just to get a little flavor of it, let me play a clip (video begins to play 
on the Zoom screen showing Kidlat as Enrique dressed in a bahag). So 
that the historians won’t lynch me, I tried to show the slave as somebody 
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from my part of the world. (The title page is shown on screen, black 
letters on plain white background saying: “Kidlat presents Memories 
of Overdevelopment (A Film in Progress).” By the way, “Memories of 
Overdevelopment” was my working title; it was never meant to be the 
full title of my film. 

The film narration plays: “Enrique, now a free man, has returned home to his 
native village. In the soundtrack we should hear sounds of a wild boar. The 
yo-yo is not a toy for Enrique [Music]. The yo-yo is recorded in a 17th-century 
French document as an original Philippine jungle weapon. [Music] Enrique 
comes from Ifugao, a province where wood carvers are abundant today. 
Throughout the film, we will see Pigafetta writing entries of the voyage into 
his journal, but Enrique, being illiterate, carves his memories of the book.”

Kidlat: That is basically my opening sequence to show that I’m not 
trying to be a historian. I included him as an Ifugao, which is from my 
part of the world, partly because it was also an easy way to put him in 
a costume. I didn’t want to go into the boxing ring of the academicians.  
I understand how they build their blocks and make their history, so  
I don’t want to get into any arguments about whether Ikeng was from 
this part of the world, the Philippines, or whether he is Sumatran as 
some people have indicated. Or, as stated in the last will, he was called 
Enrique de Malacca. Let’s just agree that he’s an Austronesian; he’s from 
this part of the world, from this part of the islands. And maybe that 
language capacity of Enrique when he got to Cebu, we can split hairs on 
whether it was only kings who could speak multiple languages. I think 
it’s very significant that we’re always used to Western history, and of 
course the historians—the European historians—have been very anal 
about writing every little detail about what their conquistadors did. And 
we always go by that history, sila pala ang laging bida, sila yung panalo,  
they’re the heroes, always, of their historical sagas. 
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But when this thing came to my attention I said it’s interesting and 
although Pigafetta only mentions Enrique four or five times in the book, 
I think the gray areas make it fascinating for an artist to play. Now is 
play always bad? Maybe I have been able to envision a character who 
interacts with a well-known character in history. A while ago, Luis was 
talking about whether Magellan was a “son of a [ __ ]” [laughs]. But maybe 
I think, from his last will and testament, we know he had a kind of a 
warm or kindly attitude towards Enrique and from there, I think, later 
I will show footages just how I developed that relationship between the 
slave and the master. I don’t write a script. I have a beginning, a middle, 
and an end. This guy comes from somewhere here, and by circumstance 
hitchhikes on somebody who has access to technology, somebody who 
has access to the king’s money, somebody who has access to the latest 
maps from the university chartmakers. In other words, Magellan is ‘Mr. 
Logistics,’ he’s the one who brings together the ships and the knowledge.  

But I think in the end, while he was the material master in this voyage, 
maybe the spiritual master might have been somebody else. Maybe. And  
I don’t have any archival material to say that Enrique had some cosmology 
that made him, as an Austronesian say, “Hey, let’s try this way,” or a 
homing instinct: “Uuwi na ‘ko,” meaning “I want to find my way home.” 
So this kind of play between my fantasy and a few facts that I got from 
Pigafetta got me on this 40-year voyage. For those of you who didn’t 
recognize the man carrying the piece of wood and playing the yoyo—that 
was me, in 1979. As I continue this saga, of course, I cannot prevent my 
hair from turning white. Let me end on that, just on how I got interested 
in it. But it has become part of my daily life for the last four decades. “I’m 
very happy that now I’m still alive in 2021, that this is 500 years. Wow!” 
“Pare ko, limang daang taon na, we’re here” and we’re celebrating. And 
of course, for the rest of the world, we’ll be celebrating Magellan and all 
those conquistadors, and here we are celebrating Lapu-lapu, and for this 
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panel, we’re, “Hey, there’s another unsung hero” in Enrique de Malacca, 
Ikeng, who did what the great ambitious conquistadors tried to do. So 
that’s how I got started on this project, and I am still on it.

Simon: Really, who would have thought of Enrique as an Ifugao? I never… 
that’s very refreshing. It got me thinking that we can speculate, owing 
to the fact that there are these grey areas that open the past to play. And  
I think our first audience question is asking for further elaboration from 
our panelists on this very issue. It’s a question coming from Antonio de 
Castro to our panelists. He asks, “It would seem that Enrique drops out 
of any extent of historical records after Humabon turns his back on the 
Spaniards as a result of the defeat of Magellan by Lapu-lapu in Mactan 
in 1521. Would any of the panelists or participants want to comment on 
this?” Maybe to be more specific, Antonio, if I may—and feel free to 
respond if I’m misinterpreting your question—my guess is that you’re 
asking what happens when the historical trail turns cold, and how our 
panelists lean on art to address or explore this absence of historical 
sources. Would anyone like to take a stab at this? Please, Luis. 

Luis: Well, this is where the dramatist’s creative imagination takes over 
because Enrique does not return with the ships. According to Pigafetta, 
Humabon realizes that Magellan is not after all this magical warrior 
because, earlier in his dealings with Magellan, Magellan claims that any 
one of his men is worth a hundred of the indigenous soldiers. So he says, 
“I can take care of Lapu-lapu.” “I don’t need your help.” And of course 
Lapu-lapu kicks his ass, and Enrique is with him, fights alongside him 
and gets injured, and they return to the ship. And Humabon realizes 
that Magellan, after all, is not this great fantastical figure. And once 
Enrique is treated badly by the second master, his new “amo,” as we 
say in Filipino, he decides to turn against Magellan and he concocts a 
plan to get revenge on Barboza and the rest of the crew. So he persuades 
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Humabon to hold his feast—what we call a despedida, the Spanish word 
for a farewell party. At that feast, it turns into a slaughter and this is in 
Pigafetta’s journal as well. Enrique isn’t mentioned in the combat scene 
but I just said well Enrique was there, so he must have participated. 
And of course he’s pissed off at the fact that he’s not a free man and he 
should be. So I have him fight and of course, you know for drama, I have 
him fight the bad guy Barboza. So it’s a climax. One reason he doesn’t 
return—my interpretation, we don’t know what actually happened 
to him—he might have returned to his home village looking for his 
roots the same way that people in the diaspora who travel to foreign 
countries return to the Philippines looking to see if they can reconnect 
with what they left behind. So rather than get into that—spoiler alert— 
I have him and Barboza kill each other in the end. But the ending of the 
play,  once you see it, has the burial of Enrique with Muslim rites, and 
then the consort of Humabon, Humamay, is actually a real convert to 
Catholicism—and I figured this out because the Santo Niño, the image 
of the Child Jesus, was given to her by Magellan and rediscovered by 
the 1565 expedition of Miguel Legaspi. And so my belief is that she 
actually believed in Catholicism and so the ending image of the play, 
as visualized virtually, is the Santo Niño with Humamay and a priest 
saying the Our Father. And so there’s this contrast between the Islamic 
faith and the Catholic faith that ends the play. In a way, Pigafetta, by 
not telling us what happens to Enrique, that was my opening to try and 
figure out what was he thinking, and what did he do and how did the 
rest of his life wind up.

Kidlat: If I would be stuck with Pigafetta, of course the last thing we 
know is that Pigafetta said Enrique was more cunning than we had 
thought, in effect accusing him of being part of that massacre at the 
end. I have, again—with all my artistic license, so I don’t get into battle 
with the historians—let  me show you a minute-and-a-half clip of my 
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film. Let’s start with the battle of Pulao when Lapu-lapu tries to avoid 
the physical war and uses bamboo instruments to do a noise barrage, 
but in the end he feels he has to fight. Okay, let’s share the screen. 

[Bamboo Music] Aboard the ship, one sailor panics and fires a cannon.  
We had no choice…[music]

Kidlat: As Luis said, maybe he (Enrique) went back to his village to 
seek his roots. The village welcomes back Enrique and rejoices, not 
necessarily at the first circumnavigation of the globe but at the return of 
a lost son. And so Enrique returned to be able to tell future generations 
about the first circumnavigation of the globe. So I think I get away with 
history by allowing an interpretation. I think everybody can agree that 
[when] he got back to his village, of course there was a festival. I tried to 
get away from the arguments of whether he was part of a conspiracy, it 
was just somebody with a wanderlust who, by letting the cosmos bring 
him here and there, found his way across the world to another culture. 
I want to play just one more clip. 

Film Narration: We have a flash-forward here, a couple of years. [Music] 
Magellan has quit Portugal because the King of Portugal refuses to finance 
the big voyage that Magellan now plans to find the Western route. He is now 
in Spain in Sevilla and after two years he finally gets an appointment with 
King Carlos I…

Kidlat: In a way, he [Enrique] is in his cultural gear when he meets the 
king. And although Magellan, whether he was using him as a prop to 
convince the king that somebody in his team knows the way to the Spice 
Islands, it’s not important for me. I think it was just so later, he’s coming 
back at the end of the film and that cañao dancing scene is just a way 
of closing his reconnection to his homeland. It’s not the same way as in 
the language factor, which has been interesting historians, that maybe 
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because he spoke a language in this area. I take it more that because he 
could dance the same cultural dances in that area, he was completing 
his own circle. Thank you, that was my little contribution. 

Pedro: Yes, thank you. So about this topic…Because I did a documentary, 
it’s a more specific genre in terms of information. So I have to stick a 
bit with the Pigafetta book, because this was the only one book that 
gives some information about the old voyage and a bit about Enrique of 
Malacca. Actually, Pigafetta says that, after the events in Cebu, they lost 
contact with Enrique. He never says that he’s a traitor. We can assume 
by his words, but he does not specifically say that Enrique is a traitor. 
Actually we don’t know what happened during that event. I interviewed 
a teacher and he told me maybe the king of Cebu went to take the boats, 
because he saw the power of the boats. When they arrived in Cebu, the 
cannons fired, and the power of the boats was very big. So maybe the 
King of Cebu made the dinner [to] create that event and kill some of the 
Spanish crew. There isn’t anything that says that Enrique is a traitor. 

Of course, after the death of Magellan, and as he writes in his will, 
Enrique was to be a free man. Actually, the brother-in-law took the place 
of Magellan as the master of the expedition. And of course, he wanted to 
bring Enrique to Spain as a slave, but there are some records [that] one of 
the crew members that arrived in Spain one year after this event, one of 
the 18 men that came in the ship Victoria and arrived back to Spain, [was] 
a Portuguese sailor. He said that, after Cebu, the three boats, actually 
two boats, went around that area. After Cebu, they didn’t go straight to 
Spain, the crew of the ship went around Cebu, Borneo, almost touched 
Malaysia, then back again to the Philippines. And one of the crew said 
that he saw someone in Borneo similar to the slave of Magellan.

This is written in some records in Spain. So, following this logic, if 
it is true that the Portuguese sailor saw someone similar to the slave 
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of Magellan in Borneo, you see, [that] is already a clue. From Cebu, 
maybe Enrique takes a boat easily to Borneo and from Borneo returns 
to Malacca. So one more time, this opens the possibility that he was the 
first person to travel around the world. But once more, we are assuming 
things. We don’t have 100 per cent proof. Something that that I found 
during the research for the documentary, and I interviewed many people, 
even about Magellan nowadays, we don’t have much information. There 
is also a lot of “I suppose that happened this way” and we even suppose 
what happened during the first meeting of Enrique with the king of 
Portugal. Actually, we really don’t know what happened during the 
meeting. If he tried to sell his project of expedition around the world or 
find a new route to the Spice Islands, there is no record of what happened. 
So we just assume things. Even about Magellan, the information is also 
not [as] much as we think. With time of course, many novelists, many 
writers have tried to dig and find more information about Magellan, 
but actually there is not much. Both Magellan and Enrique, they have 
this in common.

Simon: On that note, Fuad, do you want to jump in? What’s interesting 
in your case is that you took a rather different approach out of your 
memorial project.

Fuad: Going back to the question of what happened to Enrique after 
the massacre, I think I’m very much of the same approach as Kidlat, you 
know this void in between, the gray area that makes things interesting. 
The things that we don’t know, we as artists can reinterpret it. I mean 
during my research—and that’s another thing that gives me what I could 
call “material” also—you know the counter-claims in between these 
three nations: Philippines, Malaysia, and Indonesia. It’s very interesting 
now that Pedro said that there’s a document stating that someone saw a 
figure [who looked] similar to Enrique in Borneo, which I never heard of 
before. You know, this is new for me. This is very interesting.
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And in Cebu, where I did some interviews with the people there, most 
of them really believe that, after the massacre, Enrique just stayed on 
and got married there, and went back to Carcar and has descendants 
until today. But then unfortunately, [when] I asked them if there are any 
descendants that I could go to and meet them, they can’t provide me 
names. I know it’s from Quirino, the history of Enrique [being] from 
Carcar, from the Philippines. 

But for the Malaysian version, Enrique after the massacre, obviously, 
he’s much alive.  Some said that he followed a Bugis prince back to 
Sumatra first, because he was wounded, and he went back to Sumatra 
to heal himself. And then after a while, he came back to Malacca. But 
because Malacca at that time was still under the Portuguese, he could 
not get back to Malacca. So he went down to Negri Sembilan to join a 
small community of Minangkabau people there; and there’s a claim that 
there’s a grave of Enrique. But he used another name, Datu Lau Dalam; 
he did not use Enrique de Malacca because, at that time, maybe the 
Portuguese were still looking for him. And then he changed his name to 
Datu Lau Dalam, and he stayed on in Negri Sembilan and was supposed 
to have died there.  There’s a grave there, but it is Datu Lau Dalam’s 
grave. There’s another historian who said that, when he checked, the 
timeline didn’t match. So still we can’t really say for sure that this is 
actually Enrique. 

Then there’s another theory which I just got lately. After the massacre, 
during the negotiations between Magellan and Raja Humabon—when 
Enrique was serving as an interpreter—there was another guy from 
Thailand (or Siam) who was helping them. So it’s not really directly 
between just Enrique and Raja Humabon. There’s another guy 
interpreting, the Siamese merchant. There’s this historian who actually 
did a big book for Malacca museum, you know called Panglima Awang: 
The First Circumnavigation of the World. He’s one of the first historians 



SPECIAL PANEL: REPRESENTATIONS OF ENRIQUE DE MALACCA

183

who went through all the routes, [and] for him he thinks that Enrique 
came back to Malacca with this interpreter, with this Siamese merchant, 
which I also think is possible. But what I’m trying to say here is that, 
to get back to Kidlat, this grey area that makes it interesting for us as a 
visual artist to enter the rigid territory of history.

Simon: Thanks, Fuad. Maybe it’s not so much really the role of art 
to educate historical accuracy, but that’s not to say one intentionally 
produces falsehood. Rather the artist seems consciously always seeking 
out all these gray areas because these are areas that offer us a different 
way to think about how history can make sense to specific communities, 
peoples, and individuals. And Fuad, part of what I really like about your 
memorial project is that it really incorporates oral lore and histories.  
It gave them space, no matter how fantastical they are; and this is given 
space alongside historical artifacts  to really give us a sense of the 
plurality of meaning-making processes at play when we think about 
the past. 

Kidlat: Can I add to that? Sometimes we end up arguing on proving 
100 per cent. That’s been brought up several times. Whenever I have 
discussions with my historian friends, I just say okay, none of us artists 
dealing with Enrique, even the children’s book by Reni Roxas and Carla 
Pacis, and the play of Luis. No, I don’t think we’re out to prove 100 
percent that Enrique was the first person to circumnavigate the world. 
But my counter argument to them, given all the circumstantial  evidence 
that we have, I think that the historians cannot also prove 100 percent 
that he is not the first circumnavigator. I think the fact that he is in the 
real last will and testament of Magellan, plus the fact that he’s mentioned 
in Pigafetta with several…especially his language capacity…I think from 
that we can still open up that possibility and enjoy it and share it with 
our fellow people in our islands. And also just say, “Hey, history is not 
the monopoly of you guys out there.”
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Luis: I’d like to add that…I think it was Carl Sagan who said, “Absence 
of evidence is not evidence of absence.” To me, in a way, from our 
discussions, Enrique becomes kind of a “Malayan Elvis.” He’s alive!  
He never died! So he becomes an archetype for a certain type of diasporic 
sojourner. You know, his spirit still lives. And I think that’s what my 
father meant when he was joking when we were kids that we were all 
descendants of Lapu-lapu. And so given the state of the Philippines and 
the fact that globalization didn’t just begin in the 18th century but goes 
way back to those days when these voyages were epic, Enrique becomes a 
mythological person, which is great for artists and writers, because then 
we can make him play a certain role in many ways. So he’s not bound 
by the restrictions that historians, certainly conventional historians... I 
mean, there are historians who are well aware that their discipline has 
a lot of porous boundaries. The really good historians don’t say this is 
definitive, but they suggest. And I think art, in many ways, also suggests 
in a way that’s both contra and parallel to history. I think we should see 
them as complementary. To me, Enrique lives beyond his human role. 
He becomes this vehicle into which many of us can pour our feelings 
and frustrations. 

Simon: That’s a very nice note to lead us into our second part because  
I want to move on to dwell a bit on each of your creative processes. 
Maybe we can start with Luis, since [you] already have the mic. Can 
you tell us a bit about the making of your work, specifically about the 
creative process itself? What were the challenges of representing Enrique 
in all the complexity that Enrique means to you? I got a sense he’s an 
archetypal sort of figure that represents the diasporic condition of our 
contemporary times. What are the challenges for you at the creative level 
to make this manifest in your play?

Luis: That’s a pretty broad question because there were many challenges 
in terms of creating a character who would live on the page and therefore 
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live on the stage as well. Certainly one aspect was the question of race 
because that’s one that’s the main reason for why I titled the play Black 
Henry. When I was revising the play like two to three years ago, “Black 
Lives Matter” came into existence. And so I thought, whether that’s 
coincidental or not, Enrique’s life mattered, and matters in terms of 
the way we represent him. So race had to be a major issue, but I did not 
want to hit people on the head with obvious messaging. I wanted it to 
come out and of course, by the time they get to Cebu, you know he’s been 
with Magellan for 10 years, he knows the crew members, they call him 
Enrique “el negro” and so the racism comes in bits and pieces. You know 
it’s never straight-out racism, but it’s mainly through the actuations of 
Barboza because he’s the one who’s hostile to Enrique and that’s partly 
because of race. So I had to make sure that race was an integral part [of ] 
the way I developed the character. 

In terms of challenges of presenting it, we had originally wanted to 
present it on stage. This was before the pandemic, and of course, once 
the pandemic hit, we didn’t really have a physical stage and we had to 
then do it virtually. And that was really difficult because, if we look at 
ourselves now in the Zoom, we’re all lined up, right? But if you imagine 
all of us on the panel as characters [and] I’m speaking as Enrique to 
Barboza—you know, do I  turn left or right? So the director and the 
cinematographer had to make sure that the actors had specific ways to 
look. They would say, “Okay, Alberto, you need to look to your left and, 
Ramon, you need to look to your right,” so they would look like they 
were in the same space talking to one another. 

And then we had to pre-record certain films—like anyone who watches 
the the virtual presentation (The play may be viewed here: https://www.
kjcc.org/event/online-event-black-henry). There’s the battle scene that was 
actually filmed on Coney Island, on the beach. The pandemic meant 
there were very few people. So we got a friend who’s a Filipino martial 
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artist. They used arnis. And it’s in silhouette, so it kind of reminds 
people of the wayang kulit, the Indonesian shadow play. We did this 
because we didn’t have any money. We had [a] bare-bones budget so we 
shot it with one camera. And there was a funny incident because the 
cinematographer and the director brought a cross to the beach and, 
when they were filming, this woman comes along, angry, saying, ‘What 
are you doing with the cross? This is blasphemy.” And so Claro, the 
director, and Charles, the cinematographer, said, “No, no, Ma’am, we’re 
just setting up a scene. And they bring [in] Magellan and he’s bowing 
in front of the cross, [so] the lady is okay but she’s kind of suspicious. So  
I mean that would have been great to include, but would have involved 
a lot more technical wizardry. 

And finally we did it through NYU. And NYU hired a person who’s very 
good at mixing the virtual space with film and images. [So] in a way, 
writing the play was the easy part. Staging it virtually was very difficult. 
I’d like also to add that, in a way, we circumnavigated the globe because 
we had three people in three different parts of the globe. Enrique was 
played by an actor from the Philippines. We had actors from the West 
Coast and actors in New York. So that was one advantage of doing it 
virtually because, if we wanted to do it on stage, we wouldn’t have had 
the money to bring in people from elsewhere.

Simon: My first impression of the title of your play Black Henry…  
I immediately made the association in my head, connecting it to the 
Black Atlantic for some reason. Of course Enrique crossed the Atlantic 
before the slave trade came into being proper in the late 16th century. 
Yet, you know, as a slave himself, it almost seems like he presaged the 
Black Atlantic to come, right? But I also felt like there’s almost very 
little effort to imagine Enrique’s voyage through America. And, being 
based in New York, I was wondering if you have any thoughts on this?
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Luis: The play basically focuses on the six weeks that they’re in the 
Philippines. So by then, of course, as you point out, they have crossed 
the Atlantic, which is relatively better known. And then Magellan comes 
across what is now known as the Straits of Magellan. They cross the 
Pacific—it’s a hellish voyage. If I understand your question: Was my 
being in New York influential in the way I thought of Enrique?

Simon: Or maybe to even think about his time in the U.S. You know, 
traveling through America—it seems to be quite absent from his global 
route. 

Luis: They basically went to South America and went down the coast 
and then crossed. They never actually went the other way and hit what 
is now the United States. So I never thought of that, but that would be 
an interesting exploration. What would have happened if they had taken 
a different route? Maybe they would have arrived at the (quote) New 
World before the other Europeans arrived.

Kidlat: Luis, I saw your play and I think it’s a pity you can’t show some 
clips now. Of course I got used to images of myself for 40 years and 
the images that I’ve made. But suddenly, wow! I saw a totally different 
blocking and different interactions—like you said, turning left or right on 
those little circles, those little “cameos.” So if I go this way, I’m looking 
away from you stage left, stage right. But I think it was so exciting;  
I really got so excited. I saw it on the first day and I got so excited. That 
was seven o’clock in the morning here in the Philippines. I woke up my 
wife the next day to see your second presentation. It worked and it gave 
me a totally new framing, because I was able to focus also on the text 
that you wrote. And I felt that your interpretations of Enrique [had] 
many parallels to mine but, even if our visuals were totally different, 
wow! Congratulations! I think the pandemic pushed you into a super 
interesting interpretation of that time in history.
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Luis:  Well, I think, you know, the pandemic is making us Zoom together. 
In otherwise healthier times, we would have been in Lisbon or Manila 
drinking vino verde or Tanduay. I mean, I love Zoom in a way, but I miss 
the in-person. 

Simon: Kidlat, do you want to take over and share a bit about your 
creative process? 

Kidlat: About the process and the challenges, I think my time frame 
was very different. I mean, yeah now we’re in a pandemic. But over the 
years, I guess when I shelved the film after about eight or nine years 
of shooting—and at that time it was still 16 millimeter, we were using 
celluloid—it was a very cumbersome process even just to keep your 
film refrigerated in a tropical country. All those things are now past. 
When I finished a short version, I was showing it around the world. 
I said, even if I don’t finish the film in this lifetime, I’d like people 
to know there’s another version of history from the islanders and not 
necessarily from the pen of somebody from the Old Continent. So when 
I decided to resume really full blast, it became a challenge—partly 
because, if I were doing a film in the usual casting and big budget, 
I think, yeah, it would be possible for some casting agent to look for 
somebody who looked like me 35 years ago—and even the Magellans 
or Pigafettas. But all my characters had grown older. We are wrinkled, 
we have pot bellies. Somebody was talking about how slim Enrique de 
Malacca was. So the main thing that was my challenge was, okay, my 
20- and my 30-minute version that I’ve been showing around did not 
really show that language factor. And I thought, maybe I  should find 
a way to bring that…well, 500 years later. So I want to show you a clip 
of how I dealt with language. The footage that you saw earlier was me 
in my younger days. Now I’ll show you about two-and-a-half minutes, 
okay? It [shows] just how I dealt with it. I used my grandchildren, 
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I used my sons; and how I dealt with the language—which is what 
most people are fascinated [with]…that he could speak the language. 

[shows movie clip]

That was my challenge: how to continue the story 40 years later, while 
trying to get continuity in the actors who had all grown older. By stylizing 
it that way, I think it became more personal. Magellan is now played 
by my son, and then my grandson has also entered into the picture.  
It became a multi-generational way of filling in the blanks. And I guess it 
paid off, 40 years of just waiting for my son to grow and have a big beard 
looking like Magellan. But these are what you do when you don’t have 
the usual protocols of a big Hollywood production with big Hollywood 
money: looking for actors who look like way the you did 35 years ago and 
instead telling your story as you let the cosmos guide you through your 
next scene. And there, Enrique has come home even with white hair. 

Simon: Thank you, Kidlat, for sharing. And maybe I can ask Fuad 
to speak next. I was wondering, in your memorial project, was it an 
intentional desire to really blur the lines between what is fact and what 
is fiction? You know, you intentionally manufacture artifacts and these 
were then sort of like put on display together with real antiques you 
had amassed during the course of your research. What are you hoping 
to achieve by showing these side by side? How did you decide on this 
museological method of displaying made objects as well as stuff that 
you have also found on the antique market? 

Fuad: I first really kickstarted the project when I got some funding from 
the Singapore Biennale. Only then could I really go deeper into this. One 
of the first things that I have to solve is how to present this character. 
How do I present Enrique de Malacca? As Enrique or Panglima Awang? 
Some people ask me, “Why do you use Enrique? Why not use Panglima 
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Awang?” For me, to answer that question, I have to go for what is real.  
So Enrique was his written name and we all know that Panglima Awang is 
only his fictional name, and I want to use his real name for the memorial. 
And that’s one of the things that I had to negotiate during the first phase 
of my research. Another thing is these counter claims among these three 
countries, Philippines, Indonesia, and Malaysia. How do I present him 
whether as Malaysian, or as Filipino, or as Indonesian? Even though I’m 
Malaysian, I thought I cannot just claim him as Malaysian just because 
I’m a Malaysian. Even though it was stated clearly in Magellan’s will that 
he’s a native of Malacca, we have other documents also stating that he 
was actually from Sumatra. But then in the Maximilianus document, he 
was actually from Mollucas, and then for Carlos Quirino, he was from 
the Philippines, from Cebu. So which character should I present him as? 
At the end of the day, I have to “make” him. So I chose this character 
because, according to an Indonesian historian, Enrique must have looked 
like somebody who came from Papua, you know, black and looks a bit of 
Austranesian origin, something like that. But I thought that it would be 
a bit too specific to just one side. I wanted him to be a bit more general. 
It’s also very important for me to make him open ended in form so that 
we can still enter this near-mythic character from anywhere that we 
wanted to, until today, so the dialogue will still be going on.

So I intentionally chose that he must carry this kind of character. So 
that’s why I don’t go too black, even though they call him “Henry the 
Black.” So that’s one. In terms of other challenges I had to deal with, 
my research involves three countries. I have to cover the Philippines, 
Indonesia, and Malaysia within a very short period of time. I have to go 
all the way to all these three countries to interview some people. So to 
manage this project, which I think is definitely a collaborative project, 
I can’t produce it alone of course because [of ] the scale of the project. 
At the end of the day, I  think I worked with around 70 people—for 
the film production, for the objects, for the prints, for the painting, for 
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everything. To manage all these 70 people within these few months was 
really challenging. It was hectic, I must say. 

And then, on Enrique, for people in Malaysia, there were people that 
were hoping to see Enrique represented as a Malay, and as a Muslim. In 
the movie, in the main video, which is somehow an anchor to the whole 
project, I somehow try to bring in these Malay elements or Nusantara 
elements which I try to incorporate. This is because I have to imagine 
how come Magellan became very close to this guy. He’s a slave, he’s 
just an assistant coming all the way from Nusantara. But Magellan 
treated him as someone very special, and then also, he survived this 
whole experience, especially with the three-year expedition. So all these 
elements I had to think [about]. And in the movie, I try to bring out the 
elements of the mantra and Sufi Muslims’ teaching to characterize him. 
But I somehow still try to make him as open as he could [be]. I don’t want 
to put a full stop just yet because there are things that are still coming in. 
So for me, I don’t know for how long the project will be. It is still going 
on, so that’s the process I have that I can share with you.

Simon: Thank you, Fuad. And lastly, we have Pedro. I was thinking 
about the dilemma that Fuad just spelled out, the dilemma of having to 
choose between Enrique and Panglima Awang. I cannot help but notice 
that your documentary opened and closed with an interview with the 
late Professor Koo Kay Kim. Of course he was a renowned historian 
from Malaysia. In the closing words of Professor Koo in your trailer, 
he names the first person to circumnavigate the world as Panglima 
Awang, the eponymous hero of the 1958 novel by Harun Aminurrashid, 
right? I think it is quite a peculiar moment where the historian turns 
to the speculative and the fictional and the imagination to challenge 
what would be a Eurocentric narrative of history which he is a trained 
disciple of. So what do you make of this, of what was being said by the 
late Prof. Koo?



PERSPECTIVES IN THE ARTS AND HUMANITIES ASIA   12: 1-2 (2022)

192

Pedro: Well, if you believe strongly that Enrique arrived in Malacca, 
of course if you believe it, for me it’s fine. Some people believe that he 
arrived, some don’t. We don’t have all the facts that we can say what is 
true. But during the process of doing the documentary—and because it’s 
a documentary—one thing I am trying to do, and I do it this way, because 
I see, even in Portugal and in Malaysia, there is a certain confusion 
between the Panglima Awang book and the true story that came from 
the book of Pigafetta. So I was worried that facts confuse people’s minds.  
I have visited Malaysia many, many times and made many documentaries 
about the Portuguese settlement in Malacca; and I was aware that the 
people in Malaysia have not heard much about Enrique de Malacca. 
In Portugal, the same. Even “Magellan,” in Malaysia and Singapore, 
is a name that doesn’t say anything to people. In Portugal, Enrique of 
Malacca the same. Most of my friends, even some artist colleagues, 
Enrique de Malacca don’t mean anything. So my first concern when I 
did the documentary is at least to give me the chance to open a window 
about the knowledge that we have nowadays, the facts that we have 
nowadays, and in a certain way try to give the right information to the 
people. What we have nowadays as a main source is the book of Pigafetta. 
So this is my first concern—to give some information and try to make 
the people learn about the expedition, the relation between Magellan 
and Enrique of Malacca, the way Magellan said in his will that Enrique 
is a native from Malacca. 

And to achieve this, I followed two ways: first, the documentary style 
with interviews with teachers and historians. I went to the places, and 
this documentary took me to many places like Argentina, Chile, the 
Strait of Magellan, the Philippines.  I was shooting in Cebu with a very 
nice crew. Yet at the same time, I also tried to create some fictional 
scenes. As you see in the trailer, we have the interviews, but we have 
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some scenes on the main points of this whole history about Magellan 
and Enrique. Of course, when I finished the documentary and went to 
so many places like San Julian in Argentina where the crew stopped for 
five months, where they had so many problems with the Portuguese and 
Spanish and Magellan, and some very harsh punishments that Magellan 
did to the Spanish who tried to betray him. So when I finished the 
documentary, I wanted to do the next step. Okay, I did the documentary, 
now I want to do the movie! But of course, this is more complex, before 
we do a movie about the whole story, even a movie about the point of 
view of Enrique, something that [was] on my mind for two or three 
years. Instead of a movie about the whole trip of Magellan from the 
point of view of Magellan, why don’t we do a movie on the point of view 
of Enrique, the kid of 15 years old, who saw the white man conquering 
towns, then was picked up by the white men to go to Portugal, who 
learned Portuguese, learned Spanish, then met the king of Spain, and 
then started a big journey?

All from his eyes, as a Malay or a Filipino, how he sees the complex 
trip, and the fighting between the Portuguese and Spanish, are also on 
my mind. So if one day I can do a movie like that, it will be wonderful. 
But as I told you, people have different opinions of course. Maybe from 
the Malay side, they want to believe that Enrique of Malacca returned 
to Malacca. It is possible. If he was seen in Borneo, also is not a true 
fact, but a crew member said that he saw someone similar to Enrique 
in Borneo. Maybe from Borneo, it is easy to get a boat back to Malacca. 
Even my friends from Malacca usually say that all the Malaccans love to 
go back home. They don’t like to stay outside Malaysia. In the end, it all 
went back to Malaysia. So it is possible. So regarding your first question 
about Professor Koo, his opinion for me, is fine. I also believe that it 
was probable that he returned to Malacca, but it’s just a big possibility. 
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Simon: I don’t want to dwell too much on what is historically verifiable 
or not. And maybe to use the remaining time, perhaps we can dwell 
a bit on a comment made by an audience member. This is from Ninot 
Aziz who wrote on YouTube and I’ll read out her comments: “Enrique de 
Malacca inspired my young adult fiction Nik and the Secrets of the Sunset 
Ship. Enrique was larger than life and we can continue to enjoy inspiration 
and aspiration from his life and journey. The middle path is not always the 
best solution. Enrique of Malacca was a product of the nusantara, at the 
same time Malacca represented throughout the Semenanjung Singapura, and 
Sultan Mahmud was in Kampar. There was no Malaysia, no Indonesia, and 
the Philippines. There was the Malay archipelago. All countries can today 
embrace its legacy together.” Would any of our panelists like to respond 
to what Ninot has shared with us? 

Kidlat: I think we will get into the same problem of academic jousting 
if all our panelists now would fight who is from our island, from our 
peninsula. You know I think that’s why I feel the significance of being 
able to talk about this 500 years later is that, hey!, it is possible that 
somebody from this general area—I use the word Austronesian because 
that’s somehow something that’s current—but it’s a broad acceptance 
that maybe that version of history that has been perpetuated by history 
books and the archives of Sevilla and whatever, has been maybe even 
made permanent by the Gutenberg press…you know, we all continue to 
believe this story. So if we are here even talking about this, we have at 
least a common ground, from this Austronesian area, or specifically the 
south seas of Malaysia, Indonesia, and the Philippines. I would be very 
proud to feel that, hey, “isa sa atin” or one of us could have done that. 
And thanks to the anal recording by Pigafetta, we have other people like 
Stephen Schweig, or the fellow who wrote Over the Edge of the World, 
acknowledging that maybe this lowly slave could have been the first 
person and not the big, pompous conquistadors that we have been so used 
to, the superheroes that are always in our screens, in our history screens. 
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So please, I think, let us let Enrique be larger than life, even if we don’t 
have the “op. cit’s” and “loc. Cit’s”, you know,  our footnotes to cite. But 
we also know from oral traditions that maybe he is that seafarer who 
blazed the trail and showed that the world was round. Mabuhay, Enrique! 

Simon: Yes, Paulo Pinto, would you like to ask a question to our panelists?

Paulo: Yes, thank you. It’s not a question. It’s just a very quick remark 
because you know this is very interesting because I am a historian. 
And as a historian, we are always looking at the facts and the sources 
and now to see this character is so important for our common history, 
seen through the lens and the eyes of the artist, it’s a bit, for me, very 
interesting but very strange at the same time—because we are always 
focused on documents and, suddenly, I almost would like to say that 
“Well, fortunately, we don’t have sources about Henry!” Because we 
don’t have sources, we don’t know exactly what happened to him—if 
he returned to his homeland, we don’t know where his homeland was. 
That’s exactly what allows us such a wide range of perspectives. We 
can imagine, we can reinvent Henry the way we would like to, without 
incurring a heresy or contradicting documents. And that’s one of the 
riches of this historical character who has a historical side that I, me 
personally, am focused on. At the same time, it is very interesting and 
motivating precisely because we don’t have sources. It allows Henry to 
be some sort of universal character that otherwise wouldn’t be possible. 
Thank you. 

Simon: Thank you so much for sharing, Paulo. I wonder if I could lean on 
you to perhaps help answer a question, or more like a statement that just 
came in by Emi Shafiza. She says that Enrique should not be portrayed 
to please a current political entity, but needs to be looked into. What 
needs to be looked into are the real tribes of Enrique who she believes 
is of Kunlun tribe of sea people who were the masters of the seas. As I 
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understand, the Kunlun is a Chinese term that’s used to describe people 
in the southern horn of Africa. I’m not so sure about the historical 
context and therefore I’m not able to answer this statement. I wonder if 
you are able to help us unpack it a bit. 

Paulo: I don’t have any information about this. Well, of course, anyone 
can believe he’s from the tribe or not. We are open to suggestions. So of 
course it’s possible, it’s plausible. But we know what sources say. It’s more 
or less common knowledge of what could be his origin from Sumatra. 
Just a historical detail, when we say that he was a native from Malacca, 
some historians say accurately, because Malacca at that time was not a 
city, it was a sultanate that dominated both sides of the strait. And so 
being native from Malacca, he could be from Sumatra because parts of 
Sumatra were under the sovereignty of the Sultanate of Malacca, and 
so this is not a black and white perspective. But about this comment, 
I’m unable to comment, but I agree that he should not be portrayed to 
please the current political entity. Actually he may be portrayed as we 
would like [him] to be. And it’s natural that political entities would like 
to present him in favorable colors. It’s natural that the Philippines or 
Malaysia or Indonesia claim this figure, this character of Enrique as their 
own. Well, it’s politics. But we, as historians, and you as artists, have 
the duty to present other perspectives. That’s my opinion. Thank you.

Luis: I wanted to point out, similar to the argument about Magellan, 
you know, was he representing Spain? Portugal? I get the sense that 
there’s been a lot of debate between Spain and Portugal about how to 
acknowledge Magellan or Magallanes. I mean, I certainly would like to 
hear from Pedro and Paulo about this maybe “competition” between 
how Magellan is seen.

Pedro:  That is a long, long story. It’s a long, long story [laughter], with 
some friction between Portugal and Spain. And of course, Paulo can 
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put more information about it. But as I told you before, in terms of 
information about these two characters, even in Portugal maybe for 
political reasons, the figure of Magellan is put a bit aside in a certain way. 
Maybe, before, the Portuguese felt a bit betrayed by Magellan because, 
from Portugal, he moved to Spain. He presented his project to the king 
of Spain, and the Spanish sponsored the journey to the other side. And 
of course in the past, some historians put this captain a bit aside. In a 
certain way, when I was digging about this in the process of doing the 
documentary, I understand some of the motivation of Magellan. We 
don’t know if it’s true, if he presented his project to the king of Portugal 
or not, and if the king of Portugal said no. We cannot forget that many 
times Magellan tried to have a better compensation for the service that 
he did in the service of Portugal, and most of the times the king refused 
his compensation. So we don’t know what happened at the meeting. If 
you go there and try once more, give more compensation and maybe 
be a higher rank, and in a certain way present the project. But the way  
I see Portugal for this 500 years of history, I believe that Magellan 
felt frustrated in Portugal and moved to the other side. Of course, this 
created some problems even between the king of Spain and the king of 
Portugal. Someone said that even the king of Portugal, Dom Manuel, 
tried to catch Magellan after he left Spain. In a certain way, this created a 
shadow during these years about Magellan and these motivations. But of 
course, I think Paulo is maybe the person who can put more information 
about this conflict between Portugal and Spain.

Paulo: Oh, it’s an old story. There’s no need to just dig into this. Well, 
we have Spain and Portugal. Spain was, at that time, a huge power and 
Portugal was a small country that saw advances in voyages of exploring, 
and reached Asia and so on. What I would like to say [is] just one detail 
about Magellan. Some people ask, “Why did Magellan go to Spain? Did 
he betray (or not) his king?” Well, it didn’t make much sense, this sort 
of idea in the 16th century. It was usual for Portuguese noblemen that 
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didn’t feel rewarded by the Portuguese king to just go to Spain and put 
themselves under the service of the king of Spain. It was something 
common [among] Portuguese hidalgos or Portuguese noblemen that 
didn’t feel rewarded. And from the other side, it was more or less the 
same. And so we don’t know exactly what happened to Magellan, because 
Magellan was just one among other people that sailed and went to 
Asia, but well he actually became much more important than he was 
before. And now we are trying to dig in the documents why and why, 
but there’s no real mystery. We don’t have to speculate too much about 
this. But well, my personal feeling about this is, well, we are now in 
the 500 years since the voyage of Magellan. Portugal and mostly Spain 
have their own official celebrations, okay. But I’m a little bit tired of 
this old, you know, Magellan. Yes, there are documents, there are lots 
of books. That’s why I thought then it’s so important and interesting. 
That’s why I collaborated with Pedro in the documentary because it’s 
showing that the most famous first expedition around the world through 
the eyes of an Asian, through another perspective. And I think it’s very 
interesting and something new. Well, I’m a little bit tired of seeing all 
of these stories through the same perspective. Sorry if I didn’t give you 
any information about Portugal and Spain, but I think it’s time for us 
to move on to other perspectives. Because even now, historians know 
that one of the most interesting ways for us to understand the past is by 
seeing the past through several perspectives at length, because it gives 
us a much more rich and whole picture of the problem. 

Simon: Thank you. I really hate to be the party pooper when the 
conversation is only starting to heat up and get so interesting. 
Unfortunately, we have run out of time tonight. So allow me to wrap 
up today’s discussion by sharing a closing reflection. It’s a note that 
Kidlat earlier shared with an audience member, who shared it on our 
chat box, and here I like to share again with everyone, as a way to end 
our discussion. So from Kidlat: “Others are free to have creative and 
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poetic license to produce artistic expressions of the human condition. 
No historian worth his craft should scoff at artistic creations. In some 
ways, the historian needs a bit of the courage of the artist to expand his 
horizons of understanding.” I think, on that note, I feel there really is a 
case to be made for putting together a future panel that actually brings 
historians and artists together in a conversation. I think that will be a 
fruitful conversation, as evidenced by all the generous participation in 
our conversation now.

What is left for me to do is really to just thank our audiences for attending 
today’s discussion and a big thank you to our panelists Pedro, Fuad, Luis, 
and Kidlat, for being so generous with your time. It was a real pleasure 
learning from all of you. I would also like to thank Noelle and Nikki for 
bringing all of us here together over Zoom. And a big thank you to the 
organizing committee of this highly pertinent conference for doing an 
excellent job in moving ideas across borders of nations and languages. 
Have a good evening and a wonderful weekend. Stay safe, everyone. And 
please get yourself vaccinated!

End of Panel Discussion 
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