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Posthumous: Poems
Paolo Manalo. Gacha Press, 2024. 32 pages.

n his review of Allan Popa’s Kami sa Lahat ng Masama (2003), Paolo

Manalo notes its quality of “bookness,” in contrast to collections that
are a mere assortment of poems (usually forty pieces) with no conscious
or preconceived unifying concept.”! In such a random and unsystematic
picking-and-assemblage, poems are included because they were published
in an anthology or journal, they were presented at a prestigious workshop,
and/or they have won at literary contests. Manalo asserts that Popa’s
book is “meant to be taken as a unity of vision and utterance, despite
the gaps and silences between poems and the elliptical leaps from one
evil moment to the next.”? This principle is affirmed in the production
of Manalo’s own book, Posthumous: Poems (2024), a slim volume of poems
written during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Such a process is what a reader may discover in Manalo’s
Posthumous—a chapbook in stapled binding. The epigraph, “For a poem
to be true, it must come ‘from an Ever,” is from Lucie Brock-Broido’s
poem “Still Life with Aspirin.” It would be simplistic to dismiss it as
the author’s act of setting the tone of the compendium and hinting at
the central theme, or to think that it signals that the poems are akin
to Brock-Broido’s anagogic poems. The “Ever” is a realm where the
persistence of memory and grief resides. Another interpretation would

1 Paolo Manalo, “Allan Popa, Kami sa Lahat ng Masama,” Philippine Studies: Historical and Ethnographic
Viewpoints 52, no. 1 (2004): 142.

2 Ibid.
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be that the poet added the line as a means of assault or, at least, ajparody,
which is the opposite of what epigraphs are usually made for. We are
now led to Manalo’s version of “Ever”—a physical realm. For someone
who lives in Caloocan City, it is the former Ever Gotesco Grand Central
in Monumento, now taken over by SM Prime Holdings after fire ripped
through the old shopping mall. The critical reader may sense how this
connection and disconnection operates as a postmodern irony in Manalo’s
Posthumous, opening a possibility for a philosophical movement that one
might call posthumor.

“Posthumous” connotes life and death. In publication parlance,
it means something that is issued or made available after an author’s
death. In his book Remembering and Disremembering the Dead: Posthumous
Punishment, Harm and Redemption over Time (2017), Floris Tomasini
investigates how humans understand the effects of posthumous harm and
redemption. In remembering the dead, some choose to dismember the
dead. We can harm the dead by degrading their memory and distorting
their narrative. These foul narratives may already have crawled into our
daily lives during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Manalo claims that the poems in Posthumous were written during
the COVID-19 lockdown, specifically during the outbreak in 2020.
The poet uses a process of “arrival by avoidance,” which means one’s
reaching a state (an “arrival”) not because such is the goal, but as a result
of one’s avoiding the risks and anxieties associated with something
more challenging or rewarding. If we look at COVID-19 via the Bolles
and Fanselow’s Perceptual-Defensive-Recuperative Model, the virus is
definitely a threat to human existence. In consequence, humans enter a
“defensive” phase. The third stage happens after the threat passes, where
humans enter “into a ‘recuperative’ mode during which pain-related
behaviors may resume after fear has subsided.”

3 Stefan G. Hoffman and Aleena C. Hay. “Rethinking Avoidance: Toward a Balanced Approach to
Avoidance in Treating Anxiety Disorders.” Journal of Anxiety Disorders 55 (2018): 14-21.
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The stages are evident in the poem “Cold Mountain Ending,” in
which the persona reveals that “[flor months I've waited, / Like the rest
of the world ‘for Death, and cried /| When it came for others but not for
me’”(8). But aside from death, Posthumous tackles kindness in times of
crisis and survival. This confirms the model’s argument, that “the goal
of the defensive response is not to avoid pain, but rather to promote
behaviors that will protect™® humans, in this case, from the threat.

The chapbook’s blurb states that the collection is “a pilgrimage
to Han-shan’s Cold Mountain in the hermetic terrain and almost zen
pandemicon of Paolo Manalo’s elegiac adjustments.” This premise is
presented in “Galing Cold Mountain,” where the persona asserts that
“lahat tayo’y may sari-sariling Cold Mountain / na lilikasan tuwing may
problema, mamumundok” (14; we all have our own Cold Mountain /
a safe place we climb to take us away from danger).

Cold Mountain is a collection of poems written by a recluse
Buddhist monk during the Tang dynasty, known only by the name Han-
shan or Hanshan, which literally means “Cold Mountain.” In de Bary’s
foreword to Burton Watson’s translated collection Cold Mountain (1962),
he states that “the poems of Han-shan are products of the golden age
of Chinese poetry and also of the rise of Ch’an (Zen) Buddhism.”> The
poems were also introduced to the Western world through Arthur Waley’s
translations in 1954 and the beatnik Gary Snyder’s translation Cold
Mountain Poems in 1968.

On the inside front cover of Posthumous, Manalo explains that his
project “involved reading selected English translations [of Cold Mountain
poems] and version[s] and avoiding their directions to arrive at one’s own.”
This process could be the “arrival by avoidance” that the chapbook had

4 Ibid.

> Wm Theodore de Bary, foreword to Cold Mountain: 100 Poems by the T'ang Poet Han-shan by Burton

Watson (Grove Press, 1962), 5.
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mentioned. However, to flesh out the collection’s conceptual framework
needs a rationale or perhaps an entire paper.

“Galing Cold Mountain” is entirely in Filipino, as is the poem
“Nasamid Lang.” Readers may think that it makes the collection bilingual,
but they may also reconsider since only another two of the twenty poems
are not in English, having familiar Filipino expressions inserted in them.
Using Filipino, the poet or his personas switch to a somber tone, as if it
was not Manalo who wrote them. The same seriousness can be gleaned
in the English poem “Lockdown Lullabies,” a critique of the Duterte
regime’s handling of the pandemic. These poems seem to be outliers. They
do not have the novelty and wit that Manalo typically offers, especially
in “Confucius Say Beans Without Pork Is like Bangus Without Belly”
and “Confucius Say Sana All.”

However, Manalo demonstrates that he can mix political discourse
with wit. In “Head Swapping,” he makes an unforeseen reference to
extrajudicial killings, when the persona narrates, “I made a chalk outline
| Of you so that when the police arrive / And you are out, I can say ‘But
officers, / There’s already been a murder’ (27). He also makes playful
use of enjambment in “Tita Cold Mountain Remix,” which begins with
“I must confess that my loneliness is Kili-/manjaro” (30). The “kili” will
trigger the thought of kilikili (armpit) or perhaps the Last Song Syndrome
(LSS) of “Killing Me Softly.” This technique is also used in “Babeuf”: “He
was sor-/ Ry not sorry” (31).

It is prudent to say that Posthumous is not a collection of Cold
Mountain variations. The first poem, “Fake Muse,” is an invocation to
the poet or persona’s muse with sprinklings of popular culture jargon,
like Zoom, Shopee, Tiktok, and Dalgona—words that identify how
Filipinos adjusted during the onset of the pandemic and the months
after that turned into years. Such an invocation reminds us of how some
of our ethnoepics and metrico romance begin. The collection ends with
“Posthumous,” bearing the attribution, “after César Vallejo,” which is
clearly an homage to the Peruvian poet. In the poem “Black Stone on a
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White Stone,” Vallejo writes, “César Vallejo has died.” In “Posthumous,”
Manalo writes, “Paolo Manalo is dead” (32). With his own two foregoing
poems as evidence, we are led back to Manalo’s review of Popa’s book,
where he says that poems collected in a book “have to be read in sequence
from beginning to end.”® In the first poem, the persona rails against the
coming of death, and in the last poem, he accepts the inevitable and
contemplates the next phase.

With this collection, Manalo proves that he is not all wordplay
and jest. Unlike other poets who live in a bubble that they create for
themselves, Manalo lives in the present. To live in the present means to
write about the realities of the present world as a conscious member of
society.
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