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POST-LECTURE FORUM WITH
CRISTINA PANTOJA HIDALGO

his is a transcript of the forum with Cristina Pantoja Hidalgo

moderated by Mara Coson, following the former’s lecture “The
Modern Philippine Historical Novel in English,” revised for this issue of
the journal as “Some Notes on the Philippine (Post) Modern Historical
Novel in English.” The event was part of the lecture series “States of
the Filipino Novel,” organized by the Literary and Cultural Studies
Program of the Ateneo de Manila University and the publishing house
Exploding Galaxies in March 2025. Attendees had the opportunity to
also ask questions.

Mara Coson: What I find really interesting is Recuerdo. I couldn’t help
but think that it was a stand-in for yourself, you as Amanda. And in
the novel, your parallel speaks to her mother and her mother says, “If
I don’t write these stories, they’ll be gone.” When you were also telling me
about El Chino Tomds, your ancestor, the cellist in your family, and then
also the Zarzuela actress, I couldn’t help but kind of connect you to the
character in the novel. It also reminded me of what Linda Ty-Casper had
also said about publishing her book. She was urged by her grandmother
to write these stories. I noticed that also with your journal entries, you
were saying that you had this urge to write this novel.

246



FORUM WITH CRISTINA PANTOJA HIDALGO Mara Coson

So I guess my question is, in completing a novel like Recuerdo, in the
same way as Linda Ty-Casper has completed The Three-Cornered Sun or
other novelists like Gina Apostol, who had written a very personal novel,
her latest one, La Tercera, about the loss of her mother, does putting
your family’s stories into fiction in a completed work fulfill that duty or
fulfill that impulse?

Cristina Pantoja Hidalgo: I never saw it as a duty. I'm trying to remember.
When I started out, I wasn’t intending to write about my family. I just
wanted to write a novel. . .. Writing was in my blood. My students tell me
that, when they announce they’re going to enroll in creative writing as a
course, their parents are upset and tell them, “Why that, of all things!”
But this was not a surprise to anybody in my house that I wanted to be a
writer. I started publishing when I was in third-year high school, I mean,
in national newspapers. There was no course such as creative writing
then, as you know. We would have to major in literature. I majored in
philosophy. But I really wanted journalism.

Now here’s the thing. I had no idea how interesting my ancestors were
pala. Because the family kept so many secrets from us, like our parents.
For example, there was this man who was the brother of my grandmother.
So he’s my lolo, no? He was pala the family’s first gay man. [ didn’t learn
that until I was married with children. The family kept that a secret. Even
he kept it a secret, throughout his life. I also never knew that we had an
ancestor who was a priest. ... He was a secular Filipino priest. And then
he became the lover, obviously, of a woman in our family. Otherwise,
how did he become my ancestor, right? This story was not revealed to
us either. I found out from reading my mother’s memoir, and I'm like,
“Wow, really?” And my reaction was the opposite of what my mother
thought it would be.

Here is what happened to that priest. About halfway through my mother’s
story, he disappears. I never would hear what happened to that man
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anymore. And when I asked my mother, when she was already writing her
memoir, she only then told me, “Ah, you know, we never talk about him
because he was a bad priest. He had a girlfriend, your great-grandmother.”
And I'm like, “Oh, but how interesting.”

First, why did he disappear from the stories? He was part of the movement
that Gomburza were part of—that group of priests who revolted, or were
said to have revolted. The three of them [Fathers Gomez, Burgos, and
Zamora] were executed, as we all know. This man who was my ancestor,
whose name was Jose Guevara, and was the parish priest of Quiapo,
and a few others were exiled to the Marianas. Maybe their sins were
less serious than those the three who were executed. And that’s why he
disappears from the family stories. He just disappeared, literally. It was
only much later that I found out what his full name was.

Also, he had produced two sons. One of them was a violinist on the stage
in Manila, for the zarzuela. The zarzuelas had an orchestra accompanying
them all the time. He was a violinist. He fell in love with a zarzuela star,
and she with him, and they eloped. . .. Actually, they got married. He
brought his wife and his family of small children to Naga in Bicolandia
because it was a boom town. And he was successful there. He set up his
own theater company. They were doing very well.

His wife, who had been a zarzuela star, was now a full-time housewife.
But he joined the Katipunan. How his wife found out was, one day, the
guardia civil came and arrested him and threw out all his possessions
into the street. They threw out his children and his wife as well. They
brought him to Manila, tortured him, and executed him in Bagumbayan.
So he’s one of the sixteen martyrs of Naga.

There’s a monument there that I went to see the first time I went to do

teacher training in a local university. We're a group of UP faculty members
who were invited to do teacher training in Naga, and Krip Yuson was
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kind enough to take me to the monument so I could have a picture taken
with it. It looks like a birthday cake. Is anybody here from Bicol? In the
plaza, there’s this monument, three tiers high, white pa siya. So it looks
like a cake. I thought there were angels surrounding this tower. ‘Yun pala
it was the martyrs. One of them was my lolo. Baka naman angels na nga
sila. It was an interesting discovery. And then I went on reading. And

'”

then I thought, “This is my novel

My mother said, “My goodness. You're going to write about our family?
It’s going to be scandalous.” In fact, she even told me, “Do not tell your
husband what I told you about the priest.” I said, “What is my husband
going to think about that? Is he going to divorce me because I had an
ancestor who was a priest?” Actually, he was very impressed. Because
the priest produced a Katipunero!

Coson: So when you have materials such as your own personal history, and
after the novel was published, you continued to discover more. Could you,
for example, imagine yourself writing another novel about your family?
And what would it look like if ever? Recuerdo was an epistolary novel.

Hidalgo: No, I think I'm bored with my family’s story now. The novel
took a long time to write. And it took a lot out of me. In fact, after it was
published, I felt so tired that I thought, “Okay, now I will write simple
little stories.” And I wrote Catch a Falling Star. That is the book that more
people know. Among the forty or so books that I’'ve written, that’s the
only bestseller. And it is because it’s sold in schools to schoolchildren.
The publisher decided to call it young adult fiction. And [ was saying,
“No, no, no, I'm not writing for children. ’'m writing for adults.” But
I got convinced because they told me that one school was already ordering
books for their high school classes.

Just like that novel—this is not mine—Smaller and Smaller Circles by F. H.
Batacan. That was required reading in Ateneo because the heroes were
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Jesuit priests. So Ateneo taught it, and it became a bestseller. They were
very, very simpatico, those two priests. So anyway, I wrote those stories
very, very quickly. They are based on my life. I was Patricia Payatot,
obviously, hanggang ngayon, payatot, no? They just came out very, very
easily, very quickly, hardly any rewriting. And then that was finished.
I didn’t write like that again.

Coson: One thing I noted earlier was when you mentioned that historical
novels aren’t exactly written about the remote past, I thought about
the fact that I thought it was about the remote past. I think I had an
uncomplicated idea of being able as a novelist to see in its entirety
something that is completed and then from there you kind of enter in.
I think that’s what interested me also about Linda Ty-Casper’s The Three-
Cornered Sun. Linda Ty-Casper was able to see the Philippine Revolution
from some eighty years after it had happened. That’s what really drew
me in, that she was able to take readers right into the dust of the book.
It was also interesting because I felt what Linda Ty-Casper also did,
very early on in the book, was she distanced Jose Rizal from the story
by actually putting him on a boat. Whenever I look at that time I always
think about it as what Carol Hau calls the colonial cancer as happening
at the present, at the time of Rizal. Being not just able to distance her
cast of characters from Rizal, but also to distance herself from the time,
and yet give it a kind of present—these were just what [ was thinking
as you were talking about that.

And so, I was thinking, how do we then know if we are writing the history
of our time, that we are actually writing it? For example, with Ninotchka
Rosca’s State of War, or some of the other novels that were written in
moments that were quite historic in themselves, even if they were not
yet fully in the past, how do we know then, if you were a novelist writing
today, how do you know that you are actually writing the history of your
time, that it is therefore a historical novel?
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Hidalgo: I don’t think you need to be worried about what’s going to come
out. I didn’t sit down thinking, I'm going to write a historical novel.
In fact, it wasn’t until later, that I figured that if I were a teacher teaching
the Philippine historical novel, I would include Recuerdo.

I wanted to tell my mother’s stories in an imaginative way, and I thought
this would be what I should have done for my children, which I did not.
They came home with us and eventually chose to live somewhere else.
I've always wondered whether their father and I are to blame for that.
... We lived overseas for many years. When we decided to come home,
one was already going to graduate from high school. The other one was
in Grade Five. They were so dismayed at being taken away from New
York, which they loved. We said to them, “Look, we want you to have a
country. You don’t know your country. You don’t know your cousins even.
So we'll bring you home so you’ll always have that—a home country. And
then when you’re adults, you can leave again, if you want.” They took us
at our word, and they left.

When [ wrote Recuerdo, I had none of that in mind. I just wanted to tell
these stories. They were fascinating. And then more and more stories
occurred to me. That’s the way it happened. I don’t know whether . . .
maybe one can. Different people find their subject matter differently.
Some get intrigued with an idea. For others, it’s an image. For me, it’s a
character. So when I learned about that priest in my family, I'm like, “Naku,
I wish I had known him so I could tell his story, and what happened to
him.” The sad part is, the three priests, Gomburza, at least they became
heroes, so everybody remembers them to this day. We didn’t even know
the full name of our ancestor. My mother only knew that he was a parish
priest of Quiapo. That became the basis for my research.

And, as I was creating a past for my character, Amanda, I was discovering
my own past. I think if you decide cold-bloodedly, I am going to write
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an important historical novel about this period, it might not come out
the way you want it to.

Coson: I want to share today something Linda Ty-Casper had written
about history and literature in the essay, “Literature: A Flesh Made of
Fugitive Suns.” She says, “Why does not literature let history alone speak
for the past? Because the events of the past, however remote, the wars and
civil disorders and natural calamities are felt in the lives of individuals.
History salvages the numbers of casualties in their distribution according
to sides and battlefronts. Literature’s concern is with the man who felt
the bullet in his jaw, the woman running from an exploding church, who
discovers, on reaching safety, that the weight in her arms is a pillow, not
her child.” So I think literature really has a way of bringing out history
that I think is really one of the reasons why someone like Linda Ty-
Casper has truly succeeded.

Attendee 1: My name is Patrick, and I am a student taking AB Humanities.
I want to ask three questions. . .. What’s your opinion on the quote,
“History is written by the victors.”

Hidalgo: I completely understand what it’s saying. It’s saying that if
you win, you get the chance to write the history books. They will be
published and they will be taught. So your version is the one that people
will hear. The one whose manuscript was not accepted by the publisher,
for whatever reason, is not going to be heard. Unless some other writer
wants to write about that. In the case of Ninotchka Rosca’s State of War,
and Gina Apostol’s Insurrecto, the idea was to speak for the ones who were
not allowed to because they lost. The metaphor of Ninotchka is that the
state of war is the Philippines. The country is always in a state of war.

When I was writing my novel, I thought, “My God, that’s the pattern in
our family. The men die.” The first one was that priest who was exiled and,
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in effect, dead for the family. And then the violinist who was executed.
The generation that came after that is my parents’ generation already.
My father fortunately was not killed. But the fiancé of my aunt, who
was my father’s best friend—they were students of La Salle—was killed.
A lot of the men of that generation were killed. My mother’s sister, who
was a single woman until she died, and who took care of me, it was her
fiancé who died. They were supposed to have a double wedding, my
parents and my tita and her boyfriend. But my father was not accepted
into the army because he had something wrong with his lungs, so they
went on with their marriage plans. My uncle-to-be joined the guerrilla,
and so he told his girlfriend, my tita, “Let’s postpone our wedding.
It’s too dangerous. They might use you to get to me.” The sad part of that
is that . .. should I tell the story?

My parents were living in Paco. Manoling, the best friend of my father,
was living in the Taft Avenue area. He sent word that he had heard from
his contacts in the underground that magsosona ang mga Hapon. Do you
know what magsosona is? They encircle a place, and they hit it. He heard
it would be done in Paco. So he said in a note to my father, “You come
to me here in Taft.” And my parents tried to go to him, carrying me as a
newborn baby. His information was wrong. The Japanese were in Taft
Avenue. So my parents went back home. The house of this Manoling was
one of the houses that the Japanese went into, killed everyone. Everyone
including the maids, the neighbors who happened to be sheltering there,
were killed. So, in that generation, he’s the one who was killed. One guy
was spared: a houseboy because he pretended he was dead. A corpse fell
on him. He ran to Paco to inform my parents about what had happened.

Sumunod doon is my generation: Martial Law. Maraming namatay noon,

but not only men. Martial Law did not have biases and killed both men
and women.
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Coson: But I have a slightly different take on that quote. So, if you look
at The Three-Cornered Sun, it might be an interesting answer to your
question. Because in the 1896 Revolution, we didn’t exactly win, right?
So even in the novel, I think Linda Ty-Casper was very conscious of that.
... I think The Three-Cornered Sun is an example that that’s not the case
all the time at least.

Attendee 1: I've been hearing about the word “historiographic
metafiction.” How fiction expresses itself is quite unique compared to
nonfiction. Nowadays, I've been hearing that we should not be reading
fiction because it’s not reliable. We have to read nonfiction. So do you
think that nonfiction stories, or we can say, the “historical novels,” can
evoke the same feeling as fiction itself?

Hidalgo: Historiographic metafiction is a way of writing back. It is
saying those things that were not said. In stories like The Great Philippine
Jungle Energy Cafe, there are real people and there are ordinary people,
and there are invented people. It’s one way that writers have found of
writing about the underdog. The man who’s not the hero; he’s not the
one in the army; he’s not the one who entered the guerrilla force. But he
lived through everything, too. And the method that Krip Yuson chose was
a kind of marvelous realism or postmodernism. Different writers have
tried different strategies to tell that story of the silenced man or woman.

Attendee 1: Is the message different when a character is just described,
or if the author expresses it through actual events that happen?

Attendee 2: Which is more effective, a narrator who simply describes
the characters or a narrator who editorializes?

Hidalgo: I think different readers will have different answers to that
question. When my students ask me that, I say, what is the purpose of
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this piece that you wrote? Why did you write this? You're an activist, for
example, and you're trying to get people to rally to your cause. Is it better
to directly say so? To be very active and angry, or to write something very
subtle and very sophisticated. Obviously, the answer is: if that is your
goal to convert people to your own position, to rally them, you use the
direct style. If you write something postmodern, di naman maiintindihan.

By the way, I remember actually encountering that problem in one of
the workshops of UP. I still do the workshops, but this was early on,
when the students taking up Malikhaing Pagsulat in UP’s Filipino
department. Puro aktibista sila. Their kind of activism manifested itself
in that way. We used to say, “Oh, they're taking out the red flags again.
Is that effective? Or is it more effective to write a very subtle love story,
for example, between an activist who is in love with a woman, who is
the girlfriend of the leader of his party, and must choose who or what is
more important to him?” And I did read a story like that, which was very
well-written. The activists on the panel didn’t like it. They liked the one
with the red flags waving, hammering the truth into your head. And I'm
like, “I don’t know. As a writer, I'll choose the subtle and sophisticated
way any old day. If I were an activist, though, I'd write something like
the Noli. And not give it a happy ending talaga like Rizal never did. Both
the Noli and the Fili end with the characters miserable or dead, and these
novels are very effective. “Ganyan kasama ang mga Kastila. Let’s go!”
So it depends on what your purpose is.

The first thing I explain to my students is that they have to have a poetics.
They have to understand how that works. Why do [ write the way [ write,
and for whom? What is it that you want to achieve when you’re writing
this particular piece? What is it that, in general, you want to achieve as
a writer? That will help you decide what strategy you're going to use,
which is style, actually.
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