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Cristina Pantoja Hidalgo

Some Notes on the 
(Post) Modern Philippine 

Historical Novel in 
English1

ABSTRACT

Compared to the Philippine short story in English, the Philippine novel in 
English was slow to develop. Some critics attributed this to the pressure to 
write only “big novels,” i.e., historical novels, following in the footsteps of Jose 
Rizal. Bienvenido Lumbera opined that Filipino writers in English could not 
produce this kind of narrative because of their alienation from that part of the 
national experience that antedated the literary use of English. The exceptions 
to this were F. Sionil Jose and Linda Ty-Casper, who, in the 1960s, were already 
producing multiple historical novels in the realist style. By the 1980s and the 
1990s, however, there emerged a clear bias, on the part of novelists, for historical 
novels. Not for traditional, realist novels but for “historiographic metafiction.” 

1 The article was originally a lecture (titled “The Modern Philippine Historical Novel in English”) 
delivered for “States of the Filipino Novel,” a lecture series organized by the Literary and Cultural Studies 
Program of the Ateneo de Manila University and by the publishing company Exploding Galaxies, at 
the Natividad Galang Fajardo Conference Room, De La Costa Hall, Ateneo de Manila University, on 
March 21, 2025. I used the term “Modern” in the piece to distinguish the historical novels produced 
by Filipinas in the 80s and the 90s from the historical novels of the pioneers—F. Sionil Jose and Linda 
Ty-Casper. But then I decided that the more accurate term to describe them would be “postmodern” or, 
even, “postcolonial.” The latter term, however, would require another lecture. This lecture draws on and 
updates what I wrote in A Gentle Subversion: Essays on Philippine Fiction and Fabulists and Chronicles.
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Critics and literary historians seem to agree that the Filipino short 
story in English is the most developed of the literary genres. It has 

had a remarkable, almost phenomenal growth. As a distinct literary form, 
it was born only about fifteen years before the outbreak of the Pacific 
War, 1925. This happened also to be the year that “Dead Stars” by Paz 
Marquez Benitez, often cited as the first modern short story in English 
was published. The novel in English took a little longer to develop even 
though the first novel in English, Zoilo Galang’s A Child of Sorrow (1921), 
antedated “Dead Stars” by a few years. 

THE OUTPUT OF THE PHILIPPINE NOVEL IN ENGLISH

As late as 1962, Leonidas Benesa claimed that, while doing some research 
for a lecture, he found only eleven novels published from 1941 to 1962.2   

In 1979, Joseph A. Galdon listed about ninety novels in English published 
between 1921 and 1978. Around half of these were published during the 
period covered by Benesa.3 The disparity could be accounted for by the 
fact that many of the novels that Galdon found were only serialized in 

Among the noteworthy examples were Ninotchka Rosca’s State of War, Linda 
Ty-Casper’s Awaiting Trespass, Gina Apostol’s Insurrecto and Cristina Pantoja 
Hidalgo’s Recuerdo.

KEYWORDs 
Philippine novel in English, historiographic metafiction, historical novel

2 Leonidas Benesa, “The Filipino Novel from 1941 to 1962,” in Literature at the Crossroads (Alberto S.  
Florentino, 1965), 52–64.

3 Joseph A. Galdon, “Romance and Realism: The Philippine Novel in English,” in Essays on the 
Philippine Novel in English, ed. Joseph A. Galdon (Ateneo de Manila University Press, 1979), 22–24.
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magazines, like the Graphic and the Weekly Women’s Magazine, and were 
never published as books; and a number of other novels may have gone 
out of print by the 1960s. 
	 More recently, Patricia May B. Jurilla listed 177 novels in English 
published in the twentieth century. (She included only titles published in 
book form, thus excluding those that were only serialized in magazines 
but never subsequently published as books.) This was her breakdown 
of the titles by decade published: five in the 1920s; six in the 1930s; four 
in the 1940s; twelve in the 1950s; eighteen in the 1960s; nineteen in the 
1970s; fifty-one in the 1980s; and fifty-nine in the 1990s.4  
	 The number of novels published in the 1970s would appear to 
indicate that martial law had no effect on the writing or publishing of 
novels. This seems counter-intuitive. But Jurilla offers this explanation:

	 One of the evils of the period may have actually factored in 
keeping the number of titles stable. Under the censorship 
imposed by the Marcos administration, many magazines 
and newspapers ceased to exist, among them those that 
featured local literary works in English. . . . Since the late 
1920s, the local periodicals in English had always served as a 
venue for authors to publish their novels. There had existed 
a tradition of serialization for the novel in English albeit 
not exactly a strong one, as in the case of Tagalog novels. 
The disappearance of this venue after 1972 left authors with 
only one other option to see their works in print—to have it 
published in book form.5  

 

4 Patricia May B. Jurilla, Bibliography of Filipino Novels: 1901–2000 (University of the Philippines Press, 2010).

5 Jurilla, 14.
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On the other hand, the extraordinary spike in the number published 
novels in the 1980s and the 1990s, she attributes to “the EDSA Revolution 
and its attendant circumstances.”6  
	 In the 1960s, however, the output was relatively limited. As  
I reported in Fabulists and Chroniclers, both writers and critics appeared to 
have the same explanation for the relatively limited number of published 
novels: mainly, that fictionists were still working under the shadow of 
the National Hero, Jose Rizal.7 I cited N. V. M. Gonzalez, who opined 
in 1966: “The much-sought relevance of history to fiction has become a 
special feature of the milieu in which the Filipino novelist works. It is 
expressed in the call for the Great Filipino Novel, a depiction, possibly, 
of private lives that would encompass the Philippine experience within 
living memory.”8 Bienvenido Lumbera similarly observed, in 1965, that 
“the contemporary Filipino novel in English has inherited from the Noli 
and the Fili an allegorical tradition by which the personal lives of the 
central characters pattern out the theme of Filipinas or The Growth of 
Our Nation,” which poses certain challenges for the novelist.9 But he 
added that the reason that very few historical novels were actually being 
produced, he thought, was the “alienation of the writers in English from 
that part of the national experience that antedated the literary use of 
English.”10  Nonetheless, he felt that this alienation would diminish with 

6 Ibid. 

7 Cristina Pantoja Hidaldo, “Fiction as Response to History,” in Fabulists and Chroniclers (University of the  
Philippines, 2008), 23–24.

8 N. V. M. Gonzalez, “The Filipino and the Novel,” Daedalus 95, no. 4 (1966): 962.

9 Bienvenido Lumbera, “Desperate Loneliness in Casper’s The Peninsulars,” in Philippine Fiction, ed.  
Joseph A. Galdon (Ateneo de Manila University Press, 1979), 201. Lumbera’s article was first 
published in Philippine Studies in 1965 before it was revised for Philippine Fiction.

10 Ibid., 193.
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the increase in the number of Filipino novels in English: “Our English 
writers’ sense of alienation from the past will begin to decrease. Then 
the Filipino writer will cease to feel apologetic when his use of a foreign 
language is questioned. For indeed, there are many ways the returning 
native can take toward home. The use of our history opens one of them.”11  

PHILIPPINE HISTORICAL NOVELS IN ENGLISH:  
EARLY PRACTITIONERS

In “History as Fiction,” published in 1998, I suggested that this perceived 
reluctance regarding the writing of historical novels, no longer existed.  
It had struck me that many of the novels being produced in the 1980s and 
the 1990s were “big ones,” that is, these narratives had, for their subject, 
“the nation.” This had expressed itself principally as a bias for historical 
fiction. The novelists have come a long way from that early “hesitancy” 
which Lumbera had remarked on.12

	 But what, exactly, is a “historical novel”? In that early essay of 
mine, I stated that I was not referring to novels set in the remote past, 
with characters who were persons who had actually lived then; but rather 
	 the sort of novels which Petronilo Daroy had described, in 

1968, as “assimilating history into the texture of the narrative 
rather than allow[ing] it to remain a passive backdrop.” 
History here is not just setting. It enters into the motivation 
of the characters; it propels the plot. The characters in these 
novels are political beings, their conflicts are engendered by 
political events. I would even claim that in some of them, the 

	

11 Lumbera, 202.

12 Cristina Pantoja Hidalgo, “History as Fiction: the Contemporary Filipino Novel in English,” in  
A Gentle Subversion: Essays on Philippine Fiction in English (University of the Philippines Press, 1998), 118.
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protagonist is the nation itself; the real conflict its desperate 
struggle for survival.13 

	
I made a similar definition in another essay, where I analyze the novels 
of Alfred Yuson, Erwin Castillo, and Charlson Ong as historical fiction: 
“The personal conflicts of the protagonists and the development of the 
plot are inextricable from the historical forces obtaining in the fictional 
world of the novel. And this fictional world is understood to be based 
on an actual historical period, for all that the rendering of it might be 
in the fantasy mode.”14

	 In “The Historical Novel,” Elmer Ordoñez identified two novelists 
whom he considered to be the first writers of the country’s historical 
novels in English: F. Sionil Jose and Linda Ty-Casper. Both had written 
ten novels each when Ordoñez wrote his essay.15 To them first we should 
turn.
	 Jose’s “Rosales novels” constituted the saga of a Filipino clan 
named Samson. The first of these novels, The Pretenders (1962), set in the 
recent past (i.e., from 1962), focused on Antonio Samson, who, despite 
his PhD in History from Harvard, never quite fit in with the mestizo 
oligarchy, into which he marries. His beginnings were humble—his 
ancestors were poor farmers from the Ilocos, who had migrated to 
Rosales in Pangasinan only to become tenants for a Spanish hacendero. 
He realizes that no matter his efforts, the highest position he can hope 

13 Ibid. The quote from Petronilo Bn. Daroy comes from “Aspects of Philippine Writing in English,”  
in The “Urian Lectures” on Philippine Literature (Department of  English, Ateneo de Manila University, 1969),  
257–58.

14 Cristina Pantoja Hidaldo, “Fabulists and Chroniclers,” in Fabulists and Chroniclers, 67.

15 Elmer Ordoñez, “The Historical Novel,” in The Other View, vol. 1 (University of the Philippines  
Press, 2010), 72. Ordoñez identifies Azucena Grajo Uranza as a third notable writer of historical novel,  
although she began much later than the Jose and Ty-Casper.
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to attain is as a technocrat in his in-laws’ businesses. Poon, published in 
1982, is chronologically the beginning of the family’s story; and the last 
novel, chronologically, is Mass, published in 1973. In it, Pepe Samson 
(Antonio’s illegitimate son), joins the New People’s Army. This family 
saga, therefore, covers Philippine history, from the Spanish occupation 
to martial law, and records in their author’s own words, “the futile search 
for justice and a moral order.”16 Ordoñez adds that the novels have “an 
epic aura” because “the Samsons’ story mirrors the continuing struggle 
of the vast majority of Filipinos to gain their humanity.”17 
	 Linda Ty-Casper’s first novel, The Peninsulars, was published two 
years after Jose’s The Pretenders. It is part of a trilogy, with The Three-
Cornered Sun (1979) and The Stranded Whale (2002). These three novels cover 
roughly the periods before, during, and after the 1896 Revolution, involving 
two colonizing nations. The lives of the characters are intertwined with 
historical events. Ty-Casper has also written novels about the martial law 
period and EDSA—defining these works as “historical novels written 
in their own time,” since they were almost concurrent with the real-life 
events that inform them.18   
	 Ty-Casper herself has written on her rationale for writing historical 
novels: 

	
In history we see our country unfolding. In literature we see 
our lives unfolding, and we feel and share the experience 
of sacredness, as during the Revolution of 1896 and the 
Philippine Revolution, the Japanese occupation of the 1940s, 

16 Jose quoted in Ordoñez, 73.

17 Ordoñez, 73.

18 Ty-Casper, quoted in Ordonez, 74.
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and Martial Law, EDSA. It is that experience which makes us 
a nation, though remaining our individual selves. The sense 
of self is that nationhood.19

This view, about the connection between individual lives and the life 
of the nation, seems to be echoed by her husband, Leonard Casper, an 
American critic, who was among the first critics to pay any attention 
to Philippine literature in English. Ordoñez quotes him: “True-fiction 
(as historical fiction has come to be known) lies in its ability to convert 
events—like the Revolution of 1896—or of 1986—into eventfulness 
experienced by persons often unknown, as well as to suggest what might 
have moved within the chambers of the heart of those already famous.”20 

	 Both Jose and Ty-Casper wrote in the realist style. The latter, in 
particular, devoted a great deal of time (and space) to meticulously re-
creating these vanished seasons.

PHILIPPINE POSTMODERN HISTORICAL NOVELS  
IN ENGLISH: 1980S AND 1990S

When the Philippine historical novel in English came into its own in 
the 1980s and 1990s, many specimens of it were not historical novels 
in the traditional sense, like those of Ty-Casper and Jose. Rather, they 
were examples of what Linda Hutcheon has called “historiographic 
metafiction.” The term refers to fiction that is not just about history 
and but about the writing of history, fiction very much aware of the 
constructed nature of both history writing and fiction writing. Such 

19 Linda Ty-Casper, “The Novel as Historical Document of Revolution,” in The Philippine Revolution and 
Beyond: Papers from the International Conference on the Centennial of the 1896 Philippine Revolution,  
ed. Elmer A. Ordonez (Philippine Historical Commission and the National Commission for Culture  
and the Arts, 1998), 1:512.

20 Ordonez, 74–75.
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writing foregrounds the “unavoidably textual and intertextual nature of 
both literature and history.”21

	 The philosophical basis of such writing was expressed as early as 
1973, when Hayden White claimed that “historical objectivity” might be 
an illusion. He interrogated how historians constructed meanings from 
past events. In his seminal work, Metahistory: The Historical Imagination 
in Nineteenth Century Europe (1973), he explored the relationship between 
historical narratives and the philosophical and ideological assumptions 
that underlie them, and how they used literary devices and forms to 
construct meaning. Historical texts do not present “objective facts.” 
They construct stories, and the four basic modes of emplotment, are 
like the plots constructed by writers of fiction: romantic, tragic, comic 
and satirical or ironic.22 (In this, he was anticipated by Northorp Frye’s 
Anatomy of Criticism [1957] and his theory of modes.)
	 The postmodernist fictionists problematize the very notion of 
historical knowledge, as well as the claim of art as a medium of universal 
values. According to Brenda Marshall, 

	 The postmodern awareness is that both history and literature 
are discourses, and thus not to be talked of in terms of truth, 
as much as “whose truth.” History, then, in Foucault’s terms, 
may become “counter-memory”: the process of reading history 
against its grain, of taking an acknowledged active role in the 
interpretation of history rather than a passive, viewing role. 
Counter-memory intervenes in history rather than chronicles 
it.23

21 Linda Hutcheon, “Discourse, Power, Ideology: Humanism and Postmodernism,” in Postmodernism and  
Contemporary Fiction, ed. Edmund J. Smyth (B. T. Batsford, 1991), 117. 

22 Hayden White, Metahistory: The Historical Imagination in Nineteenth-Century Europe (Johns Hopkins  
University Press, 1973).

23 Brenda Marshall, Teaching Postmodern Fiction and Theory (Routledge, 1992), 140.
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	 In Fabulists and Chroniclers, I identified Nick Joaquin’s Cave and 
Shadows (1983), Erwin Castillo’s The Firewalkers (1992), and Alfred Yuson’s 
The Great Philippine Jungle Energy Café (1988/1996) as striking examples 
of the type: 

	
These three authors utilized popular literary forms—the 
detective story in Joaquin’s case, the mock epic in Yuson’s, 
and the fairy tale in Castillo’s—appropriated the techniques 
of modernism, postmodernism and marvelous realism to 
tell a story that is “true,” not just in the sense of rendering 
events that actually happened, or including characters who 
actually existed, but in the sense of seeking to capture another 
“reality,” a reality previously silenced or ignored.24

	 A description of Yuson’s novel suffices to illustrate the point.  
I described it as follows: 

	
a tour de force, a multi-layered cinematic extravaganza, 
both comedy and mock-epic, both fantasy and history. Its 
chronology is disarranged, its language multi-textured. Robert 
Aguinaldo decides in 1984 to do a film on the life of an obscure 
hero, Leon Kilat. What begins as slapstick moves through 
legend and poetry into the magical area of myth. Kilat’s 
odyssey is juxtaposed with Aguinaldo’s, and interrupted by 
excerpts from a historical text about the legendary magus 
cum cult figure, Buhawi. Aguinaldo drops the movie idea and 
decides to do a novel instead. His own travels to Dumaguete 
and Cebu parallel Kilat’s. The latter’s joining of a group called 
the CCC, which turns out to be the KKK, parallels Aguinaldo’s 
joining of Ninoy Aquino’s funeral cortege. The two realities 
come together as time collapses. Kilat meets actual people, 

 

24Hidalgo, “Fiction as Response to History,” 29.
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like Marcos, and fictional characters like Julius Ruiz, in 
Manila, then returns to Pilar in Carcar, and is assassinated. 
But, as predicted by Buhawi, he finds his way to heaven, that 
is, The Great Philippine Jungle Energy Café, where ilustrados, 
living and dead, and other cult figures like James Dean, are 
gathered in celebration of life.25 

The novel is “about” Kilat but that is framed within another novel of 
Aguinaldo’s attempting to produce (by film and by novel) Kilat’s biography. 
The frame breaks as Aguinaldo and Kilat meet; so too does the frame 
separating the novel and the reader, and between the novel and other 
texts—literary, historical, cartographic, even photographic, etc.—which 
it quotes sometimes without attribution.

PHILIPPINE HISTORICAL METAFICTION BY  
WOMEN WRITERS

Alongside these three novels are more novels which could be described 
as postmodern historical fiction written by women. I will focus on four.
	 In State of War (1988), Ninotchka Rosca interlocks memory, dream, 
and historical events to represent and re-interpret the country’s history, 
and this is set amid the “present” of the martial law period. Three 
friends—Anna Villaverde, Eliza Hansen, and Adrian Banyaga—arrive 
on an island to enjoy its annual festival. A revolution is being plotted 
amid the festivities, as rebels plant a bomb intended to kill the governor. 
The history of the three friends, and their interconnection with one 
another and with the nation’s colonial past and authoritarian present, 
are revealed before the novel returns to a literal explosion of an ending. 
Rosca’s mingling of styles is described by Oscar Campomanes: 

25 Hidalgo, “History as Fiction,” 124.
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She balances allegory with personal history in the triadic 
relationship of her main characters . . . whose genealogies 
and symbolic stories intertwine in a series of historical wars 
and developments that are symbolized by a 24-hour period 
of festivity and political conspiracies. The interrelated 
carnivalesque of merrymaking and political conflict is 
emphasized by narrative pattern and design, as exemplified 
by the novel’s structure (“Acts,” “Numbers,” “Revelations”).26  

	

	 Many critics have mentioned the echoes of Gabriel Garcia 
Marquez’s One Hundred Years of Solitude, but I think its narrative mode 
owes as much to Nick Joaquin. Gerald Burns has noted that what the 
novel evokes is the tradition of revolution, of resistance: 

	
Ultimately, then, the novel construes Martial Law as an 
extreme manifestation of a longstanding distortion of 
Philippine life; indeed, the “state of war” itself, at first 
identified with the current civil crisis, is eventually said to 
have existed for 400 years. To defeat the current regime is to 
take the first, necessary step toward the recovery of purity and 
innocence of that “young world,” which, before “strangers 
from a turbulent ocean” broke through to it, “had names only 
for virtue, and none for property.”27

	 I remarked earlier that Ty-Casper’s works belong to the traditional 
historical novel. But her novella Awaiting Trespass: A Pasyon (1985) seems 
to defy that classification. It is set in a three-day wake for Don Severino, 

26 Oscar Campomanes, “Filipinos in the United States and Their Literature of Exile,” Discrepant Histories:  
Translocal Essays on Filipino Cultures, ed. Vincente Rafael. Anvil, 1995, 182.

27 Gerard Burns, “Philippine Martial Law Fiction: Phases in the Early Evolution of the Genre,”  
Journal of English Studies 1, no. 2 (June 1994): 78.
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whose casket, when the novel opens, is mysteriously closed. The inference 
that readers make from the conversations, gossip, and memories of the 
mourners is that he was a victim of political tyranny, though he was 
no saint himself. Of the mourners, Don Severino’s niece, Telly, and his 
illegitimate son, the priest Sevi, seem to rise above the venality of the 
others—a mirror of societal decay that both sustains and springs from 
martial law. In the end, they recognize the connection between the fate 
of the county and their own individual fates. 
	 What sets the novella apart is its reference to the pasyon. The 
pasyon is a Philippine literary genre, an account of Christ’s life, focusing 
on his passion and death on the cross. In his iconic study of the genre, 
Resil Mojares has written: “It has a ubiquitous existence in our literary 
history; it appears as a printed text and has been called ‘the Filipino 
bible’; it is read aloud or chanted during Lent (a practice called pabasa); 
and it is dramatized on stage (in the sinakulo or cenaculo).”28 The historian 
Reynaldo Ileto, who studied the pasyon as an alternative to mainstream 
history, wrote: 

	

Before the abolition of friar censorship by the republican 
and American colonial governments, the pasyon was one of 
the few literary works available to the rural population, and 
therefore could not fail to shape the folk mind. Its impact is 
derived from the fact that, in the course of time, it coopted 
most of the functions of the traditional epics.29

	 By giving her novel this subtitle, therefore, Ty-Casper was drawing 
attention to its connection with the pasyon, as written and performed, in 

28 Resil Mojares, Origins and Rise of the Filipino Novel (University of the Philippines Press, 1983), 50–51. 

29 Reynaldo C. Ileto. Pasyon and Revolution: Popular Movements in the Philippines, 1840–1910. (Ateneo de  
Manila University Press, 1979), 24–25.
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ritual and tradition, and with the idea of sacrificial death. This strategy 
makes the novel intertextual. In style, it straddles the boundary between 
realist and non-realist fiction, with its truncated narration, time shifts, 
shifts in the point of view, incursions of poetry, and so on.30  
	 More recently, Insurrecto (2018) by Gina Apostol dramatizes 
the contest over historical truth, or its telling, which is at the heart 
of historiography. An American film maker, Chiara Brasi, is in the 
Philippines to shoot a movie based on her father’s attempt to make a 
film about the 1901 massacre of Filipino civilians by American troops in 
Balangiga, in retaliation for the killing of forty-eight American soldiers 
by Filipino “insurrectos,” and the numerous atrocities that followed, 
including the burning of the island. Brasi wants to persuade Magsalin, 
a Filipina translator (formerly based in New York City), to help her. But 
Magsalin is wary of the American film maker, doubting both the accuracy 
of her text, and her motivation. Instead, she decides to write her own 
version. 
	 In her review of the novel, Tash Aw of The Guardian writes: “In this 
jostle for primacy, narrative strands collide, history doubles back on itself, 
characters real and imagined merge into one version of events, only to be 
pulled apart again by Magsalin’s constant interrogation of Chiara’s—and 
her own—understanding of the history of the Philippines.”31 And J. S. 
Tenant of The London Magazine says: 

	 This “impulsive clueless spiritual adventure,” so enjoyable 
to read, is dead serious too. Insurrecto is about perspective 
and what lies beyond the frame of the camera lens. These 

30 See Ruth Jordana Luna Pison’s Alternative Histories: Martial Law Novels as Counter-Memory (University 
of the Philippines, 2005), 102–19, for an analysis of the novel in terms of the elements of the pasyon. 

31 Tash Aw, “Insurrecto by Gina Apostol Review—Struggles in the Philippines,” review of Insurrecto  
by Gina Apostol, Guardian, August 28, 2019, https://www.theguardian.com/books/2019/aug/28/insurrecto- 
gina-apostol-review.
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women’s stories are an accommodation of disparate strands 
that destabilise prevailing narratives; they pose questions 
about narration and who gets to do the narrating: one person’s 
insurrectionist is another’s freedom fighter. The book’s title 
proudly reclaims the label insurrecto—a catch-all term for 
the enemy—in the name of Casiana Nacionales, the real-
life character (and sole woman) who joined the Balangiga 
rebellion, but about whom little is known.32  

	 Finally, I want to say something about my novel, Recuerdo. I am 
including my novel here, with the readers’ indulgence, because I feel it 
fits into the category of the postmodern historical novel. One might say 
that it represents another sort of experiment in the genre. 
	 Recuerdo reverts to the traditional form of the epistolary but 
brings it to the postmodern present not only in its use of email but in 
its evocation of a multiplicity of often marginalized discourses, the 
disjointedness of the telling (and that, in effect, of a tale told twice), and 
in its self-reflexive conclusion.33 

	 Amanda, whose husband has died a violent death, has returned 
to the Philippines after spending a decade abroad. She writes the emails, 
addressed to her daughter, Marisa, a twenty-year-old student in the 
University of the Philippines, that make up the novel. In snippets, she 
reconstructs the family history, as she has received it from her own 
mother. The past thus retold spans generations and effectively covers 
the history of the Philippines up until the twentieth century. 

32 J. S. Tennant, review of Insurrecto by Gina Apostol, London Magazine, November 5, 2019,  
https://thelondonmagazine.org/review-insurrecto-by-gina-apostol/.

33 See Leonora M. Fajutagana, “History and Female Discourse in Cristina Pantoja Hidalgo’s Recuerdo,”  
Philippine Studies 48, no. 1 (2000): 126–132.
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	 I describe the creative process in an early essay of mine, “The 
Story of My Stories,” included in my book Coming Home.34 The process 
involved my encounter with family history and my recognition of the 
intimate interplay between the real (past and present) and the invented, 
and that may also be at the heart of historical fiction in general: “I have 
put into Recuerdo many of the things I believe in, and many of the things 
I am trying to understand and come to terms with. In a way, the novel 
has been for me a coming to terms. It is also, of course, about a coming to 
terms—with helplessness, personal and political; with entrapment; with 
loss. It is about memory. It is about love (love between men and women, 
love of mothers for their daughters, love for the beleaguered, benighted 
homeland). And, ultimately, it is about the strange connections between 
literature and life; connections which became mysteriously, marvelously 
clear to me as I wrote the novel, and which I continue to discover, to my 
growing wonder, every day.”35 

	 This sketch of the Philippine historical novel written in English 
is indeed a sketch. More historical novels, postmodern and traditional, 
have been written—by, for example, Jessica Hagedorn, Eric Galminda, 
and Charlson Ong—and written about—by, for example, Ruth Jordana 
Pison and Jaime An Lim.36 These certainly deserve further study by 
scholars and novelists. The novels presented here, however, are enough 
to show both how history shapes (fictional) stories and how storytelling 
is inevitably mixed in in the writing of history. Perhaps, the less than 

34 Cristina Pantoja Hidalgo, “The Story of My Stories,” in Coming Home (Anvil Publishing, 1997), 153–62.

35 Ibid., 162. 

36 See Ruth Jordana Luna Pison, Dangerous Liaisons: Sexing the Nation in Novels by Philippine Women 
Writers (1926–2006) (University of the Philippines Press, 2018); and Jaime An Lim, Bringing the Bones 
Home: A Postcolonial Reading of the Philippine Novel 1887–2018 (University of the Philippines Press, 2024). 
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dominant position of the Philippines on the global stage necessitates the 
writing of more historical fiction by Filipinos, the kind which considers 
the politically contingent nature of historiography. For who else should 
determine and control the narrative we call “Philippine history” and the 
ethical implications following from there? 
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