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D. M. Reyes

OF RETROSPECTION

AND RECKONING
Appreciating Soledad S. Reyes

riveting work by Soledad Reyes is Balik-Tanaw: The Road Taken, her
Acritical autobiography. Released in 2022, the book is published by De
La Salle University Publishing House, through the editorial vision and
expert supervision of David Jonathan Bayot. The book is also accessible
worldwide through Sussex Academic Press.

Of this revered and simultaneously feared genre, Oscar Wilde
once said: “Criticism is the only civilized form of autobiography.”

But in what way does Wilde affirm Reyes, given her lifetime of
formidable critical practice?

First, hers is a scholarship whose heart beats for the nation.
Consider how in the last fifty years alone, the Philippine political arena
has basked in performing a restless moro-moro of shifting loyalties, where
upholding national interests is at stake. Right this moment, there’s that
cloud of suspicion about the purported thirty-one million, decisively
reversing this republic’s 1986 verdict on the Marcoses. And in the field
of literary expression, too, some of our best writers continue to cry out
loud, weary and wary of any writing that celebrates the act of loving this
nation.
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As a critic, Sol Reyes has forged on in contrary motion.

With enough mirth, she has chosen to descant upon the same
unflinching theme. Her compelling oeuvre has ended up tracing the
strengths of the Tagalog novel, popular culture, the komiks, bringing
back into light a number of significant voices in the literary field, and
taking the lead in giving the Philippine woman writer a room of her
own. These are aspects of the nation as pursued by a constant, devoted
literary mind. About these favorite things, “Ma’am Sol,” as she has been
called, has never changed her mind, convinced that they add gravitas to
our pride of culture and identity.

But how did it all come about?

Reyes’s critical sensibility underwent shaping at a time when
English departments were on a massive campaign to de-emphasize
Shakespeare and Henry James, in favor of Balagtas, Magdalena Jalandoni,
and Deogracias Rosario. Her generation received constant goading to
work on obscured texts of Philippine Literature.

Privately, she continued to adore Shakespeare and Blake, avidly
following the fiction of Iris Murdoch and A. S. Byatt in later life. But
inside the classroom, Ma’am Sol made sure that her students undertook
a thorough and life-changing survey of Philippine literature—from the
bugtong and sawikain to the ladino poets to Eros Atalia and Joi Barrios
in our time.

Whether through smartly constructed daily quizzes or her
comprehensive-styled killer long tests, Ma’am Sol checked on our
reading progress and sense of insight. Those who were too lazy to read
simply drowned. There was no room for glib charlatanism or contrived
nationalism. One fostered the love and the literary acumen only by
reading, honestly reading.

In our own fevered attempts at writing, Ma’am Sol used to knock
sense into our dreamy heads by saying, “Danton and DM, remember that
writing in English is just a tributary of the grand river that is Philippine
writing.”
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As a critic, Ma’am Sol has made her mark through her unrelenting
emphasis on the importance of context and how it shapes the literary
work. She witnessed the exact moment when New Criticism went out
of mode. But I never heard her say, “Form doesn’t matter.” Instead, her
critical practice would ask without tiring: How have historical forces
affected the literary scene? What power struggles in the political arena
direct the nature of literary expression? How do the senses of history,
nation, class, and gender figure in the imaginative writing that writers
are advancing today?

Ma’am Sol never frowned upon form and its meticulous study.
But she was of the mind that its exploration yielded more profound
discoveries if one went the extra mile, acknowledging the larger forces
and circumstances that give birth to the plenitude of forms.

As a thinker, Ma’am Sol has worn her class background with
pride. Right away, she makes you aware of her middle-class persuasion,
as a thinker engaged in producing knowledge.

This has led her scholarship to defend the artistic preoccupations
of the middle class through the Tagalog novel, the pelikulang Pilipino and
endless telenovelas of popular following, the komiks, and those fanatical
energies catapulting the likes of Nora Aunor, Fernando Poe Jr., and Joseph
Estrada into various platforms of power. Her criticism reminds us that
middle-class expression has its own respectable command of beauty
and function, of sense and meaning—that one cannot dismiss or trash
as kitsch.

For me, what is all the more admirable is her frank reckoning:
the middle-class minds who sweat and labor to produce knowledge can
never escape those wars linked to class placement and their ensuing
intriguing power play.

Ma’am Sol experienced this truth as a teacher at the Ateneo
de Manila University and as a young critic whose interventions were
bound to be belittled now and then. In her time, she came face to face
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with some gatekeepers at the Ateneo de Manila who tried derailing her
own intellectual journey. But where those functionaries tried to be more
Jesuit than the Jesuits, she found hearty, collegial support through the
likes of Frs. Bienvenido Nebres and Raul Bonoan, Drs. Patricia Benitez
Licuanan and Leovino Ma. Garcia.

My own memory is that whenever she seemed struck down,
Ma’am Sol refused to be caught moping, crying, or sheepishly soliciting
miserable company. She was not one to give up her principled contentions,
staunch that she be given the same right as everyone to say her piece,
demand what is her worthy due, and be accorded the same dignity and
respect that the well-heeled think are theirs to keep.

I understand now why, in moments of crisis, Ma’am Sol would
refuse to be lured into fruitless griping or to dwell in puny tirades and
barbed remarks. She preferred to respond head on, finding a way to
define her standpoint, pointing out what the power games were denying
or suppressing, and quietly deciding to soldier on—creating the platform
that would empower her rank to proceed and to do so fairly. Hers is a
critical disposition, indeed.

In a remarkable way, Ma’am Sol has goaded us to read significant
voices who would have simply faded in literary memory. In graduate
school, I was taught that one of the literary scholar’s tasks is that of
recuperation. That we celebrate the unique vision of Macario Pineda
today and the impressive fictional command and mature political grasp
of Rosario de Guzman-Lingat is owing to Ma’am Sol’s recuperative
insight.

Ma’am Sol’s autobiography underscores how she has made sense
of being born a woman. She recounts moments while taking doctoral
classes, of being looked down upon and disparaged by male professors.
She looks back on a lifetime of critical practice in a literary universe
dominated by men.

To this very moment, Philippine literary history holds a grudging
place for a limited number of female critics. Of them all, the one who
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commands definitive prominence is Soledad S. Reyes. Am I over-imagining
that one could liken her to Margaret Thatcher?

Aside from foregrounding the literary importance of Rosario de
Guzman-Lingat, Lina Flor, Liwayway Arceo, and a host of other female
writers, Ma’am Sol has worked with Edna Zapanta Manlapaz to establish
the Ateneo Library of Women’s Writing (ALiIWW).

When Rosario de Guzman-Lingat passed away, Ma’am Sol wrote
the president of the Ateneo de Manila University, requesting the university
to accord Mrs. Lingat the honor of being waked at the Ateneo. She
invoked literary memory, Bienvenido Lumbera’s summer workshops of
the 1970s, where he first pronounced that this reticent female writer was
a compelling voice, begging to be heard in the distressed highlands of
Philippine literature.

Throughout her memoir, Ma’am Sol’s word of choice is intervention.
I take it to mean that the world she inhabited was one plunged in
intellectual tension, throbbing with fevered contention. And Ma’am
Sol regarded the critical life as the call to be an intellectual—a Filipino
woman—summoning the courage to step forward, to propose a way of
advancing, armed with clarity, earnest purpose, and a deep regard for
the contexts that sustain this vibrant if contentious world.

Such has been Ma’am Sol’s fruitful life of intervention, her
retrospection about what it means to stand in the midst of the mind’s
many strifes, raising the torch of recognition.

I used to envy the late Edith Tiempo, who told anecdotes about
the three Roberts—her teacher Penn Warren, the poet Lowell, and the
legendary Robert Frost. She had had the privilege of sitting at his foot,
tapping his knee to ask a question, and receiving an answer: the enigmatic
“Easy does it!” to the deliberate repetitions in Frost’s famous poem.

Today, after reading Balik-Tanaw, I'm proud to say that Soledad S.
Reyes remains as one of the best teachers whom I've had at the Ateneo
de Manila. More dearly, she paved the way for my own journey and
involvements in the long, high road that is Philippine Literature.
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